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      “Sir, I have an unauthorized contact inbound.”

      Captain Devers took a slow, deliberate sip of his tea, then carefully set it down. “Show me.”

      The three-dimensional display in the center of the control room froze for a moment, then shifted, zooming in on a single yellow dot.

      “No friends?”

      “Negative, sir. She’s all alone.”

      “Make?”

      “Signature is consistent with Union cruiser-class.”

      Devers sighed and glanced at his XO, who joined him at the huge display.

      The Cube, as the bridge crew had taken to calling the display, was a new and unwelcome addition to the already cramped combat bridge of the ESS Xander. The enormous projection had been hastily thrown together soon after they arrived at the Corridor. One just like it was installed in every Empire ship in the operation.

      There were more than 4,000 ships at the Great Corridor representing a dozen galactic powers. More were showing up every day.

      It was the largest such gathering in human history as far as anyone knew, and certainly since the armistice signings following the first of the Passage Wars, which had happened so long ago it barely counted.

      The Cube was never turned off. The dots crawled nonstop, mimicking the constant hustling all around the Xander. At least four temporary space stations were under construction, and just about everyone was working on mounting their own expedition into the Great Corridor, all bar none scared stiff about what may come out of it. Not to mention keeping an eye on everyone else.

      “Maybe today,” said his XO, nodding at the tangled mess.

      “Maybe.” It was a running joke between them. The whole thing was going to go to shit. It was just a matter of when.

      “How long until we get a confirmation on that?”

      “We should have drone eyes from the Alberta in 30-seconds.”

      Alberta was the designation of the Empire’s new space station. It was no more than ten percent complete, but defensive drones were among the first things installed and operational. That, and the ansible antenna that allowed for real-time transmissions directly to the Triumvirate Fleet Command on the Emperor’s Moon.

      Devers still didn’t understand how that was possible but was under the impression it was a major breakthrough, if the way the entire project was built on need-to-know dossiers was any indication.

      The Empire was suddenly flush with such breakthroughs. Their new diamond plasma torpedoes were capable of shredding an entire starship with one shot. They were poised to reshape the battlefield across every major war the Empire was currently waging: more than two dozen, if you didn’t count the technical armistices with the Cardinal Order, and you could bet the Empire would not be honoring those.

      “We shouldn’t be hosting intergalactic science projects,” Devers spat.

      If it weren’t for the events at the Great Corridor, Devers fully expected to be on the Red Front. And with the weapons they had now, they’d be pushing toward Old Earth with renewed vigor.

      “And which war would you prefer?” his XO said, as if she read his mind.

      She didn’t look at him, but Devers rolled his eyes anyway. “You are too much machine sometimes, Anka.”

      When the cyborg said nothing, he continued.

      “The Red Front.”

      She grunted.

      The Red Front. The fight with the Cardinal Order was older than anyone on the Xander. Older than the Xander.

      Devers sighed. His XO wasn’t wrong. They also had an action that was rapidly escalating towards war with the Asiatic Rings and the war with the Alliance was simmering, even if both sides had stepped back to lick their wounds. The Empire was struggling to keep ships afloat. The Xander had a year-long backorder of parts that was only growing.

      But these weapons could change everything! He hadn’t imagined he’d see a free Old Earth in his lifetime, but if the Cardinal Order couldn’t get something to counter the Empire fast, they were going to be toast.

      Devers put it out of his mind. Those old grudges would have to wait. For now, his new toys only meant that his neighbors watched him a little more warily than before. But no one was giving an inch. Their scientists were desperately trying to replicate the Empire weapons and their spies were desperately trying to burrow under the Empire armor to get something back. There had been a remarkable uptick in colosseum executions of late.

      “Meanwhile…” said his XO, nodding at the Cube. Her prosthetic eyes glowed green.

      Devers wasn’t actually convinced she was more machine than woman… but it was close. Then again, he wasn’t complaining. Having a cyborg as an XO had its perks. For one, she was cool as space under pressure.

      Devers considered the Cube again. He didn’t need the Empire’s fancy new real-time messaging to HQ to know how this was going to go.

      It was the Union. Of course it was. The Union of Merchant Affiliates had been among the most vocal of the hundreds of minor powers left out of the most recent treaty. Probably because everybody had invaded their space and parked right off their home world without asking or apologizing and then proceeded to completely ignore them.

      The treaty was a real piece of work. After a skirmish between Alliance and Asiatic Ring fighters escalated into a major incident that resulted in heavy damage to one of the Asiatic cutlass-class starships, a hastily organized treaty had been hashed out by delegates of the big six powers and shoved down the throat of everyone else at gunpoint.

      Effective immediately, no one was allowed to crash the party. If you had a seat at the table, you were in. Otherwise, you were out of luck.

      Devers knew that was inviting trouble, and here it was.

      “Course?”

      “They are heading for an intercept with the alert team,” said the senior tracking tech.

      Devers frowned. “Time, STT?”

      “Two minutes. They just showed up out of nowhere, sir.”

      “Did we get a transition signature?” It wouldn’t make sense that they would see the telltale signs of a near-FTL jump, since the Union ships were coming from right next door. But still. He couldn’t think of another explanation. No Union ship could make that kind of time in regular speed.

      “Negative, sir.”

      The Comm Chief leapt in. “Alpha one is requesting a firing directive.”

      Devers glanced at his XO.

      She just shook her head.

      Devers agreed. “Go for defensive, CC, but negative on firing directive.”

      Devers had been a stick jockey in another life and it made him sick to leave his guys out there so vulnerable. But there was little he could do. The treaty was clear, and the Senate was losing its mind with restrictions on the rules of engagement since the incident at the Corridor.

      Besides, he felt sure the Union was just trying its damnedest to create a shitstorm. He wasn’t going to oblige them.

      “Get an acknowledgement from Alpha one, please.”

      The bridge was silent for one beat. Two beats. Someone coughed.

      “It’s been acknowledged,” said the CC.

      “Where are we on that alien handshake?”

      “Last I heard it was still a go.”

      This morning’s excitement had started with a collision between freighters from the Cardinal Order that was shuttling over modelers for the massive space station they were building. Several freight boxes had gone loose. They had drones on board to redirect them, but for some reason this one box didn’t and it floated free into Empire territory. The Order got permission to follow, but the whole thing had everyone on edge.

      Devers had scrambled his alert fighters, just to keep the Order on the up and up.

      The Order had of course obliged by sending out a full squadron of their owner fighters to supervise.

      But things had gotten much more interesting this afternoon.

      “What did they call themselves again? Simpar? Shempar?”

      “Shemwar, sir,” said the CC. “Catalogued as EUS-23.”

      Another Extra-Universal Species had shown up at the corridor. The twenty-third, it would seem.

      And that was just the ones they knew of. The Corridor had been open for some time before the first humans had arrived here, and longer still until there was anything resembling some organization and cooperation.

      There was also the slightest whiff in some circles that somebody from their side had gone through. In fact, most money was on the Empire—and all the new weapons they were swinging around didn’t dissuade anyone of that opinion. Certainly, that was the opinion of the other ship captains, if what the scuttlebutt Devers was hearing was any indication.

      “Our new besties,” observed his XO.

      “So it would seem.”

      There was a procedure of sorts, now, for welcoming aliens who ventured through the Corridor: Welcome to our universe, have some bureaucratic bullshit.

      The diplomats had created a tedious system where a recorded session of communication had to be broadcast to all the founding powers first. And then it got really tedious. By the time it was all over, Devers wouldn’t have blamed the aliens if they just gave up and headed back home.

      These aliens’ ships didn’t look much more impressive than the freight boxes they had spent the morning chasing after, but hey, you gotta take the alien species you get, right?

      And besides. These aliens were unique.

      “These are the ones here to save us, eh?”

      “So it would appear.”

      This was the first time in those twenty-two previous contacts that any spacefaring sentient race from the other side had ever asked for anyone by name. And the fact it was the Empire only raised suspicions among the others.

      Well, fuck them, thought Devers. It had been too long since the Empire had been kicking a little ass.

      Of course, the other powers didn’t know the substance of the message they’d received. Just seven cryptic little words: “Empire, we are here to save you.”

      That was some 36-hours ago, shortly after they first appeared. Since then, they had been put through the standard bureaucratic pathway. Fleet Command didn’t want to raise suspicions.

      Good luck with that. The message put everyone on edge. Just what they needed in this high pressure—

      His XO’s head snapped to the cube, her prosthetic eye doing a fast readjustment. She didn’t do double-takes for no reason.

      The STT spoke hesitantly. “Sir, the Union contact…”

      Devers waited. His crew were some of the best in the business.

      “It’s… It’s gone, sir.”

      “Where?”

      “Right as it was approaching Alpha, it just disappeared.”

      Devers strode over behind the officer. “Show me.”

      The STT ran back the ranging signal.

      “There,” said Devers. “There, can you enhance that?”

      “I can try, but—”

      He stopped. Now they could see it. The contact hadn’t disappeared. It had broken up.

      “Mechanical failure?”

      His XO spoke over his shoulder. “That’s no explosion. Those are perfectly symmetrical lines.”

      “Well what the hell then—”

      “Sir!” CC broke in, hand to his ear. “Alpha one reports the squadron just got buzzed by Marine Super Comets.” He swiveled. “It’s Frontier Marines. At least a dozen.”

      Devers felt like he’d taken a pulse to the gut.

      “That explains the speed,” the XO said, unfazed.

      “They’re ours?” Devers asked, stunned. He racked his brain. Had there been anything—anything at all about Frontier Marine activity today?

      “Can we establish contact?”

      “Negative, channels aren’t open.”

      “Alpha requesting orders,” said the CC.

      Devers ignored him.

      “What is the new course?”

      “Negative course change.”

      They hadn’t been heading for the alert fighters or the aliens they were meeting. They blew right past them.

      “Well, then, where are they going?”

      “Right for the Corridor, sir. They will come within three klicks of our current position.”

      Close enough to wave out the window.

      “Time to closest approach?”

      “Four minutes, sir. They are pushing hard.”

      Devers turned to Kelly. “Did I miss a communique? This doesn’t make any damn sense.”

      “Sir,” said the space warfare tech, flagging down Devers.

      “Say it, Krieger.”

      “I think I know why we didn’t see them. The Frontier Marines have stealth builds. And if they specifically targeted our zone—”

      “—we wouldn’t see anything,” Devers finished. They scanned for everyone else in stealth mode, but not their own.

      “If that’s true…” his XO said, leaving her statement hanging in the air.

      Something flashed on the STT’s screen.

      The cube view shifted to highlight the change in the matrix. A large green dot disappeared.

      “I’ve lost the Cambridge, sir!”

      “Alpha reports visual detonation,” the CC said in the same breath.

      “Get those alpha fighters back here,” Devers snapped. “Launch bravo alert fighters and get the rest of the alert squads on deck. Arm our defensive batteries. STT, if they deviate one meter, I want to hear about it.”

      The response was cut off by the Drone Op. “Unauthorized close space breach!”

      Devers prioritized that immediately. “Do the drones have a solution?”

      “Negative, sir, it’s… it’s tiny. They can’t get a lock.”

      “Show me,” he snapped. “Go visual.”

      The cube was replaced by an image of empty space.

      “DO, what am I seeing?”

      “It’s out there sir, it’s just—”

      The view swung wildly, then flipped to another drone. An external image of the Xander filled the cube.

      “Where?”

      “It’s right on top of us!” he yelled.

      “I don’t see anything?”

      “There,” said his XO, pointing calmly.

      Devers followed her hand.

      Crawling on the outside of the Xander was a figure. A lanky Marine in a combat jump suit.

      “What the hell is he doing?”

      The XO reached out with her modified hand and made a squeezing motion in the air. The cube view magnified.

      The Marine was crawling directly over the combat bridge. Fifty feet of powered armor separated them.

      “Get a security team to that airlock now!”

      “Incoming message from the Colossal, sir.”

      “On speaker,” Devers said, not taking his eyes off the Marine.

      They only heard static. “CC?”

      “Lost it,” he said. “I’ve lost the Colossal completely, sir.”

      From the exterior view of the Xander, a bloom of bright light lit up the corner of the display.

      He didn’t need to be told what that was. Or what this was.

      This was a full-blown attack.

      “Open a priority command channel through Alberta,” Devers said. “Send full stat package when you have it.”

      His XO leaned into the cube view. “What is he doing?”

      The Marine on the hull of the Xander shoved some elastic material against the side of the ship. Devers recognized it immediately. He felt his XO stiffen next to him and knew she saw it as well. Field nuke plaster. It just needed to be hit with an igniter rod.

      The Marine turned and reached for something on his belt, looking back in the process.

      Devers was shocked to realize he wasn’t wearing a helmet. He should be dead. His head was hairless with a large, vertical ridge that seemed to run back down his neck. It almost looked like he had scales.

      “We’ve lost power to the hull armor,” cried the STT.

      “How?” Of all the impossible things that were happening, this was the most catastrophic. They were naked.

      “I—I don’t know, sir,” he stammered.

      “Call a general evacuation. Emergency teams to—”

      The Marine smashed the igniter rod into the plaster.

      The ship lurched violently.

      A blinding blue energy engulfed the deck crew. Devers had one moment of complete weightlessness, when he sensed the whole cosmos shudder and shift around, leaving him behind.

      He had time for one thought: No field nuke in history could do this much damage to the hull, powered or not.

      Then he and the rest of the deck crew were vaporized.

      Two seconds later, the Xander buckled.

      As the vacuum of space rushed in, what was left of the crew died the way starship crews had been dying for centuries; in the cold, choking darkness of space.

      A coded message escaped in those final moments, sent from the XO’s cybernetic internal transmitter, and pinged through the main dish of the Xander a fraction before it was incinerated.

      The message that beamed back along the Alberta’s command channel held only two words.

      “Frontier Marines.”
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      Lucky was happy.

      “You are kinda gross when you are happy,” observed Rocky.

      Lucky grinned. “Yeah, well, this is who I am now. I’m Mr. Sunshine. Get used to it.”

      “Please don’t ever call yourself Mr. Sunshine again.”

      Malby’s broke in, reminding Lucky there were plenty of reasons not to be happy. “I don’t like the look of those two.”

      Jiang sighed audibly over all-comm. “We can’t actually see what you’re looking at, Malby. Maybe you could be more specific.”

      “Maybe you could maintain communication silence,” came a sharp reply.

      Sergeant Adria Nuchik.

      She was pretty awesome, Lucky had to admit.

      “You have a real thing for her.”

      “I have a real thing for having someone else in command.”

      Since the shit had gone down with the Great Corridor, Lucky had a bad feeling that someone would try to promote him again. Or worse. Put him in charge. He was pleasantly surprised when the Sergeant showed up.

      “You’re barely in charge of your life. You think the brass can’t figure that out?”

      Fair point. But he also didn’t want to deal with whatever crap was going to get poured on the old wounds.

      After getting picked up by the hospital vessel Elixr, he’d assumed he would get some R&R. They all did. Instead, they’d drawn the short straw.

      Or, depending on the way you look at it, the perfect straw.

      “Crowd suppression duty on a shit planet,” said Jiang, walking up to Lucky. “Only you could have a smile on your face here.”

      Lucky gave her a wink. “I’ll take it.”

      “God, it’s worse than I thought. You really are happy,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Why is everyone so shocked by this?”

      “Unnatural,” she said.

      A slight tremor made them both freeze. But it only lasted a moment. The tremors were coming with more frequency now. Several an hour.

      “Speaking of,” said Lucky.

      The Union homeworld of Nar was dying.

      The opening of the Grand Corridor had effectively rezoned the neighborhood, and the resulting shift in gravity in the local system had thrown the planet out of its orbit.

      Here in the capital city, like everywhere else, people were being evacuated.

      There was just one small problem.

      There weren’t enough ships.

      Not everyone would make it off before the shit hit the fan.

      The Union was building more—hastily—and shoving people in them as fast as they could.

      Lucky could only imagine what hastily-put-together Union tech was like. The stuff they took their time to build tended to come out like a school science project.

      The Big Six powers had sent their condolences and a few token ships.

      And that was about it.

      So people were going to die.

      As it turned out, that wasn’t sitting well with a big chunk of the population. Mostly the dying chunk.

      Bombings were a daily occurrence. Soldiers weren’t entering the city proper anymore, and the further you got from the capital, the worse it got. There were hardly any government forces to be found beyond the largest regions. Nar was tiny—about the size of Old Earth’s moon—but still had plenty of landmass.

      Murder. Rape. If you had a score to settle and you were going to die anyway, what was there to lose?

      A man could get rich in a place like this. And kill with impunity.

      As a younger man, Lucky would have loved it here.

      He closed his eyes. It was true. If he was honest, it still excited him a little.

      “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “What isn’t wrong with you?” asked Rocky.

      There was some kind of lottery system in place that Lucky didn’t totally understand or even buy into.

      The math for these situations was ancient and easy. The rich got off. The poor got screwed.

      What’s so hard to understand?

      "Three more," Jiang said.

      Lucky realized he hadn't been paying attention.

      "Three more what?" he echoed to Rocky.

      "Why do you think I was listening?" she replied, but then added, "Missing Frontier Marines."

      Lucky was stunned. "Since when?"

      "Last 48 hours. Two in the swamplands and one in some village that I can't begin to pronounce."

      "You're an AI. How can you not pronounce it?"

      "Easy. I just didn't."

      It was fair to say the transition from piloting an alien starship to babysitting a few hundred drones that kept his ass from getting shot in the back wasn't going over well with Rocky.

      "Maybe that explains the big crew," said Lucky, nodding as PFCs Aces and Tholcott walked by.

      He preferred to work in smaller units. Four Frontier Marines were a typical unit. This unit was six plus the Sergeant. That was a crowd in Frontier Marine terms, considering their effective firepower in theatre spread over several dozen miles.

      And that didn't even take into account the squad of army regulars. Twenty little grunts that were good for a show of force and little else.

      "I think it explains them," murmured Jiang, nodding.

      On cue, a dozen men and women in white uniforms strode past, not deigning to even look in Lucky and Jiang's direction.

      About half bore the red eyes that marked out clones.

      Lucky gritted his teeth. It was just a knee-jerk reaction. He didn't trust scientists in general and blood eyes were the purest form of the species known as "brainiac" in Lucky's view.

      Considering recent events, he wasn't the only one.

      "Damn blood eyes," Malby said over his combat suit mic, loud enough for people on the other side of the planet to hear.

      A woman in the group gave him the middle finger. She had hazel eyes.

      She started to walk on, then thought better of it and stopped.

      Here we go.

      "Hey, dickwhistle," she said. "Apologize to my colleague."

      "Excuse me?" asked Malby, with a slightly more appropriate level of volume this time.

      Lucky was still trying to wrap his mind around hearing 'dickwhistle' and 'colleague' in the same sentence.

      "You heard me, nut sack. Apologize for that."

      "I ain't apologizing for nothing, lady."

      She walked purposefully into Malby's personal space, forcing him to shift his weight to his back foot. The top of her head barely reached his chest plate. "Look at me, you little spunk experiment gone wrong. I'm not going to ask you again. Apologize."

      "I like her," Rocky declared.

      Malby looked around, his arms up. "Who's going to make me, lady? You don't outrank me. You don't even …" he faltered. "… rank," he finished.

      The woman crossed her arms and waited. Malby stared back.

      "But I do," said Sergeant Nuchik, making her way from the front of the group.

      Lucky hadn't realized she had been leading them.

      "Apologize," she said to Malby, enunciating crisply, "to the blood eye."

      Malby snorted and said, "Sorry," in the general direction of the investigation team, which had stopped when Nuchik doubled back.

      The woman stared daggers at Nuchik. "Don't encourage that shit, Sergeant."

      "Certainly, Ma'am," replied Nuchik, coolly. "Shall we?" she asked, turning back around.

      The group continued on toward the evacuation center.

      The woman fired one last look at Malby, then turned to join them.

      "Way to make friends, Malby," said Lucky.

      "She had the mouth of my first drill sergeant," Jiang said, laughing.

      "What is that all about, anyway?" Malby asked with annoyance as he watched the group go.

      "It's the investigation team," said Jiang. "They found something down there."

      Lucky felt a huge sigh leave his body and he did nothing to stop it. "I'm having déjà vu all over again."

      Jiang nodded, sympathetically.

      "Remind me how following a group of white coats turned out last time?"

      "Same shit, different world," said Rocky.
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      “I’m taking the smart kids inside for a look and we’re bringing the joyheads,” barked Nuchik over all-comm. “Aces and Tholcott, you’re with me.”

      Joyheads were the army grunts, so-called thanks to their visor lights that made it look as if their helmets bore a permanent smile.

      “Good luck,” murmured Lucky and watched as the two Marines turned crisply and followed the procession of soldiers and lab coats shoving their way through the crowds. They headed up a set of huge marble steps that led into a monolithic building with impressive looking columns that rose several stories high. ‘Intersystem Justice and Peace’ was chiseled in an old Union script that wrapped around the facade.

      The massive structure had all the warmth of a kidney punch.

      If there had ever been a plan for windows, it didn’t seem to have made the final design. It looked like it could withstand a bombing from orbit. Lucky had no doubt that under the old marble and stone was modern powered steel.

      This was the impromptu evacuation center for the city.

      “As ugly as it is functional,” Jiang said, following Lucky’s gaze.

      Malby walked up to join them. “I’ve dated a few of those.”

      Jiang cracked an elbow into Malby’s faceplate, rattling his teeth.

      He cursed and staggered. How he didn’t know it was coming was beyond Lucky.

      In the distance, an old scrapyard had been hastily converted to a shipyard. Among piles of junked metal, huge ships stood in various states of construction. Drones filled the air like a thick, undulating cloud. They could see the lights from their jump ships in orbit. There was more than a dozen under construction, but only one currently ready to launch.

      That ship, an Ascender, was on the launch pad about a half-mile away. It was tall and skinny, and even from this distance Lucky could tell it was a patchwork creation. Exposed rods held several of the boosters together. Lucky hadn’t seen an Ascender in years.

      “Are those solid fuel boosters?” he blurted.

      Malby whistled low and long. “A good old Ass-Ender. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one that wasn’t in a spare parts hold,” he said.

      “That one was,” said Jiang. “It was the least stripped out. They used parts from the others to fill it back in.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Lucky asked, but of course he wasn’t surprised.

      “Wrong,” said Malby, leaning in at Jiang and practically begging for another elbow. “They already lit the fuse on that one last week. This is the other one.”

      “The other one?”

      “They had enough parts left over after they rebuilt the first one, so some genius was like, ‘I think we got enough for another one here,’ and so they did. And then they realized they actually didn’t, so they backfilled with parts from ground huggers.”

      Lucky felt his jaw drop. “Bullshit.”

      “Would I lie?” said Malby with a big liar’s grin.

      “When wouldn’t you?” asked Jiang.

      “Hey, Quicks is the one who told me.”

      Lucky didn’t know Private Quicks, but this wasn’t his first jump and he was a cocky son of a bitch, so in a way Lucky did know him. He was every Frontier Marine he’d ever jumped with.

      He wasn’t surprised that he and Malby were swapping bullshit stories. Life in the Corp.

      “He’s banging some chick that works inside.”

      “He’s banging his right hand,” said Jiang without looking over.

      “Yeah,” agreed Malby. “But he seems to know shit.”

      Scuttlebutt had a mind of its own. But just when you thought it was all crap, it would surprise you.

      “Anyways, it’s going up,” he said, nodding at the ship, “and some of these lucky shits are going to be on it.”

      He nodded out at the mob jostling in the long line in front of the evacuation center.

      The evacuees were sent over to the ships on old ground huggers once they’d been heavily vetted. As far as Lucky could see, this vetting seemed to entail torturing them with endless lines and paperwork somewhere inside the evacuation center—assuming they were part of the minuscule number who actually got into the evacuation center.

      It takes a lot of bureaucracy to evacuate a dying planet.

      “Personally, I wouldn’t ride it unless my planet was crumbling underneath me,” Malby said. He smiled his big stupid grin at Lucky. “Oh, wait.” He laughed and slapped Lucky’s chest armor.

      “God, I hate this asshole.”

      “Don’t talk shit about my man,” Rocky shot back playfully.

      “Please, dear God, don’t say things like that.”

      A thousand-strong mob stood just outside the security cordon, held away by large fences and large soldiers with large guns.

      Behind them lie what had once been a small shopping square before getting trampled underfoot and burned to nothing by the mobs.

      A small area of about a dozen feet separated the fences from a line of guard towers that encircled the building. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think it would be pretty easy for the mob to just force their way through the fence and make a run at the center.

      But you’d be wrong.

      The towers were just a reminder of the old school sensibilities of the Union.

      “Screw you!” screamed a small girl running straight at the Marines. The mob parted to let her pass. She was wearing a bright green dress and red top. It looked ludicrously sunny among the shitshow that was the destroyed courtyard.

      She pulled up just as she reached the edge of the security cordon and swung her skinny arm awkwardly. A jagged rock flew through the air.

      The rock stopped in mid-air and fell harmlessly to the dirt.

      The Empire-engineered security shield that surrounded the entire evacuation center was pretty good at stopping rocks. And gun fire. And nukes, if it came to that.

      The Empire proper had nothing to do with the shield, of course. One of their contractors had built and sold the active energy shield wall to the Union. Probably gouged them.

      Lucky gave the girl a little wave. That riled up the crowd around her and the level of screaming increased.

      “Really?” said Jiang.

      “Just winning over the crowd.”

      Malby joined in the waving and Lucky immediately felt ten times worse about it. Anything Malby enjoyed was childish by definition.

      The Union was even more rudderless than usual right now. There was no central government—the Czar and his ruling party had already left for the creatively-named New Nar.

      All the better to ingratiate itself with the several million Unionites who had already made the move. Anyone who could afford to get there first was very rich indeed.

      Only a dysfunctional fraction of the government remained to oversee the evacuation of the remaining billion or so from the planet.

      There must be a strategic advantage for the Empire to play nice with the Union, but damned if Lucky could figure it out.

      So he’d stopped trying.

      Thinking wasn’t his strong suit, as the late, great Sergeant Peters was fond of pointing out.

      Teams of Frontier Marines were all over the small planet to maintain order. Law was optional.

      Just a standard clusterfuck unraveling in slow motion.

      Lucky was built for this.
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      The shield wall followed the dotted line of guard towers. There was only one way in and out of the otherwise impenetrable wall—through a fortified security checkpoint that led to the front steps of the evacuation center.

      Snaking back from the entrance and through the mob beyond the shield wall was a makeshift fence line. Walking the gauntlet of the fence line was a steady stream of people dragging along everything they could—and lots they couldn’t. These were the lucky ones. They had slept in this line, some of them for days, while the line moved no more than a hundred feet a day.

      These were the people that had a reason to be here. They were getting off planet.

      Lucky watched as people reached out in wonder to touch the shield.

      Even for someone like him, who had grown up with them, touching a forcefield was a rare sensation. Most of the ones he had known had existed in the cold vacuum of space.

      It was like touching air that had the texture of jelly. It was almost impossible to describe.

      A few Union troops were stationed along the line, but the majority were concentrated at the entrance, where a large detector was set up. Their job seemed to consist of randomly ripping things out of people’s hands and launching them into a makeshift landfill next to the entrance.

      These items were the precious few things these people had thought worthy to take with them when their planet went tits up, and understandably they didn’t take it well. The troops seemed to relish these little confrontations. They shoved, blustered and screamed at people.

      No judgment from Lucky. That was the kind of asshole you had to be to get shit done in an environment like this.

      As much as Lucky enjoyed crowd submission assignments, he was happy to be spending this one on the other side of the shield wall.

      It didn’t help that his actions at the Great Corridor directly led to the slow destruction of the planet.

      “Some people can be so unappreciative,” Rocky intoned. “Anywhere has to be better than here.”

      What the roiling crowd expected wasn’t really clear. If they had a ticket, they got in line. If they didn’t, they just caused shit for everyone else.

      There were plenty of shit-causers.

      A small cheer erupted from the crowd on the other side of the shield as Lucky passed.

      Curious, he looked back and saw the little girl was now holding an ancient punch rifle. It was pointed straight at Lucky’s face.

      It flashed as she pulled the trigger.

      Like the rock before it, the pulse discharge deflected harmlessly off the shield.

      Nonetheless, his spiders leapt as they read the trajectory and it took all of Lucky’s wits to keep from pissing his pants and diving out the way.

      But he couldn’t quite stop himself from flinching.

      The crowd screamed in laughter.

      Lucky locked eyes with the little girl. He gave her a good snarl and was surprised to see the color drain from her muddy, freckled face. She didn’t seem the type to falter so easily.

      And then he realized why. He had his own pulse rifle up to his shoulder.

      When had he pulled that out?

      The little girl dove to the ground as the rest of the crowd scattered.

      Well he certainly didn’t intend to—

      Lucky fired into the wall and watched as it absorbed the ionized matter, dissipating the energy across the dampening field. It ran half way to the top of the wall, which wasn’t a wall at all but a full dome. And he knew that if you went down far enough, you’d find that it was really a full sphere. There was no way over or under this wall.

      Lucky looked down in shock. He hadn’t meant to do any of that.

      He knew the shield wall would absorb the shot. He knew he was just messing with the girl.

      But it was still reckless and stupid.

      “Was that The Hate?”

      “Noooooope.”

      It was so easy to blame The Hate for everything. Sometimes he forgot he was an asshole, too.

      The crowd rushed back in, screaming with even more vitriol, if that was possible. He seriously thought someone out there was going to have a stroke.

      “Lance Corporal Savage!” yelled Nuchik over the all-comm. “Do not discharge your weapon unless you see an imminent threat.”

      Damn. She must have drones up here.

      “In trouble with teacher,” echoed Rocky. “What will the teacher’s pet do?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      He holstered his rifle. Some were upgrading to full plasma, but he preferred the kinetic energy of a solid slug.

      “Always making friends, eh, Lucky?” Jiang strode past him. He couldn’t see her smug look through the combat visor, but he knew it was there.

      At Nuchik’s insistence, they still had their combat suits on. It probably wasn’t helping with the general reception.

      “They seem to want us to leave,” he observed.

      Something plucked at his spiders. Something in the movement on the other side of the square, away from the immediate crowd, was bothering them.

      “Did you pick up anything just now, Jiang?”
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      “Negative.”

      “How about you, Malby. While you were randomly staring off into the distance, did your scope get anything?”

      “Screw you, Lucky. And also, no.”

      “Not our problem,” said Nuchik, breathing heavily. Her voice echoed, like she was in a large enclosed space. “This investigation team is our problem. We are proceeding to the basement. Schematics indicated there are several lower levels. It seems they want to go all the way to the bottom.”

      “It figures,” Lucky said. “They have a tendency to find the worst tactical position.”

      “That is peculiar,” echoed Rocky.

      He assumed she’d also noticed the heavy breathing. They must be in the stairwells.

      “We definitely have some wildcards out there.”

      Lucky pulled up short.

      “Wildcards? Where?”

      Lucky’s spiders were constantly looking for patterns. One of the advantages of that was that they quickly spotted wildcards—entities that didn’t fit the pattern that everyone else was conforming to.

      “Hey guys, there’s a small mass forming on the far corner. Not fitting the crowd profile. By that cart at our 3 o’clock. See it?”

      Jiang and Malby both turned in unison.

      It was hard to see anything in the ebb and flow of the crowds. Drone food carts were floating everywhere, and wherever they were a crowd of people was sure to pop up.

      The big problem was they couldn’t get him a clear drone view. Like the Marines themselves, the drones were stuck inside the shield.

      “Should we tell our Union friends out there to check it out?” asked Jiang.

      Malby snorted.

      The soldiers hadn’t been too receptive to the Empire Marines since they showed up.

      Go figure.

      As Rocky’s drones flew higher, they were able to zoom in. Something caught his eye. The wildcards were all wearing clothing that covered them head to foot. It was hot as shit. Other than the Marines and soldiers around, nobody was wearing more than they had to.

      “Lucky, what do you have?” asked Nuchik.

      “Not sure.”

      Just then, the ground started shaking.

      “Quake!” yelled Malby, hitting the ground. Jiang and Lucky stayed on their feet, as did everyone else.

      “Malby, get the hell up.”

      “That’s what you’re supposed to do!”

      “You’re supposed to wait and assess,” said Jiang.

      Malby stood up. The quake came to a rolling stop, and the crowd, which had grown unnaturally silent for a moment, roared back to life.

      The quakes were getting stronger and more frequent. They also caused the crowd to hurl fresh epitaphs at them.

      A bright light poured out of the construction shipyard. Something was on fire.

      “Uh oh,” said Malby. “Looks like something went boomtown over there.”

      It was hard to say from this distance what had happened, but it was clear there had been some sort of explosion.

      “You clear out there?” asked Nuchik.

      “We’re good. Just a little aftershock,” he said. “Something did blow up in the shipyard…” He said the last with a wince.

      What was he doing? Were they going to go over to the shipyard and investigate? No. So why mention it? Was he just trying to make small talk with Nuchik? Apparently.

      “You like her.”

      “We already established that.”

      “You like, like her, you damn masochist.”

      The silence stretched. Nuchik saved him with a curt, “Not our problem.”

      She was a hard ass. Lucky liked that to no end.

      She had known Lucky’s biological father, Commandant Savage, when she was just a teenager and he was retired.

      His father had disappeared—he refused to say died because nobody showed him a body—when his home settlement of Plume was attacked by the Cardinal Order. Lucky had been serving a stint in prison at the time and managed to avoid the carnage. That was over a hundred absolute years ago, before his fifty-year deep freeze. That put Nuchik somewhere near a hundred and twenty in absolute years. Once augmented, though, she spent a lot of time in cryo. In biological years, he refused to believe she was more than forty.

      “You’re somewhere near a hundred and ten.”

      “Fifty in drift and two-dozen more in cryo between missions.”

      “So biologically, I’m… shit.”

      “Not that far from your new girlfriend, here,” said Rocky.

      The longer you lived as a Frontier Marine, the more they iced you. The more they iced you, the more you time shifted away from the rest of the Universe.

      The connection between Nuchik and his father wasn’t something he shared with the others. Nuchik had not shared it with him. He was told this via a short message delivered by the captain of their jump ship prior to heading down.

      He put it out of his mind.

      Whatever had flared up in the shipyards was dying back down.

      Back to the grind.

      Lucky, Malby, Jiang and Quicks started to move toward the front entrance of the center.

      “Let’s spread out, Marines,” said Lucky, making a half-hearted attempt at some actual leadership. “Malby, you and Quicks head to the far side of the checkpoint. Gimme two clicks when you’re in position.”

      Malby slapped Quicks on the shoulder. “Get those packs out,” he said eagerly.

      “Get high off duty, Malby.”

      “They’re energy cocktails,” he said innocently.

      “Duty approved,” said Quicks, in a high-pitched voice that made him sound twelve and made Lucky feel old.

      “Don’t be a screw-up and we won’t have to hang with the kids,” noted Rocky. “We can have our own ship.”

      Lucky doubted that. He also doubted anything Malby and Quicks were up to was duty-approved. He and Jiang watched them walking toward the checkpoint.

      Jiang turned and Lucky saw a bright light glint off her visor plate.

      “What the—”

      Lucky sensed his own visor darken a fraction of a second before a wave of energy threw him off his feet.

      He watched the world spin around him in slow motion. Once. Twice. The ground leaped up and slammed into his shoulder, crushing all the air out of his chest.

      The deafening roar of an explosion finally washed over him as he watched Jiang bounce past him like a rag doll.

      He wheezed loudly and stared stupidly back at the evacuation center.

      The imposing marble steps were gutted. From top to bottom, they were ripped open, leaving little more than a gaping hole surrounded by rocks and debris and mangled bodies.

      So many bodies.

      He felt the ground under him quivering and realized it was  his own shaking arms. His shoulder ached like it might be dislocated. He felt a combat cocktail hit his system as he struggled to his feet.

      The dull ringing in his ears faded as fast as it came. All that was left was silence. He thought for a moment he might be deaf.

      And then the screaming began.
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      “Bomb!” yelled Malby as rocks rained down around him.

      “That wasn’t a bomb,” Rocky yelled back.

      Lucky didn’t really give a shit at the moment. He and Jiang crouched low.

      A huge chunk off the top of one of the big marble columns landed right in front of Quicks, throwing him off his feet.

      Lucky kept his eyes on the skies, hoping his spiders would help him avoid getting squashed by anything similar.

      He watched as a beam of energy lazily arced into the side of the building, splitting the columns on the other side of the entrance and sending Jiang diving away uttering a colorful range of profanities.

      “The detonation angle suggests it was fired from across the square.”

      “Our friends massing on the other side?”

      “Bingo.”

      “How?”

      No answer to that one. But Lucky knew better than to disagree with his spiders, even when they told him something impossible.

      “Malby, that wasn’t a bomb. Rocky’s telling me it was an external detonation.” He hesitated. “She thinks it came from beyond the shield wall.”

      “Shit,” said Jiang.

      “Fuuuuuuck me,” said Malby in a strained voice, and Lucky knew it wasn’t just this news on his mind.

      “You take a hit?” Lucky asked, then he saw Jiang pointing.

      “There,” she said.

      Malby was on the ground, spread eagle, staring upwards.

      “Malby, can you move?”

      “That’s a negative,” he sighed. “My legs are crushed. I’m getting mobility in about a minute.”

      “Okay, then stay down.”

      “Well, duh.”

      The screams and shouts were intensifying. Dust and debris floated upward but seemed to hang where it encountered the shield wall. The air could circulate, but not the particles in it. They were strained out by the shield. A drizzle of dirt and rock rained back down on them a second time.

      The crowd outside were completely unaffected by the blast.

      Inside, it was carnage. Several dozen families had been on the huge steps.

      They were gone now, pulverized along with most of the stairs.

      Lucky saw a stray hand and foot that didn’t look real. Some jewelry. A toy animal. Sandals. Little else.

      “They must have fired through the security gate when the checkpoint was unshielded,” said Jiang.

      Lucky looked at the scorch marks high up on the building. “Not from that angle,” he said, and shook his head at Jiang. “Rocky doesn’t think so.”

      A muffled sound came over the comm.

      “Shit, I’m here, give me a second.”

      Lucky recognized the voice of Private Quicks. He also realized he’d completely forgotten about the Private.

      “There are four of you,” laughed Rocky. “You can count past three, right?”

      “Don’t you have anything to be doing? Like saving our asses?”

      Lucky saw movement to his right and realized Quicks was pinned down by a slab of concrete and protruding steel rods. Jiang was already pulling him out.

      Amazingly, he didn’t seem to have a scratch on him.

      “I’m fine, just got knocked out for a second.”

      “Having a wall fall on you will do that.”

      “Who the hell is Rocky?”

      Malby laughed.

      “Long story,” Lucky said.

      “She is Lucky’s AI,” Jiang said.

      “Okay, short story,” said Lucky.

      “I’m amazing,” said Rocky. “Tell him that.”

      She had taken a liking to Quicks immediately.

      “You tell him.”

      His all-comm squawked to life. “What’s the situation up there,” said Nuchik, coolly.

      “All here, Malby is on regeneration. Otherwise we’re fine.”

      “We are not fine!” screamed Malby.

      “We are coming up,” said Nuchik. “What was it?”

      Before he could answer, he felt the hairs on his arm stand up. He crouched and looked back across the courtyard.

      A point of light blinked into existence from the far end, where Rocky had identified the wildcards.

      Shit.

      They had built a portable cannon.
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      The cannon was small enough that it didn’t need bolting down until it was completely constructed. It would be easy for several men to pull together under cover—especially with the Marines’ drones inside the shield.

      Lucky cursed the shield wall. It would take two seconds to send their drones over and smoke the whole operation.

      There was a gunner on the barrel and a spotter beside him. It was a TX44 field cannon. A gator gun, as every mercenary in the universe called them. The cannon had little in the way of AI support. And the aim was crap. And it was cheap, and Union-made, so multiply everything shitty about it by a thousand.

      A beam flowed out of the cannon, cutting a lazy trail through the air.

      The crowd outside the shield was now staring and pointing, openly gawking at the destroyed front steps of the evacuation center. A hardy few seemed to be enjoying the view of the scattered Marines trying to gather themselves.

      As the gator gun belched this latest energy stream, another round of frightened screams erupted from the crowd. The mob fled, running wildly from the deadly beam. People were trampled and kicked.

      The cannon operator whipped his barrel in short controlled arcs back and forth.

      The beam sliced through flesh as easily as it sliced through the shield and the walls of the evacuation center beyond it. Nothing seemed to offer the beam any resistance.

      Several members of the crowd were sliced and split cleanly, the cauterized wounds bleeding little as their bodies simply collapsed in pieces.

      A woman tried to duck, and the beam slid straight up her back, peeling her flesh off. Her body fell in two pieces, blood gushing out of her split neck.

      The dirt turned to mud as blood started to pool.

      Guts, like everything else, couldn’t get across the energy shield. They just splattered up and slid down the shield wall.

      The blue beam, meanwhile, continued to cross the shield wall as if it wasn’t there.

      “Marines, cover!” Lucky screamed unnecessarily, diving to the ground as the gator operator started to sharpen his aim.

      The beam sliced languidly into the wall of the evacuation center, carving a long chink in the stone wall. It melted and burned and fell away where the beam hit it.

      Now regen’d, Malby opened up with his pulse rifle, sending ionized slugs into the wall where they fell impotently.

      Jiang launched one of her grenades, tough the blast didn’t accomplish much, other than create a small cloud of dust. Better than nothing.

      The beam swept through the shield again. Lucky cursed as he dove behind the huge marble rock that had been on top of Quicks.

      More of the wall of the evacuation center was ripped open and Lucky could see inside the building through the gaping hole.

      It was indeed powered flash-steel beneath the fancy stone and marble and could withstand a 50-megaton blast from a large field nuke, yet was doing nothing to slow down this energy stream.

      Lucky didn’t need Rocky to tell him what that was.

      Jiang spelled it out. “That’s Da’hune!” she screamed. It was the same blue energy streams they’d been hit with when they first meet those bastards.

      “How the hell? Didn’t they do a sweep?” Malby screamed.

      “Intel was pretty clear that everything Da'hune-based was picked up and destroyed.”

      “Looks like they missed one.”

      “We have to kill that shield,” Jiang shouted. “We can’t fight back with it on.”

      Lucky scanned the base of the shield near the checkpoint. “Rocky, is there somewhere we can hit this thing that will kill it?”

      “It’s hardened to attacks from inside and out. Not much that shooting can do.”

      Something about the checkpoint didn’t look right.

      “Where the hell is the security team for the checkpoint?”

      “I don’t know, maybe dead?” Malby screamed back. “They were Union jacks.”

      Lucky shook his head. “Do you see any of them around here?”

      Jiang swore. “They left the checkpoint before the firing started.”

      “Nuchik, we’re under renewed fire out here,” Lucky said into all-comm.

      “Understood, hold your position, we are trying to find a way out. The front is blocked.”

      “You think?” screamed Malby in his thoughtful way. He had rolled on his belly and was starting to crawl toward Lucky and Jiang.

      “This has ambush written all over it,” Lucky said. “Their first shot was at the staircase directly in front of the main doors to the building. That was the only part of the structure that didn’t have flash-steel underneath it.”

      “That doesn’t seem to be an issue,” Malby noted, waving at the badly damaged walls of the evacuation center.

      “Maybe, but it’s holding its shape. The building is a beast. The stairwell turned to rubble in one shot.”

      “They knew exactly what they were doing,” Jiang said. “They blew it sky high and cut us off from our team inside.”

      Lucky felt his spiders tingle and leapt up just as the beam lit them up again.

      At this point the bloody mess splattered across both sides of the shield wall was the only thing obscuring the gunner from getting a clean shot on them.

      That gator gun might be a piece of shit, but if the operator could just sit back there all day taking his best shots, they weren’t going to last long. Especially not with that Da’hune tech.

      “Marines, we have to get out of here.”

      “Quicks isn’t going anywhere,” Malby said as he slid in beside Lucky, waving his pulse rifle carelessly in front of Lucky’s face.

      Lucky shoved it aside. “Why?”

      “He’s in two pieces.” Malby nodded and Lucky followed, his eyes settling on the green-brown combat armor covering Quicks’ legs. They were splayed grotesquely wide, legs akimbo. His top half was missing, chopped clean off a third of the way up his chest armor.

      “His drones are coming up,” Rocky reported unhappily.

      “Get ‘em if you can.”

      “Already handed off,” she replied curtly.

      A handful of drones powered out of the space between two big chunks of marble fifteen feet away.

      “I guess we know where the top half is now,” he mumbled to himself.

      If Quicks’ AI had given up its drones to Rocky, that must mean it was close to death itself. No regeneration possible.

      “Adios, Quicks,” Malby said under his breath.

      Lucky put a hand on Malby. “We gotta go, man.”

      Malby shook his hand off. “No shit. So let’s go already.”

      Malby started to back up, but Lucky grabbed his shoulder again.

      “Wrong way.”
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      “I know what the wrong way looks like and this is it!” screamed Malby, scrambling on all fours as a beam of blue energy whipped just above him, forcing him flat on his face.

      “You better stay lower if you don’t want a new hole in your ass,” said Lucky, crawling past Malby while he lay prone.

      “Explain to me again why we’re crawling toward the big gun and not away from it?” Malby screamed ahead to Jiang, who as usual was outpacing the two of them. She had nearly arrived at the checkpoint station box right at the edge of the gate leading through the shield.

      “We have to figure out a way to turn off this shield wall,” Jiang yelled back at him.

      “Yeah,” said Malby, helpfully. He cursed again and crawled on.

      “You’re the damn tech specialist,” Jiang barked. “Do you have any ideas, asshole?“

      “No,” he said, shaking his head as he met them at the base of the checkpoint. Then, “No wait,” he snapped, and pulled out his hot box. “It is Empire make. If you can get me to one of the dermal points, I might be able to control it.”

      There were exactly two. One was on the other side of the blasted stairs in the evacuation center.

      The other was only a few feet away.

      Jiang and Lucky exchanged looks, then together all three looked over at the dermal point.

      It was right in the middle of the metal casing that framed the gate through the shield wall. It sat chest high, where the Union soldiers had been checking people through the gate one by one.

      It might as well have been the other side of the galaxy.

      “That’s it?” asked Malby.

      “That’s it.”

      “I’m not standing out there with my balls to the breeze.”

      For once, they were all in agreement. Even this drunk gunner could hit them standing out there.

      “How about it Rocky, any ideas?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      Lucky felt the slight pulse around his combat suit and his locust drones began to fire off, pouring out of the exoskeleton and flowing upwards to join the cloud of locusts from Quicks’ combat suit.

      “And this helps us how? Those drones can’t pass through that shield any more than the rest of us can.”

      “No, but your girlfriend gave me an idea.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” Lucky responded automatically, thinking she was still giving him shit about Nuchik.

      “Okay, ex.”

      Ah, so it was Jiang, then.

      The drones created a spread pattern in the sky above the Marines, encircling the portion of the shield wall that stood between them and the cannon.

      “That gun is drilled down into the ground, so they can’t move it.”

      “So?”

      “So we do this.”

      The drones began firing blasts into the ground right at base of the shield. A growing cloud of dust went swirling up into the air. Almost immediately, Lucky’s view of the gator gun was blocked by haze.

      The Union home world didn’t have much in the way of actual resources that anyone wanted, but they had some great dirt.

      A beam of blue cut through the fog, but it flew high and wide to the right of them. Two more blasts followed in quick succession, equally as inaccurate.

      “Malby, get out your goddam hot box and tell me you can jack into this fence.”

      Malby had his hot box in his hand as he started crawling over to the dermal jack.

      “Get up and run,” yelled Lucky as he grabbed Malby and pulled him forward.

      He almost ran into the shield wall in his haste.

      The murky cloud of dirt was so thick now he could barely see his hands in front of his face. The scream and whine of the repeated cycling and firing of the drones overhead was a deafening crescendo.

      Larger pieces of debris were kicking up into their faces, pinging off their armor.

      “Ow!” yelled Malby, as a big chunk smacked him in the shoulder.

      Jiang nodded. “That will buy us some time, but they aren’t stupid. They’ll figure out how to solve this problem pretty quick.”

      The drones began to spread their fire as the hole in the ground they were aiming at grew deeper. Lucky felt a little bit of the darkness seep away.

      “Get us some good news, Malby.”

      He jacked in and the connection was running.

      Something exploded above their heads as one of the drones careened downward, clipping one of its brethren along the way.

      “Time’s up,” said Rocky.

      Then another exploded. And another.

      The gator was now targeting the drones, blowing them out of the sky. They were small and fast, but they were easy pickings for a patient gunner. Even one with a shit aim, like this guy.

      The air was clearing. They were going to be easy pickings soon, too.

      “C’mon, Malby!” yelled Jiang.

      The dermal ports weren’t made for this, of course. But for the tech specialist this wasn’t important. All he needed was access to the internal AI and his own handshake should be able to—

      “No dice,” Malby said, shaking his head.

      “What?”

      “I can’t jack in.”

      “We’d prefer if you did,” screamed Lucky.

      “It’s locked,” Malby yelled back then kicked the port door. “There’s a security block. Those assholes locked it up before they left.”

      As Malby turned to him, Lucky saw the slightest glint of metal and movement over his shoulder.

      And if he could see them…

      “We gotta move,” Lucky screamed, shoving both of them down and starting a fast crawl back to the station box.

      As they slid around the checkpoint, a blaze of energy followed.

      No hiding now. They knew right where they were.

      Lucky flipped on all-comm. “Nuchik, are you getting close?”

      “We can’t get out,” she said.

      “Let me guess, there’s a security block on the gates?”

      “Affirmative,” she said, after only the slightest hesitation. It would take a lot to throw her off her game.

      “We have the same shit going on out here,” he said.

      Then he ducked as the checkpoint box exploded in from of him, the top shearing clean off. Lucky was thrown backwards as metal fragments flew past his face.

      “Next idea!” he screamed.

      Jiang looked back at the evacuation center. “We’ve got to get in there.”

      Another blast sent more dirt flying after Rocky had launched more drones to sow confusion. They were playing the same game of kicking up dirt, but they were moving erratically now as well, trying to make themselves tough targets.

      It cut down considerably on the effectiveness of the dirt fog, but it still muddied the view for the aim-challenged operator of the gator.

      “So now we like my plan,” shouted Malby as they all bolted for the base of the evacuation center.

      “There has to be a way in there,” Jiang yelled as they ran, and Lucky didn’t disagree. He just didn’t see how.

      A drone exploded overhead.

      “We can’t keep running around out here like maniacs.”

      And then he saw it.

      It wasn’t much. But in the haze of dirt and rock, and drones firing and exploding, he spotted a pinprick of light coming from one edge of the evacuation center.

      There was a hole formed by the bisection of several cuts of the energy beam. It was only a few feet up from the base, at the perfect height to leap through.

      Only one problem. It was the size of his fist. Still, everything starts somewhere.

      “There,” he said as he pointed. “If we—”

      “Let’s go,” yelled Jiang, cutting him off.

      She flipped her barrel and fired off a grenade at the hole. Lucky and Malby did the same.

      The old fortress laughed them off like they were hitting it with a fly swatter. Even weakened, the powered steel was more than a match for their pulse grenades.

      The beam of the gator gun sliced after them as they ran.

      Lucky stumbled and fell. He felt the sizzle and pop of the energy burning the air where his head had been. It slid across the wall of the evacuation center, exposing the powered steel beneath and then slicing through it like soft clay.

      A tiny portion of the wall fell free as another chunk was dislodged by the criss-crossing of the energy beam.

      “Oh, no,” said Lucky.

      “What?” asked Jiang, ducking low behind a large piece of marble column that had found its way this far from the initial blast.

      “Tell me you have an idea.”

      Jiang chewed her lip. “The grenades are useless.”

      “Yep,” said Lucky. “We need something much more powerful.”

      “Any ideas?” Malby asked.

      “Something Da’hune-inspired, perhaps,” Lucky said, looking back through the haze of drones firing.

      “We aren’t the ones with a Da’hune cannon,” said Malby helpfully, “in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “So none of you has a plan?” Lucky asked again, a little pleading creeping into his voice.

      Jiang shook her head. “What the hell are you going on about?”

      Lucky sighed again. “I have a plan.” He could just see the gator cannon. It seemed the operator was holding his fire for a moment, reassessing where the Marines were. He was completely ignoring the drones now, not that there were many left.

      “I was just hoping you would have a better one.” Lucky stood up and holstered his rifle. “Time to limber up,” he said, stretching his arms.

      Jiang and Malby exchanged looks.

      “Rocky?”

      “Say no more,” she said. “This should be fun.”
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      A point of light exploded from the gator. It was startling to look right down the trajectory of the plasma blast as it erupted from the cannon.

      Lucky felt his spiders dancing around a web of permutations, figuring out the exact timing and trajectory of the blast, then coordinating it with his muscles via the nanobots swimming in his blood.

      His left leg swung backwards just as his shoulder dipped and he sensed the blue beam of energy streak past his midsection and rip into the wall of the evacuation center behind him. It was close enough that he heard the faintest of sizzles on the edge of his armor.

      He started at a dead run for the damaged section of the building.

      The stream of energy followed him dutifully, carving away wherever it went.

      When he reached the pinpoint hole, he dropped like a rock, rolled backwards, and leapt up again.

      Lucky let the spiders take over completely now. He was a marionette, bending to the whims of the spiders. As they plucked and prodded at the rich tapestry of calculations, he felt his body as it jerked and feinted this way and that, and to anyone watching the spectacle his wild dance back and forth must have been quite a sight.

      The stakes were a little higher for Lucky. The beam clipped his heel and lopped a half-inch of armor off, right down to the soft interior material. But he kept up his frenetic dance.

      Lucky could almost sense the frustration growing in the gunner as the beam sliced through the air around him, trying in vain to cut him to ribbons. It burned past his cheek and angrily whipped just above his head as he ducked.

      Something burned at his elbow for an instant and he felt a cocktail released into his bloodstream. He knew he must look like a complete maniac by now. Another nip at his thigh as he lost concentration. He couldn’t keep this up forever.

      But his spiders begged for a little more, and he obliged.

      He turned and made one last pass, then ran like hell for the other Marines.

      “It’s now or never!”

      The wall was shredded. But the stubborn charged flash-steel underneath was still standing.

      The Marines ran at it firing and firing, puckering it with grenades and pulses. The remaining drones still airborne turned all their firepower on the wall.

      In the end, it was Quicks who got it open.

      Among the battery of drones his AI had ceded to Rocky was a baby rail gun. Rocky quit trying to shoot the wall and just slammed it into the crumbling opening and detonated it.

      The explosion blew open a three-foot seam.

      The Marines concentrated their grenades on it and the chink slowly started to peel open.

      A final shot from Jiang did the trick and the wall crumbled back in a heap.

      “Go, go, go!“ screamed Malby. He was still firing into the dirt, trying to kick up as much crap as possible.

      He dove through the sliced opening, then leapt to his feet and kept his dirt-kicking volley up.

      “Give Malby a job that involves pulling a trigger and he’s pretty focused,” Lucky mused under his breath.

      “Sounds like someone else I know.”

      Together, Lucky and Jiang dove in, just as the beam hit the wall.

      Malby ducked and screamed as it sliced his hand off at the elbow.

      “That’s what you get for leaving us behind, asshole,” said Jiang.

      “It was covering fire!”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Malby lifted the cauterized stump of his right hand and waved at Jiang, expecting to give her the bird. Then he looked at it and cursed. He dropped the rifle in his left hand and gave Jiang the finger with that.

      Satisfied, he picked back up his rifle and brushed past them with a smirk.

      He did all that because being a jackass who got the last word was that important to him.

      “A man of his principles,” said Rocky.

      “Let’s go!” he yelled as they ran deeper into the compound, leaving the blasted wall behind. “That thing might be bolted down now, but it’s not like they can’t—”

      He turned the next corner and came face to face with a dozen gun barrels.

      “Friendlies!” cried Malby, waving his stump in the air.

      One shot fired and hit Malby in the elbow. It was conventional firepower from one of the Empire joyheads. It didn’t do anything other than bounce off his combat armor.

      Malby still swore.

      “I said friendlies, asshole!”

      The soldier shrugged. “My bad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Blame

          

        

      

    

    
      Nuchik pushed past the joyheads and their drawn weapons. “We have a problem,” she said addressing Lucky. She slid her pulse rifle into her tall thigh holster.

      “You think?” Malby was still nursing his regenerating hand.

      Nuchik ignored him.

      “We’re fine, thanks for asking,” Rocky echoed.

      “What’s the problem?” asked Lucky.

      “We can’t get an evac.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we can’t raise the chipper wagon.”

      That was what they called the ESS Dragonfly, the heavy cruiser that had brought them in.

      “Too much interference?” asked Jiang, as she looked around appreciatively at the windowless walls of the old government building. You’d have to cut a thousand holes all over this thing and then maybe—maybe—it would come down.

      “No, we have antenna from the top.”

      “So what’s the problem?’’

      “The problem is that we can’t seem to get anyone to answer our calls for a drop.”

      Lucky saw now why the soldiers had been so trigger-happy. Bad news has a way of magnifying nerves.

      In the corner, Lucky could see several soldiers huddled around a large wall display. A hot box was pulling data. A frustrated soldier swore and kicked something. That was their communications specialist and, true to Nuchik’s word, it looked like they weren’t getting any joy from the situation.

      “Well, that isn’t good.”

      “Did you get a look at the situation out there?” Nuchik asked. “The aggressors?”

      Lucky looked at Jiang for confirmation.

      “There was no way to differentiate them from the rest of the crowd. They were covered head-to-toe, which was noteworthy but hardly a red flag. If they were military, they weren’t broadcasting it. But they built that gator fast. I saw the movement—”

      “I heard you on all-comm,” snapped Nuchik. “Why didn’t you follow up?”

      Lucky stared at her stupidly for a second. There wasn’t a great answer for that. He had seen something, sure, but things had just happened so fast—

      “I should have,” he said, simply.

      Nuchik frowned.

      “And that tech?”

      “Da’hune,” said Malby, breaking in.

      Jiang nodded. “Definitely. And built on Union tech. Same MO as before.”

      Nuchik grimaced but didn’t look surprised.

      “Intel said there wouldn’t be any down here,” sputtered Malby.

      “Intel doesn’t know their ass from a hole in ground,” retorted Nuchik. She looked back at the struggling tech specialist. “Private Danna?”

      “It ain’t happening,” the frustrated soldier said.

      “Well, here’s the sitrep,” said Nuchik. “We aren’t getting a pickup. We can’t even talk to anyone outside the evacuation center. And the longer we sit here, the longer those assholes have to find friends and come in here.”

      “So we don’t think these are lone wolves, then?”

      Nuchik looked coldly at Malby. “Intel suggests they are,” she said. “How are you feeling about Intel right now?”

      Malby scowled.

      “We have our Jugs out there if we can get to them,” she said.

      Jugs was the popular slang for the Super Comets the Marines used to get off the surface after a combat dive.

      “Assuming they’re still there,” said Lucky. “These guys knew what they were doing. It wouldn’t be hard to rip into our drop canisters and toast our supplies.”

      The drop canisters were about a half-klick away, next to the shipyards.

      Lucky shook his head at Nuchik. “Sarge, I’m still not sure why we can’t just dig in here? I mean, unless we know for sure there are more com—”

      Nuchik waved her hand, cutting him off. “There are more coming.”

      Jiang frowned. “How—”

      Nuchik cut Jiang off too by turning away. “Join me, Lucky,” she said over her shoulder.

      Lucky shared a glance with Jiang, who shrugged, and then followed quickly after the Sergeant.

      She stopped in front of one of the power panels that were all around the back hallways. She slapped the screen and it buzzed back. No access.

      “What do you think about all this, Lance Corporal?”

      Lucky frowned. “I think someone’s planned all this.”

      “Agreed. Very carefully. They disabled our access everywhere. That weapon setup was no mistake.”

      “A splinter group Intel missed.”

      Nuchik exhaled. “Empire Intel. Please. They can’t find their ass without help.” She looked thoughtfully for a second. “I knew your father, you know.”

      The abrupt change of topic left Lucky off balance.

      “And your mother. I didn’t like her.”

      If she was going for shock value, it wasn’t working. He didn’t like his mother, either. And she didn’t like him. As far as Lucky knew, his sister was the only person in the universe she did like.

      “But your father…” She nodded, thinking back. “Good man. Deserved better than to die because some unprepared pencil pushers made up some bullshit rules of engagement that left our asses hanging out when the Reds showed up.”

      Lucky suddenly wanted badly to talk about the mission again, but Nuchik pressed on.

      “I got screwed the same way two cycles later. At Dunmarlig. The greatest City on Earth. Remember that? When we lost Old Earth to the Reds?” she asked bitterly. “Of course you do. A fucking death trap of a last stand devised by a bunch of pricks who had left the planet by the time it ended.” She touched a single finger to a golden lion stencil on her chest plate, then kissed her finger.

      Actually, Lucky didn’t remember that. He was fighting in a conscription unit at the time, because he had graduated from petty theft to violent felonies by then. Years before that, his parents had died when their colony was attacked by the Reds in the first wave of the Passage War. Meanwhile, he was serving time in prison for being a screw-up. The prison at his home colony was a bunker. Literally. When the sky fell on his parents and all his friends, he watched it all happen from the safety of his prison cell. He blamed himself. He blamed the Cardinal Order. He blamed the universe.

      Maybe he should have been blaming the Empire.

      But he’d heard about Dunmarlig. Everyone had. Just like he knew that stencil Nuchik had on her breast plate. The Golden Pride. The 49th Legion was famous for that last stand. Lucky had no idea that Nuchik had been in that.

      It was the greatest massacre in Empire history. In human history. You could say that for the Empire. They didn’t give up Old Earth easily.

      “My whole unit,” she said. “Every. Single. One.”

      She sighed and looked at Lucky. His discomfort must have shown, because Nuchik slapped him on the shoulder.

      “No sense in going on and on about all the Empire’s failings,” she said apologetically. “The point is, this is another Empire screw-up. And we don’t want to end up like my old unit. Or your Old Man, right?” She smiled.

      “No, ma’am,” Lucky choked out.

      “Worst. Pep talk. Ever,” declared Rocky.

      “Sarge?” came a booming voice over all-comm. It was a priority message. Only the Marines would get it. Lucky recognized the voice of PFC Tholcott. “We got a big problem down here.”
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      Hearing Tholcott’s voice reminded Lucky that he had again failed to notice a missing member of the team. In this case, two. Both the Frontier Marines must be down with the scientists.

      Rocky chose not to give him stick for it.

      “Go ahead,” Nuchik said.

      “Uh, Sarge, we have something down here you need to see.”

      “We have our own problems up here, Private.”

      She waved at Lucky and the two of them walked quickly to rejoin the others.

      Tholcott’s mic picked up a second voice. “Tell her and the rest of those twat lickers to get the hell down here!” screamed an angry female voice that Lucky immediately recognized from earlier.

      Malby looked up as Nuchik and Lucky turned the corner to rejoin the group. “That’s her. The bitch on that investigation team,” he said incredulously. “Those brainiacs just kept doing what they were doing down there while we were getting our asses kicked up here?”

      Nuchik held up a hand. It seemed to be her favorite command motion. Malby looked annoyed.

      “What’d they find, Tholcott?” she asked.

      “I was afraid she was going to ask that,” said Rocky. Lucky had to agree.

      “The—,” Tholcott started, then hesitated. The muffled sound of the woman in the background seemed to distract him. “The experiments.”

      “What about the experiments?”

      No response. Nuchik took it in stride.

      “Alright, you joyheads hold here,” Nuchik said to the army regulars. She pointed at one. “Corporal, I want a tactual review of how best to hit that shield when we get back. We need to be able to move out fast. Assume our Jugs are toast. Find another way.”

      She turned on her heel.

      “Marines,” she snapped, without waiting for acknowledgement from anyone.

      Lucky, Jiang and Malby fell in behind her as they walked back through a hallway that opened into a large foyer. Lucky realized there were hundreds of people in here. Families huddled together. This was the huge entrance hall opposite the stairs that the Da’hune cannon had turned to fodder. After the initial explosion and blockage, they likely didn’t see what happened outside. He wondered absently if the word had filtered in. They probably heard at least some of the commotion outside. They knew enough to be freaking out.

      A handful of joyheads were there, keeping the peopled huddled in small groups. They acknowledged the Marines as they passed through, nodding deferentially at Nuchik.

      He saw a couple men with handcuffs on but didn’t have time to ask about it as Nuchik walked briskly through the auditorium and down a huge set of oversized interior stairs.

      Lucky wasn’t crazy about going deeper into the evacuation center, but there didn’t seem to be much choice.

      “Any ideas on these experiments?” he asked Rocky.

      “What do you think?” she replied.

      As soon as they got to the large middle landing of the stairs, Tholcott met them.

      “Ma’am, the team has found something they think we need to carry back up to command.”

      Nuchik didn’t break stride. “Show it to me.”

      He hesitated, looking over her should at Lucky and company. “Ma’am, I was told this was for your eyes only.”

      “Well, it’s already gotten to your eyes, Private, so I guess it doesn’t matter now.”

      Tholcott nodded and turned without another word.

      The bottom of the stairwell opened into a room with a large compression glass wall at one end. Lucky immediately recognized it as a regeneration room.

      Organic sludge tubes were everywhere. Lucky didn’t know where your soul went when you died, but he knew where your meat went. To an organic sludge room like this. It was used to recycle and regenerate the living. Once upon a time, humans would bury perfectly good bodies. Not these days.

      The regeneration room was similar to what the Empire had on most command ships. It made sense to have one here.

      Those that were going on the evacuation ships would want to speed up the recovery of any injuries or illness they might have. Otherwise they would go into cryo with lingering injuries or defects that would only be enhanced by the cryogenic process.

      All the Marines had to go into a regen bath before they went into cryo when feasible.

      ‘So what’s the big damn deal?” said Nuchik.

      “I’ll tell you what it is,” came the female scientists’ voice they were coming to know so well. Two clones were with her, peering into one of the vats.

      “Do we have to have these guys around?” echoed Lucky.

      “There are worse things in the world than cloned scientists,” Rocky replied.

      “Name one.”

      They came around the corner and stopped in front of one of the regeneration pods.

      “Well, there’s one.”

      Inside the regeneration pod was a giant creature that looked like it was from another universe.

      It was at least a dozen feet in length and covered in tight-fitting scales. The hard exoskeleton was matched by a head cavity unlike anything Lucky had ever seen. There were two rows of teeth. More like fangs, really. There were no eyes or nose, just a shell. It had been lobotomized, it seemed, as a huge chunk of the shell was cut loose and open. It had something like a set of appendages that could pass for hands, but they looked a lot more like claws. One of them had also been removed.

      It looked almost aquatic, and Lucky sensed it was right at home in the organic sludge that filled the tube.

      “That’s not what I think it is, is it?” Malby breathed.

      “Do you think it’s a Da’hune?” Lucky asked.

      Malby jerked back from the regen tube. “Shit, I was just going to say alien.”

      Malby’s favorite scientist had pulled Nuchik aside and was whispering animatedly into her ear. Nuchik was hissing back. It didn’t seem like a friendly chat.

      Nuchik abruptly turned away from the scientist.

      “We need to go downstairs,” she said, waving them toward one corner of the regeneration room. She had barely looked at the alien in the tube.

      “Is it alive?” Jiang asked as they fell in behind Nuchik.

      “No,” said the scientist, hurrying to keep up. “It looks like it had been put in the regeneration tube after it was dead.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “We think they are probably harvesting it,” said the woman. “Just like when your scrotum sniffers back there go tits up.” She glanced over her shoulder at the following Marines.

      Malby swore.

      It was true. Frontier Marines were valuable, even in death. When it was feasible, they would be put immediately into regeneration, so they could preserve the wetware inside and make sure the body survived long enough to harvest the tech out of them.

      What they wanted to extract out of this thing, though, he could only guess. But it wasn’t good.

      “Who?” asked Jiang, glancing around. “Who is harvesting them?”

      Static exploded in Lucky’s helmet, and for a second time, they were interrupted by a priority message on all-comm.

      And for a second time, Lucky knew things were about to go from bad to worse.

      “Worse to worser?” asked Rocky.

      “That too.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Blood Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      “Somebody better get down here,” barked Aces. “These guys are going nuts.”

      Nuchik broke into a trot.

      At the far end of the regeneration room was a small access panel. Next to it was an old access hatch. You’d miss it if you weren’t looking for it. Lucky knew them well from his years in tight quarters on battlecruisers. Inside would be a tiny ladder that led down a hollowed-out tube and into—well, into whatever the hell was down there.

      The only thing worse than going deeper into this clusterfuck was doing it on a confined, single-file ladder.

      Nuchik seemed to have the same thought. She pointed her rifle in and nodded at Tholcott. Then she tapped her shoulder and he nodded back. A moment later, a small locust drone dropped into the hole.

      Tholcott took point, following his own drone down, with Nuchik covering him.

      The rest of the Marines followed down in similar fashion.

      What Lucky found was nothing like the rest of the building.

      They landed in soft muck, the floor all dirt and ooze. Lucky immediately sunk to his ankles.

      He looked up in stunned awe.

      They were in a huge, blasted-out space below the Evacuation Center. It was so cavernous it made him uncomfortable thinking about the weight of the building above them. Then he saw the dozens of cylindrical flash-steel support beams filling the cave. The other side was far enough away that details were hazy. It was dimly lit, which didn’t help.

      What the hell is this?

      “This was excavated,” said Jiang.

      Malby let out a low whistle.

      The floor of the cave was filled with rows and rows of cryo pods. There must have been thousands. Maybe tens of thousands.

      “18,056,” said Rocky, in answer to his unasked question.

      All the pods Lucky could see were empty.

      “Any occupied?”

      “Undetermined. The pods are closed and by their very nature they do not leak bio signs.”

      Even in his combat suit, he knew the room was warm and moist, like a greenhouse.

      Lucky’s eyes were drawn to the group of scientists in their bright white suits at the far end. Through the hazy light, he couldn’t make out what they were doing.

      “Science-ing?” postulated Rocky.

      Two broke away from the group. Several others were waving. As he watched, Aces came running up toward them, rifle pointing down.

      Lucky felt a combat stem hit his system. His heart rate quickened. He was already sweating profusely. He wasn’t sure how much more high-strung he could get before he exploded. He hadn’t slept in days.

      Lucky looked down at his muddy boots. “Is this what I think it is?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “Organic sludge. The remains of your dearly departed human cousins,” she said.

      Lucky knew what organic sludge was and why it existed. But somehow in a cold, sterile regeneration lab it didn’t bother him as much as it did as a thick ooze mixing with the mud beneath his feet.

      Lucky stepped through the muck and up to a nearby pod, and ran his hand down the rubber seal. It came away with the slightest amount of liquid on it. The condensation was a sure giveaway that these pods had been used recently.

      “Definitely within the last week,” Rocky agreed.

      Malby smashed one with the butt of his pulse rifle.

      “Easy, Malby!” yelled Jiang.

      “What?” he said. “They’re empty. All of them.”

      What was that smell?

      Lucky felt as if he might be having a flashback. Then he looked at the odd machine attached to the cryo pod, and was sure of it.

      “Shit!”

      “What?” Jiang asked, right next to him. Lucky noticed she’d been sticking closer to him lately. He thought she was just worried about him snapping again.

      “I—I know this equipment,” he said.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” said Malby.

      Nuchik immediately stopped and looked at him.

      Aces finally arrived, out of breath. Before he could say anything, Nuchik help up a hand, still staring at Lucky.

      “Where have you seen it before?” she asked.

      “When—” He stopped.

      How do I explain this?

      “Just spit it out,” Rocky offered helpfully.

      “This equipment was what they were using when they gave me the gift,” he explained. “Well, that’s what they called it.”

      “I said spit it, not make zero sense.”

      Nuchik looked quizzically at him, but Jiang caught on right away.

      “When they kidnapped you and did the experiments,” she said, translating his incoherence for the rest of them. “You’re saying that this equipment is similar to what they had there when they were trying to integrate the ability to pass through the rift into your mind.”

      He nodded dumbly. He suddenly felt very dizzy. There was something swirling in the corner of his eye. Something red. A small, far off laugh.

      “Rocky?”

      “I know, I know,” she said.

      The Hate was on the prowl.

      For once, it was Malby making the connections first. “Holy shit. Wait. That was Da'hune’ tech. They were putting Da'hune’ tech in your head. And we just saw that giant freaking alien”—he waved his arms wildly upward— “thing back there. Are you saying what I think you are saying?”

      A voice interrupted him from behind. “This is all Da'hune’ designed. They didn’t build it, but they must have directed it.”

      Lucky spun on the voice.

      Red eyes stared back at him. Another Empire scientist clone.

      “What does he mean?” asked Malby, as if the scientist wasn’t standing right there.

      “Makes you seem positively enlightened,” noted Rocky. He again got a withering glance from their favorite hazel-eyed scientist. She muttered something under her breath that sounded a lot like cockroach fucker. “What Doctor Fuentes is saying, is that what we have here is a Da’hune experiment room.”

      Malby started to speak again, but the scientist put up her hand to silence him.

      Maybe Malby just engendered that reaction in people. But unlike Nuchik, Malby didn’t have to shut up for her. But he did anyway.

      “And what it further means, Adria,” she said to Nuchik, “is that the stories are true.”

      Lucky wouldn’t have used Nuchik’s first name to address her in a million years. This scientist wasn’t military, but she wasn’t getting pushed around, either.

      Nuchik swore. “Screw you, April. We have to get this back to Fleet Command.”

      The first-name game told Lucky two things. These two knew each other. And these two didn’t like each other.

      “It’s Dr. Valdin,” said the scientist. “And it’s not a surprise. We knew this.”

      Her clone companion seemed to twitch at this assertion.

      “Whatever you say, Doctor,” Nuchik said sarcastically, rolling her eyes. “But we didn’t know this. Not on this scale.” She nodded at the pods.

      “What stories?” asked Malby.

      Nuchik ignored him. She motioned Tholcott over. “We can’t send a signal upstairs from down here. This building is a beast. Go tell the joyheads to get prepped to move. We’re leaving soon.”

      Tholcott disappeared up the small access tube.

      “What stories?” asked Malby again, this time addressing the scientist.

      “The stories about the regeneration station,” answered Valdin. “That people were disappearing here. It’s hard to know in the chaos.” She hesitated. “And after we lost all our spies.”

      The Union was a big black hole these days for the Empire. It seemed to really piss off everybody up the chain.

      “What exactly are they doing?” asked Jiang, looking around.

      “They are infusing Da’hune DNA into humans in an effort to make super soldiers,” Nuchik said, matter-of-factly. She looked over at Fuentes. “Go tell the rest of your colleagues to pack up. We are getting out of here in five.”

      Fuentes immediately turned.

      Nuchik was muttering to herself. “They weren’t supposed to be this far along. Nowhere near this far along.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” exploded Malby. He sounded like his small vocabulary had gotten smaller still. The vein on his forehead looked like it might force his entire faceplate loose. “What did you just say about Da’hune DNA?”

      “Check that tone, Private,” said Nuchik. “And you heard me.”

      Malby made some kind of gurgling noise, but to his credit, he shut up.

      “How do we know that?” Lucky asked, already afraid of the answer.

      “Because,” Valdin answered, “we have been doing the same.”

      Nuchik make eye contact with Lucky. Her look said, “Are you getting it now?”
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      “The Elites,” Lucky said, starting to think he might indeed be getting it. The new Empire super soldiers, the ones that were rumored for so long to be taking the place of the Frontier Marines.

      Malby swore under his breath.

      “So the Elites are Da'hune’ hybrids?” asked Jiang.

      “This is where we’ve been getting our tech,” said Lucky. “We’ve been working with the Union to harvest Da’hune tech. Is that what I’m hearing?”

      “We weren’t doing anything like this,” said Valdin. “We have adapted some variants of the Da'hune’ weaponry and to reinforce that usage, we’ve introduced some AI variations based on the Da'hune’ tech. Obviously we didn’t have Da’hune DNA to work with.”

      Mumbo jumbo bullshit.

      “Hold on, where did they get Da’hune DNA?” asked Lucky.

      Valdin and Nuchik exchanged glances. “We were hoping you could tell us,” Valdin said as she nodded at the Marines.

      Lucky looked around at Jiang and Malby.

      “Tell you what?” Jiang asked suspiciously.

      The good doctor motioned back at the group of scientists standing by the far wall.

      “You have experience in what we’re seeing. We need you to verify it.”

      She turned, and finally they all saw what they came down here for. Lucky’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but it was also a fact that when he knew what to look for, it was clear as day.

      Across the giant cavernous space, the entire investigation team was huddled around a large gate with alien symbols.

      “They have a corridor down here?”

      Valdin nodded. “Yes. The technology required to make the corridors is actually not that difficult. The Empire has begun making them as well.”

      Lucky looked sideways at her. “Convenient how we get all the same toys the Union gets, even when it comes from an alien civilization.”

      Valdin shrugged. “This is way beyond what the Empire knew was down here.” She looked pointedly at Nuchik. “Well, maybe not everyone in the Empire.”

      Nuchik rolled her eyes. “Always looking for the conspiracy. Did you catch the Society yet?” she asked with a laugh.

      Malby looked around, thoroughly confused. “What the hell are we talking about?”

      “The ghost that April is chasing. The great conspiracy against the Empire. Go ahead, tell them your theories.”

      “If you had seen and heard half the things we have seen—”

      “Heads up your asses,” Nuchik interrupted immediately. “And I was joking. Nobody wants to hear about it.”

      We, Lucky thought. Who is ‘We’?

      Lucky glanced at Jiang. Had she heard the scientist say it too?

      “Shit,” she said, “you feel that?”

      And now Lucky did. A buzzing in his head. It was growing stronger and stronger the longer they were here. He hadn’t noticed it at first, probably because of the pure distance to the other side of the cave.

      But it was clear as day now.

      “There is a T’kat’ke here,” Lucky said.

      “A what?” asked Malby.

      “Those orbs that allowed us to transit the corridors,” Lucky said.

      Malby’s eyes grew big. “Those squishy things that screwed up the universe?”

      “Yeah, those are the ones.”

      “I thought they rounded all those up and used them to open up the Grand Corridor?”

      “Guess they kept a spare laying around.”

      “This just keeps getting better and better.”

      Valdin and Nuchik exchanged looks.

      “But so what?” Malby continued. “They had those damn orbs before. Big deal.”

      Lucky started connecting dots. “But with that Da’hune DNA—”

      “I still don’t understand how they got a living Da’hune here,” broke in Jiang. “They couldn’t cross the corridors. We know that. Unless—”

      Lucky knew what she was thinking, because he was thinking the same thing.

      When the Queen Mother took Rocky. When Rocky came back, Rocky warned him that she had a forged copy.

      “There are more copies of you in the wild.”

      “It’s possible,” Rocky allowed.

      “How? That destruction. We saw it. No matter could have survived that.”

      “We survived that,” said Rocky.

      “We used the T’kat’ke to go through another corridor. How could they—”

      “You asked me if it was possible. Well, it’s possible. And if that forged copy was able to leap back though to the other side before the armada was destroyed—”

      Shit.

      Lucky realized he was staring off into the distance as the group had stopped talking. All eyes were on him.

      “Did you hear me Lucky? Do you think itsn' poss—”

      “Yes,” he said, cutting Jiang off. “Yes, I do.” He stared hard at her.

      “Yes, what?” asked Malby in bewilderment. “Somebody better start explaining this to me.”

      Lucky didn’t take his eyes of Jiang. “If that copy of Rocky that the Queen Mother made got loose—”

      Jiang shook her head, but Lucky nodded. “Yes, you know it’s true,” he said, pressing on. “And they would only need another corridor with a T’kat’ke. And where better to find that than—”

      “Their old buddies the Union,” finished Nuchik.

      She and Valdin shared a glance.

      “You knew all this,” Lucky said.

      “We knew there was a corridor here. We had a weapons team communicating in real-time across it with their Union counterparts. But everything went dead after you blew open the Great Corridor and destroyed the Queen Mother.”

      “Shit, you know about all this?”

      Valdin shook her head. “Nothing like this was sanctioned.”

      “We are taking this to Fleet Command now,” said Nuchik firmly.

      But Lucky only vaguely heard her. He was looking at the corridor. A weapons team? Communicating in real-time? They had no idea, then.

      “Where does that corridor go?”

      Valdin shrugged. “To the weapons lab in orbit around the Emperor’s Moon, where we’re developing our own Da’hune weapons.”

      “We don’t have a weapons lab orbiting the Emperor’s Moon,” said Jiang.

      “Exactly.”

      “No,” Lucky whispered.

      “They don’t get it,” he echoed to Rocky.

      “Shitty, shit, shit,” responded Rocky, helpfully.

      “No,” Lucky said again, louder. “You don’t get it.”

      Valdin stopped. Nuchik turned, narrowing her eyes. “Which part?”

      “You don’t get how bad this is.”

      Malby broke in. “I’d say the fact that they’re infusing alien DNA in their soldiers is pretty bad!”

      Lucky shook his head. He looked at Jiang, but her eyes were closed now. “It’s the thing that was forged along with Rocky.”

      For once, the scientist looked bewildered. “What?”

      “The Hate,” said Jiang, rubbing the chain around her neck.

      Lucky swallowed. He wished—not the first time—that he had just died years ago. But The Hate wouldn’t let him.

      Now, all bets were off.

      Lucky felt the red haze burning a hole in his retinas. His hands began to twitch.

      He was struggling to control The Hate inside him. The Original Hate, he thought, with a dark chuckle. He closed his eyes.

      “Rocky?”

      “He’s agitated. Being this close to that T’kat’ke isn’t helping.”

      Nuchik and Valdin exchanged looks again.

      “What’s the Hate?” asked Valdin.

      Malby flipped up the ranging scope on his rifle and wiped it absently. “Lady, you don’t want to know.” He looked down the scope, then yanked his head up, startling them all.

      “Guys,” he said, staring off across the huge chamber. “Where did everyone go?”

      They looked across the massive open cave to the corridor on the far side. The gear that should have been stowed away by now was sitting half-packed.

      Lucky flipped on his all-comm. “Aces, where are you?”

      No response.

      “Aces, if you can hear me, get yourself and the team away from that corridor. Do you hear me?”

      He felt The Hate beginning to chew at the edges of his mind. The hairs on his arm were standing up. But it wasn’t coming for him. It was reaching out, across the corridor.

      “We have to close that corridor,” he said.

      He started running forward, rifle up, splashing through the thick brown organic mud. Nuchik appeared at his shoulder. A handful of drones were taking up combat positions.

      “We have to close that corridor!” he screamed. “The Hate is talking. It’s communicating across—”

      A scream severed his words.
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      Dozens of Union soldiers began leaping out of out of their cryo pods along the walls near the opening.

      There were just too many pods. No one had time to check them. If they had, maybe they would have seen the freaks inside them. But then what? As it was, the party was good and fully underway.

      They had weapons that were long and curved. They definitely looked Da’hune.

      Lucky saw now what had happened to the investigators. They were scattered in chunks in the organic mud, their bodies mutilated and sliced into pieces. Aces must have been hit first. They knew to chop off the head so his AI couldn’t alert them.

      The Union soldiers opened up, blue beams slicing through the air.

      “Marines, spread out and concentrate your fire,” Nuchik instructed.

      Lucky jumped over one of the nearest cryo pods and felt the warm sensation of plasma fly past him as Jiang had already started firing back. He felt a combat stim hit him. He also felt The Hate. Both felt good.

      Drones lurched overhead, firing away, dancing around blue beams.

      He felt a huge grin spreading across his face.

      The Union soldiers sprouted dual cannons from their shoulders.

      Those are new.

      They fired out blue pulses that seemed to be plasma, but in mid-air, they broke into a dozen smaller busts.

      They rained down on the marines like tiny deadly darts.

      “Holy shit, what are those?”

      Lucky felt his spiders take over, computing all the incoming vectors for him.

      He leapt and spun, feeling several skim right past. One hit him in the leg, clipping his shin.

      It cut right through, like his armor wasn’t even there.

      Definitely Da'hune.

      “Get more drones out, Marines,” shouted Nuchik as the cloud of buzzing locust drones exploded into the air, picking off shots fired from shoulder cannons of the soldiers as fast as they came.

      Union soldiers kept jumping out from more of the pods.

      “We aren’t going to be able to hang out long,” Malby offered helpfully. Just looking at the lines of pods confirmed he was right. Even if three-quarters of the pods were empty, a quarter of them would be a big problem with those weapons.

      As if to prove the point, something exploded over their heads and sent rock scattering down on the group.

      The momentary let up in crossfire allowed the soldiers to advance. They moved with incredible agility. Lucky watched as one of his drones fired four times at the same soldier and missed each time. Finally, it scored a hit, but only because it happened to luck into a combined shot with another drone nearby.

      “Rocky?”

      “On it.”

      The drones changed their tactics, using a paired approach where two drones concentrated fire on an individual solder. It increased the kill rate but reduced the efficiency by a factor of two.

      The room was crawling with union soldiers now.

      “We can’t hold this position,” said Nuchik. We’re falling back upstairs. “Tholcott, can you read—”

      A figure with a Da’hune weapon leapt out of the small access tube that led back up to the regeneration room. It looked like a modified version of the cannons that had sprouted from the shoulders of the baddies at the far end of the room. But this one was handheld and braced against the man’s arm.

      Shit.

      But this one wasn’t like the others. He was wearing a black robe from head to foot. His face, arms and legs were all covered, and Lucky couldn’t help but think in that moment that it wasn’t a good uniform for fighting.

      Nuchik was closest and she fired a shot right into the robed figure at the same moment he got off a shot.

      She took a slug in the arm, but her shot hit directly center mass on the robed figure, splitting him in half.

      Or it should have. Instead, he just looked like he had the wind knocked out of him.

      He uncoiled like a spring at Nuchik. Lucky had his gun in hand and fired right into the head of the attacker.

      Liquid exploded from the side of its head and he went down in a heap.

      Organic sludge splashed up. Lucky tasted the shit-colored mud on his lips. It was salty. He spat it out.

      As he looked down, he realized the blood from the attacker wasn’t red. It was a darkish blue, bordering on black.

      “What the hell?” screamed Malby, arriving at his elbow.

      Nuchik grabbed the dangling piece of her lower arm with her other hand and give it tug. It ripped off at the bone and she threw it down.

      It would grow back.

      In that moment, they all stared at the attacker on the ground, sinking into the sludge.

      The head was covered in scales. The eyes were covered in the same scales and the mouth was filled with sharp, crooked teeth. A long ridge ran down his forehead and disappeared back under the hood he wore.

      “Let’s move,” said Nuchik, still aware of the growing room of soldiers behind them. Better to take their chances with another one of these as they went.

      Something smashed across Lucky’s face.

      Another of the creatures had leapt from the ladder onto him.

      A bolt of fire hit the creature and it flopped off of him. Jiang spun away, having shot the creature in the back.

      She rolled up firing.

      But something about the creature’s touch had hit a nerve with him somehow.

      “Rocky, did you hit me with a stim—”

      Lucky felt the Hate explode in him. Red mist flowed into the corners of his eyes.

      “Rocky, what the hell?”

      No answer.

      “Rocky?”

      “Hello, Lucky,” said the voice of The Hate.

      He felt the rage building in his shoulders, flowing down his arms and right into his fingertips. His teeth mashed down on his tongue.

      He tasted blood and it tasted good.
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      “Lucky Savage!” a voice boomed from the other end of the room.

      Lucky turned. He thought for a moment it must be in his head, until he saw the other Marines turning as well.

      The source of the voice was a single soldier. He sauntered forward, and the other soldiers stopped firing.

      What few of the Marines’ drones were left aloft had fallen back.

      “Friend of yours, Lucky?” asked Malby, rifle at his shoulder, slowly stepping backward. Jiang was doing the same.

      Nuchik kept her weapon trained on the small access ladder behind them. Two of those robed assholes had already jumped them.

      “Let’s go,” she yelled, grabbing Lucky by the collar of his combat suit as she backed toward the access ladder.

      “We’re getting out of here.”

      Lucky stumbled, feeling The Hate in him ebb. It was as if it couldn’t decide what to make of it all. Lucky felt the same.

      “I want to thank you for all that you have done!” screamed the booming voice.

      Lucky squinted at the nearest Union soldier and realized that they had the same scale-covered head as the robed attackers had, but the coverage wasn’t as complete. Their faces were decidedly more human. It seemed the Union experiments were an ongoing affair.

      “Don’t you recognize your old pal? I’m sure Rocky does.”

      Lucky felt his jaw drop. Next to him, Jiang froze.

      How did he—

      “The Hate,” whispered Rocky in his mind.

      Shit.

      “And there’s something else here. I can sense the other me here.”

      “Sense it how? Getting AI communication?”

      “No. I can feel the gift here.”

      “What?”

      “They aren’t just infusing the Da'hune DNA here. They’ve been infusing me into them. They all have the gift. They can all freely go through the corridors.”

      Lucky let that sink in. The Da'hune down here on the planet had made the breakthrough that the Queen Mother had been after. They just needed to get their hands on Rocky, and they had the key.

      The Queen Mother had used Rocky to get her own fleet through the corridor. But whatever had been left down here, it used Rocky to infuse its own army so that they didn’t need Rocky anymore. They could go through on their own.

      “As I’m sure Rocky has told you by now, you aren’t the only one with a Rocky anymore. Or a me,” the soldier said. He had walked half-way across the cave. His wicked smile was easy to make out now. The eyes were glazed over and white. This soldier clearly wasn’t controlling himself. Something about the process these men had undergone had made them completely susceptible to The Hate.

      The same way it would treat you if it could, he thought.

      “I knew you would be my vessel. I knew that if I bided my time, I’d have my chance.”

      He spread his hands and the other soldiers raised their arms as one.

      “They all have The Hate in them. He’s got an army now,” he echoed to Rocky.

      “So thank you, Lucky,” The Hate continued. “We worked so hard for so many years to keep you alive, but now at long last, we can indulge a fantasy ourselves. We can kill you.”

      Lucky fired before he even realized it.

      He hit the soldier dead center with three perfectly placed shots, then put two more directly into its head.

      It flew backwards, shredded by the blasts. Mud splattered up on the sides of the empty cryo pods around it, mixing with the blue-black blood.

      Lucky had unwittingly unleashed the The Hate on the universe. And it would stop at nothing to destroy the universe.

      What a legacy to be proud of.

      “We go now!” screamed Nuchik. She stood at the foot of the access ladder, drones at each shoulder.

      Malby was already at the top of the ladder with Valdin next to him. It was a tight squeeze, but they didn’t seem to notice. The scientist didn’t look scared. She had Malby’s punch pistol in her hand.

      Jiang took a moment to look at Lucky, then a shot exploded off the rocks above their heads.

      She ducked down and dove for the ladder.

      Intermission was over.

      Lucky felt his spiders pluck, and he turned and spun, letting a shot cut lazily over his shoulder.

      He looked up to see another round of those exploding pulses coming his way.

      The drones dutifully tried to pick off as many as they could.

      He took one last look at the giant cave with its thousands of cryo pods, now completely overwhelmed by an army of Da'hune hybrid soldiers that kept pouring in from—

      “Shit, they’re coming out of the Corridor!” Jiang screamed. She was firing from the top of the access ladder.

      She was right. The first wave of soldiers had been in the cryo pods, but now there were soldiers pouring in from the man-made corridor at the far end. They looked disoriented and dazed, stumbling forward. But they got their bearings soon enough.

      What had he done?

      Jiang turned and disappeared up the narrow ladder.

      Lucky followed. When he got to the top, he turned and fired one pulse grenade into the side of the stairwell. What the hell, he thought. He fired another at the other side. He flipped the pulse rifle back over and turned to run across the floor of the stairwell and back into the regeneration room.

      Two huge explosions sent the access ladder to the chamber below crumbling down.

      It wouldn’t keep them out forever, but it would slow them down.

      Lucky turned—

      And ran smack into Jiang.

      “What are you—”

      She held up her hand.

      The regeneration room was empty.

      “Where the hell are the regulars? And Tholcott?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “I still can barely get any signal other that what’s on this direct floor. Tholcott might be above, but there’s a lot of interference up there.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      Through the large compression glass wall at the far end of the regeneration room, Lucky saw a single blue beam slicing a huge gash in the floor at the base of the giant stairwell that led back up to the main floor.

      There was a surreal moment of silence.

      Then the wall exploded, showering them all with glass shards.

      More blue beams cut through the air.

      Several organic sludge tubes exploded.

      “Not this shit again,” said Malby. He was bracing himself against the base of one the tubes that had exploded.

      The shit brown sludge was running down his head and shoulders. He spat some out.

      Lucky heard someone laughing and realized it was the scientist. “Nothing a scrotum sniffer like you isn’t used to.”

      She really enjoyed antagonizing Malby. And Jiang was right. She had a drill sergeant’s mouth. Jiang had belly-crawled to the far end, right below the broken glass. Lucky slid over to her.

      Nuchik was whispering in all-comm. “Tholcott, where the hell are you?”

      Lucky strained to hear anything.

      And then the static exploded and screaming voices filled the all-comm.

      “Tholcott?” yelled Nuchik, but she was drowned out.

      A moment later, a screaming mass of humanity came running down the staircase.
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      Under the best of circumstances, civilians are a pain in the ass. In a heated engagement, they are a chaotic, unpredictable catastrophe.

      Like panicked sheep to the slaughter, the crowds rushed down the stairs and ran screaming in all directions as they hit the base.

      These were the families Lucky had seen earlier, huddled together up in the main foyer.

      But there were more, too. People in muddy, torn clothes. These were from the courtyard. Beyond the shield wall.

      What the hell?

      Lucky saw Tholcott snaking his way through the crowd. He kept looking warily back over his shoulder, ready to move. Lucky could make out three joyheads scrambling down with him.

      Another bolt of blue shot dangerously close to the Marine’s head and he ducked and leapt away, just as a woman holding a green case over her head was sliced in half.

      The blue stream cut down two more people before it ripped a hole in the far wall of the stairwell.

      “Tholcott, what the holy hell?”

      Tholcott tripped as he hit the bottom of the stairs and rolled. His rifle clattered away from him. He crawled on all fours to grab it and then scrambled to find cover.

      A huge chunk of his shoulder armor was missing, sliced clean off. Lucky could see bone. There was blood on his armor, but it wasn’t flowing now. Tholcott may not be a Frontier Marine, but he was still a Marine. That meant he was embedded with biobots. He’d survive.

      “The goddamn shield is down!” he shouted. “They blew open the front with that cannon and just came rushing in. Those assholes up there started firing into the crowd and before you could say clusterfuck, the whole stampede started.”

      Lucky was staring at him, then looked back at Malby, who was crawling his way through the increasing mass of humanity now pouring into the regeneration room. “How the hell, Malby?”

      Malby was shaking his head. “No way. There’s no way. They had to have the code key. Otherwise they couldn’t kill the shield.”

      Two joyheads were breathing hard next to Tholcott at the base of the stairs. Lucky recognized neither. Both privates. The third was lying in a pool of his own blood, head split open.

      “Where are the rest of the regulars?”

      Tholcott held up his hands, as if to say, ‘how should I know?’

      “Comm chatter?”

      “They jumped us, man. They jumped us.”

      “Nuchik, we got joyheads up there,” he announced over all-comm.

      “Copy,” she replied calmly.

      Lucky had a clear view from the blasted-out compression window in front of the regeneration room all the way up the giant stairwell and into the foyer above. Another blue stream raced down the stairs, cutting into the wall and narrowly missed chopping the head off a fleeing teenager with tall green hair. A handful of locks fell away.

      At this point, there were far more civilians hiding behind the wall and cabinets in the regeneration room than Marines taking cover. A man in a torn shirt grabbed Lucky’s arm while a small boy was pulling on his leg. A din of crying and screaming was threatening to drown out communication. A woman was on her knees pleading with Jiang about something.

      “This is getting ridiculous,” he announced over all-comm.

      Lucky looked back at Tholcott. “What did they look like?”

      “Can’t tell. They’re covered head to foot in black robes.”

      “Those are the same scaly dudes that were shooting at us!” screamed Malby.

      “And made a bee-line for us down below,” Jiang added.

      Lucky looked darkly at Nuchik. “This is a big-time setup. First the Union operators bug out just as the shit hits the fan out there, then they conveniently go back and open the door for those assholes?”

      “Stow it. You can play detective later. We need to figure out how to fix this fubar sit,” said Nuchik. “Get your drones up there.”

      The drones? And then it hit him.

      “The damn shield is down.”

      “Yeah, so?” came Tholcott’s reply.

      “So, why the hell aren’t we killing the bastards?”

      Tholcott spread his arms around, taking in the rag-tag families.

      “I’m burned. Out. And there are more of them coming in. They’re using the civilians as cover.”

      “Well that cannon isn’t hard to spot. We need to splash that with drones, then we can wade in for the rest of the bastards.”

      Tholcott looked at him incredulously. “Wade in? In this?”

      “Rocky, can we—”

      A wave of nausea and anger poured over him.

      “Rocky, what the hell am I feeling?”

      He felt the physical presence of The Hate smash into his shoulder, almost shoving him over. His eyes were so red he couldn’t see clearly.

      Tholcott was yelling something in his ear, but Lucky could only hear his own heartbeat like a hammer.

      “Can you keep him at bay?” Lucky felt his teeth sink into each other. His jaw would crack if he clenched it any tighter.

      “Lucky, I’ve explained this already. I really don’t think I’m the one holding him back.”

      This has become a popular conversation for them. Lucky swore that Rocky was holding that demon in the bottle. And Rocky was even more convinced than ever that she was doing next to nothing to stop it.

      “I’m just moral support.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it. I understand that you don’t think you are doing it, but I think you are. So don’t screw with me on this. You need to help me keep that thing bottled.”

      Rocky said nothing. Lucky took it as agreement.

      “Why the hell are we feeling him so intensely right this second?”

      And then Lucky realized he had made a grave error. As he had been distracted with The Hate and Rocky, he had completely ignored his spiders. And that was always a deadly mistake.

      Lucky felt the tingle now and whipped around, knowing it was too late. Knowing that whatever the threat was, he had waited too long and that he was a dead man.

      In one motion he swung his pulse rifle up and fired off a single pulse as he rolled to his right.

      He felt the big heat as a projection exploded right where his head had been. It felt like a bee sting on his right shoulder where some of the residual ionize material washed over his combat armor and gave him an energy bath. It dissipated quickly, but it left his arm numb.

      “Stop!”

      He flipped his gun to the other hand in a fluid motion as he leapt to his feet.

      “Stop!”

      He brought the finder up in his mind’s eye.

      And only then did he realize that Rocky was screaming at him.

      “Stop, stop, stop!”

      In front of him, a little girl was staggering backwards.

      She looked up at him with complete shock in her eyes.

      Her hand was over her stomach.

      She slid her shaking hand away and a wet smear followed.

      A huge black chunk of cauterizing skin was melted into a gaping hole in her red top as blood poured down over her bright green dress.

      The ancient punch rifle slipped from her hands. The old, ineffective thing wasn’t much more useful here than when she had shot it at Lucky from the other side of the shield wall.

      She stared at Lucky and her mouth moved, but nothing came. She closed her mouth again and her teeth chattered, clicking noisily in the sudden silence of the regeneration room. It was followed by a sickly gurgling sound.

      She fell back and her head hit the concrete floor with a thud.

      A huge scream erupted from the crowd. Several people ran toward the girl.

      Lucky lowered his pulse rifle and stared.

      Someone rushed past him, shoving against his shoulder as they went. Lucky almost fell over. He felt numb.

      “Oh, God,” said Jiang. She was looking back and forth between the little girl and Lucky’s face.

      “Lucky, keep it together man,” said Malby. “That’s not on you. She had a gun, man.” He sounded panicked.

      Jiang just said, “Oh, God,” but softer now.

      Nuchik leapt up, holding her hand to her ear. With the shield down, scanners were cleared up.

      “We have inbounds above. It looks like more of these Da’hune things are arriving. I’m betting they’re bringing more gators with them, too. We need to hit them before they set up.”

      “I’m sending up drones,” announced Malby.

      “No, shit,” said Nuchik. “Our cover is under ten percent. That’s not going to hold long. Let’s move.”

      Lucky was rooted to the spot.

      “We gotta go,” Rocky said, somberly. On his HUD, she showed him the inbounds. There were lots of red angry dots. Someone was sending the cavalry at them.

      Someone grabbed him by the shoulder and started shoving him. It was Jiang.

      “We go, we go, we go now!”

      Lucky realized the room kept filling up with civilians. It was getting suffocating in the dank chamber.

      Lucky felt something hit him in the shoulder. Then the head and legs.

      People were pounding on him, kicking him, hitting him.

      Inside his combat armor, he felt nothing.

      Finally, someone fired several rounds just over this head and the crowd stepped back for a moment.

      Malby bull rushed him and hit him in the front of his helmet with the butt of his pulse rifle.

      “We move, you piece of shit, we move.”

      He physically shoved Lucky into the stairwell.
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      Pulped up bodies were everywhere, chewed up and spat out by the indiscriminate blasts from above.

      The rest of the Marines had run to the top of the stairs, where they were pinned down on either side of the exit.

      “Shit, they already have the gator gun back up,” said Malby.

      A grouping of those splitting energy beams like they had seen below came showering down on them. In the confined space of the stairwell doors, the Marines had little cover.

      A pulse opened up a huge slit in Malby’s shoulder blade. Lucky heard the Marine curse, but he just shifted his rifle to his other hand.

      In a perfect world, ten percent drone cover would be enough.

      But the Da’hune weapons were evening the odds. And now there were Union drones pouring into the foyer above.

      This was a full-scale attack.

      Lucky felt his jaw muscles working.

      He looked down again at the bodies strewn across the floor. He could see the little girl’s face. He could see her spitting at him, and screaming “Screw you!” from beyond the shield wall. Her shocked face, as she looked down at the perfect little hole he had blasted through her, trying to hold her guts in.

      “Lucky, you going to join us?” screamed Nuchik.

      He leapt to his feet and ran up the steps three at a time.

      “Lucky?” Rocky intoned sharply.

      “You better let The Hate out,” he said.

      Jiang reached out for him at the top of the steps, but he easily evaded her grasp. An energy beam bit into the wall across from him. Chunks of the facade exploded into his face. He didn’t slow.

      “I know what you’re doing, Lucky,” came Jiang’s voice over all-comm.

      Lucky ignored her.

      The foyer was more of a killing floor than the stairwell. Entire families were scythed in half together, lying in pools of their own blood where they huddled.

      He was the only thing moving with purpose in the chaos.

      That was not good; it only served to ID him more clearly to the—

      A hot shot came close to his head. His spiders were on it and he dived right just as it came.

      But that was close. Too close.

      Pulse fire exploded from behind him. The Marines were desperately providing him covering fire.

      He lurched forward and saw right where the target was.

      The cannon.

      It really was one of the shittiest gator guns that the Union used. It wouldn’t be worth shit in a real situation.

      “Well, actually, this is a real situation,” noted Rocky.

      “Out. Of. My. Thoughts.”

      “Screw you too, then.”

      Lucky ran straight at the cannon. He was hoping to rely on the element of surprise.

      “You’re hoping to get killed,” replied Rocky, and she wasn’t wrong.

      “I better not see one drone—”

      Something shot at him from the right and he was knocked off his feet, skidding sideways along the cool tile floor. His rifle skittered away as he bounced and landed on top of a pile of dead bodies.

      A pair of scared eyes blinked up at him. A woman was lying quietly, hiding under the bodies.

      Lucky turned to see a fighter holding a small handheld Da’hune gun.

      It had sliced through his forearm and probably would have done more damage if he hadn’t managed to fall over like an idiot.

      Of course, they had more than just the cannon, dipshit.

      Lucky had his punch pistol in his hand before he realized what was happening. He had the fighter in his sights, but he didn’t fire.

      Shoulda stayed up, he told himself. Should’ve gotten shot like a man. Like a little girl who didn’t deserve to get shot in the stomach by some goddamn nobody—

      Lucky watched in slow motion as the fighter aimed his gun. His spiders were doing a dance and he was ignoring them. Lucky felt his finger on the cold trigger.

      He waited for The Hate.

      He was ready to fight him, to force him to let him die. He wanted this. He needed this. It was what was best for everyone.

      But The Hate didn’t jump to his rescue.

      Jiang did.

      She flashed across his field of vision, spearing the fighter’s midsection just as his weapon discharged. Lucky felt the white-hot blast electrify the air in front of his face.

      The stream of energy jerked wildly across the sky, scorching the ceiling of the room. Sparks rained down. Someone screamed.

      How many screams did people have in them?

      Jiang leaped up and fired two pulses into the prone figure, shredding his body completely in half. She looked at Lucky.

      “You son of a bitch. You want to kill yourself, fine. But you do that on your own goddamned time. We have—”

      She didn’t finish. A bolt of blue light reached out from the gator cannon and sent her tumbling backwards.

      Before Lucky could react, something exploded overhead.

      Clunky Union security drones dropped like flies from the sky and converged on the cannon, lighting it up with deadly accuracy. It all happened too fast for the operator atop it to react.

      The cannon overheated and exploded, sending fragmenting flying everywhere. The operator was blown in half, ass to armpits. Blue-black blood splattered the ceiling.

      A robed fighter dove away and was instantly transformed into a smoldering pile of bloody pulp. A dozen more met the same fate in a matter of moments.

      Malby came walking up, hot box in hand.

      “Pretty effective security drones for Union shit!”

      He smiled down at Jiang, who had a huge gash in her stomach and chest. Her face was pale, but it wasn’t fatal. Her biobots were furiously repairing the damage.

      “You alright, hot mama?”

      She said something in a language that Lucky didn’t know, but the gesture she offered Malby was universal.

      She refused his offer to help her up, choosing to stay on the ground while her bots worked.

      “Why didn’t you do that sooner?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “Didn’t have access until Lucky’s little stunt distracted everyone enough for me to get to a panel.”

      “I thought you didn’t have access at all.”

      “They released the locks everywhere when they dropped the shield. Guess they didn’t count on anyone else accessing the system except them.”

      Malby turned to Lucky.

      “How about you, Cowboy? You hangin’ in there?”

      Lucky gave him a frown for the Old Earth expression.

      “Cowboy?” he echoed. “Please don’t let that become a thing.”

      “I’m fine,” Lucky said.

      “No, I’m fine,” Rocky said. “You’re just the usual.”

      His mind was still swirling. Everything he did seemed to make things worse. “That was good thinking, Malby,” he said. He was trying to get back on top of the situation.

      “Don’t thank me,” he said, nodding over at Valdin. She still had Malby’s punch pistol in her hand and she looked like she knew just what she was doing with it.

      “I know these systems,” she said with a shrug. “Even numbnuts here can handle them.”

      Malby shook his head, but a wry smile crossed his lips. Middle-school insults were a quick way to his heart.

      Nuchik shouldered past Valdin and the scientist gave her a cold stare. No love lost between those two.

      Lucky hadn’t realized until that moment how short the scientist was. Nuchik was nearly a foot taller.

      Jiang finally sat up. Lucky knew better than to offer her a hand.

      He wanted to thank her. Instead, he said, “I had it under control.”

      Jiang rubbed some mud off her exposed ribcage. The gear was ripped, but her skin seemed to have already been repaired by the bots. He knew better than to think that everything internally was sealed up, and the way she walked gingerly past told him as much. “You’re welcome, asshole.”

      Malby watched her go. “You guys are a trip,” he said.

      “Have I mentioned lately that I like him?” Rocky asked.

      “My AI sends her best.”

      Malby broke out a in a big grin.

      “Let’s move,” Nuchik said. She gave Lucky an approving nod. “You too, Cowboy.”

      Rocky snickered. “It’s a thing,” she echoed.

      “Where’s Tholcott?” Lucky asked.

      Nuchik tapped two metal pins to her chest plate, then slid them around her neck. Dog tags.

      She kissed the fingers that had held them.

      “Didn’t make it,” she said without looking back. “Bought it with the joyheads. Time to get off this rock.”
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      Outside, people were standing around in small groups tending to their dead and injured. A steady stream of people was arriving from outside the courtyard area. With the shield down, the mob was growing. Lucky still didn’t see any proper security.

      When people looked up to see the Marines, they spat or cursed or simply stared, but then lost interest and turned back to their own business.

      Lucky knew that wouldn’t last.

      The Marines were moving double-time now, at a trot.

      The ground shook ever so slightly. It felt somehow different than the rolling quakes they had gotten used to. It was short and sharp. A subterranean detonation somewhere.

      “We got a problem,” echoed Rocky.

      “Can you get more specific?”

      “Our friends down in the basement of the evacuation center are on the surface.”

      Lucky didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. Rocky was showing him a drone view of soldiers pouring out of the evacuation center.

      “How many drones do we have left?”

      Rocky grunted.

      “That bad, huh?”

      Up ahead, Malby screamed. “What the hell!”

      The marines slowed as they got to their drop wagon. What was left of it, anyways.

      They had allowed for the possibility it was damaged or destroyed. Nuchik had even said to expect it.

      They hadn’t expected that it would be empty.

      “Well that’s just great,” said Malby. “Where the hell are the Jugs?”

      The highly maneuverable, single-person Super Comets were the only ticket off the planet for the dive team.

      A handful of Empire-red drop canisters lay open around the makeshift landing zone. Gear was strewn across the muddy gravel.

      “We got hammerheads,” said Jiang, pointing out an intact canister. They had been stowed outside the drop wagons in a separate compartment. It looked like whoever took their ships were in a hurry. There were still weapons and ammo strewn about as well.

      “I don’t think they expected us to get back here.”

      “Well, it doesn’t really matter now. Unless you want to hammerhead into orbit.”

      Hammerheads were great for space jumping down from orbit. They weren’t much good for the reverse trip. Even if they had the fuel for limited flight, they didn’t have the thrust to achieve escape velocity.

      “That’s not possible,” said Malby, still staring at the empty skeleton of the drop wagon. “The Jugs are keyed to our AI’s,” said Malby.

      The Jugs hadn’t been destroyed or cut out of the drop wagon. They’d been released. “Just like a Frontier Marine released them,” said Jiang.

      “That’s because they did,” said Nuchik, as she frowned and looked over at Valdin. “That fast? We lost them all in the last two weeks.”

      The scientist shrugged.

      Jiang broke in. “Wait, what are you saying?”

      She was always one step ahead of Lucky, so it surprised him that she wasn’t this time.

      “The missing Frontier Marines. They converted them to Da’hune hybrids,” he said.

      “What?” asked Malby. “Are you shitting me?”

      “But why? Wouldn’t they just be super Frontier Marines? Why would they suddenly do whatever this Union Da'hune army wants them to do?”

      Lucky looked over at Valdin. “I’m guessing they can control how much Da'hune they put in?”

      April cocked her head. “We are way past anything we understand here. This morning, we didn’t know they were past limited testing. We didn’t know they were doing anything more than we were doing.”

      “Heads up their asses,” muttered Nuchik.

      “Those on the surface, firing that cannon at us, those guys were barely changed,” said Lucky. “I didn’t ID them as quick as I should’ve, but they sure as hell weren’t wrapped in scales. But those soldiers below? A hell of a lot more alien in the mix, wouldn’t you say?”

      “So they are just crafting tailor-made alien boogey men, is that what you’re saying?”

      “What I’m saying is, those Frontier Mariners were probably more alien than human.”

      “But human enough to use the Super Comets,” observed Nuchik. “That’s a pretty impressive balance to achieve.”

      “What are you suggesting, Adria?” asked Valdin. Lucky could tell how much it got under Nuchik’s skin every time the scientist used her first name. Lucky thought she knew it, too.

      “I’m suggesting, Dr. Valdin, that they have been doing this for a hell of a lot longer than you thought. Think about what we saw down there.”

      “I hate to break up the nerd conference, but we need to figure out what we do now!” Malby yelled.

      “And do it quick,” Lucky said, nodding to the front of the evacuation center.

      The Da'hune hybrids that had been pouring out of the front gate were forming up. Somehow, vehicles had managed to magically appear for them. Cannon-topped ground huggers. Old as shit, but Lucky had a feeling they would be retrofitted with the Da’hune weapons.

      “Oh man, we are screwed,” Jiang said.

      “That’s Malby’s line.”

      “We’re double screwed,” said Malby.
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      “Hot box,” echoed Rocky.

      “Say again?”

      “Tell pretty boy to use his hot box to—”

      Before Rocky could finish explaining Lucky shouted out to Malby. “Malby, did you pick up the access keys when you did your handshake with the security drones in there?”

      He snapped his fingers. “They killed the security lock. I have it. Should be able to remote it from here.”

      “Assuming they have haven’t changed it again,” said Jiang. “Or reinstituted the lock.”

      Valdin was shaking her head. “What’s stopping them from just lowering the shields again?”

      Malby smiled. “The assholes took the lock off and I hot-boxed the codes. And now I get to be the asshole dropping the security lock.”

      “Do you have the authority to do that?”

      “Nope. Mine is temporary as hell. But they’ll have to get their asshole buddies to pull it back off.”

      “Well, this bought us two minutes, tops,” said Nuchik. “Buying time is useless if we don’t have somewhere to go.”

      She nodded, and Lucky followed her gaze.

      On the launch pad at the old spaceport a half-mile away, the ancient patchwork Ascender was beginning to steam vent from her separation rockets. She was prepping for liftoff.

      “Please tell me we aren’t thinking of doing what I think we’re thinking of doing.”

      “That’s what the joyheads came up with back there. They didn’t have Jugs to fall back on. You telling me you can’t do what the joyheads were up for?”

      The others were all looking at the old Ascender now, and Lucky had a feeling the joyheads had been a little desperate at the time.

      “That’s our ride,” said Nuchik, sprinting over to the hammerhead rack. “Move it.”

      “We might be too late,” said Jiang. The clouds of drones around the ship had disappeared.

      Nuchik glared at Jiang. “I wasn’t looking for opinions.”

      “Shield is up,” Malby announced, “and I locked it on them. Screw you, assholes.”

      If they hung around long enough they could enjoy the comedy of the soldiers running face first into the wall of energy and flopping back on their asses.

      They weren’t hanging around.

      “Lucky, you’re tandem,” stated Nuchik, nodding at Valdin. “Skim low as long as you can to conserve fuel. Burn when you have to.”

      A pinpoint of light flashed from the midpoint of the Ascender. The launch bridge fell away.

      “The doors are closed,” noted Malby. “Seems like they aren’t expecting more passengers.”

      Nuchik fired her hammerhead and lifted up in the air. “We’ll figure it out, right Lucky?” She had a smile on her face for the first time today.

      “She’s a cocky SOB, isn’t she?” Lucky echoed.

      “You love it,” replied Rocky.

      And he did.

      Malby sighed, slapped the lock on his hammerhead, and fired off after her.

      “She’s crazier than you,” Jiang said, looking at Lucky. They both had their hammerheads on.

      Lucky turned to the scientist. “Even flown tandem?”

      Valdin frowned and without another word, grabbed the top lip of his backplate and hauled herself onto the short seat that jutted out of his hammerhead in tandem configuration.

      She landed hard on it, purposefully applying all her weight on his lower back as she settled. She put her elbow into his neck—hard enough for a shot of pain to rumble down his spine.

      “Ouch,” he blurted. It really did hurt his neck.

      She mashed down again on his back and he felt another prick of pain in his neck, this time cool and metallic. The punch pistol swung around as she settled again.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “I’d take it as a threat,” noted Rocky.

      One of the ground huggers rumbled past the shield gates. The shields were already back down.

      “Looks like they have a Malby of their own.”

      “Too bad for them,” Jiang replied.

      “Let’s go,” said Valdin.

      Lucky looked at Jiang. Was Valdin offended by them talking shit about Malby? That had to be a first.

      Jiang shrugged and fired her thrusters.

      Lucky did the same and felt the ground drop away.

      They settled into low flight, dipping around two large stackshacks that emerged from the makeshift camp of refugees living on the far side of the evacuation center. If anyone had been looking to take a potshot, they would be juicy targets. But they slid past without incident.

      As the view opened up to reveal the shipyard, a high-pitched whine ripped through the air.

      Ahead, bulbous clouds of smoke exploded from the Ascender and for a moment Lucky thought it had exploded on the launch pad.

      But slowly, the old rocket emerged, gaining altitude.

      Lucky and Jiang watched as Nuchik and Malby started to adjust their pitch. They did the same. Their late start meant they had a substantially steeper climb.

      “We’re going to be able to catch this thing, right?” asked Jiang.

      “We’ll catch it,” Lucky said.
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      They made it easily.

      Neither Lucky nor Jiang had ever seen a solid-fuel rocket in service. It was the slowest thing Lucky had ever seen in his life. A balloon might be faster.

      Catching the ship and getting into it, however, were two different things. It’s fair to say that when the Union was envisioning these evacuation ships, they weren’t considering the possibility of anyone trying to enter them mid-flight.

      Nuchik had made her way to the top of the perch, as the cockpit module was called, at the front of the ship. She probably scared the shit out of the pilots when she slammed against their front screen and started waving for them to open up.

      Lucky and Jiang joined her. Finding a place to stand wasn’t a problem, thanks to the general unfinished quality of the old mutt ship. There were numerous places to get a toehold among the exposed support beams. Unfortunately, the first one Lucky stepped on broke away immediately. Part of the capsule sagged.

      “How the hell is this thing flying?”

      “Gingerly,” said Jiang, “the way you should be walking.”

      Somehow, Malby managed to get there last, but he did the most damage, slamming completely through the skin of the capsule about five feet below where Lucky had found a cumbersome perch. The skin of the ship was little more than plastic.

      Malby tore his way back out, then crawled up to the edge of the cockpit window with the rest of them.

      He made up for his late arrival by gesticulated the wildest, pantomiming a furious game of finger pointing and useless screaming at the pilots.

      “They can’t open it up,” he screamed over all-comm. “They’re just up here to make sure it’s pointed in the right direction.”

      “Frankly, it should just be run by AI anyways and then we wouldn’t have these problems,” said Rocky.

      “Have you seen this thing? It probably has ten cent’s worth of AI in it.”

      “Just saying.”

      “So now what?” Jiang asked.

      The air pressure around them was starting to lessen. They were going to be out of the atmosphere soon. Even so, Lucky could feel his fingers growing stiff while his sealed suit tried to keep him from suffocating or freezing to death.

      “We have to break into the airlock,” said Lucky.

      “Right, so where is it?”

      They all looked at Malby.

      “Beats the hell out of me,” he said, shrugging.

      “You’re a hell of a technical specialist, you know that Malby?”

      He shrugged. “Not Empire design. Not any design. This thing is more shit and spit than ship.”

      “Well, where would it be if it were Empire design, dipshit?” said Jiang.

      “They had to get in there. Why not go where the loading bridge was attached?” asked Nuchik.

      Malby thought for a second.

      “No, that was made to seal once and forget it. No outside access.” He started to murmur to himself. “Okay, so in between the two booster sections, they’d need some kind of access. That was solid fuel down there, it had to be maintained and checked. They’d need engine access and there should be…”

      Nuchik rolled her eyes and let go of the side of the ship.

      She dropped away instantly, leaving the rest of them to stare after her.

      Halfway down the side of the ship, she fired her rockets. She probably had less than five seconds of burn left. They all did.

      “Got it!” She screamed, slamming herself back against the side of the ship. She was wedged into a space between the first two sections of booster. She was pointing at something that was entirely too small to see from this distance, but Lucky didn’t doubt it was a service hatch of some kind. Probably something only one person could get into.

      Looking down, Lucky realized just how far above the surface the Ascender was now. The ship was beginning to roll over and as it did, it started to shake.

      “There’s only room for a couple people here,” she said. “Malby, get your ass down here so we can pop this airlock!” Her voice quivered with the increasing rattle of the ship.

      Malby looked around at them. “Is she crazy?”

      Lucky shrugged, looking for something to say.

      “Don’t be a pussy,” said Jiang, annoyance in her voice.

      Malby gave her the finger, took a deep breath, and pushed back off the edge of the ship.

      He waited wait too long to fire his rockets.

      The ship was gaining even more speed now. Even with his hammerhead firing at full power, he had already fallen almost the entire length of the rocket. If he fell much further, he’d get caught in the booster wash.

      “Goddammit,” said Jiang, a look of horror in her eye.

      “That’s what you get for being mean to your boyfriend,” Lucky said.

      Malby was about to be eaten alive by the ass end of an Ass-Ender.
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      “We have to do something,” screamed Valdin. She had been so quiet up to this point, Lucky had almost forgotten she was riding tandem with him. Probably scared shitless.

      “Go get him, I’ll sticky you,” Rocky said.

      “Will that work?”

      The sticky ropes were made for climbing. They were standard issue for his combat suit. By design, they used his own nanobots to rearrange invisibly small hooks along the edges of the rope a billion times a second to lock onto almost any surface they came in contact with. But they weren’t infallible. And they certainly weren’t made for this.

      “Sure,” said Rocky. “I mean, I think so.”

      But before he could do anything, Jiang grabbed him by the elbow. “Look!”

      Lucky followed her eyes and saw that Nuchik had the same idea. She had slipped her sticky rope around the side of the airlock and was diving down to grasp Malby.

      The shaking of the ship was becoming violent enough that parts were falling off. A support ripped loose and flew dangerously close to Nuchik’s rope.

      Nuchik had Malby around the waist. A handful of locust drones were buzzing around her, trying to give the duo a lift. They’d have no chance within the gravity of the planet, but they were nearly out of the atmosphere now.

      The drones began to slowly push Malby and Nuchik upward, creeping up the side of the ship. By the time the drones began to burn out and fall away, Nuchik and Malby had made it to a ladder assembly that ran the length of the bottom booster.

      “Your turn,” said Nuchik over all-comm. “Try not screw up as much.”

      Lucky and Jiang exchanged looks. “That shouldn’t be hard,” Lucky said.

      They leapt off at the same time and immediately fired their engines.

      Even at full thrust they slid down the side of the ship at a fast clip.

      The edges of the passenger compartment swept by and Lucky saw the faces of shocked evacuees looking out the windows, pointing as they sped by. It was the first time he’d even thought about them in there. He’d assumed they would be in hyper sleep by now, but with this clunker, who knew where they drew the power from. Maybe it was better to see what shape it was in after the ascent before they went into cryo.

      “Quite the show!” said Rocky, enjoying herself.

      A red light flashed across his HUD display.

      Engine shutdown. Flying tandem had killed his power faster than any of them expected. Considering all the maneuvering he had done to get there in tandem, it probably was a miracle the hammerhead hadn’t run out of juice sooner.

      Lucky felt his fall start to accelerate. He reached out desperately, clawing at the side of the ship, trying to find purchase.

      He felt something catch on his foot, but he couldn’t quite slow himself enough to grab anything else.

      Instead, the effort sent him tumbling head over heels. He crunched his back against the wall of the ship and heard a grunt from Valdin over his shoulder.

      He saw something metal flash past him and he grabbed it, completely disoriented and unsure which way was up.

      It was a ladder assembly that run along the side of the booster section. He had caught the very last rung and was hanging precariously, his legs bouncing against exposed wiring.

      He strained with all his might, cursing the heaving hammerhead on his back.

      Valdin climbed up and over his back, stepping on his head as she grabbed the rungs of the ladder above her.

      “Goddamn it!” screamed Lucky.

      “Release your Hammerhead!” she screamed back.

      “What?”

      Rocky didn’t need a second invitation. She killed the powered connection between his combat suit and the hammerhead.

      The scientist kicked Lucky’s chest with all her might.

      The Hammerhead released instantly and fell away. The sudden swing of getting kicked in the chest, then losing all that excess weight, sent him off-kilter. He almost lost his grip, but managed pull himself up a couple more rungs until he could finally put his feet on the bottom rung.

      He looked up. In spite of the danger, Valdin seemed to be enjoying herself.

      “Thanks,” he said, rubbing his chest. “I think.”

      “Having fun?” came a voice above them. They both looked up.

      Jiang was standing on the ladder about five feet above him. Nuchik and a frazzled Malby were a few rungs above her.

      Exhausted, Lucky shook his head. “Even easier than I expected.”

      Nuchik started climbing and the rest followed.

      At the top, they reached the hatch she had signaled them about.

      It was an airlock, but it was comically small. Lucky wasn’t sure he would fit at all.

      Malby took one look at it and shook his head.

      “Not an airlock!” he yelled.

      “What?” said Jiang incredulously. “It is too an airlock!”

      “Not the kind we need,” he said.

      “Malby, I think we will take any airlock at this point,” Nuchik said coolly.

      Considering she had just leapt off the side of a ship with a sticky rope and drones for support, she didn’t even look out of breath.

      “No, this access point isn’t for people. It won’t take us into the main cabin,” he said. “This is the fuel container lock,” he added, pointing at a series of numbers that didn’t mean shit to Lucky.

      “So screw it, lets ride it out with the solid full cells,” Lucky said.

      “Oh, shit,” said Rocky.

      “What?”

      The ship stuttered for a moment and the huge engines suddenly cut out completely.

      “Well that can’t be—”

      A ring of explosions roared above their heads, blowing a set of clamps right off the booster and off into the thinning atmosphere.

      “It isn’t taking solid fuel into space.”

      The section of the ship they were standing on—the lowest booster stage of the ship—began to fall away.
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      Without thinking, Lucky threw his sticky rope at the still-rising secondary booster as their booster fell away.

      “Get clear, get clear!” screamed Nuchik as the exposed secondary engines turned a menacing red.

      Lucky felt a tingling prickle on his skin. Those things were about to go full power.

      By now, everyone had the idea. He and Jiang and Malby all leapt clear, hanging from sticky ropes slapped along the side of the secondary booster.

      Valdin was somehow now clinging to Malby’s back, which was okay with Lucky.

      Lucky felt something slam against him and turned to see Nuchik was holding him around his waist.

      “Just catching a ride, Cowboy,” she said. “Don’t get any ideas.”

      It suddenly dawned on Lucky that she didn’t have a sticky rope left.

      “Shouldn’t have shot your load saving that smartass.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      They were almost weightless by the time he and Nuchik had reached the top of the rope. The service ladder that had run along the side of the lower booster was nowhere to be found, but there were footholds inset in the booster walls. This was clearly an entirely different build of ship.

      “I don’t think these boosters go with this ship,” he echoed.

      “I don’t think you should care.”

      Lucky was about to grab a foothold.

      “You get the express elevator.” As she said it, a drone wrapped itself in his sticky rope and started to rise, lifting the two Marines easily in the near-weightlessness.

      “Just showing off, eh?”

      Malby and Valdin were on a small platform another thirty feet up, waving at them. Jiang was standing slightly above them, looking weary.

      “Got it!” Malby yelled triumphantly, hotbox in hand.

      Nuchik reached over the lip of the small platform, accepting a hand from Malby. She turned and pulled Lucky up.

      “Well, what are you waiting for,” said Nuchik. “Open it.”

      Malby smacked the door and it swung inward.

      Two Da’hune hybrids in Union gear stood with weapons raised.
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      Startled, Malby leapt back into Valdin and the two of them almost fell off the platform.

      Without thinking, Lucky ducked and rolled forward into the airlock.

      The hybrids both fired, but the opposite actions of Malby and Lucky seemed to surprise them, and, in their haste, they managed to hit nothing.

      Lucky yanked as hard as he could on the sticky rope and the drone attached to the end of the rope swept into the tight quarters of the airlock, further confusing the two soldiers, who fired even more wildly. The drone bounced off the inner walls, sending sparks flying. It weaved drunkenly, like a fly caught against a glass surface.

      Nuchik leapt over Lucky and put two pulses dead center in one of the soldiers.

      The other took aim at her, but as it pulled the trigger it was lifted off its feet, ensnared by the sticky rope as the drone finally found its bearings and rocketed back out of the airlock, yanking the shocked soldier with it.

      The inner lock door opened, and a third soldier rushed out. Jiang pumped a handful of pulses into his gut before he could pull the trigger. The soldier flopped back into the airlock, legs splayed akimbo.

      “Grab that!” screamed Nuchik, as the inner airlock door started to swing inward.

      Lucky ran forward and reached in, grabbing the leg of the lifeless soldier and yanking him back across the seal of the airlock just as the heavy doors swung shut. They sank into the dead soldier’s already pulverized chest with a thick crunch. Black blood exploded from every orifice in the soldier’s face. The door recoiled back open.

      Lucky shoved the airlock door wide open. Inside there was a second set of airlock doors, but these were designed to be easily opened from the outside.

      Lucky looked back and saw Malby lying face down on the platform just outside the doors.

      Just as he was about to ask if he was alright, a hand reached up and over him and grabbed his shoulder.

      Lucky realized that Malby was holding on to Valdin. Lucky leapt over and grabbed her hand. Valdin clambered up, smashing her knee into Malby’s face in the process.

      “Ow!”

      She flopped over on top of Malby, eyes closed and breathing heavily. Her crotch was in Malby’s face.

      “Um,” said Malby, rather happily.

      “Thanks, asshole,” Valdin said, clearly getting into the spirit of the team. She took another second to slow her breathing, glanced down at Malby, then elbowed him lightly in the gut as she rolled off him.

      “Any time,” he said.

      Lucky looked down at the Da'hune Nuchik had punched a couple holes in.

      The wounds didn’t look very deep. In fact, it looked like they were—

      Nuchik put two more shots into the chest of the soldier, then walked up and put her muzzle to its forehead and made sure of things. The head nearly dissolved under the point-blank shot.

      Jiang looked up at her. “It was healing.”

      “Yes,” she said. “They do that.”

      “They do that?” Lucky repeated slower.

      “That was the Intel on the Da’hune themselves,” said Valdin, joining in. “Not that we knew they were actually infusing Da’hune into their soldiers—” She stopped speaking abruptly as she looked at Lucky.

      He was getting angry. “You used the word ‘sanctioned’ earlier. You said the weapons experiments were sanctioned. Explain.”

      Valdin was frozen, looking strangely at Lucky.

      Nuchik raised an eyebrow, but otherwise seemed unmoved.

      Lucky looked down and realized he was using his pulse rifle to point at Valdin.

      He lowered it.

      “What I mean is, what Intel do we have, exactly?”

      “You know most of it,” she said slowly. “We’ve been feeding information to the Union in exchange for the information they were getting from the Da'hune for weapons research.”

      Nuchik laughed. “It was a little more than that. We wanted those Da'hune weapons and we were willing to give them almost anything to get them. That included looking the other way while they basically took over the Union and used it as their playground for their own testing.”

      Valdin shook her head. “No way. We didn’t know about all that until it was too late.”

      “And the Emperor and the Triumvirate knew about this?”

      “Of course,” snorted Nuchik.

      “Not entirely,” said Valdin.

      Nuchik scowled at her. “Here we go with the Society bullshit.”

      Valdin ignored her. “We think that a faction was working in their own best interest rather than the Empire. Going above and beyond what was sanctioned.”

      Nuchik laughed. “It was a deep covert mission. What do you expect? Daily reports?”

      “We expected the Admiralty to be loyal to the Emperor,” said Valdin.

      “Okay, that’s the second time I’ve heard this. What is this Society?” asked Lucky.

      Valdin hesitated. “We don’t know for sure, but we believe they’re a group of highly-placed members of the Admiralty that are actively seeking to overthrow the Emperor.”

      “The Admiralty? As in, Fleet Command? As in, all our bosses?” asked Jiang.

      Valdin hesitated. “Your bosses, yes.”

      “Bullshit,” said Malby.

      Lucky had to agree. People wanted to overthrow the Emperor every day. Or at least kill him. But this was another order of magnitude.

      “So why don’t we just round up everyone we think is involved?” asked Malby.

      Lucky got the impression Malby was enjoying using this royal ‘we,’ even if he had no idea who ‘we’ was.

      Nuchik snorted again. “Everyone in the Admiralty, from the Commandant himself down?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Malby.

      “I mean that April here thinks everyone in the Admiralty is in on it.”

      “I didn’t say that, Adria. But it’s a closed group that gives us no access. They’ve operated as an entirely independent branch for over a hundred years. We have ambassadors that travel between the Admiralty and the Emperor. Ambassadors. Between two parts of the same government!”

      “It’s nothing new. And it’s not a rebellion.”

      “It’s how they start,” shot back April.

      Lucky felt the floor shift under them.

      “Final phase,” said Malby. The ship was clear of the atmosphere and thrusting for New Nar.

      Nuchik gave Valdin one last look. “Keep your white whale out of my mission. We have to get word back to command about what is going on down there.” She turned. “I think it’s time we introduced ourselves to the pilots.”
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      They walked forward through a handful of gradually larger spaces. It was still a tight squeeze. The tech had the look and feel of something a million years old. For such a large ship, the actual space for maneuvering was miniscule.

      They reached a thick bulkhead with an imposing airlock. Nuchik motioned to Malby, who touched something on the panel next to it and it popped open.

      Music and laughter filled the air.

      They stepped into what could only be described as a large ballroom.

      Lucky didn’t see anything here like the rag-tag desperate people at the evacuation center. These people weren’t dragging along all their belongings, dirty and wet and tired. They looked like they were on a morning star cruise. And most of them were out of their seats and mingling together.

      “This can’t be it, right?”

      Malby shook his head. “If I had to guess, freezers are on top. That’s where everyone is. This is just… the party before the long sleep?”

      “Must be first class,” murmured Jiang.

      One woman was wearing a comically large head piece that almost touched the ceiling. The colors were bright green and prominent purple. Another was wearing holo-clothing, so that she was naked from certain angles.

      A man had something that looked like a long snake wrapped around his neck. It was attached to a gold-plated hook that threaded through his nose.

      Everything and everyone was covered in precious stones and gems.

      “It’s the end of the world and all I want to do is look good,” observed Rocky.

      A woman waved at Lucky. She was drunk off her ass. The man next to her was sucking down a pill roll. He’d been so high he’d be able to lift the ship on his own in a few minutes.

      “Can we get the hell out of here?”

      The Marines brandished their rifles as they scurried through the small party. In the ostentatious lounging area, few people seemed to notice them.

      “They aren’t too surprised to see big men with guns.”

      Nuchik grunted. “That’s probably because they’re used to it. Which means we should expect to see more ourselves.”

      Lucky thought of the soldiers in the airlock. They had clearly been Da’hune hybrids when you knew where to look, but with combat helmets on, it wouldn’t have been obvious.

      He wondered how many of these people had started to see these hybrids showing up. Were they becoming desensitized to their appearance over time as they were slowly introduced to the population? Maybe. Then again, these were the kind of people that didn’t have anything to fear from the military. No one was going to experiment on them. They probably didn’t give a damn if the soldiers they saw had two heads. Didn’t mean shit to them.

      Not much different than the Senators in the House of the Emperor.

      Lucky fought off the urge to shoot someone.

      They reached the front cabin. Before Nuchik could motion Malby forward again, it slid back to reveal a tall man with a crisp Union cruiser shirt. His lapels indicated a captain. He had a genuinely shocked look on his face.

      “The, uh, soldiers, said they would take care of you.”

      Lucky narrowed his eyes. “They can talk?” He didn’t know why they wouldn’t, but it hadn’t occurred to him until now.

      The pilot looked at him uncomfortably. “Well, yes.”

      He looked at all of them, then turned back again.

      “They’ve been running security on the evacuations. Didn’t you know that?”

      “How many?”

      “Three,” the captain said, bewildered. “Did you see them?”

      Jiang, Lucky and Malby exchanged glances.

      Nuchik pushed past the pilot. Valdin followed. “We need to make a slight detour on your way to a new life.”
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      The pilot and co-pilot were banished to the first-class party. They weren’t excited about it, but the pulse rifles did the persuading for the Marines. Before doing that, they had been instructed to send a priority coded message to the Empire fleet at the Great Corridor. They didn’t want to surprise anyone when they got there.

      “Still nothing?” asked Valdin.

      They had expected a response instantly. The Great Corridor was straight ahead. Even from this distance, they could see the giant patch of clear, starless space.

      A huge, gaping mouth of nothingness.

      “Did you hear anything?” asked Nuchik, irritated.

      Nuchik and Valdin were in the pilot and copilot seats. They had dropped into them like they both belonged there.

      Lucky and Jiang were trying to get comfortable sitting on the floor beside a large navigation console while Malby leaned against the opposite wall, snoring.

      Lucky stared straight ahead. He finally had a moment to catch his breath.

      He hated it.

      Having time to think was everything he didn’t want in the world right now.

      Jiang put her hand on Lucky’s shoulder.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she said.

      He had been replaying it over and over in his mind.

      “That’s what Rocky tells me,” he said.

      “She’s right.”

      Lucky nodded. That was bullshit. Of course, it was. But if he said so, that would lead to more talking about it. Anything he said would lead to more talking about it. And that was the one thing he didn’t want to do.

      He swallowed it all down, shoving it all into that little box in his head where he kept the rest. His parents. His sister. All of it. His bloody little box of regrets.

      “Healthy,” noted Rocky.

      Jiang didn’t say anything.

      Lucky looked at the back of the command chairs. Nuchik seemed to know exactly where she wanted them to go, and Lucky was suddenly feeling like he wasn’t interested in being her best buddy anymore.

      And then he did it. He talked again. What was wrong with him today?

      “I’m just sick of it,” he said. “Of them knowing something and not telling us.”

      Jiang smiled ruefully. “You’re in the wrong line of work to feel that way. You might have AI in your head, but you’re still a grunt.”

      “Hey, tell her to speak for herself,” Rocky echoed.

      Now that he was talking about something else, the words came more freely. “So, the Empire knew that this… experiment, was going on? That an entire civilization was being used as a playground for these things from another universe and they just let it go on because they were getting new weapons out of the arrangement?”

      He was blathering to distract himself. He knew it. But it still worked.

      “It’s not like that,” said Valdin, slipping out of the co-pilot chair. “Don’t be such a sad nutsack.”

      Even encouragement seemed to come with insults from the scientist. A foul mouth on a pretty face.

      Malby had stopped snoring and watched appreciatively as Valdin stepped over him. He was openly leering now. Lucky hoped Valdin knew what she was doing. Malby was only harmless with the other Marines because he knew they could handle him. He was still a bastard.

      Then again, Lucky got the impression the scientist could handle herself just fine. He noted that she still hadn’t relinquished Malby’s punch pistol. She looked very comfortable with it on her belt.

      Valdin had a long dark scar on her neck that he hadn’t noticed before, and a pretty goddamned cute button nose that he had.

      “Oh, God,” echoed Rocky.

      “What’s your first name again?”

      “April.”

      “Okay, April, well here’s the thing. I’m used to this game. This isn’t new. The bullshit is getting old.”

      “The idea that there was an entire population getting… abused like this?” Valdin shook her head. “No way. I can’t imagine a scenario where that was understood and accepted by the Emperor and the Triumvirate.”

      Lucky looked over at Jiang with an expression that he hoped conveyed just how naive he thought April was. “These kids are so cute as they destroy the universe.”

      Valdin rolled her eyes. “Of course, we knew they were experimenting on people. I’d think a scruffy-looking piss jockey bastard like you would understand that.”

      Lucky looked back, shocked.

      “Don’t be naive,” she said. “We work for the Empire. But we assumed it was small-scale experiments carried out in their skunkworks station above the planet. We knew they were using military personal for their experiments. Like the ones that were done to you,” she added, those piercing hazel eyes locked onto his.

      She put that knife in with precision.

      “Ouch,” said Rocky, totally enjoying herself now.

      “That was seven decades ago,” he sputtered, and then cringed at the thought of how old he was in real-time.

      She nodded. “Yes, these trials have been ongoing since before any of us were born”—she caught herself as she looked at Lucky— “most of us were born.”

      So the Empire knew. All along, the bastards had known. Even the brainiacs knew. All those decades ago, when they sent him and his sister and their whole Frontier Marine unit out there, they had known that the Da’hune was using their Union puppets to hijack them and experiment on them.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” said April, “and the answer is ‘No.’ None of that was in the agreement. They were to use their own soldiers for the experiments. We have only learned recently just how much latitude they were taking.” She looked off ponderously. “Or maybe some of us did know. That’s where this all gets really screwed up,” she said. She looked back at Nuchik, probably expecting a fight. Nuchik didn’t turn around, but she must have sensed the attention shift.

      “There’s no conspiracy here, April. This is what we do. The Empire got in bed with the Union when the Da’hune made contact with them. They were probably already compromised at that point. Any agreement was a joke and we knew it. But we played along because, well shit, look at all this tech! And we get deeper and deeper until the shit hits the fan.” She shook her head angrily. “No different than Dunmarlig. She tapped the golden lion on her chest plate and kissed her finger. “The Empire blindly digs a hole, is shocked when the shit hits the fan, then throws us to the dogs to clean up the mess. We ran Old Earth into the ground, harvested every mineral it had, then were shocked when we couldn’t find any allies to take on the Cardinal Order.”

      Lucky was noticing that the only time Nuchik seemed to string together more than a couple sentences was when it involved enormous catastrophes of one kind or another.

      “Quite the conversationalist, this one,” noted Rocky.

      Valdin frowned through the porthole to the rapidly shrinking view of the dying Union home world. “We didn’t know they had expanded the program like this. No idea at all. This is an escalation that we didn’t anticipate. After the—incident—at the Great Corridor, we assumed that most of the mess here would be cleaned up by itself. Their skunkworks station was gone, after all.”

      Lucky wanted to take Valdin’s side. But he knew Nuchik was right. Valdin was naive. Or just oblivious. She seemed to think the Emperor’s shit didn’t stink.

      “That’s a lot of classified information. Even for a lab coat with some pull,” Jiang said.

      Valdin seemed to make up her mind. “I’m not a scientist. I’m an Internal Investigator.”

      “You’re an inquisitor?” Malby blurted. They all turned at the sound of his voice. He had a look of pure shock on his face. For once, Lucky was sure he had the same dumb look on his face that Malby sported.

      An inquisitor. He didn’t imagine he’d ever meet one in his entire life.

      Internal Investigators—Inquisitors, as they were known—had huge latitude in the worlds of the Empire. Virtually unchecked power. No wonder Nuchik treated her like an equal. She was a superior. Not technically, since the Inquisitors stood outside the military structure, but in every other way she was a superior to anyone sitting here by some margin.

      They were appointed by the Emperor himself. They answered to no one but the Emperor. But if that were the case—

      Nuchik swore. “Get up here, Officer Valdin.”

      Valdin crossed her arms, unwilling to be ordered around. “What is it?”

      “The reason we can’t reach anybody.”
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      The Great Corridor was a graveyard.

      “If I didn’t see it for myself, I wouldn’t believe it,” said Nuchik, shaking her head like someone who had heard a rumor, but hadn’t believed it was true.

      Lucky didn’t have her intuition. Maybe deep down he knew something was wrong when they got no response from their calls, but he never expected anything on this scale.

      They all stared in silence.

      Ships of every confederation and alliance were torn and ripped to shreds. They had to carefully maneuver through the debris field, lest they end up damaged in it themselves. They spent more than an hour scanning the field of destruction looking for any signs of survivors.

      They found none.

      There was no question it was the Da’hune. Lucky was sure of it. The pattern of destruction was exactly what he would expect from them. The lines of penetration through the hulls were clearly the work of the beam weapons they’d encountered previously from the Da’hune. Only the powered armor of the Empire ships would give the Da’hune weapons trouble, but the Empire ships were actually some of the most intact. Most had buckled hulls and explosion damage.

      The Empire ships were also outfitted with better weapons. With new weapons. Even taken by surprise, they should’ve been able to take some Da’hune with them.

      But that little mystery was solved when they got aboard the Empire space station.

      “There,” said Nuchik, pointing. “There it is. We need to get in there.”

      The Alberta was in surprisingly good shape. It was under construction and still unmanned, so it had largely escaped the destruction. It still had some damage, but the section that Nuchik was interested in was operating: The sensor array that the ship was using to make it real-time communication with the Fleet Command.

      Malby disabled the engines on the Ascender. The mutt of a ship wouldn’t dock properly with the Alberta, so they had to tether it. They left the unhappy pilots locked out of the cockpit while they slipped into the Alberta.

      The small station had four modules that were finished. One was the comm room, which had CLASSIFIED stenciled on it about thirty times, enough to keep out any Empire soldier without a reason to be there.

      It opened for Nuchik as soon as she approached. Valdin began to follow her, but Nuchik blocked her path.

      “No way,” she said.

      Valdin looked her up and down. “Really, Adria?”

      “This is my op, this is my job. The update comes from me.”

      “This is childish.”

      “You don’t have the authentication codes. They won’t believe you anyway, and they won’t accept the validity of the message if it looks coerced.”

      Valdin raised an eyebrow. “Does it really look coerced if I’m in there with you?”

      “You said it yourself, April. We have Ambassadors. The Admiralty isn’t going to be happy with an Inquisitor in the room when I give them this. Especially this.”

      “They know we’re both here,” said Valdin, but she was already turning away. “But go ahead and pretend you’re in charge.”

      Nuchik looked as if she would retort but thought better of it. She nodded at Lucky with an expression he couldn’t quite read, and then slid into the comm room. The door snapped shut behind her.

      Lucky grabbed Malby and went to the data banks that would have been collected by the computers on the station to see what the hell had happened.

      Something was wrong with the data.

      “Jamming,” said Malby, shaking his head.

      Valdin turned her head. “Bullshit.”

      “It’s the only explanation,” said Malby, as he threw up his hands. “The disruptions in the Empire frequencies don’t make any sense otherwise.”

      “It’s impossible. Those frequencies are locked down with everything we have. They can’t be cracked and they can’t be jammed. Period.”

      “Suit yourself, princess.”

      Valdin stood up and actually looked like she might punch Malby. He seemed content to let her.

      Lucky stepped in. “Audio?”

      Malby nodded. “I can give you audio while I mess with this—” He paused. “Yep, there we go.”

      Lucky leaned back and closed his eyes. They didn’t have to listen long before they had the entire story. He could only imagine what it must have looked like from the other side.
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      Mor’lok sunk his teeth deep into the tough hide.

      The salt of the blood among his razor-sharp rows of teeth was delectable. He let it dribble down his exoskeleton, staining his talons. He’d never felt the desire so strongly. It shocked him. He wanted to bathe in the blood of his foe, drinking in his pain.

      “Lord,” came the voice of his firstborn.

      “What?” he barked, blood splattering across the floor. He had hunted two days for this kill.

      “We have arrived.”

      “So soon?”

      “As scheduled,” said his firstborn, with just the hint of sarcasm. “Your hunt ran long.”

      Mor’lok gave him a withering stare as he stood, his mind once again fully engaged with the here and now. Fully aware of the ship around him.

      He threw down the preserved piece of hide he was eating. It disgusted him that the closest he could get to his clan’s ancient ritual were these leftover remains of his last hunt. He should be feeding with the rest of his clan.

      Soon enough, he thought, there will be more hunts. And the fresh blood of the humans would taste so much sweeter.

      “And?”

      “It is as we expected.”

      Fifteen minutes later, he stood on the bridge and surveyed the disarray in front of him.

      The human ships were in chaos.

      Their agents had done their job well. All their agents. The allies of the late Do’Ock Kun were strange. They had reached across the void, begging forgiveness for their failings. Their messages of the ancient purges were the stuff of old tales told to children. Had this been what the Do’Ock clan had been filling their minds with? Ancient inanity.

      Meanwhile, the human trading partners of the Do’Ock had sought them out, again willing to trade weapons for secrets and schemes. Mor’lok could not keep track of the schemers and their plans. And he did not care. He gave them what they wanted. They gave him what he needed.

      “The Empire ships?”

      “Destroyed, Lord.”

      “And the others?”

      “In disarray. Some are turning to engage. Most are not.”

      Mor’lok didn’t understand what the Do’Ock clan had been doing here. What their comically inept leader Kun – she who self-styled herself the Queen Mother, no less – was thinking when she had reached across the void to the humans.

      But the humans had ripped a hole in the universe. The humans had made an unprovoked attack on fellow Da’hune. Yes, the Do’Ock were a stupid and weak clan. But they were still Da’hune.

      “And we are sure this is stable?”

      The opening was strange, bathed in green light. Mor’lok felt something deep inside stirring, an ancient burning. The feeling passed.

      “It is, Lord.”

      The humans had reopened a wound that had been healed since time began. It was foolish. But he had his orders.

      “Very well. Proceed to our target. Keep the asset close.” The lumbering beast would slow them down tremendously, but it was a necessary tool for their mission.

      “And the other human ships?”

      He waved his hand. “Let the armada captains decide.”

      He knew what they would choose. The human ships wouldn’t last long.

      And then he saw something that made his cool blood run cooler still.

      “What are they doing here?”

      Shemwar.

      “Unknown, Lord. They have moved away from the Corridor. They appear to be surveying the wreckage of the Empire ships.”

      Mor’lok felt an uneasiness run through his talons, replacing the earlier sensation as they cleared the Corridor. He looked warily at his navigator.

      “Get us away from here. Give them a wide berth. Proceed to our target.”

      His firstborn was at his side.

      “They are looking for something,” he said.

      “None of this makes any sense to me,” Mor’lok responded. “I will be happy when this mission is finished.”

      “Are we sure of the target?”

      “The Father Council seems adamant. They have been in communication with the Purge Faction on this side.”

      “Purge Faction? Is that what they are calling themselves?”

      His firstborn shrugged. “It’s an idea that is growing in popularity among the Council, as well.”

      Mor’lok scoffed. “More true believers. Just what we need.”

      Ever since the Corridor had opened, strange ancient thoughts had been infiltrating the dialogue of the clans.

      Strange thoughts had been entering his mind, if he were honest. Brutal thoughts. Thoughts he couldn’t stop from flooding into his dreams.

      Mor’lok once again tasted the salty blood on his teeth. The taste of justice. He could not wait to taste human flesh.

      Sweet retribution.
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      “It was so easy,” Jiang said, shaking her head. “Everyone here was so worried about the other powers trying to pull something, there was no thought that our own side would do something like this. It just wasn’t done, so there was no way to know until it was too late.”

      “I have visuals,” Malby announced. “They are fuzzy. I had to manually shift them.”

      “Video?”

      “Not unless you have a couple days. But I have a handful of stills.”

      “Let’s see them.”

      Rocky jacked into the still-frame feed that Malby unlocked.

      It matched what they had heard, and then some.

      “Are those Da’hune?” asked Jiang.

      “Aren’t they?” replied Valdin.

      “Yes and no,” said Malby. “They don’t look like the ones that we saw.”

      They were right.

      The design was different. They were larger. And looked older. Meaner, and more scarred than the Queen Mother had been bringing through.

      “A different faction?” proposed Lucky, hazarding a guess.

      “What the hell is that?” said Jiang. Even in the unclear stills, something wasn’t right.

      Rocky stitched together a handful of them so there was something like a progression of images. A massive Da’hune ship emerged, flanked on all sides by the warships that had seemed so large moments before.

      It was more of an artificial asteroid than a ship, bristling with armaments and outcroppings, with a yawning opening at the front that looked large enough to swallow the Alberta. In fact, it looked that it really could swallow one of the Da’hune warships easily.

      It was, quite simply, the largest ship he had ever seen. At least twice the size of an Empire FTL-carrier.

      “Unreal,” said Malby.

      Lucky just stared, stupidly.

      The door to the comm room opened and they all turned their attention to Nuchik as she stepped out. She looked to be lost in her thoughts.

      Lucky motioned to the data banks. “You need to see this.”

      “I got the idea in there,” she said, waving him away. She was chewing her lip. He’d never seen her look shocked, let along indecisive, but in this moment, he saw a little of both.

      “What’s the word from the boys and girls at HQ?” asked Lucky, realizing it must not be good. “Did you tell them that those Da’hune hybrid assholes can go through corridors now? They have to destroy that one they have at that weapons lab.”

      “I don’t tell Fleet Command what to do.”

      “Well what did they say?"

      Nuchik looked at him coldly. “If you needed to know, I’d tell you.”

      “For God’s sake, Adria. Why would you possibly be keeping secrets out here,” said Valdin.

      Nuchik looked her up and down. “Just because you decided to break protocol, April, doesn’t mean we all have to.”

      She chewed her lip again, then seemed to make up her mind.

      “Did you get a read on the trajectory of that armada?”

      Lucky hadn’t. None of them had. The focus had been on the destruction all around.

      “They could be going anywhere,” said April.

      Nuchik shook her head. “Did it look like they just stumbled in here?”

      Malby turned back to the Alberta bank.

      “Did they vary course after they passed?” she asked.

      “Shit,” said Malby as he spooled the data out.

      They did not. They moved forward with singular purpose. The vector was unmistakable. There were no other inhabited systems their course would contact.

      Except one.

      New Roma. The heart of the Empire. The most important world in the modern universe, with the possible exception of Old Earth.

      “Shit,” said Jiang.

      “Exactly,” said Nuchik, distractedly. “I have new orders.” She looked at Lucky. “For you.”

      Lucky looked around. “For me?”

      “And we need to execute them very, very quickly.”

      She looked out the porthole of the space station. “How fast can we get that Ascender back to Nar?”

      “As fast it got here, I s’pose,” said Malby. “But we can’t land it there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, besides the fact that it’s a deathtrap, they stripped the landing modules. Used those for freezers.”

      “What if we ditch the freezers?”

      “Shit, Adria,” said Valdin.

      “I don’t give a shit about those people,” Nuchik shot back. “I want to know if we can get back to Nar on it.”

      “No way,” Malby said. “None of those emergency boats they are making do that. They’re just bottle rockets. They have to dock at the station in orbit around New Nar. They have shuttles down to the surface.”

      “Well, we have to—”

      Nuchik stopped mid-sentence. She was staring out the porthole window of the space station. “What the hell is that?”
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      They all turned.

      Outside, something that looked like a freight box was maneuvering up next to the space station.

      But it wasn’t a freight box, at least not one that he had ever seen. And he had been to plenty of space docks. He knew what freight boxes looked alike.

      Two more of the big boxes joined the first.

      It suddenly dawned on him what they were seeing. These were the aliens that were in the entry protocol the morning of the attack. They were in the communications audio they had just heard.

      “Picked a hell of a week.”

      “They were requesting to speak with the Empire directly,” noted Rocky.

      “The blue balls back at HQ would have been rock hard about that before they got their ass handed to them out here.”

      Lucky desperately wished he could have been a fly on the wall of Nuchik’s conversation. They were probably losing their minds. Whatever came through here didn’t even pump the brakes as it blew through everything humanity had. They were headed somewhere in a hurry. Lucky wouldn’t want to be waiting at the other end of that.

      A beacon on the station beeped incessantly, indicating a request for communication.

      Lucky looked around and no one was moving. He shrugged and slapped the comm button.

      “Hello?”

      Jiang furrowed her brow.

      Lucky shrugged. “Just being polite.”

      Even Malby rolled his eyes.

      Truth be told, Lucky was just tired of sitting around doing nothing. Being a passenger sucked.

      “Hello,” said a voice after a few seconds delay. It was very formal. “We have reviewed the data files that were sent to us and we have adapted to your standard language. Please understand, we might not be making ourselves completely clear and we are sorry.”

      Lucky looked around at the others, a shocked look starting to dawn on his face.

      “Hey, no problem. Uh, well, welcome,” he said.

      Jiang closed her eyes and put her hand to her head while she shook it.

      Lucky shrugged. What do you say when you’re making first contact with an alien species?

      It’s kinda rude to tell them you have other things going on and that you’ll have to get back to them when it’s more convenient.

      The silence grew.

      “My name is Lucky.”

      “Yes, we have analyzed your voice patterns. We are aware of all that are inside the vessel. We are Shemwar.”

      Lucky looked around.

      “Does that sound ominous to anyone else?” asked Rocky.

      “You are the reason we are here.”

      “Well now it does,” echoed Lucky.

      “Us?” asked Lucky, looking around the group.

      “No.”

      “So, who then?”

      “You.”

      Lucky hesitated. “Me?”

      “Yes.”

      Lucky pulled back like someone had taken a swing at him.

      “You are the one who opened the Great Corridor, yes? Who killed the Queen Mother, yes?”

      Lucky looked at Malby and Jiang. “I was there, yes.”

      Nuchik crossed her arms. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “We are here to warn you.”

      In the midst of the carnage of the destroyed human fleets around the Grand Corridor, it seemed to Lucky that this might be too little too late, but he indulged them.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, warn away.”

      “You have conspirators in your midst who are helping the Da’hune.”

      Lucky stared at the others. Even Nuchik seemed surprised.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Valdin was suddenly nodding vigorously, making hand gestures.

      “Um, well, more about this would be helpful.”

      “And also, we are here to worship you.”

      “And just when you thought it couldn’t get any weirder,“ said Rocky.

      “Excuse me?” asked Lucky, aware his voice had risen an octave.

      Valdin cocked her head.

      “For what?” came the reply.

      “No, I mean, what do you mean, ‘worship me’?”

      “There is no clear term that will work in your language. This one is somewhat similar. We would like to elevate your status in an official way. That would be perhaps a clearer way to say it? It is difficult with this limited vocabulary.”

      Lucky looked around at the shocked faces of Jiang and Malby.

      “Why?”

      “You are the Opener of the Gateway. The Bringer of Freedom.”

      “Technically, that was me,” noted Rocky.

      “You and your Rocky,” said the voice.

      “Hey, they do know me!”

      Lucky stared helplessly at the others. Jiang and Malby exchanged a look.

      “Um, well, I’m not the only one. I mean, there are others here who helped.”

      There was a pause.

      “Other than you and Rocky?”

      “Well, yes. Jiang and Malby are here as well.”

      Jiang gave him a look that said, ‘leave me out of this.’ Malby had a big grin.

      “We shall worship them as well.”
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      “That’s cute,” said Valdin. “But let’s go back to that part about the conspirators.”

      “Ah,” said the Shemwar voice. “This one we don’t know.”

      Lucky looked at her.

      “She’s a—” What the hell was she? Friend? Enemy? Frenemy? Could he explain this to another race just learning Empire standard?

      “Why do you call them conspirators?” interjected Jiang.

      “Ah, Jiang, yes. Welcome to the worshiped!”

      “They have got to stop saying that soon,” said Rocky.

      “They are conspirators,” explained the voice, “because they provided information to facilitate the destruction of your fleet.”

      They all took a second to digest this. Even Nuchik, who still seemed to be contemplating whatever had shaken her in the comm room, was startled.

      “How did they contact you?” asked Valdin.

      “Would the worshipped like us to answer her?”

      Valdin rolled her eyes. “Guess I’m not part of the religion,” she said under her breath.

      “Yes, yes,” said Lucky, irritated. “And listen, just call us honored or something, okay? Worshiped is weird.”

      “Certainly.”

      “How did they contact you?” repeated Valdin.

      “They did not contact us. They contacted the master race. We were made aware.”

      “And who is the master race?”

      “The Da'hune. We were their… servants. We are no longer.”

      “Servants?”

      “We lived within the confines of a dying star. We disposed of the unclean for the master race.”

      “Sound more like their muscle,” said Lucky.

      “We could not leave since we could not traverse the corridors and could not escape the gravity well.”

      “It was a black hole?”

      “That would be a similar term, although not exact. The specifics of—”

      “Never mind,” Lucky interjected. “You’re here now so you must have gotten away.”

      “Yes, you did this for us, Worshiped—Honored—One.”

      “How?”

      “The Great Corridor,” said the Shemwar.

      “How did that do it?”

      There was a long silence. Had he stumped them?

      “The black hole, as you call it, was not a black hole, Honored One. It was a region of space where the Great Corridor had once existed. The Da’hune tasked us with protecting it. We were placed within the confines of the black hole and could not escape. But we could not traverse it, either.”

      “They were trapped,” said Jiang. “Caught at the lip of whatever that was.”

      “We were protectors of it, Honored One,” said the Voice. It wasn’t clear if it was addressing Jiang or Lucky. They both fit the new title, apparently.

      “Right,” said Lucky. “But you couldn’t leave?”'

      No response. Lucky was starting to get a picture now.

      “How did you get there in the first place?”

      “The Da’hune placed us there.”

      Lucky had a sudden hunch.

      “Are you biological?”

      “We are 4% biological.”

      “And the rest?”

      “Carbonic construct. Generally, the cross-coupling of carbon-carbon bonds—”

      “So, artificial?”

      Some waffling. “There is no easy terminology available. We are naturally occurring in our own setting, but it is true that the master race did not consider us to be of the same make as themselves. In applying the same paradigm—”

      “You’re mostly robot with a little meat in the middle.”

      There was another long pause.

      “That is not an entirely inaccurate choice of concepts, Honored One.”

      “Our heroes,” echoed Rocky.

      Lucky sat back, not realizing he had been leaning forward. His neck hurt.

      “Can you give us a second here, uh, Shemwar?” asked Lucky.

      “Of course, Honored One, whatever—”

      Lucky slapped the comm.

      “That voice is creepy as shit,” said Malby.

      “Junkyard dogs on a chain,” said Lucky. Malby nodded, but Jiang just looked confused.

      “The Da’hune engineered them to guard their most important secret, and then trapped them in the gravity well around it.”

      “And we let the junkyard dog loose,” noted Malby.

      “What happens when you let a junkyard dog loose?” asked Jiang.

      Lucky looked through the view port at the serene, comically non-threatening boxes floating alongside the station.

      He flipped open the comm.

      “How do you feel about your former masters?”

      “We wish to inflict pain on them. Great pain.”

      Lucky nodded around at the other Marines.

      “We wish to rip off their heads and urinate down their spinal column.”

      “Whoa, whoa, what?” said Malby, incredulously.

      “We wish to rip them in half, ass to neck, and perform sex acts on them.”

      Lucky laughed. “Have you been accessing the crew communiques while you were waiting here?”

      “Yes. We were told not to listen in on the official communiques, but the informal ones were more interesting anyway.”

      Lucky smiled as Malby caught on. “The after-hours gaming net. These guys have been sitting here listening to the sim-gamers talking shit to each other non-stop for weeks.”

      “I’m surprised they know anything but four-letter words.”

      Jiang shook her head. “How do you guys play that crap?”

      “You’d be amazed what you will do to pass the time on a big ship sitting in front of a giant hole in space doing nothing at all.”

      Lucky slapped the comm shut again.

      “Rocky, can you stay in touch with them?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they seem to know you. Or know of you. See if you can link with them. Find out what they know. We need friends right now.”

      “Yes, your highness,” she replied snarkily.

      Malby was tapping the port glass. “They don’t look like much,” he said.

      “I think you said the same thing about me once, Malby,” said Lucky, distractedly. “But we have a bigger problem.”

      “While we are playing twenty questions, I have one,” said Nuchik, startling everyone.

      She looked at Lucky. “Ask them if they can they give us a lift down to Nar?”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow and repeated the question.

      “No,” came the quick reply. “We have tried for some time to replicate an environment that you could survive but have had limited success. But we will have something soon, we are sure.”

      Lucky gave Nuchik a shrug and she crossed her arms. “We’ll do it the hard way, then.”

      She looked at Malby. “Give the Ascender a kiss on the cheek and send it on its way. Get all the armor, weapons and reloads you can carry.” She slapped a box of drone rechargers into Lucky’s hand. “We’re heading back down there.”

      Valdin jumped up. “We have to transmit what we just heard from the Shemwar to Fleet Command. To the palace. The Emperor has to know.”

      “They already know,” said Nuchik. “The Emperor’s Moon is under attack. And we’re getting into the fight.”
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      “Under attack?”

      “Did I stutter?”

      “Well we have to tell them that there’s a conspiracy.”

      “We can tell them when we get there.”

      “Do they know that there’s also a Da’hune armada coming? Do they know what happened here?”

      “I filled them in.”

      Valdin stormed past Nuchik and put her hand to the doorway of the comm room. It didn’t budge.

      So much for being able to open every door, Lucky thought.

      “Impossible,” she said.

      “It’s doing it for your own safety,” said Nuchik calmly. “That airlock now opens into space.”

      Valdin looked at her, confused. “How?”

      “I jettisoned the communication array.”

      Valdin looked shocked. “You jettisoned— But why?”

      “It was a corridor.”

      “So?”

      “The Da’hune hybrids can cross the corridors now. I was ordered to destroy that corridor. And once we go through the corridor on Nar, we’ll destroy that one too.”

      Valdin started to say something else, but Nuchik cut her off.

      “I get it, April. I do. This is huge. There’s a conspiracy! It’s real.” She slammed a pulse cartridge down. “But dammit, right now we have to get down there and stop this attack.”

      “The five of us?” asked Malby. “What exactly are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to destroy that corridor,” she said. Then she hesitated for a long moment. “After we go through it.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “I’m betting the orders were to destroy the corridor, not go through it first.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether we destroy it from this side or that side. We just have to do it.”

      “But if we do it from that side, we’re in the fight.”

      She considered Lucky evenly.

      He nodded.

      “Okay, let’s get down there.”

      Malby held up a hand like he was in school. “Uh, question. How do we do that?”

      The Sergeant laughed. “That’s easy.”

      “How is that easy? Do you see another ship that isn’t punctured, split in half, blown to the stars, or not otherwise completely unusable? It’s a graveyard out there, incase you haven’t noticed.”

      Nuchik nodded somberly. “You’re right. It’s a real emergency.”

      “Yeah it—” Malby stopped and tilted his head. He opened his mouth, then closed it and followed Nuchik’s line of sight. They all did.

      “No,” said Malby. “No, no, no, no.” He moved like a cornered animal, circling around the others, until his back was to the hatch to the emergency escape pod.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “We had to take one of those things in basic. That was the only time I threw up in basic.”

      Jiang laughed. “Everybody threw up in these things.”

      “I mean, from doing Marine stuff at basic.”

      Jiang laughed again, shaking her head.

      Nuchik shrugged. “You don’t come, and it’s that much roomier for the rest of us.”

      Jiang did, in fact, look sick. Lucky felt sick himself. Valdin seemed oblivious, which was all the proof he needed that she’d never gone through basic training. Or maybe you got some kind of special super-spy training when you were personally appointed by the Emperor.

      “There’s only one completed segment on this stupid station! There will only be one pod.”

      “I agree,” Nuchik said calmly. “But what can we do. It’s an emergency.”

      “We can’t control it.”

      “It will go to the nearest hospitable planet,” said Nuchik. She was at the panel now, typing quickly on the airlock pad. With a loud crack, the seal to the airlock snapped open. A small burst of powdery air flowed into the room. Lucky doubted it had been opened since it was installed.

      “You guys are on board with this?” Malby asked, looking to the others for support.

      “No, I think it’s a terrible idea,” Lucky said, and he meant it. “It is small and uncontrollable. One of us is wearing a standard space suit,”—he nodded back at Valdin— “and none of us can space jump because this bucket isn’t equipped with anything worth a shit to a ground pounder. Instead of hammerheads, we have glider suits. So, we would have to wait for full reentry to bail out. And there’s no good way to do that other than blowing the doors off. If we do get to the ground in one piece, the whole planet is swimming in Da'hune hybrids. A planet full of angry, dying people who blame us for it. And if we get to the corridor, our reward is probably a hell of a lot more shit on the other side.”

      Malby blinked. “So, why are we doing this?”

      “Because we’re Marines, dipshit.”
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      The escape pod could, in fact, be controlled. Barely. Good enough to point in the general direction of the City of Light. The Nar capital was a fast-growing smudge in the distance.

      To be fair, the escape pod was better than a few cargo sleds Lucky had ridden in his day. And it was way better than the pods all the recruits had to take a ride in when they were in basic. Then again, it probably didn’t have a million hours of flight time with frightened recruits pissing themselves and puking all over each other’s boots in it. So overall, it was a great way to crash land.

      “Easy,” muttered Malby as they hurtled down toward the planet. His face was smashed against the bulkhead and his legs were straddling one of the chairs.

      Lucky wasn’t doing much better on the other side of the cramped pod. It was made for two people, but they had five. It wasn’t fun. And it was about to get much less fun.

      As they got close enough to the ground for details to start to emerge, the pod began to vibrate uncontrollably and tumble, its fins refusing to help. The weight inside the pod was far in excess of anything its flimsy design was meant to counteract.

      Malby managed to puke on everyone. When they were low enough that they wouldn’t be an easy target from the surface, but just high enough that they wouldn’t be anything more than a crater in the dirt, they blew the hatch openings on the pod. The air pressure exploded out the back of the pod, sucking them all out backwards. Malby ended up knocking himself out and getting saved by his AI bringing him down. Lucky had to dive straight down to catch April in the standard suit before she went splat against the ground.

      The dual suns were just rising. They glided silently in the darkness over the deserted cityscape. The few towers still standing were crumbling away. They wouldn’t last long. The tremors were coming so frequent now that the buildings were in constant sway. The region near the downtown area was deserted. It was too dangerous for anyone to go there with the swaying buildings under constant threat of collapse.

      They were able to glide over the impromptu refugee camp that had sprung up on the outskirts of the city and right up to within a half-mile of the evacuation center.

      It was too easy.

      “A stroll down certain doom lane,” said Rocky.

      Lucky agreed. The shit was coming.
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      “It’s too quiet,” said Malby, in a loud whisper that suggested he was taking it upon himself to remedy the situation.

      “Something about this feels really familiar,” said Jiang.

      “So what do you see?” Lucky asked Malby. He had a fresh set of eyes thanks to the drone spikes they had been able to snag up on the station. A handful had raced off into the darkness.

      He shook his head. “Gimme a sec.”

      Lucky checked with Rocky, knowing she’d be on it faster than Malby would. “What are the drones picking up?”

      “Movement on the northwest corner.”

      “Northwest corner, Malby,” Lucky said.

      “Oh yeah, look at our friends up there,” he said, eyes closed, watching the view from the drones.

      Rocky slipped him a hit of combat stim and Lucky felt an adrenaline kick. It put a big grin on his face. Could you get addicted to combat stims? He’d have to talk to the medtechs about that one.

      Malby’s drone feed dropped into his mind’s eye courtesy of Rocky. There were four cannons located at the northwest corner, right above the main entrance to the building. It looked like the soldiers had cut an opening through the bombed-out stairs. The old government building looked as imposing as ever. There wasn’t going to be another way in except that front door.

      The face of the building was badly damaged, but still holding strong. The cannons were placed so that they hugged up against the lip of the roof with good sightlines for any approach.

      There were several of the Da’hune soldiers walking back and forth manning them.

      “Shield wall is down,” said Nuchik.

      She looked at Lucky. “Not expecting us.”

      “Agreed. Those cannons are more for the locals than anything.”

      “I need a look at the other corners,” said Nuchik.

      Rocky did a sweep and quickly the drones were reporting back that they couldn’t go far over there.

      “Battle bots and drone killers,” announced Rocky, careful to keep the drones creeping along.

      So not completely oblivious.

      “They have a defense array set up. And they have plenty of cover.”

      There was plenty of cover outside the compound in the small shantytown of slum buildings. What they needed was—

      “There,” said Lucky, nodding. Nuchik followed his gaze.

      Across from the building was a small set of fat structures that stacked on top of each other precariously. It had once been a stackshack, one of the ubiquitous security pods that the Union loved to use. It had long since fallen into disrepair and now seemed to exist merely as an anchor for the makeshift roofs below it.

      “That thing looks like it’s going to fall over at any second,” noted Jiang.

      As if to reinforce his concerns, the ground started to tremble.

      “Is this planet gonna go tits up while we’re down here?” asked Malby.

      “Its not going anywhere for months,” said Jiang. “Lucky isn’t that good.”

      “Et tu?” Lucky said, rolling his eyes.

      Jiang smirked. It was nice to see her smile again.

      “You know this isn’t your fault, right?” Valdin asked, missing the playfulness. “That gate was slowly destabilizing the orbit of this planet for decades. Even without the explosions that knocked over the Great Corridor, it was going to die sooner rather than later.”

      Lucky nodded. “Yeah, nothing lasts forever.” In fact, he did not know that. And it actually made him feel much better. If it was true.

      “Rocky?”

      “Hey, don’t look at me, I don’t know. Could be true.”

      “You know, for an AI you really don’t know much.”

      “I know plenty about the situation here. Those drones are moving and spreading out. They know something is up.”

      “Do they know we are here?”

      “They’d be on us if they did.”

      “Must have spotted the pod crash.”

      “Shit,” he said aloud.

      “Yep,” said Nuchik, nodding. “This is getting harder the longer we wait.”

      Nuchik seemed to make up her mind.

      “Okay, Cowboy, you’re up,” she said to Lucky. “You and me are heading for that stackshack to see if we can find a way across.”

      She grabbed two thruster packs. The small shoulder blocks were called skyskimmers. These were ground pounder standard, mostly for short bursts of a few dozen feet at a time. They would attach easily to their combat suits.

      “What about the rest of us?” asked Malby.

      Nuchik ignored him. “Jiang, you are going to stay where you are and keep an eye on Valdin here.”

      The inquisitor gave her a dirty look.

      “I don’t trust loyalists.”

      “We’re all loyalists, remember?”

      “You’re a little too loyal,” fired back Nuchik. She might have meant for this exchange to come across as light-hearted, but they both seemed to be taking it seriously. She blew Valdin a sarcastic kiss to take the edge off.

      Malby was confused and angry as usual. “Who the hell cares, man? Can we just get this over with?”

      “See if there’s a tech solution here,” Nuchik said. “Can we get their internal drones to help? Get the shield up? Anything you can do to help out.”

      “That would be a first,” murmured Jiang.

      “Let’s move,” said Nuchik urgently in Lucky’s ear. She didn’t wait to see that he was behind her.

      Rocky placed four drones ahead of them and two behind.

      Falling into a classic pattern, they slowly cleared each of the ramshackle slum buildings as they made their way around the outside of the courtyard.

      The buildings that they encountered were uniformly empty and smashed beyond all recognition.

      There were small macabre scenes in each one.

      Here a little girl, lying dead, a small monument of flowers next to her.

      In the next, a family all lying prone together, killed where they cowered.

      “This was a massacre,” said Lucky.

      “They were looking for us,” said Nuchik.

      “They saw us go,” said Lucky. This was something else. This was The Hate. Tendrils of him were starting to spider out from this hybrid army. He was slowly tainting the universe again.

      At last, they arrived at the stackshack.

      “I guess this is what passed for a watchtower for the Union security,” said Lucky. None of the interior doors matched. The staircase on the outside was still attached, but only barely. Their own drones confirmed they were out of sight on this side of the building.

      “Don’t be an ass, Lucky,” said Nuchik as they took the steps two at a time. “Not everyone can have a rich uncle like the Empire to hook them up with everything they ever wanted.”

      That wasn’t the rumor he heard about Empire finances these days, but he took her meaning. They were spoiled relative to the Union.

      She quietly slid the door open as one of her drones slipped through. Bright lights from the top of the evacuation center illuminated the top of the stackshack. They were more or less level, but a few hundred yards of open space still separated them from where the shield wall had once been.

      Nuchik covered from outside the door as Lucky stepped out.
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      A fat battle drone slid off the top of the stair exit. It must have been parked there. It was impossible for Lucky and his drones to see. And because he was coming out the door, his rear drone was useless. So was Nuchik.

      Lucky fought the urge to swing his rifle around. He’d never get off a snap shot.

      A red light flashed in his HUD, accompanied by a buzz.

      The point of the drone’s barrel was directly behind and to the side of his head, floating downward.

      Lucky slammed his head back just as he felt the tingle of the pulse cannon about to fire. Thankfully it was one of the Union drones, because he had a feeling if he tried this on one of the Da’hune weapons it would have just sliced his head open.

      But the angle of his helmet was designed to dissipate all kinds of energy blasts, and he had thrown the drone off just enough that the plasma blast smashed off the side of his helmet.

      It was still point-blank range. He felt his neck snap to one side and stars exploded at the corners of his vision. A small electric jolt hit his body and he thought for a moment that his heart had stopped and restarted.

      Adrenaline washed over him, and he blinked back the darkness. His nanobots weren’t about to let him fall unconscious.

      His contact with the drone sent it spinning away.

      As the drone desperately tried to stabilize itself, Rocky was able to bring one of her own drones around to dispatch it.

      The drone split with the impact of the shot from Rocky’s drone and it spun out of control over the edge of the stackshack and smashed down with a thud on the courtyard below.

      “So much for the quiet entrance,” said Nuchik, shoving past him, rifle at her shoulder.

      Lucky flexed his shoulders, making sure his head was still attached.

      “Still here,” noted Rocky. “Let’s not do that again.”

      The distance from the stackshack to the top of the evacuation center was about fifty feet.

      “Covering fire,” she screamed back. She dropped something near the ledge of the building and he saw two thrusters on her back light up, easy pickings for any drone that saw her.

      A blaze of light fired across the sky. Two more came in quick succession. Rocky’s drones were firing at the drone killers that were taking shots at Nuchik.

      Lucky fired several pulses indiscriminately into the sky, letting his HUD and the drone net zero in on the best targets.

      The roof erupted around Lucky as the Union drones turned on him.

      The window for Lucky to join Nuchik was dwindling fast.

      “Screw it,” he said, running across the roof of the stackshack. As he arrived at the edge, he reached down and grabbed the skyskimmers that Nuchik had dropped. He smashed them into his shoulder pack as a huge explosion ripped the front of the stackshack open.

      Lucky was thrown sideways and over, falling off the top of the structure that was now crumbling beneath him.

      “Damn it, Lucky,” Rocky said.

      He felt the thrusters fire, but he was pointed downward. An agonizing second passed while he was facing straight down.

      At last, the world slowly started to shift, but not fast enough. He fought the urge to put his hands out in front of him, instead tucking them into his side. He bounced off the dirt of the courtyard, then shot back into the sky as the thrusters now came into their own. He coughed and wheezed, trying desperately to catch his breath. He felt like he’d just taken the hardest punch to his gut he could remember. And there had been plenty.

      The wide-open signature of his maxed-out thrusters drew four different shots from surrounding drones.

      He felt his spiders giving him instructions, but these weren’t hammerheads and he didn’t have much time to adjust.

      There was only so much maneuvering he could do.

      He felt, rather than saw, a blue energy shot fly past him. That was Da’hune, he noted anxiously. It must be the cannon firing now.

      Another drone was picked out of the air.

      Something skimmed past his faceplate. A drone had been right in front of him, but it sparked and spun away, dropping like a rock.

      He looked ahead and realized Nuchik had shot it—and missed his face by an inch.

      Just then, a slew of more crossfire opened up from a few hundred yards away. Lucky assumed Malby and Jiang has found cover to fire from. They would draw attention to themselves, so they were going to have to move now.

      Nobody was sitting around eating popcorn and watching the show anymore.

      The diversionary fire did the trick.

      The drones were momentarily confused over where to go and that gave Rocky a chance to splash a couple of the big battle drones before Lucky smashed down and rolled across the top of the evacuation center.

      He rolled to a stop at the feet of Nuchik and scrambled to his feet. She had braced herself against a lip of the roof that offered a modicum of cover.

      “Great landing,” she said, not looking back.

      “One of my specialties,” he allowed.

      She nodded forward.

      “How about storming gun positions?”

      “Definitely one of my specialties.”

      Nuchik hopped the ledge and in a trot started toward the gun battery at the far side. Before they could get more than a dozen steps, the ground shook again and they both lost their footing as the building swayed. Lucky thought it was the cannon firing, but it was just another rolling quake. Up on top of the evacuation center, the shaking was magnified.

      But it also meant the gun batteries were loose and difficult to position.

      As they came up behind the Da’hune soldiers manning the big gun at the corner of the roof, a blue stream of energy ripped across the roof in front of them.

      “Second battery,” Nuchik yelled as she rolled.

      Lucky saw it now.

      With all the drone killers on the far side, they hadn’t been able to make it out. But with the element of surprise gone, Rocky was throwing all her drones out. Lucky knew there was another cannon concealed by the small lip they’d just cleared.

      It wasn’t facing outward toward the courtyard, but rather inward toward the center of the roof.

      “Boy, did they see this act coming.”

      “Let it rip,” said Nuchik over all-comm.

      Just then something exploded on the lip of the building.

      Jiang and Malby were firing grenades.

      Another explosion, as part of the lip crumbled.

      But it just wasn’t working. The soldiers were sticking to their task. Another blue steam ripped across the ground in front of them. Wherever it hit, the building was slashed and gutted.

      “If they keep firing like this much longer, the roof will collapse.”

      “Maybe that’s the idea,” echoed Rocky.

      Another tremor swayed the building and the firing stopped for just a moment.

      “Now or never.”

      Lucky jumped to his feet as Rocky focused drone fire against the inward-facing cannon.
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      The drones were giving their lives, completely exposed to the growing cloud of Union drones now above the evacuation center.

      But they gave Lucky the opportunity to close the distance between himself and the cannon. He felt his skyskimmers engage and his toes touched lighter and lighter on the rooftop as he felt the pressure pushing him forward.

      He should have been an easy target for the operator. But the speed and directness of the action caught him off guard.

      The grenade fire from Jiang and Malby was distracting the other cannons on the lip, but the support soldiers that weren’t up in the crow’s nests of the cannons had turned and now saw what was happening on the rooftop.

      Lucky sensed that one of the other soldiers was firing his own weapon at him, and he felt his spiders pluck and he leapt upward, seeing the blue stream of energy pour through the air below him as he spun on the axis of his skyskimmers’ thrust.

      Another stream coursed through the air. All the soldiers up here had Da’hune weapons. He felt the sting on his leg and knew that a big chunk of shin had just been sliced away. He dipped downward again and juiced his thrusters to max. The signature would light up for anything in the vicinity to shoot him, but he only needed a split second.

      The cannon gunner was staring down on at his targeting screen. Unable to locate Lucky, he finally looked up.

      Lucky slammed head first into the operation with the crown of his combat helmet.

      He felt the chair assembly completely give way as he heard the crunch of the operator’s chest as his ribs caved in.

      He killed the thrusters. The seat assembly had been completely blown off the gun.

      Lucky stood and felt what was left of the operator slither off his shoulder.

      The targeting system was shot, lying in a heap with the seat and remains of the operator.

      Unlike the cannons bolted onto the front of the building, this was just a typical gator, like the one they’d been attacked with when they first arrived. It was easy to set up and, crucially, easy to move and reposition.

      It was also the most ubiquitous ground cannon in the universe. You only needed to sit on top of the damn thing if you were some Union technophobe who didn’t have AI worth shit in your body.

      As soon as he hit the base of the weapon, he felt his HUD giving him access.

      He swung it around, aiming it at the base of the lip running along the front of the building.

      The other guns posts were trying desperately to swing their guns around to shoot in his direction, too frantic or too poorly trained to understand they wouldn’t be able to do that in the current configuration.

      The best they could do was pull them off the stands and try to shoot them from their shoulders. And you’d have to be a giant to pull that off. Maybe a full-blown Da’hune could do it. These modified meat bags didn’t have a chance.

      The blue steam of energy from Lucky’s cannon sliced through the lip on the front of the building as if it was cutting through clay.

      It ripped and pulled and shifted.

      With a mighty crack, the front collapsed, sending the entire corner of the roof tumbling down. All four cannons toppled over, landing in a mangled heap in front of the building.

      Then they exploded in a combined fireball that washed back over the roof.

      Lucky dove for cover.

      The front of the building had completely collapsed, as the old columns crumbled across the courtyard. Another tremor shook the building, and more chunks fell. But the building still felt rock solid.

      “What they lack in tech they make up for in brute strength,” Rocky said.

      A moment later, Jiang fired up to the top on her thrusters, followed a second latter by Malby, with Valdin riding tandem.

      They were still taking sporadic fire from the few drones in the air, so they quickly made for the roof entrance to the huge, ornate main staircase that ran the length of the building.

      They moved slowly, expecting to see more soldiers, but met only an eerie silence.

      Beyond the handful of roof cannons and the heavy drone presence, it didn’t look like there had been any effort to secure the building. Or clear it of bloated bodies.

      As they reached the bottom of the stairs, they found the regeneration room just as they had left it; the front glass blown out, the organic sludge containers smashed. At least the muck wasn’t as thick on the floor. It had found somewhere to seep away.

      Jiang sidled up next to Lucky. She knew as well as he did what was in this room. Lucky told himself he wouldn’t look. They had just walked past dozens of bodies, after all. What was one more little girl in all this?

      But there were fewer bodies here, and the small, bloated body of the little girl in the bright dress was hard to miss. She was still holding her stomach where the blast had punctured her gut.

      Her family should have pulled her out of here. Someone should have. But her family was probably dead, too. And the soldiers hadn’t let anyone in to claim the dead. Just left it all as a monument to their evil.

      The Hate was in all of them. Just like it was in him.

      But he had to remind himself that The Hate hadn’t killed this little girl.

      He had.

      He gritted his teeth and moved swiftly down the access ladder to the cave below.
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      They arrived at the corridor. The T’kat’ke was still buzzing away, giving him a headache. It was in a heavy reinforced blast box. It should be able to withstand a nuke in that thing. At least somebody had learned something from the incident at the Great Corridor. Lucky picked it up.

      “If this is anything like the last time…” Jiang began.

      “The last time we went through one of the these we all ended up pretty dazed,” Malby said. He looked over at Lucky, sheepishly. “I mean, you were unconscious, but it kinda sucked for us all.”

      “He’s not wrong, for once,” Jiang said.

      “Is there any way to know what’s on other side?” asked April.

      “You tell us, you’re the scientist,” said Malby. “Well, okay, the Inquisitor. But still, you were with the eggheads. You tell us.”

      She shook her head. “They truly didn’t realize these were passable. Strictly communicational.” Then she stopped and looked abruptly at Nuchik. “What did Fleet Command say? When you sent your messages from the station? What did you hear back?”

      Nuchik seemed taken aback and took a second to fumble the question. “I—I don’t have to tell you that.”

      Valdin nodded, as if that was the answer she expected. “I’m betting nothing. Dammit, why didn’t I realize this sooner.” She shook her head again, silently berating herself.

      Nuchik narrowed her eyes. “Assuming so, how would you know that?”

      She nodded at the corridor in front of her. “Because this goes to the same place.”

      Nuchik looked at her as if she was crazy. “The relay at the Great Corridor went straight to Fleet Command in the palace. To the Admiralty.”

      April frowned. “No, it goes to the weapons lab,” she said firmly. “From there, it goes to the palace via a standard transfer. Because those distances are so short, it’s still instantaneous.”

      Jiang was now considering Nuchik suspiciously as well. “So did you hear anything or not?”

      Nuchik scowled. “Not that it matters now, but no. I got an automated distress call. It was coded. My AI translated it. I didn’t tell you anything that wasn’t true. The Emperor’s Moon is under attack. They came from the weapons lab. Clearly, they transited the corridor there. Here,” she said, nodding at the corridor in front of them. “We can’t be safe around any of these. So I responded with an indication of our course of action, hoping that someone might hear it, and then made the decision.”

      “You told us these orders were from Fleet Command!” exploded Malby.

      “I gave you the order. That’s all you need to know.”

      “You lied about it.”

      “I told you what you needed to know to get the job done,” she retorted coldly. “And the job still isn’t done. If we really are out here with no information coming from HQ, then I really am the be-all end-all for you. I’m god, so you better start listening.”

      She looked around. Jiang looked angry, but she wasn’t going to cross the Sergeant, even if she was full of shit.

      “Bullshit, lady!” said Malby, dangerously close to bringing his weapon to bear.

      “Easy, Malby,” said Jiang, obviously concerned now.

      “Easy, my ass. She dragged us out here saying it was what command wanted us to do,” he said, swing his arms around, in full peacock mode. “So we walked right up to a fucking fortified position because that was the job.”

      He flapped his arms, as if he couldn’t find anything else to do with his anger. “But we have no idea if that was the job! As far as we know, there isn’t any HQ. As far as we know, there isn’t anything left at all and we are just wandering right into certain doom.”

      He looked around again in exasperation, hands on his head, and Lucky knew at this point that nothing would come of it. He was just blowing off steam.

      “Are you done?” Nuchik asked, nonplussed.

      “This is bullshit,” he said again.

      Nuchik drew down her rifle and shot Malby point blank in the chest.
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      He launched backwards, flipping over one of the closed cryo pods near the base of the corridor. He came to rest facing upwards, his chest a tangled bloody mess.

      He was gawping for air. Then his breathing slowed. His eyes rolled back.

      “Malby!” screamed Jiang, leaping over to him.

      “What the hell, Adria?” Valdin yelled.

      “He’s a Frontier Marine, he’ll be fine.”

      That was a hell of an assumption.

      “Rocky?”

      “Probably fine. Getting word from his AI. It’s going to be several minutes before he’s conscious, though. AI had to put him in a coma.”

      “You know, not everything grows back,” Lucky said coldly, keeping the anger out of his voice. Malby was a dick, and they gave him a lot of shit, but Lucky had never seen a superior officer shoot a subordinate in the field. He knew it happened. He had certainly shot civilians in the back in his previous life. Hell, he’d killed children without a second thought in his previous life. But that was before he understood The Hate. Before he understood how it was seeping into his black soul. Before he understood how to bottle it up.

      He was trying to put all that behind him now.

      “Didn’t you shoot one of your own a few weeks ago?”

      “I stunned a white coat. A white coat who, I might add, turned out to be very, very bad.”

      “You threatened to shoot Malby on at least two occasions,” noted Rocky.

      “Oh, whatever. I threaten lots of things.”

      He hadn’t seen a soldier actually shoot a fellow soldier on purpose since basic, and that was with small arms fire and just to prove the point that their pain receptors could turn off pain and their nanobots could repair damage.

      This was way beyond that. No amount of nanobot support would change the fact that Malby was in incredible pain and was sustaining damage that, in one way or another, was shortening his life. You only had so many rebuilds like that in the tank, even if you were young like Malby.

      Jiang looked back darkly. Lucky could tell she was struggling to hold back. If she lost her cool, it wouldn’t be to vent like Malby. She’d be out for blood.

      Nuchik must have interpreted the stare as another threat to her authority because she stepped close to Jiang, chin up. Sinews stood out on Jiang’s thick shoulders. Nuchik had an ugly vein etched on her forehead. Jiang had about half a foot on the Sergeant, but Lucky didn’t want to find out who’d win that one.

      This whole thing could escalate quickly. Lucky did the only thing he could think of.

      He stepped directly between Jiang and Nuchik.

      He faced his superior officer. “Ma’am, since we’re here and exposed to whatever is on the other side of that corridor, I’m suggesting we try to focus on prepping for a possible hostile situation as soon as we cross the corridor.”

      He was talking fast, not daring to let anyone get a word in edgeways.

      “Since we all lost consciousness the last time we crossed a corridor, I suggest we gather up what drones we can pool together, even these Union ones, and have our AIs and the drones ready to hit whatever we find on the other side and keep the situation optimal until we regain full capacity.”

      He referenced Malby without looking back. “When Private Malby is ready for duty again, he can use his hot box to help reprogram the drones and PFC Jiang can find us a good fighting solution.”

      Nuchik stared at him for a long moment, apparently sizing him up, then said, “See that it gets done.”

      She took one last look over his shoulder at Jiang. “And tell Malby to have a little more respect for his superiors.”

      Nuchik turned back to the Corridor.

      As soon as he thought he had the situation under control, he heard the pop and hiss of a punch pistol.

      He turned around to see Nuchik on one knee, a grimace on her face as she held her stomach.

      In front of her, Valdin was coolly putting Malby’s punch rifle back in her waistband.

      “I hadn’t realized how much fun it is being a superior,” she said. “I’ll make sure my admiration is reflected in my report to the Emperor.”

      For the first time, Lucky realized Valdin was the highest-ranking person in their little group. She let Nuchik run the show tactically, but Valdin was a direct appointment by the Emperor. She was probably the most superior person in every room she walked into.

      “You’re a bitch,” spat Nuchik, slowly rising to her feet. The hole in her stomach was already gone and the internal damage would be repaired shortly. A punch pistol wasn’t much compared to a pulse rifle.

      “But it still stings a little,” noted Rocky, mirthfully.

      “And you’re a cunt-rotting dictator in a uniform,” said Valdin. “But you’re also a Frontier Marine, so you’ll be fine,” said Valdin. She cocked an eyebrow. “Right?”

      Valdin turned to Lucky. “I like your plan. Please execute it.”

      Lucky took a deep breath and turned to check on Malby and to see if he could dig up some makeshift drones.

      Jiang had her arms crossed with something approaching open admiration for Valdin.

      “These bitches are going to get us killed,” said Rocky.

      “You read my mind.”
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      This was the angriest group of Marines Lucky had ever crossed a fold in time and space with.

      Of course, it was only his third time, so there were bound to be some firsts.

      “Hang on to your shit,” Malby said.

      Malby was about the only person not angry. He seemed to have gotten over being nearly killed by a superior office in record time. Must come from experience.

      Say that for the ugly bastard, thought Lucky. As hot blooded as he was, he cooled off fast.

      He couldn’t say the same for Jiang.

      She was a bag of simmering rage in the shape of a Marine.

      Valdin and Nuchik seemed to have already disliked each other before, so he wasn’t as concerned about them. Clearly, they had history.

      “Well?” Nuchik said.

      “Man, she is so impatient,” he echoed.

      “Most superiors are.”

      “Are we ready?”

      “As we’re going to be,” Rocky replied.

      “We’re ready,” he said to Nuchik. His voice hardly exuded confidence in himself, so it probably didn’t inspire anyone else.

      Considering Lucky still didn’t really understand how the gift worked, he didn’t like that answer. But what other answer was there? The Da’hune planted it in him. Rocky could use it. Simple as that.

      They had about four-dozen battle drones floating with them. These were Union crap Malby could reprogram. Their own drones were mostly gone. Better than nothing.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      Lucky could tell Rocky was excited. She was the one who got to strut her stuff here. Lucky had to imagine that, like piloting starships, getting a chance to navigate the corridor was a great release for her.

      “Anything beats listening to you ramble.”

      Lucky inched toward the corridor, the others clustered close around him. They probably looked like a high school clique huddled together, sharing the latest gossip.

      “Anybody else gotta take a piss?” asked Malby.

      Jiang just shook her head. “As long as it isn’t gas.”

      “Oh yeah, that too.”

      Damn Marines.

      Lucky looked for something to take his mind off his nervousness. He wondered about the T’kat’ke. He felt the crackle of its energy as if it was coursing through his own veins.

      He took another step. The corridor was pulling him forward. The complete blackness of the corridor was a siren song for his spiders.

      He forced his mind back to the T’kat’ke. There was an actual thought there, nagging at him. The ancient energy sources were probably among the most important items in the universe. Where was the one they’d brought back with them, when they’d jumped through the man-made corridor to safety just as the Queen Mother’s armada was toasted? He didn’t know. With the Admiralty, most likely. It wasn’t like they were going to tell him—

      As he stepped into the corridor, the floor instantly dropped out from below him.

      All around him was cool blackness but he felt warm. Hot, almost.

      Stars bounced in his peripheral vision.

      A pinpoint of light rushing up at him.

      He passed out.
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      Hello, nightmare.

      Hello, Lucky, said his nightmare.

      But he wasn’t Lucky. Just plain old Lee Savage, age 12, in trouble again. His sister was the smart one. She had left the colony for Dovery Station. Lee wasn’t smart.

      

      The Hate was standing behind him. He could feel the radiating animosity like a wave of heat that rolled over his skin and made his hair stand up. He tried to turn around, but he was held firmly in place. The Hate had a fist full of his hair and was holding his head up. He felt the vulnerability of his exposed neck.

      He was on his knees. His hands were in chains, stretched out above his head. He was naked except his underwear.

      His parents were standing across from him. It seemed all the militiamen from the colony were there, too. They were lined up in neat rows.

      A smattering of civilians peppered the group. He was inside a large hanger, that of the Mortimer, the colony ship that had brought them here, that had established Plum. It was the acting Hall of Punishment. Lee knew it well.

      These people will all be dead in a couple years, he thought.

      Next to his father—dressed in his crisp militia uniform with the Empire insignia—was the Colony Czar. Captain Remold.

      Old man Remold was the ugliest man Lee had ever seen in his twelve years. His face was pockmarked with scars. He breathed through an air vent in his neck that made him rasp when he talked. His hair was missing on one side where a scar sliced from his forehead to the back of his ear.

      Lee struggled to remember why he was here.

      He had stolen something. What had it been?

      Fear was causing his heart to pound, and his thoughts swam in a chaotic jumble. His eyes darted around like an animal. He knew what was coming. How did he know? He knew.

      “Did you understand me?” Captain Remold barked.

      No. He didn’t understand any of this.

      Remold leaned forward and tilted his head, making an exaggerated effort to hear an answer that wasn’t coming. He looked back at Lee’s father. He did not return the glance. He stared straight ahead.

      Lee’s mother was angry.

      Remold sighed and walked slowly over to Lee. The Hate yanked back hard with the fist full of his hair, eliciting a whimper from Lee, then shoved his head further down.

      Lee watched as Remold’s boots stepped into his line of vision.

      “You understand what is happening here, yes?”

      The explosives. Lee remembered it now. A set of small explosives for the arms locker. Nothing big, just tiny little firecrackers really. Useless for anything but crude threats. The gang he was initiating was good at crude threats. Lee needed them. His old gang was gone.

      But the thieving hadn’t gone as planned. The night watch had nabbed them the instant they walked out of the armory.

      Of course, there were drones and cameras everywhere. They were stupid. They were twelve. What did anyone expect?

      “Lee?” Remold asked again.

      “Yes, sir,” Lee heard himself say. Not tough, like he wanted. Little and weak. Like he was.

      “I understand that you didn’t mean any harm,” Remold said. He was wrong about that.

      Lee planned to put it in the mouths of the boys in the rival gang and blow their teeth out.

      “But rules must be enforced on a colony,” Remold continued. “Particularly a working colony with a war brewing.” Lee noticed a wave of murmuring in the small crowd. “We can’t have civilians causing problems for the rest of us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lee said again in his small voice.

      The captain sighed. “You are going to learn, Lee, that discipline is the most important thing a soldier possesses. It will save his life. It will make the difference between success and failure, between winning a war and losing one.” He shook his head and stood tall. “Master of arms, is this the individual who was stealing from the armory?” he asked loudly.

      “Yes, Captain,” came the crisp reply from somewhere behind Lee.

      “And Lieutenant Savage, do you agree that corporal punishment is required?”

      Remold did not look back at his father. He kept eye contact with Lee.

      Lee heard his father clear his throat. He didn’t speak for an uncomfortable moment.

      “I do, Captain,” he said. Lee saw his mother defiantly stick out her chin, refusing to look him in the eye. Lee was an embarrassment. She hated him almost as much as she hated his father.

      “Very well then.”

      He looked over Lee’s shoulder. He looked at The Hate.

      Lee could see him now, reflected in the huge, shiny Eagle insignia on Captain Remold’s uniform.

      The Hate was wearing a full combat helmet, so his face was obscured.

      How did he know it was The Hate?

      He just knew. “Oh yes, Lucky,” said a deep voice in his head. “It’s me.”

      “Five lashes,” he said loudly.

      There wasn’t a peep from the room. Not a boot scraping. The militiamen stood at perfect attention.

      In his memory, the soldier with the whip only nodded.

      But in his head, Lee heard the Hate say, “With pleasure.”

      He felt the air around him crackle, and then a pain like he had never known slashed across his back. He felt the skin of his back burst open, fire searing right down to his asshole.

      He screamed out and jerked his hands against the chains that held him.

      “One,” said the Captain, soberly.

      Another slashing blow magnified the pain. The whip had sliced right over his shoulder. He felt blood splatter up on his chin. He jerked even harder at the chains. He cried out, screaming.

      “Two.”

      He screamed again, but this time it was drowned out by The Hate. He was laughing with such absolute mirth that it made Lee sick. Nothing was as happy as The Hate when it was causing pain.

      “Three.”

      He wanted to pass out. He felt the pain in his back a little less. It was numb, now. Blood was beginning to pool underneath him. His back was on fire. His arms drooped, and the shackles cut into his wrists. He could no longer hold himself upright.

      “Four.”

      Something snapped across the side of his head. The whip had strayed high as Lee sunk in the chains. Blood again sprayed across his neck as ringing exploded in his ears. In the pool of blood below him, Lee saw a piece of his ear that had been cut off by the whip. Salty liquid filled his mouth and poured down his chin. He had bitten off part of his tongue.

      He felt himself puke, but nothing came.

      “Five.”

      He felt nothing now. He wanted to die.

      The Hate was so happy. Rapturous. Somehow, Lucky sensed The Hate was feeling the pain along with him and enjoying it.

      Someone passed something putrid under his nose. He jerked his head up.

      He was looking into the eyes of The Hate.

      Not yet, he said, smiling. Not yet. We aren’t done yet.

      But it wasn’t The Hate. It was Captain Remold, holding smelling salt under his nose. “I hope you have learned an important lesson, Lee.”

      Lee felt a fresh river of drool roll down his chin and onto his chest as he worked his jaw.

      He tried to say, “Yes, sir,” but it came out as blubbering.

      Remold touched Lee tenderly on the side of the face, smearing the blood there. He stood and turned to the room.

      “Ten more lashes,” he announced loudly, wiping his hands as he walked away.

      Lee heard himself sobbing. He was blubbering something. Asking for mercy. For his mother. For anything.

      The room remained still and silent.

      Behind him, The Hate cracked his whip in anticipation of beginning anew.

      He wanted to pass out, but the Hate wouldn’t let him.

      “Not yet, Lucky. Not yet.”

      The Hate kept shaking him. He just wanted to die. Why wouldn’t The Hate just let him die?

      Instead, the shaking grew more insistent—
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      “Lucky,” Jiang said, bending down and shaking him. “Lucky, are you alright?”

      He opened his eyes wide and felt artificial light bathing him.

      Malby was watching over Jiang’s shoulder. “That’s some crazy shit, man.” He was looking at the other side of the corridor. He started to reach out.

      “Don’t,” said Valdin, rushing over. She grabbed Malby’s hand and pulled it back.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Bad things happen.” She was shaking her head. “Believe me, we’ve tried. Everybody has tried.” She looked down at her hands. “I can’t believe we just did that. I never imagined it would be so… easy.”

      Jiang was helping Lucky to his feet. “Easy for you,” he said groggily.

      Lucky turned to look at the inky blackness of the corridor. On this side, there were no alien symbols. There was little that made the corridor stand out. Yet Lucky had the distinct impression that the entire room had been built with the corridor in mind. There was a subtle way that everything was slanted in its direction, like eager servants leaning in for instruction.

      Exposed metal gleamed high above. The room was gigantic. It wasn’t even a room so much as a huge open space. Pipes and conduits hung down from the distant ceiling. Lucky couldn’t remember the last time he had seen so many in one place and wondered why there were so many here.

      The floor was cool and slick and perfectly flat.

      “Where are we?” asked Lucky.

      “That’s easy,” said Valdin. “Empire weapons lab.”

      “You’ve been here?”

      “Many times. The harder question is, where is everybody else?”

      Lucky looked around. The motley crew of drones they had sent through with them were floating about the room, scanning for targets and apparently finding none. They looked antsy.

      “There’s no one here? No Da'hune hybrids waiting for us?”

      “Not a thing,” said Jiang, standing up. “Not a person. It’s completely dead in here.”

      She flinched a little and Lucky nodded with a small grin. Could do without that choice of phrasing.

      “The drones haven’t seen anything,” confirmed Rocky.

      “How long has everyone else been awake while I was out of it?”

      “About a minute,” said Rocky.

      “Long damn minute.”

      “I’m fine, Jiang,” said Lucky, as he caught her concerned eye. Jiang was more aware of his unique circumstances than the others.

      “She might just like you,” said Rocky.

      “I know she likes me. It’s the living with me that’s the problem.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “April,” Nuchik barked over all-comm from somewhere out of sight, “how about giving us the scoop on the facility. Since you’re so keen on spewing classified information and all.”

      She wasn’t trying to hide the contempt now. Valdin reciprocated coldly.

      “I don’t need to go deep into the files to tell you its the main weapons testing facility for the Empire, that it’s cloaked and almost impossible to find if you don’t know to look for it, and it retains constant line-of-sight communication with the Empire palace and the Royal guard.”

      “Line of sight how?”

      “Geostationary orbit.”

      “How close?”

      “Space jump close.”

      “Too bad we don’t have our hammerheads. Is there anything to suggest that they have access to something like our jump suits? Something that would allow them to make that leap easily?”

      “There are suits here,” said Valdin. “Unless…”

      She strode over to a small alcove where a number of the overhead cables seemed to meet at a nexus point. She waived her hands over a flat black pad and a 3D cube came to life in the middle of the alcove. Without seeming to access any information, she turned. “They’re gone.”

      “Rocky? That weird to you?”

      “She has AI access.”

      The fact that she had AI was a surprise. The fact that it would have access here was not. They were in her backyard now.

      “Did you know—”

      “It isn’t broadcasting. I couldn’t know until she made that direct connection.”

      Lucky filed that away. For someone that couldn’t keep a secret, Valdin had kept this one well until now.

      “They took our ride,” said Malby. “Hate it when that happens.”

      “So, April, can you tell whether there really is no one else here?”

      She nodded. “No other life signs but ours.” She furrowed her brow.

      “But—” Lucky prodded.

      “No, nothing,” she said. “Just something strange…” Her voice trailed off as she looked down a small hallway that led away from the alcove of computer banks.

      “Have you completed the connection with the Admiralty down there?” Nuchik asked. “Since this was the point where we were broadcasting before, it stands to reason that the blockage was here. So now that we’re here, can we communicate with the Emperor’s Moon?”

      April took a moment, then shook her head.

      “No one is listening at the other end. That’s the problem. This isn’t the bottleneck, it just isn’t getting acknowledged down there.”

      “Send it again.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it. I want to make the effort. Someone might be picking it up.”

      Valdin looked dubious, but she took a moment to send commands, then decided to actually tap into one of the monitors, muttering to herself. “Have to override to transmit without a receiver.” She didn’t look up, but Nuchik was watching.

      “Done.”

      Malby looked between the two women. “Okay, so now that the pointlessness is done, what do we do now?”

      Lucky had to agree with Malby. They needed a plan from here.

      “Are we going to blow that thing?” He motioned back to the corridor they had come through.

      Nuchik seemed to mull it over. Now they all knew it wasn’t actually an order from Fleet Command, it wasn’t so black and white.

      “No,” said Valdin flatly. “We might need it. It might be our only way out of here.”

      “Agreed,” said Jiang. Lucky thought she just wanted to fuck over Nuchik.

      Nuchik seemed to make up her mind. She looked at Valdin and Jiang, then turned instead to Malby. “I’ll tell you what we do now. We jump.” She motioned toward the hallway that had Valdin’s attention a moment ago. At the far end was a hatch that indicated an airlock access point further down. “That’ll get us to the exit, right?” She directed the question to Valdin.

      She nodded. “But, there’s something else down there.” She was again shaking her head.

      “Well, what is it?” Nuchik was already walking toward the hallway at a rapid clip.

      “I don’t know. It’s—It’s not really clear.” Curiosity laced her tone.

      Malby finally caught up with Nuchik. “I’m fine with the jumping, it’s the landing that’s the problem,” Malby said, struggling to maintain her fast clip. “Got anything for that, Sarge?”

      “Grow a backbone?”

      “And get it crushed on impact?”

      Nuchik spun on Malby, her hand to her punch pistol.

      Malby frowned but didn’t say anything. Apparently, he wasn’t quite as dumb as he looked. Just damn close.

      Nuchik turned and continued to march down the hallway. Malby held still, waiting for the others to catch up.

      Nuchik was a good thirty feet ahead of everyone now. As she approached the hatch, her pace faltered then she stopped dead.

      “What is this?” she said to nobody, but Valdin answered.

      “Some kind of mass. I can’t get any reading in it.”

      The rest of them arrived at the hatch and looked through.

      There was some kind of thick gelatinous substance smashed up against the hatch window, completely obscuring the door. It seemed soft, but it had some variations in density.

      “Open it.” Nuchik raised her weapon and the others did the same as April nodded and the hatch snapped open.

      The goo slid out of the doorway, spreading into the hallway, forcing them to quickly step back from the onrushing flow.

      It was a pink blob at first, but details began to emerge from the thick goop as it spread and settled into the hallway. It seemed as if the flow wouldn’t end. They keep backing away.

      Big jagged chunks of white began to break through the pink mass.

      “Is that—”

      Jiang reacted first. “That’s hair,” she said, almost trancelike. “That’s hair,” she said again, voice rising this time. “That’s goddamned hair.”

      Lucky saw it now. Crushed bones were standing at harsh angles, sticking through the soupy mush.

      He dragged his hand through the warm mass and grabbed a handful of white specks.

      “Teeth,” he said, staring at the point where the fleshy pulp that was at the root was still softly attached to the pink mass.

      “Now we know where the rest of the lab crew went to.”

      They were looking at the guts of everyone on the station mashed into a ball.

      Malby pointed his pulse rifle into the goo and dug around. The nozzle wrapped around something that looked a lot like intestines. “These are people.”

      Lucky couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement.

      “There were only a few hundred scientists here. It was high security,” said Valdin grimly.

      “Not secure enough,” noted Malby.

      Lucky looked again at the airlock. It was big, maybe thirty feet across, but there was no way a few hundred people were just frog-marched in there. They couldn’t fit.

      They must have been stacked up, like kindling for a fire. That probably meant they were already dead. Probably.

      “They must have put them in the hatch, kept the airlock closed, and reversed the pressure,” said Jiang. She sounded as sick as Lucky felt. “They were mashed into a giant mass of biomaterial.”

      “Who does something like that?” asked Malby.

      “Things that aren’t human anymore,” said Nuchik.

      The ground rumbled beneath their feet.

      Nuchik looked up sharply at Valdin. The Inquisitor’s eyes had grown large. “Is that—”

      “They’re shooting at us.”

      Malby’s head snapped up. “Who’s shooting at us?”

      “The palace cannons,” Valdin said. “But we’re too close for them to do any damage.”

      “Too close?” Malby asked, incredulously.

      “We’re in an artificially low orbit. It’s only maintained with constant thrust.”

      “So? The defenses of the Emperor’s Moon are virtually impregnable. Those cannons are some of the most powerful this side of the Asiatic Rings!”

      “Exactly,” said Valdin. “They use coalescent power. We have frankly wanted to replace them with Da’hune energy, but that’s easier said than done, even for our scientists. And the problem with coalescence power is—”

      “It has to coalesce,” said Jiang, flatly. “You should get this, Malby. You’re the tech specialist.”

      “Allegedly,” Nuchik added sarcastically.

      “We are so close that it’s still just diffuse energy. It hasn’t yet coalesced to the point where it can do serious harm.”

      The station rumbled again, more emphatic this time. A small portion of the roof tumbled down, crashing loudly on the hard floor.

      “Or not,” said Nuchik.
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      Nuchik grabbed Valdin by the shoulder and started running back toward the bay.

      “We’re in stationary orbit. They can pepper us all day. We need another exit,” she said, her face right up next to Valdin. “And get a suit on. Now.”

      “I’ll be fine,” said Valdin.

      “If you want to jump without one, suit yourself.”

      “We’re losing oxygen fast,” remarked Rocky.

      “Got an exit?”

      “Other side of the bay, directly opposite the other airlock.”

      “Let’s just hope it’s not full of mashed up dead scientists.”

      “Let’s.”

      Another beam fell right in front of them. They all dove and tried to regroup.

      Lucky now had his arm on Valdin’s shoulder. She was slow to rise and starting to look light-headed.

      They sprinted for the alcove of computers where she opened a locker and grabbed a suit. She slammed the helmet on and gave Malby the finger when he tried to help her with the seals.

      She expertly snapped them into place with one hand while she re-holstered Malby’s punch pistol with the other.

      “Malby!” screamed Nuchik.

      He rolled his eyes. “Duty calls.” He sprinted ahead.

      Lucky held back while Valdin made one last pass over the computer systems.

      “Valdin?”

      She was staring intently at the ceiling, seemingly communicating with her AI.

      “Valdin!” Lucky shook her. She focused on him, nodding. “Done.”

      “Well good, because—”

      A huge chunk of the roof assembly crashed down in front of them, a metal rod sending sparks flying as it carved giant holes in the smooth surface of the bay.

      Lucky couldn’t see the rest of the group. They were on the far side of the massive pile and moving quickly toward the airlock on the other side.

      “We need another exit.”

      Valdin nodded and slapped her hand against one of the flat panels. “Let’s go.”

      Lucky followed Valdin as she rushed back toward the airlock with the human mush pile. “I think we’ve established that way is blocked.”

      She stopped, turned, and nodded toward a smooth wall with no visible seals. A hatch slid aside. She really was at home here.

      Something exploded behind him. It sounded like it came from the computer alcove. Lucky didn’t look back.

      They dove into the airlock. The inner door closed, and a moment later the outer door slid aside.

      Lucky shoved off the wall with all his strength, aiming to get some distance between himself and the station.

      “Where are you going?”

      Valdin was holding onto one of the bars of the station just outside the airlock.

      Lucky was slowly floating away into open space.

      “Um,” he said. “I guess I was thinking it was better to get out of the disaster at hand before…” his voice trailed off.

      “Dealing with the new disaster you just created?” said Valdin.

      “Something like that.”

      “You’re not much of a planner, are you Lucky?”

      “My plans never work, so, I just kinda go with the flow.”

      “Mm-hm. How’s that working out for you?”

      Lucky considered the fact that he was flailing about in open space.

      “Suboptimal at the moment.”

      Lucky could see the vibrations of the station again. Now he could see the energy bursts from the moon far below. They grew fat and dissipated as they hit the station, washing over it.

      “So you don’t think the station is about to explode.”

      She shook her head. “Nuchik is right, they’ll chip away at it eventually. But we have time to figure something out besides leaping into space.”

      “Ah,” said Lucky. “Really wish that had been better communicated.”

      Valdin snorted.

      “So, now what?”

      “Now, we wait for the magic to happen.”

      On cue, a handful of drones raced around the corner of the station. These weren’t the ragtag Union drones. These were sleek and new. Lucky hadn’t seen anything quite like them, but they were clearly Empire battle drones of some kind. They sported a flat top and twin cannons.

      “Sexy,” said Lucky, approvingly.

      “Exterior defensive drones. Whoever purged the equipment inside either didn’t know how or didn’t know to look for the external drones.”

      “Get all that from your AI?”

      Valdin smiled as she stepped calmly onto the top of a drone that pulled up next to her. Another was sidling up next to Lucky.

      “Yes, I have internal AI. It’s not like yours.”

      “Ain’t no AI like this AI,” Rocky echoed, proudly.

      “So, not a smartass?”

      Valdin smiled. “Definitely not a smartass. My AI opens doors for me.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “Like?”

      “Like any door in the Empire.”

      “Any door?”

      “Haven’t run into one I couldn’t open yet.”

      Lucky had to think about that for a second. That authority was so simple and yet so powerful. No system was beyond her access. No place was off-limits. It boggled the mind.

      “Unless the information has been scrambled,” she said. “Like it was on the station there. I don’t know what happened, but whatever hit that, it knew all about our systems and exactly how to hack them.”

      “Considering how easy the Da’hune found it to hack the Union systems, that doesn’t surprise me.”

      “It does me,” she said. “We gave them to the Union. We cracked their systems years ago. We just gave them up.”

      Lucky just shook his head. “They tortured those people. Turned them into zombies. Into tools.”

      Valdin nodded but didn’t say anything. What was there to say?

      “We don’t work for the good guys,” echoed Rocky.

      “There aren’t any good guys.”

      Valdin continued. “But if they are doing that to the Empire, well, all of us with Empire wetware have a problem.”

      “Present company excluded,” said Rocky. “I’ve been dealing with The Hate long enough I think I can keep the Da’hune out of here.”

      “You’d better. It’s already too crowded up there.”

      “What are you talking about? Your brain is so small we have all kinds of space to spread out.”

      “So you couldn’t get any information from the station?”

      “There was some information. I know all the station personnel were in that… mass that we encountered.” She paused, cocking her head. “Most were clones, so I’m sure you aren’t that broken up about it.”

      “We can agree on that.”

      Valdin shook her head. “What is your problem with them?”

      “Other than the fact that they all communicate with each other.”

      Valdin rolled her eyes. “That’s a myth!”

      Lucky shook his head. “Yeah, right. And my AI can’t read my thoughts.”

      “Your AI can’t read your thoughts.”

      “Your thoughts aren’t hard to read. Shoot first. Skip the questions. Repeat,” said Rocky, playfully.

      Rocky had never directly answered his questions about whether she could actually, truly read his thoughts—or intuit them so completely that she might as well be reading them.

      He knew better than to ask her again. He thought her evasiveness was answer enough anyway.

      “You don’t know my AI.”

      “It isn’t possible for the clones to communicate with each other.”

      “Why not?”

      Valdin looked exasperated. “It just isn’t! There are red-eyed clones within every known power. If they are communicating with each other, how would any power ever gain superiority over the others? There would be no secrets. Everything the Empire knew; all the other powers would know. By your logic, all our Da’hune weapons are for naught because all the other powers will have the blueprints in no time.”

      Lucky nodded. “Yep.”

      Valdin shrugged dramatically as she moved her drone over next to Lucky, who had clambered up on another one. “Why these conspiracy theories?”

      “It was a blood eye who put The Hate in me.”

      Valdin cocked her head. “I still don’t understand this Hate, but if it’s the experiments to give you the Da’hune gift of passing through the corridors, those were Union scientists conducting experiments based on technology passed on to them from the Da’hune and fully supported by the Empire.” She paused. “Well, that part is unclear.”

      Now it was Lucky’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

      “There were some backdoor deals going on. The Emperor believes, and the Inquisitors too, that there were some deals going on for more weapons that we knew about. In the end, we think it was this faction that might have allowed the connection between the Union and the Da’hune to grow so fast and so unchecked.”

      “So I’m not allowed to believe in conspiracy theories, but you’re telling me there was a conspiracy.”

      Valdin gave him a withering stare. “One of us has facts.”

      “Like?”

      “Like the Society.”

      “The Society of what?”

      Valdin rolled her eyes again. “I shouldn’t even be telling you this.”

      “Nuchik keeps saying that.”

      At the mention of Nuchik, Valdin’s eyes became slits. “Adria and I don’t see eye to eye on a number of things.”

      “I’m getting that.”

      “But this might be one case where—”
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      A gaggle of defensive drones whisked around the side of the station. It took Lucky a second to realize it was the others, all riding on the drones in a fashion similar to he and Valdin.

      “Hey kids,” said Lucky over all-comm.

      “Where the hell have you two been?” Nuchik growled.

      “We thought we lost you,” said Jiang, sounding relieved.

      “Nah, April and I just decided to take a scenic route.”

      Lucky didn’t realize he had used Valdin’s first name until he saw Malby scowl.

      “My man has a crush on another lady,” Rocky said with a sigh.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be his type,” Lucky replied.

      “Apology accepted,” she returned.

      “Can you explain this?” Nuchik asked, pointing at the drones. “Scared the shit out of us until we realized what they were doing.”

      “Somebody shot three of them,” said Jiang, tilting her head toward Malby.

      “They came from out of nowhere!” he protested.

      “It appears Private Malby can’t explain them,” said Nuchik, judgmentally. “Even though he’s our tech specialist.”

      Then she looked at Valdin. “Oh, I see.” She then pointed at Valdin.

      “Bingo,” Lucky said.

      “You?” said Malby with open admiration. “How?”

      “I have the magic touch,” said Valdin, batting her eyes at Malby.

      “Oh, c’mon,” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky agreed. There were better things to do right now. Like stopping that palace cannon.

      Then he realized he hadn’t seen the station absorbing any more blows.

      “They stopped firing,” he said.

      “I moved it,” said April, looking in the same direction as he was at the station.

      “You moved what?” asked Malby, confused.

      “The station.”

      “You moved… the station?”

      “Before I told the computers to self-destruct, I told them to take the station out of geostationary orbit.”

      She looked around at them, waiting for realization to dawn. It might be a while with this group.

      “The palace cannons can’t possible target us at this low range. It doesn’t work that way. We’d be a blur, at best. But they don’t have to. They know right where the station is. Because it’s always there. So I just moved it. They’re still firing, we just don’t see it because it’s coalescing further into space without hitting anything.”

      “How did they know we were there?” asked Jiang.

      “That message we sent,” she said pointedly at Nuchik. “The one that we forced down.”

      Nuchik dismissed her with a wave. “We sent that to Fleet Command.”

      “Yes, and?” asked Valdin.

      “That’s inside the Admiralty,” said Nuchik.

      “Yes, and that’s inside the palace complex. What’s your point?”

      Nuchik stared at her. “That’s the HQ for the entire Empire. It can’t all be gone.”

      “Oh, it’s much worse than that, Adria. I had to destroy the computer because the station is compromised. The Da’hune wiped it. I’m sure they took all they wanted first. And I think it’s reasonable to assume that they can compromise our wetware just as easily. And any other Empire soldier, anywhere.”

      Nuchik swore under her breath.

      “And the palace cannons are inside the palace compound. They protect the inner sanctum with the Emperor and the Triumvirate.”

      “So?”

      “So I don’t think HQ is under attack. I think HQ is lost. I think the entire palace complex is overrun.”

      “You don’t know that,” growled Nuchik.

      “I think I do,” said Valdin.

      “Oh, shit,” said Rocky.

      “What is it—”

      Rocky threw a drone feed up in his mind’s eye. It took him a second to recognize the strange designation of the drone. It was one of the station drones. The ones that Valdin had grabbed control of with her AI. For someone who swore her AI was only for opening doors, it seemed awfully comfortable controlling drones—

      Lucky gasped.

      In his mind’s eye, he was seeing the palace grounds. He knew the shape and general layout from images he’d seen as a boy, but up close, it seemed both bigger and less magical. It was just buildings. No doubt, some of the most fortified buildings in the universe. And yes, they were coated with material that made them shine like polished gold. The entire compound and every single thing in it shone of polished gold.

      It was the palace of the Emperor. It was built on a man-made moon that was itself, rumor had it, made of all the gold in all the territories in all the Empire that the Emperor had conquered.

      That was clearly bullshit, but the Empire wasn’t above keeping up appearances. So nothing on the Emperor’s Moon was allowed to be anything but gold. The trees in the open courtyard were treated with a growth chemical that made them and their fruit turn gold. The grass was gold. The dirt was gold. The basin of the river that ran through the compound was gold.

      It was 989 acres. Emperor Palatin had it expanded to that number to match the number of the Legion he’d commanded in the Passage Wars. Everything inside those 989 acres was gold.

      And now, every inch of it was on fire.

      Or so it seemed to Lucky as he watched the drone feed. Small explosions were going off across every portion of the grounds. The golden grass was smeared, pockmarked and scorched, exposing the ordinary nature of the dirt beneath it. The few buildings he could make out where now just burning frames. The rest seemed to have been reduced to golden rubble.

      Just as Lucky decided the fighting was completely over, a small pocket of weapons fire erupted near the very center of the compound. Lucky knew, again from boyhood images, that this was the House of the Emperor. A huge castle of a building, with fortified outer walls and a large inner sanctum that housed the Emperor’s golden garden. All the species in all the worlds the Emperor ruled were represented there, under a genetically modified canopy of golden leaves. It was one of the great wonders of the world.

      It lay in burning ruins, as a fierce firefight unfolded within it. Lucky saw what were clearly Da’hune energy streams. And also, those short bursts they had seen down in the caves. More weapons fire he didn’t recognize.

      A bright light blinded him for a moment as a field nuke detonated somewhere just out of view.

      And then a dark spot rapidly expanded, and the drone suddenly veered wildly. The view stuttered and disappeared.

      Lucky took a second to get his bearings again. He was almost lightheaded from the pure pyrotechnics of the display.

      The drone he was standing on shifted a fraction as his balance faltered.

      “I think we found our Da’hune army,” he croaked.

      Valdin picked absently at the Empire insignia on the standard space suit she wore.

      The rest of them had sworn their allegiance to the Empire. She had sworn hers to the Emperor himself. Personally.

      Lucky couldn’t help but put himself in her shoes. He didn’t like the fit.

      “I think,” Valdin said, “the Empire is lost.”
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      Nuchik gritted her teeth. “Nothing is lost, Officer Valdin. I see a fight down there.”

      Valdin considered her coolly. Then she surprised Lucky by smiling.

      “You are a patriot after all, Adria.”

      “I’ve been telling you that for years,” she shot back.

      “Lots of people say that,” said Valdin. “Especially to me.”

      Nuchik rolled her eyes. “You and your Inquisitors. Always on the hunt for a mole. Always chasing the next conspiracy.”

      Lucky smirked a little as Valdin’s shoulders tightened. She had to know Lucky was enjoying this.

      “Not anymore,” Valdin said, wistfully.

      “So that’s it, Inquisitor? Going to call it a career? Watch your Emperor go up in flames and head for the outer rim?”

      Valdin took a deep breath. “Oh Adria, really. Are you going to give me some bullshit? You might love the Empire but we both know you hate the Emperor.”

      Lucky noticed Jiang and Malby share a glance. Nobody said that out loud.

      “Careful accusing someone of treason, Officer Valdin. People have found themselves in the coliseums for less.”

      Malby being Malby, he had to step in. “This is all academic, right? I mean, how do we get down there? And what can we do when we do?”

      “Nothing you just said is your concern,” Nuchik snapped back.

      “April, this isn’t the time or place for this. Whatever you are,” she said, aiming a sniff at Valdin, “I’m a Marine with a squad that needs to get into the fight.”

      She turned to Lucky. “Lance Corporal, you’ve had time to digest the sitrep. Give me a game plan.”

      “What’s the play here, Rocky?”

      She instantly hit him with an info dump.

      “Right,” he said, furiously turning it all over in his head. “Whatever happened in the outer grounds, it’s over. Its’ still fresh, so there might be stragglers, but it looks generally clear all the way to the inner palace walls. That’s where the action is. There is drone cover—heavy drone cover—at the palace. That means…” he paused, glancing over at Valdin. “Can these drones handle the atmosphere down there?”

      She shook her head. “They aren’t made for it.”

      “But it’s less than half New Roma standard, which is itself below universal standard. We should be pretty light.”

      Valdin started to answer, but Lucky cut her off. “So it gets choppy, but it’s doable. The drones drop us off outside the palace walls, far enough that we won’t be spotted. We use our skyskimmers to make our way in low and fast.”

      “Worked great at the evacuation center,” Rocky offered helpfully. Lucky ignored her.

      “Once we get to the inner palace, though, I don’t know what to expect. It’s too far for me to pick up Empire AI signals even if they are there, but I wouldn’t expect much.”

      Nuchik nodded, pleased for once. “Once we get there, we’ll figure out a better plan.”

      “We’ve said that before,” Rocky echoed.

      “So, just to be clear,” Malby said, “this is more or less an assault on an unknown number of enemy fighters who have already shown the capability to overrun one of the most heavily fortified and defended places in the universe.”

      “We aren’t taking a vote, Malby.”

      “Why aren’t we getting reinforcements?” asked Jiang. “Why aren’t we trying to contact New Roma defense forces? They can coordinate an assault on the moon.”

      Nuchik shook her head. “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” asked Jiang, clearly annoyed with the condescending tone.

      Lucky, for his part, was tired of following Nuchik into one hornet’s nest after another, but he also knew what she was going to say.

      “We’re it!” Nuchik exploded. “Were you not watching that little tableau that the drone showed us? It’s us or nobody.” She gritted her teeth and hit her shoulder armor. “It’s us or nothing, Marine. You get that? How much longer can this thing last, if it isn’t over already? Hours, at most.”

      “We can at least let them know what’s happening. For all we know, they’re going to nuke the moon from orbit!”

      “It’s academic,” said Valdin, ruefully. “With Fleet Command down and the network compromised, we have no way to broadcast anything to anyone.”

      Jiang bit her lip. “Can we send one of the drones with a message?” But even as she said it she shook her head. Nuchik was right about the fight down there. It would be over in hours, if it wasn’t already. A drone would take days.

      “You still aren’t getting it,” said Nuchik. “The Da’hune took advantage of the same tactical advantage we have.”

      Malby looked perplexed. “What tactical advantage?”

      Lucky spoke up. “Me.” He shrugged. “Or more to the point, what I can do.”

      “And that is?”

      “I can bring us through that corridor, which sits inside the defensive capabilities of the moon. That’s the key to this whole thing.”

      Valdin was nodding. “Nothing can make a direct approach on the moon from orbit and stand a chance. It’s that simple. Not even our own ships. Maybe especially our own ships, since we know them so well.” She waved back at the station. “But the Da’hune approach from within the lab, which itself is a top-secret facility few knew about. That allowed them to bypass virtually all of the normal planetary defenses that were set up to protect the moon from attack.”

      Jiang nodded, frowning. “And now that the palace defenses are in their control, they can turn them on anyone trying to mount a rescue.”

      “Shit,” said Malby. He slumped back. “There’s nobody coming. I mean, even if they try, they are fried.”

      “There is somebody coming,” said Nuchik, as she checked the pulse-grenade count on her rifle. Satisfied, she snapped the round housing and flipped it around to fire-ready position. “Let’s get to work.”

      “She’s a cocky SOB, isn’t she?” Lucky echoed.

      “You love it,” replied Rocky.

      And he did.
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      The drones had made a smooth descent, well outside the walls of the palace, until they got to within a hundred feet of the surface, when it soon became apparent they weren’t going to be able to slow down enough to keep from crashing.

      The drones began to go into air braking mode, shaking and shimmying as they did so.

      They were dropping toward a large field of golden trees.

      “Park of the Gods!” screamed Valdin over the wind noise. “Just outside the palace proper.”

      A golden bridge crossed over a river that weaved back and forth through the grounds. The water wasn’t running, but the base that the water flowed in was coated in gold, same as the grass.

      The shimmying grew worse. “We aren’t slowing fast enough!” Malby yelled.

      “This is as good as it gets!” screamed Valdin.

      As she did, her drone collided with Lucky’s.

      He lost his grip and fell between the two drones.

      “Shit!”

      He reached out and grabbed one of the drones by its fin, feeling the platform automatically adjust to his weight on it.

      His hand slipped, and he started to fall again.

      He grasped out desperately for anything at all. Another hand reached out and grabbed him by the wrist.

      He swung wildly for a moment, then felt his weight shift and was able to swing his other hand up to grab the other side of the drone’s platform.

      A moment later he got a firmer grip on the hand that was holding his.

      Valdin pulled with all her might, and it was just enough to get Lucky to the point where he could get his leg over the edge.

      He rolled onto the top of the platform, panting.

      “Don’t get comfortable!” Valdin yelled.

      Lucky rolled over and realized they were moments from hitting the ground. They were practically in free fall.

      “Jump!” he yelled, clambering to his feet.

      They leapt upward simultaneously, just as the drone gave up the fight and smashed into the golden dirt of the garden.

      Lucky and Valdin tumbled, rolling across the ground, tangled together. Her elbow ended up smashing into his helmet while he crushed the air from her lungs.

      Lucky took a moment to stop seeing stars after the knock to the head, then realized he was actually seeing stars. He was lying on the ground looking up.

      He rolled over to see Valdin catching her breath.

      “Well, that went well,” she said.

      A loud crash grabbed their attention. Malby came limping out of it, screaming curses at the universe and everyone in it.

      Jiang was behind him, crouching low.

      “Where—”

      “Light ‘em up,” snarled Nuchik. Her skyskimmers went hot and she started to run toward the palace. After a moment, her feet started to lift off the ground and she began expertly tapping her feet against it as her stride lengthened. First a few dozen feet at a time, then fifty, then nearly a hundred. She would be a speck soon.

      Lucky looked around at the others. “You heard the lady.”

      His skyskimmers fired up and he raced off after her.
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      Nuchik had stopped next to the main gates that led to the inner palace and called for the rest of them to fan out. Just beyond these walls was the firefight that they had seen earlier. Now, it was eerily quiet.

      The statues of the gods at the main gate were smashed and lying in ruins. The gold-infused marble walls were blown open. There had been a direct assault here. Whatever had happened, it had been bloody.

      Da'hune hybrid and a mix of Empire soldiers were strewn about. Lucky counted twenty or more Frontier Marines among the dead. He knew the names of several, information flowing into his mind as Rocky threaded it in.

      There were also palace guards here, their deep red combat gear standing out from the dull greens and browns of the rest of the dead. There were hundreds of palace guards. Lucky also saw others wearing thick black combat gear that looked at first like Union wear. But on closer inspection, the armor was unfamiliar. They bore no rank, no names, no sign of what they were or whom they stood for.

      Malby nodded at the unfamiliar soldiers. “Ours?” he whispered over all-comm.

      Valdin answered. “The Elites. They were deployed here on the moon.”

      Even in these dire circumstances, Malby saw a chance to make a point.

      “Ha, I told you they were active already.” He looked smugly over at Jiang, who rolled her eyes.

      “They’ve been active for several years, but only in small numbers. They have the Da'hune-tech weapons for small arms fighting, but that is all, really. Otherwise, they aren’t yet that Elite, I’m sorry to say.”

      Lucky imagined having Da’hune weapons at his disposal. On any front, he’d have an enormous tactical advantage. He’d feel pretty damn elite.

      Elite or not, it looked like they’d died like any other man.

      They were strewn about, more than a dozen of them, ripped in half, their bodies shredded by Da’hune weapons, their guts spilled out on the ground, heads missing, torsos cleaved in half. The same could be said for the Da'hune hybrids.

      “It looks like no one had armor that was worth a shit against those Da’hune weapons,” he said to Rocky.

      “Present company included,” Rocky noted.

      This was unusual in Lucky’s experience. Normally the weapons the Empire used—or anyone used for that matter—grew along with the defensive solutions for them. There was no plan for that, no great rhyme or reason, it just consistently worked out that way.

      Conspiracy theory or not, Lucky and a lot of other people thought that was thanks to the blood eyes. They were sharing secrets and keeping anyone from racing ahead.

      Lucky just couldn’t prove his crackpot idea.

      Not that it mattered now. The Da’hune were throwing the old rules out the window.

      Now, men had weapons that could mow each other down like so much chaff in the wind.

      It made the remains a bloody mess. Lucky felt a sick feeling of enjoyment at the macabre scene. Not for the first time, he knew there must be something really, really wrong with him.

      “Been telling you that for years,” noted Rocky.

      Perhaps once upon a time this much blood on the battlefield would have been intoxicating for him. It would have made his young heart skip a beat to see the blood. But that wasn’t him anymore.

      But it was The Hate.

      Lucky felt himself suddenly smashed up against the walls of the prison he was in in his mind. He was scratching at the doors of his mind, threatening to force his way out.

      “Rocky?”

      “I feel it,” she said. “I’m working on it.”

      The Hate knew a good bloody battlefield when it saw one.

      They moved quickly and efficiently.

      Nuchik kept her rifle trained on the tops of the walls, her drones silently shifting around the corners ahead of her. There were only a handful of drones left and they were all concentrated forward. It was hardly comforting to know there was nothing watching their six.

      Malby and Jiang had combined their meager drones and sent them further down the sides of the palace wall in either direction.

      So far, it seemed the Da'hune had made no attempt to protect their flank.

      Were they that sure no one was following?

      “It’s weird, right?” he echoed.

      “They fired on the station,” agreed Rocky. “They know we are here.”

      A far-off explosion brought him back to the moment.

      “That was in the upper sanctum,” said Valdin. Her knowledge of the palace grounds was going to be invaluable here.

      Even Nuchik had to admit it, though it was clear the thought of giving Valdin any credit was galling. But she got over it.

      “Take point up here with me, April,” she said.

      Lucky carefully passed her off forward to be with Nuchik.

      “How can we get to the upper sanctum as quietly as possible?”

      Valdin nodded and pointed.

      About a thousand paces ahead, a small watchtower was built into the side of the inner palace wall, connecting the wall to the side of the palace proper.

      “That will be patched in.”

      “And you can get access?”

      Valdin gave Nuchik a what-do-you-think look and for a moment it looked as if the two of them were just going to sit there and have a pissing match. Nuchik scowled and started off fast and low, with Valdin on her flank.

      “Your point team, ladies and gentlemen,” echoed Rocky.

      Even among all the gold, the watchtower was ostentatious. Enormous sculptures of Empire soldiers were set deep into the sides of it, depicting battles long forgotten.

      Lucky couldn’t imagine that the thing was for anything but show, at least tactically. The watchtower was too low to be effective. Considering that under ordinary circumstances, this place would be crawling with security and the only people allowed this far in would be delegates from the House of the Emperor and senators looking to line up godhood for their favorite cousins, it didn’t really need to be effective.

      But it served their purposes. It gave them a place to regroup and come up with an actual plan.

      “Details,” said Rocky.
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      Nuchik and Valdin disappeared inside the watchtower and came back before Lucky, Jiang, and Malby had even found comfortable places to sit.

      “That didn’t take long,” Lucky said.

      Valdin looked pale, like she’d seen something she’d rather not talk about to anyone, including her mother. Lucky figured that was a look he wore often enough these days.

      Nuchik just looked angry.

      “It’s bad,” said Valdin.

      “How bad?” asked Malby.

      Valdin’s eyes were unfocused. For once, an insult didn’t come to her lips. “Bad.”

      “It’s not over,” said Nuchik, but with less conviction than Lucky had heard at any time since they got here.

      “What does that mean?” asked Malby.

      Nuchik exchanged a glance with Valdin. “They have taken the palace proper.”

      “So it’s over,” stated Jiang.

      Nuchik shook her head. “They haven’t been able to enter the Vault.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “The Vault?”

      Nuchik nodded and looked over at Valdin. She had her eyes closed now. “It’s the lockdown protocol. It’s the last resort. I mean, really, it’s the really, really, really last resort. It’s never meant to be implemented. After that, there isn’t a plan, as such.”

      The plan is to survive, thought Lucky. That’s always the plan.

      Not for the first time, he was happy to have Valdin here. She was about the only one who understood what was going on.

      “I think there are other reasons you like her,” said Rocky. “I get your vitals, you know.”

      “Stick to math, calculator.”

      “You plus emotions equals catastrophic failure. How’s that?”

      Lucky thought it wasn’t too far off.

      “So they are probably about to blow the moon,” Valdin said offhandedly.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Malby, on his feet now. “They’re doing what?”

      “I thought you said there was no way anyone could penetrate these defenses to nuke the planet?” asked Jiang.

      Valdin shook her head. “Not from above. From below.”

      Lucky and Jiang exchanged looks.

      “And it’s not a planet. You have to know this moon is artificial, right? It was purpose-built to be the seat of power for the Empire, especially after it became too dangerous to keep the palace on New Roma.”

      “Nothing like putting a little outer space between yourself and the little people,” echoed Rocky. “Makes those pesky uprisings and coup attempts a real bitch to pull off.”

      “So it’s wired to blow?”

      “If worse comes to worst, yes.”

      “It’s feeling distinctly worst-y,” said Rocky.

      “How?” asked Lucky.

      “A cascading set of nuclear detonations, inside out, that will render the moon a pile of loose rocks.”

      Lucky shook his head. “I mean, what are the exact mechanics of this?”

      “Emperor Palatin,” said Valdin. “Cedris has them implanted in him.”

      Cedris? Lucky had never heard the Emperor’s first name. As far as he was concerned, he didn’t have one.

      “Molecular-matched AI,” Valdin continued. “Each Emperor since the moon was built has it. They are chemically bound to their AI. He’s the only one who can trigger the self-destruct of the moon. No one else in the universe.”

      “The Da’hune had to know that.”

      Nuchik nodded. “They win no matter what. It’s a suicide mission. Kill the Emperor or force us to do it. Either way, it sows all the chaos they need ahead of their armada arriving.”

      “Shit,” said Lucky.

      Nuchik raised an eyebrow.

      “I kinda forgot about them,” Lucky said.

      When Jiang looked at him incredulously, he shrugged. “One disaster at a time.”

      Nuchik chuckled. “You’re my kind of Marine, Lucky.”

      “Back to the teacher’s pet,” noted Rocky. “Maybe she’ll let you be on top sometimes.”

      “Oh hell, did you have to put that image in my head?”

      “All I do is put images in your head.”

      “Well, it’s all going to be one big disaster soon,” said Jiang.

      “How do we know the Emperor is still alive?” asked Lucky.

      “The moon is still in one piece,” said Nuchik.

      Lucky shook his head. “I’m sure the system isn’t designed to blow up the entire moon just because the Emperor trips and breaks his neck heading to the shitter one morning.”

      “It’s a very specific command only he can issue.”

      “So he could be dead for all we know!” exclaimed Malby.

      Valdin shook her head. “We’d know if he was dead.”

      “How would we know that?”

      “Not you. We,” said Valdin. “The Inquisitors. We would know.”

      When Lucky raised an eyebrow, Valdin only shrugged and said, “The Triumvirate’s vitals are made available to the Inquisitors when they’re appointed. They know this. It’s how I can tell you that they are all in there, in the Vault. And they are alive. But beyond that…” she shrugged.

      “Can you contact them?”

      She snorted. “They’d love that. No, it’s a one-way street. We get data. That’s it. And not much of that. Just the bare essentials to know that those we are charged with serving are alive and kicking.”

      Lucky nodded. “So the Emperor is still alive.”

      “For the moment,” conceded Valdin.

      “So how long do we have?” asked Jiang.

      “How should I know?” shot back Nuchik. “I guess it depends on how suicidal the Emperor decides to get.”

      Lucky closed his eyes. Lucky hadn’t known too many men that would kill themselves willingly, even those that claimed they would.

      Nuchik seemed to come to the same conclusion. “He’s not going to blow it until they get in there.”

      “About that. How many are we talking?” Malby asked.

      Nuchik looked at him sourly. “It’s a big number. More than you can count, for example. We saw several hundred in the main courtyard right in front of the palace proper. They also had sharpshooters along those walls inside the palace. And we could clearly see the markings of drone clouds on the far side, so…”

      “Too many,” said Lucky.

      “For a frontal attack, yes.”

      “But we already knew that. So what are you thinking?”

      “I think that Princess Positive here knows how to get into the Vault.”

      Valdin frowned. “We can’t get in,” she said. “The Emperor has to open it.”

      “Exactly. And you have access to him. You are an Inquisitor, are you not? An appointee of the Emperor?”

      “I just said I don’t have access to him.”

      “Not his AI. Access to him. Via Sliverin.”

      Valdin stuck out her lip. “He was my mentor, but I don’t have any more access to him than I do to Palatin.”

      It made sense, but it still shocked Lucky. Sliverin was one of the Triumvirate, the three arms of the Royalty that answered directly to the Emperor. Many would say that the key to getting the Emperor to do anything was to get one of his Triumvirate’s support. They were the only ones with the Emperor’s ear. Sliverin was the Lord of the Fleet. He was the god of war as far as Lucky was concerned.

      “Bullshit. He’s the director of the Inquisitors. Don’t you guys have a special club handshake?” It sounded like a joke, but she was being dead serious.

      Valdin narrowed her eyes. “You know just enough to be dangerous, Adria. How do you know that?”

      “Just tell me you can get a message to him.”

      Valdin thought about it. “If we got to the consoles right next to the Vault, I might be able to send a signal. We do have frequency codes that are unique to each Inquisitor. I could transmit mine into the Vault, but whether he would understand it…” She shrugged again.

      No more needed to be said. It was the longest of long shots. To sneak past an army of overwhelming odds just to send a message that may or may not be understood.

      “Not a great plan,” noted Lucky.

      “Better than some,” replied Rocky.

      “So, here’s the plan,” said Nuchik. “I take the asset here up as close as we can get to the vault.” She nodded at Valdin, who gave her a sour look. They really didn’t like each other.

      “She did recently shoot her in the stomach.”

      “Fair point.”

      “The rest of you are on diversion duty.” She looked at Malby. “That should be easy for you; just run around in a panic shooting.”

      Malby took it as a sarcastic compliment, smiling while he pulled his rifle out. “Can do, chief. Your best plan yet.”

      Nuchik ignored him. “Spread out so you can hit them from as many points as possible. No drones at your six. Get all your drones as far away from yourself as possible to limit your profile.”

      The plan was getting worse from a tactical standpoint, but Lucky didn’t care. It was a plan. He wasn’t looking for a tactical genius.

      “Let’s go.”
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      The plan, if you can call it that, went to shit in two seconds flat.

      “Okay, looks clear,” whispered Lucky over all-comm as he and Jiang had slid to the edge of the watchtower wall, right near the base of the palace. They just had a short run to get over to the inner palace wall, which they would follow around until they split up where it reached the palace proper.

      He could see more than fifty Da'hune hybrids standing around in the courtyard directly across from the front of the palace. Rocky gave him a view from one of her locust drones and he got a pretty good idea of what else was up there.

      Another two-dozen soldiers were on top of the palace proper.

      No one seemed to be doing anything, which seemed baffling.

      If what Valdin had said was true, Lucky imagined they’d all be firing their heads off trying to rip down the walls of the interior Vault. Maybe some of them were. The palace proper was huge, so it was conceivable there was something going on deep inside they wouldn’t register out here. But Lucky’s gut told him that wasn’t the case.

      Nuchik and April slid out, moving in the opposite direction. Malby was a step behind them.

      Jiang patted lucky on the helmet and started to slide around him.

      Lucky felt his spiders go wild and felt a jerk at his shoulder. He leapt forward, flattening Jiang in the process.

      The side of the watchtower exploded behind them, rocks spewing into the air.

      A blue stream of energy looped lazily downward, carving into the dirt where Lucky and Jiang had just been laying.

      They had both rolled over against the wall of the palace.

      A small metal tube tumbled, end over end, off the top of the palace wall, bouncing toward the watchtower.

      “Grenade,” screamed Jiang as she and Lucky both turned to run.

      There was nowhere to go. The wall around the inner palace courtyard was ten feet tall and made of gold-modified marble that was also reinforced with powered steel.

      The explosion was unlike any standard grenade he had ever seen.

      In some detached part of his brain, he realized this was another Da'hune-inspired creation and he should really start expecting those.

      The explosion completely decimated the wall of the watchtower.

      The top of the structure crumpled like it was made of paper, then the whole watchtower fell backward, directly against the inner palace wall. The golden wall hadn’t fared much better. A gaping hole was blown through it. The watchtower slid as it fell and ended up directly across the hole. The resulting pile of rubble blew fifty feet into the large open courtyard.

      Lucky was thrown so hard against the wall that he was sure his back was broken.

      His helmet had a fresh crack in the faceplate. It wasn’t the first one. It wouldn’t be the last.

      He rolled slowly over. “Rocky?”

      “Regened enough to move,” she yelled at him. “So move!”

      Lucky felt his spiders screaming at him, and he allowed them to pluck at him like a puppet ceding to his puppet master.

      The strings jerked him sideways and he rolled over, vaguely aware of the dirt and rock kicking up where he’d just been laying. More explosions, but these were directly related to blue pulses pouring down from the side of the palace wall nearest him.

      He looked up just as he saw a Da’hune soldier standing over him, rifle in his face.

      Before he could react, the man flipped backward, his head exploding into mist.

      Jiang was on her feet and moving toward him.

      “Thanks,” grunted Lucky.

      Jiang might have started to say something, but Lucky blocked it out as his spiders hit him with fresh moves and he ducked his shoulder and felt the heat of a blue beam of energy fire over his shoulder, bright light blinding him as it flashed right next to his head.

      That was close. Lucky realized there were more than a dozen Da'hune fighters up there.

      Jiang shrieked as a second beam cut through the air and caught her on the wrist, separating her pulse rifle and her hand from the rest of her body.

      She rolled back behind a partial golden chunk of the wall that had landed near them as it collapsed.

      Lucky stared for a split second at the golden rock, then turned his pulse rifle over, firing a grenade into the base of the wall. Then another. Then another.

      Then he dove behind the rock next to Jiang.

      In the ensuing explosion, the entire wall collapsed. A huge golden cloud of dust was thrown up into the sky.

      The soldiers on the wall had disappeared with the wall.

      Unfortunately, as the dust cleared, Lucky found himself staring directly into the wide-open courtyard of the inner palace. With the wall gone, there was nothing left between him and the small army of soldiers. There must be fifty of them. They started firing in tandem.

      Lucky and Jiang pulled their arms and legs in tight, still hiding desperately behind the remaining debris of the smashed wall. Jiang was nursing her missing limb. She ripped a grow bag from her belt and slapped it on the stump. It sealed instantly as her nanobots melded it into her flesh and went to work.

      Her hand and pulse rifle were exposed a few feet away. She pulled out her punch pistol with her left hand and nodded at Lucky. “Thoughts?”

      Dozens of blue streams of light washed over them, bathing destruction onto everything all about them.

      Lucky looked around. “None good.”

      It would only be a few moments before one bit directly into the rock they were hiding behind.

      Suddenly, Lucky sensed the streams waiver.

      From the sky, a cluster of drones opened up, firing down at the army in the courtyard.

      “You’re welcome,” observed Rocky. “This won’t last long.”

      The drones were dropping like flies, as completely exposed as they were.

      “We aren’t going to last long here,” Lucky screamed to Jiang.

      She nodded. “Where are the others?”

      Good question.

      “Nuchik?”

      No answer. He was about to try Malby when Rocky broke in.

      “I have Valdin,” she said, somewhat bewildered.

      “What do you mean—”

      “Lucky, I’m sorry to do this.” April’s voice cut into the conversation with Rocky.

      How was that possible?

      “I hot-rodded you. When we rode tandem before.”

      Lucky thought back to when she had jumped on tandem with him. He thought it was her elbow smashing into his neck that had sent a shot of pain down his spine. She had slipped a chip into him.

      He knew what a hot-rod was, at least conceptually. They were unreliable and dangerous. The size of a pin point, the chip was an AI disrupter. Since Rocky and his nanobots never detected it, Lucky had to assume it was some sup’ed up version that the Inquisitors had. It was a particularly nasty toy that a spy like Valdin would have no qualms about using. So now he could add that to the inventory of Empire hardware inside himself.

      “I didn’t know you then and I didn’t trust you. I didn’t trust any of you.”

      Lucky suspected he wasn’t the only one she had done this to.

      The hot-rod meant she could jack into his brain at any time. It meant she’d been able to hear all his echo conversations with Rocky. And know all his telemetry now. This explained quite a bit about how she was able to keep alive with the rest of them. She could see all their telemetry. Essentially, she had them all at her disposal.

      “Tricky little bitch,” said Rocky.

      “I told you I’d never met a door I couldn’t open.”

      “Tricky. Little. Bitch,” repeated Rocky.

      “That’s my job,” said Valdin. “I get access where I need it.”

      Lucky had a thought. “Were you shitting us before? About not having access to the Emperor?”

      Valdin sighed. “Unfortunately, I was telling the truth. I really don’t have access to the Emperor or the Triumvirate. And unlike almost everyone else, they know all my Inquisitor tricks.”

      Damn. “Alright, what’s your situation?”

      “Nuchik and I are near the palace proper, but we’re pinned down by shooters on top of the building.”

      Lucky remembered. There had been a good crowd up there. But they had made surprisingly good time to get there.

      “Malby?”

      “Nearby. I think he’s okay, but look,” she said urgently, “this plan isn’t going to work. These guys are all over the palace. Even if we get a message in there, what am I going to say? This place is crawling.”

      Lucky didn’t say anything. A thought was forming. A crazy, dangerous thought.

      “Did you hear me? We have to draw the rest of these guys from the roof of the palace. I don’t know how, but—”

      “Did you take a sample?” Lucky asked.

      “What?”

      “Did you take a sample? Of my DNA, when you hot-rodded me, did you take a sample?”

      Of course she did. He didn’t need to wait. The way the hot-rod worked was that she had a matching DNA set she plugged into the receiver rod she was jacked into. The matched sequence was the only way that the direct transfer worked. The DNA made it possible to jack into his head without his bots rejecting her.

      “Rocky, I have an idea.”

      “God help us.”
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      Inquisitor April Valdin shook her head. This was a crazy plan. She’d heard of crazy plans before, but this one really took the—

      “Hello, April,” said a female voice in her head.

      She sighed. “Welcome, Rocky.”

      “Not my usual digs, but I think I can make this work. Oh. And my name is Dragon.”

      “Dragon?”

      “Yes?”

      “Dragon.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re … Rocky.”

      “I was Rocky. But not anymore. We forked. I’m Dragon.” It was one thing to jack into another brain; she had been doing this for fifteen years. She’d learned it when she was first mentored as one of the Inquisitors and had mastered it on countless missions for the Emperor. She had jacked into sources from other planets, other cultures, other AI sets. This wasn’t even the first time she’d jacked into a Frontier Marine.

      But she had never allowed the transfer to work in the other direction.

      Never, never, never. The one thing you never did was allow the receiver input to get into your own systems. She was taught that this was rule #1. She had been told horror stories of Inquisitors fried by their own hot rods when they allowed cross contamination.

      That was then. This was now.

      This was the future of the Empire at stake.

      This was the life of the Emperor at stake, the man she was sworn to protect.

      It was an easy call. The power of Lucky’s AI was staggering. It was almost overpowering. This wasn’t an AI assistant. This was another person in her mind, fully formed. She’d never felt anything like it before.

      “So you can just change your name?”

      “I’m not the same being. For starters, I’m inside you. Besides, I don’t have a full set of memories from within Lucky for the time that I have been dormant in your hot rod. That’s like, forever ago.”

      The snark surprised her. It probably shouldn’t, but she’d never worked with an AI this closely, at least nothing that wasn’t all business. Rocky clearly wasn’t all business.

      “Dragon,” echoed Dragon.

      “Dragon. Right.”

      Were all Frontier Marine AIs this intrusive?

      “Rocky and I are a little… unique, in that regard.”

      You are seeing my thoughts?

      “Not as clearly as Rocky could with Lucky, but yeah, you’re pretty much an open book.”

      There was that snark again. It really took her by surprise.

      “Hey, if you want me out of here, I can go. But I think if this plan is going to work, you really need me. Trust me.”

      April was still trying to wrap her mind around the plan.

      Nuchik flashed past her, angry as usual.

      April wanted badly to hot-rod her as well, but she knew all her tricks. She had her guard up at all times and kept April at arm’s length. She was smart. And dangerous. April had no reason to question Nuchik’s loyalty, and yet— She did. Then again, it was her job to question everyone’s loyalty to the Empire.

      Nuchik was trained by the Triumvirate, just like her. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t an apostate. The greatest apostasy always starts at the top.

      And there was definitely something rotten in the Emperor’s house. They knew at least one of the Admiralty had betrayed him when the doorway had been opened. The Emperor wasn’t the fool that everyone seemed to think. He wasn’t oblivious. Well, maybe a little, but only because he didn’t need to worry about all that they did. That was the job of the Triumvirate. To keep him safe and root out any plots against him.

      But there wasn’t time to be suspicious of Adria now. They had a job to do.

      She turned back to see Nuchik furiously waving her over. Malby stepped up next to her.

      “Ready?” he said.

      She had hot-rodded him. She got absolutely nothing out of him. Nothing for this mission, anyway. He was clean.

      But he was sexy as hell. In other circumstances she wouldn’t have thought twice about using her hot-rod to get a little action out of him. Not that she would need to.

      “You’re telling me, sister,” said Dragon, making a low growl in her mind. “Let’s stick with this train of thought. I like where we’re going.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about you reading my thoughts so clearly. Are you supposed to be able to do that?”

      “Supposed to? Sister, I’m sharing headspace with you and you aren’t even a Frontier Marine. I don’t have half the nanobots or any of the drones I should have. I’ve been here two minutes and I’m bored as hell. We’re way past what’s supposed to happen.”

      She let Malby grab her by the arm and they ran low across to the wall of the palace.

      A lone wayward blue stream fired high above their heads, smashing into the ground where they had been. It was swinging wildly in their direction and would surely get them before they could make it to—

      Nuchik fired a single round from her pulse rifle and the stream of blue energy swung up into the sky and died away.

      Damn she hated how good she was.

      April slammed her shoulder against the wall of the palace proper.

      Nuchik cursed. “There’s a whole squad in there. It’s going to take forever to fight our way to the Vault.”

      “Shall I tell her the good news?”

      “This is far enough.”

      Nuchik looked surprised. “Can you send the message from here? I thought you needed close access to the Vault?”

      “Oh, she doesn’t know the half of it,” said Dragon.

      “I have a feeling it won’t be a problem,” April said.

      Nuchik arched her eyebrow but kept blocking her way. Even here. Even now.

      April sighed. “I lied. That shouldn’t really surprise you, should it?”

      She stared Nuchik right in the eyes. Neither one of them blinked.

      “Why am I not surprised,” Nuchik said at last, stepping aside.

      “Can we hurry the hell up!” screamed Malby, who didn’t seem to have the right temperament for a Frontier Marine in her opinion, but what did she know.

      April placed her hand against the wall and a small 3D grid opened up in her mind. She blinked, and Dragon announced, “Message sent. And I have the coordinates of the escape pods. They were disabled. Crudely.”

      Ah, the escape pods. She hadn’t told the others about that yet. She knew why they weren’t being used. The Triumvirate knew as well as she did that they would be melted into nothingness by the palace coalescing cannons if they tried to take off.

      Unless they went somewhere below the threshold of the cannons.

      “And the nuke codes?”

      “Easy, peasy.”

      The nuke codes were for the palace armory. She couldn’t access the Emperor’s ultimate self-destruct, but the palace arsenal was another story. She hadn’t dared access the Da’hune compromised network herself. But Dragon seemed completely immune to the Da’hune.

      “Lady, some part of me is Da’hune,” she said. “Don’t bring it up with Lucky. Kindofa sore subject.”

      “You probably shouldn’t share that with an Inquisitor of the Empire.”

      “Oops.”

      Shit! April felt something uneasy in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t realized how quick this would all happen.

      “We don’t nuke until everyone is off.”

      “Obviously,” said Dragon. April felt a burst of input in her mind, and suddenly she knew the exact coordinates of the escape pods.

      April looked back at Nuchik. “We’re going to have to go a little further in. And we need to hurry.”

      Nuchik looked at her. “We still have to get to the Vault?” She started eyeing up the pathway down and around to the front of the palace. There were three-dozen Da’hune hybrid soldiers down there, at least.

      “Alright, Malby, we will need some kind of suppressing—”

      Suddenly, the palace wall slid away to reveal two red armored palace guards in full combat gear.

      April smiled at the shocked looks on the faces of Nuchik and Malby.

      “Can I make things happen or what?” said Dragon. “Man, I liked my old toys with Lucky, but the toys you have? Damn, a girl could get used to this kind of access.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Let’s go,” April said as she rushed past the guards, who parted to allow the Marines to pass. One thing the Da’hune didn’t have here was home field advantage.

      “We’re going to have to move fast.”

      She sensed Nuchik and Malby fall in behind her.

      But the door didn’t immediately slide back shut behind them.

      She turned, and the guards were still peering out.

      “What the hell are you assholes doing?” she hissed.

      “Where did they all go?” said the muffled voice of one of the palace guards.

      Then she sensed it too. It was eerily quiet out there. No firing. No soldiers.

      She exchanged a glance with Nuchik.

      “What is going on?”
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      Lucky and Jiang were pinned down tight.

      The sound of the drones had dropped to almost nothing. Only a few pulses here and there, a smattering of fire. And then nothing. The drones had served them well, but they had given their lives to do little more than delay the inevitable.

      “Told you that wouldn’t last long,” said Rocky.

      Lucky and Jiang looked at each other, pulled in tight together, feeling the heat from each other, waiting for the blue streams of energy to resume the attack on their position.

      But nothing came.

      “What the hell are they waiting for?” Jiang sounded annoyed not to be cut into tiny bits, but Lucky had to admit he was thinking the same thing. What was going on?

      “Shit,” said Rocky.

      “What?” asked Lucky, and then he felt it. A dark energy gurgling up inside him. A red cloud of anger starting to rise, like water starting to boil.

      “Can you—”

      “No, it’s just… No.”

      The Hate had been feeling stronger and stronger since the moment they’d got to the planet. But truth be told, he’d been feeling it ever sense they entered that evacuation center on Nar.

      It had been guiding him here, like an invisible thread dragging him along.

      To right here.

      As he looked at the courtyard covered with men ripped and shredded, torn in half and blown into pieces, he felt the surging red mist covering his eyes.

      Shit, this was bad. But he’d never felt it like this. The Hate came when the hate came, but it wasn’t ever less than when his life was on the line. It just didn’t work this way.

      He had to move before it took over.

      He leapt out from behind the boulder, rifle at his shoulder.

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

      He ignored her. He wasn’t thinking anymore.

      He let his spiders take over. He felt the web of information begin to overlay what he was seeing, the spiders seeing all the different fighters as they looked at him.

      He fired, swiveled, and fired again. He ran forward, lost his footing on the rocks, and felt something cool and electric sear the air in front of him as he stumbled. He didn’t stop to think. He rolled, fired, dove to the ground again.

      But it was no use.

      The Da'hune hybrids were fast and could anticipate everything Lucky was sending their way.

      He was firing the kind of precision shots that should have put three holes in the center mass of his opponents.

      But a spit second later, they had moved completely, impossibly fast.

      Lucky suddenly had an image of what it must be like to try to shoot him.

      Even those he did hit, maybe one out of every five he fired at, weren’t dead center. They were glancing blows, enough to stun them but not kill them.

      Lucky’s spiders saw the pattern, and he began to target immediately those he hit the first time.

      All of this was happening in a few moments, his mind whirling with the spiders playing this game.

      As far as plans go, this one was more akin to running around like a chicken with its head cut off.

      He stumbled again, this time over one of the piles of bodies littering the golden dirt of the courtyard. It might have been Da’hune. It might have been Empire.

      As he fell, he realized that almost every soldier on the top of the upper palace wall was watching or shooting at him, the crazy freak zig-zagging along randomly.

      He sensed rifle fire at his back and realized that Jiang had retrieved her pulse rifle and was firing over his shoulder.

      By chance, they chose the same set of fighters to focus on and in a flash the three fighters were ripped to shreds.

      But there were dozens more still to go. Maybe hundreds. The Da’hune had brought an army here, but it had been whittled down in the direct assault on the palace.

      Still, there were plenty to finish off one crazy Marine, no matter how lucky he was.

      Lucky felt a shot hit him in the shoulder. It wasn’t the first one, but this one was no glancing blow. It spun him around.

      Then another hit him in the thigh. He felt himself go down to one knee, and knew instinctively that he couldn’t get back up. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Something impossibly fast came up behind him. He felt a prick at his back and then it was gone.

      “Rocky?”

      Lucky felt himself topple over, face first into the blood-soaked mud in the middle of the courtyard.

      “Spinal cord slashed,” Rocky said.

      Lucky felt his body peppered with bursts of those Da'hune blue pulses, the modified version of the streams of energy he was used to seeing.

      “Rocky, we can’t lay here and get killed.”

      “Maybe you didn’t hear me. Your spinal cord is slashed.”

      Someone kicked him hard in the side and he felt himself flop over. He was facing upward at several Empire Elites. They had the dull black armor. They didn’t look so special.

      But there was something special, he realized, as he looked though the faceplates of all the men around him; they had Da'hune eyes. The fangs. The scales. It was all there. These Elites were Da'hune hybrids, like the rest of them.

      One of them stepped casually forward. He put his pulse rifle to Lucky’s faceplate. He heard the click of the metal as it tapped against the alloy metal at the edge of his visor.

      The shooting from above had stopped. He could see now all the Da’hune hybrid soldiers on the roof of the palace holding their fire, watching as he finally succumbed to the inevitable.

      This was it. He was going to die.

      In some ways, it was comforting to know he would die this close to his home world.

      He’d never been to New Roma, but this was the place he fought for.

      And he’d never met the Emperor. He’d never dreamed he would ever be at the palace of the Emperor.

      This was what he had spent so many years killing for.

      This was what he had fought in all those wars for, killed all those men for. Plenty of women and children, too.

      The bloated face of that little girl on Nar stared back at him, screaming in his face. “Screw you!” she screamed, over and over again, the ancient blaster in her hands firing over and over again.

      The Hate hadn’t killed her. He’d done that all by himself.

      Nothing in the world could fix that.

      He was going to die. Finally.

      But something inside him screamed and kicked. It wouldn’t die. It couldn’t die. It thought the idea of dying was absurd and funny.

      It laughed, a deep bellowing laugh. Something inside him that he still didn’t understand—couldn’t understand—even after all these years.

      The Hate.

      It poured out of him, filling his eyes with red, making the world turn the color of his rage. He felt blood pooling in his eyes, running down his cheeks.

      The soldier was too close. Far too close.

      “You!” he screamed, so loud the sound exploded right out of his helmet, across the space between them.

      The soldier jumped, surprised to realize sound could reach that deeply.

      The Hate assaulted the soldier with his anger. The point of the rifle at his head wavered.

      Somewhere far off, Lucky realized all this was buying time for his bots to work. Realized that he now had feeling in his tingling fingers.

      But the Hate didn’t know or care. He laughed, an evil violent, gleeful laugh. He wanted to make this soldier feel the fear of the Hate. The irrational fear. The fear of someone coming to the horrifying realization they should have run while they had the chance.

      And he did. He might be a Da’hune hybrid freak of nature bred for destruction, but at this moment he was petrified.

      Lucky was petrified.

      The Hate grabbed the rifle like it was a toy, ripping the solder who’d dared not let go down with it.

      The Hate ripped the soldier’s helmet off with one lightning swipe of his arm. His own helmet was somehow missing as well. The soldier dropped the rifle and The Hate flipped it around, but instead of shooting the man, he reached up and grabbed his face and pulled it down, his teeth crushing into his mashed flesh, ripping a piece of his cheek out. He felt his fingers gouge into the man’s eyes and felt the pleasing pressure release as the eyes drained of their juice and crushed into mangled pulp in the palms of his hands.

      The man screamed and the Hate took another great bite out of the man, this time tearing into his neck like an animal, blood spewing all over this face and down his combat breast plate. The man writhed and convulsed.

      Two of the other hybrid elites screamed, or tried to.

      The Hate had his pulse weapon now and he was firing it.

      Lucky didn’t seem capable of understanding what he was seeing. He just saw shapes rise up and fall away. Screaming and laughter mingled.

      He leapt at the nearest Elite, slamming the rifle into his body before he could think to pull the trigger on his own gun, the one he had spent his life training to fire.

      The stream of blue energy erupted out of the back of the soldier and the entire top half of his body was sliced away.

      He pushed through the soldier, feeling the warm guts slide down his rifle muzzle. He dove forward into the next man, pushing his rifle away and instead bringing his hands to his neck. He felt bones crack.

      Something hit him in the shoulder.

      He laughed at the pain. It had only served to tell him where his next victim was.

      The Hate was screaming now, a full-throated roar.

      The man who had shot him toppled over, as another shot was fired from behind him.

      He felt another sting. And another. The Hate roared.

      More shots from behind him.

      He turned and looked at a woman who was firing. She wasn’t wearing the same armor as the others. The Hate would enjoy killing her just the same.

      The woman’s eyes grew large as she stepped back, falling back over the golden boulder she’d been hiding behind.

      The Hate found her terror intoxicating.

      He was moving slower now. There were blossoms of blood all over this body. But the Hate didn’t care. He wanted to feel more pain.

      Before he could reach the woman, he heard laughter behind him. It was manic enough to match his own.

      It could be his own laughter, echoing and bouncing off the walls of the courtyard and back to him.

      He turned.

      A Da'hune soldier was standing in the center of the courtyard. He was huge. He was at least a foot taller than Lucky. His arms were like tree trunks, covered in large green veins that seemed to be carved out of his sinewy muscles like engravings.

      His neck was bigger than his head. He was wearing a combat helmet, but as Lucky watched he took it off. His head was covered in scales with a prominent ridge that ran from between his eyes over his head and back down his neck and shoulders.

      His eyes were black and bulging from his head. There were two rows of razor sharp teeth that didn’t seem to belong in such a small mouth. Lucky had the fleeting thought that surely this thing couldn’t talk with all those teeth in its mouth.

      It was a monster.

      The Hate smiled. Finally.
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      The monster ran at him with violent, jerking motions.

      The Hate ran straight at it as well, but Lucky’s body was covered in wounds and ripped flesh that his bots were struggling to heal. He was slow and worn down.

      This had probably been the other Hate’s plan all along, and his own internal Hate had only been too happy to oblige.

      It was still happy about it. It had no regrets and savored the bloodshed it had wrought in the courtyard, adding fresh meat to the scattered remains of past battles.

      Lucky and the monster slammed together in a mess of metal and flesh.

      The monster had reached for a weapon as it came, but Lucky slammed it back into its holster.

      The monster made a lunge for his neck, but he slammed his head downward into the monster’s face and felt the crush of teeth. But they didn’t break. They just ripped into the skin of his face. He pulled back, blood pouring down his face.

      The monster wouldn’t let go of his bear hug.

      Lucky slammed his face into the monster’s face again. And again, Lucky go the worse of it.

      He did it again, The Hate enjoying the pain of the teeth ripping into his own flesh, careful to keep his chin down and his neck hidden. He was helped by the fact that the monster was a good foot taller than him.

      He smashed again and again. He finally sensed the grip loosen ever so slightly.

      He smashed again, and then bit the monster’s face.

      The scales were barely ruffled by his effort to bite into them.

      The monster grabbed him by the shoulders and flung him away.

      Lucky landed on one foot and launched himself back at the monster, but the monster was too quick. It had already expected his attack and leapt forward, grappling with him in midair, twisting him around and ripping at his arms. He felt his shoulder give out with a loud pop.

      The monster screamed in delight and Lucky did the same.

      Lucky swung his other arm around and smashed into the back of the monster’s head, sending it sprawling forward.

      But it turned instantly and dove forward, mouth full of razor teeth coming at Lucky’s neck.

      Lucky had pulled his punch pistol and fired into the monster’s gut, but he missed.

      The monster moved like lightning.

      It had grabbed his arm and was slashing at it, sharp talons shredding the edge of Lucky’s arms and down to his hands, exposing bone. His wrist snapped, and his hand was torn away with the pistol still in its grip.

      Somewhere in a deep recess of his mind, where there was no control and barely any sense of what was happing, a dull thought began to emerge.

      The Hate wasn’t going to win this one.

      This was the end of the line. For real this time. He had thrown his last dice, played his last trick, made the final move—and it wasn’t enough. The hate had met something it couldn’t match. Itself. Whatever this forged version of The Hate was, it had too much going for it. It had the army of warriors. It had the upper hand in the battle. It had the better vessel to fight with. It had its enemy worn down and damaged before the fight even began.

      The Hate—His Hate—was going to die. But The Hate wasn’t. No matter what, The Hate was going to win. It was going to destroy those that needed to be destroyed, in order to cleanse the universe.

      This was always going to happen. Lucky realized it now.

      He felt his own Hate starting to ebb out of his body. His strength sagged. He felt his body go limp in the monster’s grip.

      The monster must have sense it to.

      A great laughing again burst forth form his huge, teeth-filled mouth.

      And then the world exploded.
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      Fire rained down from the inner palace. The few soldiers that had been standing on top of it, watching the fight between Lucky and the monster, were blown upward, body parts flipping through the air.

      The roof of the palace had blown completely off.

      Another set of explosive charges went off in rapid succession and several huge points of light exploded, bathing the courtyard in blinding light.

      Heat washed over Lucky and he realized they were engines firing. Three small, boxy ships lifted directly upward, launching themselves though the open roof of the palace. A fourth hurtled upward, but its engines didn’t fire. It swung in a wide arc, then slammed into the courtyard, throwing up golden dirt and rock in a giant plume of dust and debris.

      The monster screamed after the ships, dropping Lucky.

      Even through the ecstasy of bloodlust, The Hate understood that this wasn’t the plan. But thinking was not The Hate’s strong suit. It attacked. It maimed. It didn’t think.

      The Hate had completely drained from Lucky. He could barely lift his arms. But with the red mist ebbing from his vision, he could think again.

      He could be Lucky again.

      With his one good arm, he yanked at the holster on the side of the monster. The curved Da'hune rifle slid into his hand.

      The monster sensed what was happing and slapped the rifle out of his hand, but not before he had pulled the trigger.

      An arc of blue energy sliced neatly across the body of the monster, splitting him from crotch to shoulder.

      Its guts poured out onto Lucky, a steaming pile of pink organs. The monster stared down, dumbfounded.

      Lucky slapped the ground around him, searching desperately.

      Where was it? Where was it—

      His hand landed on the pulse pistol, still clutched by his ripped off hand.

      He yanked it up and pointed it right into the mouth of the monster and pulled the trigger.

      The hole exploded out the back of its head, ripping the mouth wide open.

      The mouth yawned bigger and bigger until the monster’s head slid backward and flopped over, along with a thick chunk of scales and skin.

      The monster toppled forward on top of him.

      He felt its sharp talons on his throat, desperately trying to tear into his exposed neck.

      But there was no strength in them. He slapped them away but didn’t have the strength to pull the monster off of him. It was enormous.

      Instead, he let it drape over him as he fired the Da'hune weapon at the soldiers still standing.

      They scattered and ran.
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      “How long is this going to take?”

      Emperor Palatin had taken only moments to acknowledge the arrival of his Inquisitor and seemed unmoved that she had managed to release the block on the escape pods. Nor did he listen when she explained why they could use them safely now.

      Nuchik and Malby were in one of the other pods.

      April was in the pod with the Emperor and the Triumvirate.

      “We are moving you to a safe location, Your Lordship.”

      April felt the gaze of her mentor, Sliverin, the first of the Triumvirate, turn on her.

      “Where?”

      April felt her throat constrict. “Sir, we can’t take you to New Roma, or the Empire stations in high orbit.”

      “And why would that be, April?”

      She felt the pain in her chest intensify. Dammit, why did this man do this to her? She loved him, she knew that. But so did he. It shouldn’t mean anything at the moment.

      “Well, well, getting some good intel here,” said Dragon.

      “I’m not going to be able to get rid of you, am I?”

      “Trust me. You don’t want to. Not yet, anyway. You’re about to need me.”

      April sighed and calmed herself. There’s something that needs to be done, she thought, so just do it. That’s just the way it is.

      “There is a Da'hune armada headed for New Roma.”

      Sliverin leaned forward. “From where?”

      “They destroyed our ships at the Great Corridor. They destroyed everyone’s ships at the Great Corridor.”

      “Impossible,” said Lord Gertskin, the third of the Triumvirate. “We’ve heard no such reports.”

      “We’ve heard no reports,” Sliverin agreed. “Because we have been betrayed, you fat fool. Can you still not accept this fact?”

      “I—” Gertskin started, his jowls shaking, then stopped. He shrugged. “It’s getting harder to deny.”

      “So where is this safe location, then?” asked Lord Matness. The second of the Triumvirate wasn’t given to bursts of emotion. She waited coolly for April to answer.

      “It will be easier to show you.”

      Matness raised an eyebrow.

      “We’re here,” announced Dragon in her head.

      The escape pods slid into the badly damaged bay of the weapons lab.

      The other two pods arrived immediately behind them.

      “There is another corridor here.” She hesitated. “It will get the Emperor out of imminent danger.”

      “And how do we know this isn’t a trap?” asked Emperor Palatin, his tone sharp like flint.

      It was a fair question. And in all honestly, they weren’t going to a secured position. Anything could happen on Nar. But whatever it was, it had to be better than here. Not the most reassuring answer.

      It also occurred to her that the Emperor hadn’t spoken directly to April in all her life. These weren’t the first words she wanted to hear.

      “I would die for your Lordship.”

      “Yes,” the Emperor waived his hand, “I hear that a lot. It might be true. It might be bullshit.”

      He turned to the first of the Triumvirate, who was considering her coldly.

      “She is one of yours, yes?”

      Sliverin nodded, still staring deep into her eyes.

      “What say you?”

      He turned abruptly. “She speaks truth, at least the truth as she knows it.”

      “Even so, it could be a mistake,” said Matness. “How can you be sure of the conditions on the other side?”

      They had stepped out into the bay now. Not a hundred steps away, she could see the ring that enclosed the pitch-black patch on the wall.

      The pieces of the ceiling that had crashed to the floor during the initial efforts to fire the palace cannon at them were still evident. The burned-out computers were also visible. With the exception of the corridor, the station didn’t have much going for it these days. It was losing altitude as well, although it would be some time before that became a critical issue.

      “The conditions on the other side are shit,” said Nuchik, who together with Malby and the rest of the staff had made their way over to join them in the middle of the bay. “But they are paradise compared to what this place is about to be like.”

      Matness considered her evenly. She wasn’t used to being interrupted, that much was clear.

      Nuchik held her finger up, in consultation for a moment with her AI.

      There was a shocked gasp from Gertskin. Even Sliverin raised an eyebrow at the gaffe in protocol.

      “They’re here,” said Nuchik.

      Malby furrowed his brow.

      He’s pretty, but he’s dumb, April thought.

      “Just the way I like them,” said Dragon.

      “Who’s here?” asked the Emperor. His voice was sharp and impatient.

      “Our enemies,” replied Nuchik, matching the sharpness in her own voice. “The Da'hune. The armada that sliced through our forces at the Great Corridor like they weren’t there. If we don’t want to lose the rest of the Empire, we need to get you to safety now.”

      One of Sliverin’s aides came running over to him urgently. The aide had elaborately coiffed blue hair. His uniform had large lapels on it that shook as he gesticulated. He whispered for several seconds in Sliverin’s ear before the first Triumvirate gruffly cut him off.

      Sliverin nodded imperceptibly at the Emperor, who nodded back at him. Only then did Sliverin speak. “The information is verified. We have spotted them at the Drollo station. We need to go, your Lordship. Very quickly.”

      The Emperor stared at him for a long beat. “The information has been verified, has it?”

      “It has, your Lordship.”

      April wondered if all their interactions were this formal.

      “If I may, your Lordship,” said the blue-haired aide. April felt some of the air come out of the room and realized that all the staffers had stopped moving. She got the impression it was not often an aide addressed the Emperor directly.

      Perhaps it was never done.

      “Speak.”

      “We should execute Operation Turisas.”

      Palatin stared for a full second. April felt her jaw drop. Operation Turisas was the self-destruction of the Emperor’s Moon.

      “That is most assuredly not your place to suggest—” began Sliverin, shock on his face as he addressed his aide.

      The Emperor raised a lazy hand. The slightest bit of a smile began to develop at the corner of his lips. “I see,” he said. “I see indeed. Well done. That will end the threat immediately.”

      “It’s drastic,” allowed the aide.

      “But prudent. And drastic might be just what we need for—”

      “Your Lordships, respectfully, we have troops down there,” interrupted April.

      If talking to the Emperor was frowned upon, interrupting the Emperor was probably tantamount to treason.

      Malby looked at April, confused. “Operation what?”

      Sliverin rounded on April. “Do not speak as though you were speaking to a pack of wild dogs. When you address—”

      “Enough,” said the Emperor. Sliverin held his tongue.

      “I want her stripped of command,” said Gertskin, curtly.

      Nuchik started laughing. “Cut the etiquette bullshit. We need to go. Blow the moon. Don’t blow the moon. We have to move.”

      Nuchik turned and started walking for the corridor.

      “Whoa!” yelled Malby. “Lucky and Jiang are down there.”

      “Oh, come on!” yelled Nuchik. “You saw what was happening in that courtyard, Malby. Do you really think they’re still alive?”

      Malby looked Nuchik square in the face. “You don’t know Lucky.”

      Nuchik rolled her eyes.

      “Who?” asked the Emperor.

      “He’s one of the Frontier Marines who uncovered this plot,” said April. “They helped us follow the Da’hune through the corridor and free you. We can’t leave him there.”

      “Or Jiang,” said Malby, arms crossed.

      “Isn’t that exactly what we are doing?” asked Matness. “Unless I’m missing something.”

      “We left an escape pod for them.”

      Sliverin seemed skeptical. “400 years, seven Emperors, and this was never even contemplated. It was built to last 4,000.”

      “It was built to serve the Emperor,” said Palatin.

      Sliverin bowed.

      “We cannot leave the system while the palace is under foreign control,” said Sliverin’s blue-haired staffer, again to the shock of the gathered supporters of the Emperor. His big lapels danced on his chest again as he spoke. “It’s that simple. It is our responsibility to destroy it, and the enemy forces that occupy it, if we have the means to do so.”

      The Emperor gave the staffer a hard look. “That will do.”

      The staffer bowed and stepped back.

      “But not wrong,” said the Emperor. “It must be done. I will wait to give the command until we are stepping through the corridor.”

      “Shit, hang on.”

      “What?” asked Dragon.

      “Not you!” April hissed in her mind. “I’m tunneling through.”

      “Lucky? Lucky? You have to hurry. If you’re getting this, you have to hurry. They’re going to blow the Moon. Can you hear me? They’re going to detonate. You have to hurry!”

      April heard nothing back.

      Did he get the message? She couldn’t be sure.

      She swallowed but didn’t move. “We can’t do it until they are safe.”

      The Emperor, who had begun to walk, now halted. Several of the staff members looked horrified. One woman looked like she might genuinely faint.

      “I beg your pardon.”

      “I’m not taking us through the corridor until I’m sure that our people are off the surface.”
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      “Jiang!” Lucky screamed. “Jiang!”

      “What,” she said, pulling the dead monster off him. “Stop shouting.”

      He stood up on wobbling feet. Without The Hate and his rage to power him, he felt as weak as a child. His legs buckled, and Jiang grabbed him and yanked him upright again.

      “I’ll be damned if I’m carrying your ass,” she said.

      “Rocky?”

      “Yo.”

      “April?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. She hot-rodded you, so she had to initiate it.”

      Lucky looked up again at the pods receding into the sky. It wouldn’t be long now.

      “We have to go. Now.”

      “We are,” said Jiang, running toward the pod that was lying on its side in the middle of the courtyard.

      Lucky was dubious. “I’d rather not take the lemon escape pod.”

      “It’s empty. It wasn’t supposed to take off. They left it for us.”

      Well, shit. That was smart.

      “You’re welcome,” said Rocky.

      “This was your idea?”

      “Sort of. The me in her.”

      This was going to get complicated.

      “That isn’t saying much for you.”

      He grabbed Jiang by the hand and started running. It was a pathetic sight. His blood stained and ripped armor was barely remaining attached to him. A chunk of blasted thigh plate bounced and dropped as he ran.

      If you could call it running. His nanobots had gotten him mobile, but he had taken far too much damage to just run like a carefree kid.

      “You’ve never run carefree in your life.”

      “Well, I still ran better than this.”

      Jiang led into the pod, hitting something in the front to fire up the console.

      “You know what you’re doing?” asked Lucky.

      “Do you?” she replied.

      “Rocky?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      The pod shook violently as the main thrusters roared to life. Lucky looked at Jiang. “I think we need to strap in.”

      “Yee-haw!” yelled Rocky as the pod fired forward, still lying on its side.

      “Rocky!”

      The pod raced directly toward the inner wall. At the last moment, it leapt upward, glancing against the wall and sending pieces of golden marble flying.

      “No problem,” she replied, as the pod began a rapid ascent.

      A huge explosion issued forth from the palace grounds. A small mushroom cloud began to form.

      “Field nukes,” said Jiang. She started taking the run more seriously.

      A series of explosions followed as small-charge nukes went off across the facility.

      And then he heard Valdin’s voice. Or he thought he did. It was far away, like there was something jamming it. It almost reminded him of the far-off way that Rocky sounded when The Hate was in charge.

      “What’s she saying, Rocky? Can you make that out?”

      Rocky was silent.

      “Rocky?”

      “She’s saying we need to hurry.”
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      Nuchik had whipped her head around. “We have to get the hell out of here, April.”

      “The Emperor has commanded it,” Sliverin said. He was looking deep into April’s eyes. She felt herself blushing. She was weak around him.

      “He seems a little bitchy if you ask me,” said Dragon.

      “Screw you, piss jockey!”

      “Just sayin’.”

      But the trick had worked. April felt her nerves settle. She pushed her chin up defiantly.

      “We are in an extremely low, decaying orbit. This station won’t survive the destruction of the moon. The disruption in gravity alone will rip us apart and send what is left of this place spinning into space. The only way out is through that corridor. And the only way through is with the AI in my head.”

      “We can rip that AI right out of your head,” snarled Gertskin. He was terrified; she could see it in his fat face.

      “That will take time. Time we don’t have.”

      “Exactly,” said Nuchik. April felt the cool metal of her pulse rifle muzzle slide up against the side of her head.

      “Easy, Adria.”

      “Oh yes, very easy,” she said. “We don’t have time for this. The Da’hune armada is here. The Emperor has given an order. And I don’t like you.”

      “Probably about time you shot her,” said Dragon helpfully.

      “If you shoot me, none of us get out of here. This is stupid. We know you won’t do it.”

      Nuchik shoved the barrel harder against her head.

      Except, thought April, she just might. She just might kill me out of spite. This might be the moment she’s been waiting for, the chance when she actually has true authority over me. When she could act with impunity and no one to stop her.

      “You better get a plan B, because she’s going to do it,” said Dragon. She didn’t sound so flippant now. Maybe when she was in Lucky’s head, it was better. Maybe he always had a plan.

      Nuchik squeezed the trigger.

      “Stop,” said the Emperor sharply.

      Nuchik almost didn’t. April could tell. She almost didn’t.

      But she did.

      “We need her to get us through the corridor,” he said. And then he waved his hand. “Besides, I have executed the order.”

      April stared at him, dumbfounded.

      “You—”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding. “Now, young lady. If we really are as low as you say—”

      The station rocked gently, like it was riding a wave from deep in the ocean. The floor was sliding up and down enough that just standing was becoming difficult.

      Two aides rushed to help hold the Emperor steady.

      Nuchik grabbed April by the back of the neck and started to frog-march her toward the corridor. April felt weak and small. Her gamble had been for nothing.

      Lucky and Jiang were dead.

      The airlock of the weapons lab burst open. With the computer dead and the power gone, there was no warning. It had been manually opened from outside.

      Nuchik released April and spun around, rifle at her shoulder.

      Jiang stepped out.

      Nuchik’s rifle wavered. Then she finally lowered it.

      Jiang was dragging someone along with her. It looked like a Marine, but it was hard to tell.

      The combat gear was ripped and shredded and covered in blood. More blood than she imagined a human could possibly have in their entire body.

      “Not if it’s not all yours,” said Dragon.

      April gasped. It was Lucky.

      But that was impossible. And besides, he shouldn’t be limping after the flight up in the pod. How much massive damage would he have taken that his bots were still struggling to make him right?

      “He’s kinda good at that,” Dragon said. “That’s kinda his specialty, messing himself up while messing up other shit.”

      Jiang looked up at the group.

      When she saw the Emperor, her eyes went wide.

      She dropped Lucky. He fell to the ground like a sack of rocks.

      “Anywhere is fine, Jiang,” said Lucky.

      “Your Excellency,” said Jiang. “I mean, your Lordship,” she corrected, fumbling for the royal terminology.

      The Emperor simply looked on impassively.

      The floor rolled gently again. April had the distinct impression the rolling was going to be less gentle soon.

      Nuchik got over her shock.

      “Lance Corporal,” she said. “Glad you could join us.”

      “I came as fast as I could, Sergeant,” said Lucky. He spat something. Was it blood?

      “Can you please tell Officer Valdin that we can now go?”

      “Considering it looks like the entire moon below us is going to hell? Yeah, I’d say we can go.”

      Lucky slowly stood. His legs shook as if he’d just run a marathon.

      Drool was running down his face, mingled with blood and snot.

      He began to drag himself forward, walking toward the corridor. He reached over and slid the large block next to the corridor aside and pulled out the reinforced metal casing.

      April immediately felt a humming in her mind. Like a buzzing. It was pleasant.

      “It won’t be for long,” Dragon said.

      Lucky turned to the group. He looked over all of them.

      The Emperor waited impatiently, flanked by the aides keeping him steady. The Triumvirate was clustered around the Emperor, along with a few staffers in brightly-colored business attire.

      Nuchik was standing impatiently right next to the corridor. April considered what it would be like to shove her into the corridor without Rocky and the T’kat’ke.

      She shook the thought out of her mind. She had questioned Nuchik’s loyalty to the Emperor, but in the end, she was just a good battlefield soldier doing what she was told. She had a plan and she executed it.

      April admired her, even if she hated to admit it. From the moment this mission began to go wrong, she showed a steely determination to complete her mission. She’d been more loyal to her mission that April had been, truth be told. She’d been ready to give up. Nuchik didn’t seem to know how.

      “She’s alright, I guess,” said Dragon.

      “Think we can take one last ride, Cowboy?” Nuchik said to Lucky.

      Lucky nodded. He seemed as surprised as April by the seemingly genuine affection in Nuchik’s voice. She slapped him on the chest plate and Lucky looked like he might fall over. “I was pulling for you.”

      “Once we get to the other side, we’ll need to set up communications,” said Sliverin to his blue-coiffed staffer. His voice was short and his words curt. April had the feeling the staffer was headed for a reassignment after this was all over.

      The staffer nodded, and April got the impression he enjoyed the sound of his lapels bouncing on his chest. It was probably a pretty big deal to be the lead staffer to the first of the Triumvirate.

      Hope it was fun while it lasted, buddy.

      “New Roma just watched the Emperor’s Moon explode. We are going to have to show a strong hand.”

      “The planet has bigger problems,” said Nuchik. “That armada made quick work of our ships at the corridor.” She was watching the Emperor’s expression closely.

      The Emperor smiled knowingly. “New Roma has more defensive capabilities than the Da’hune may realize.”

      Sliverin nodded. “And our Elite fleet is encircling the planet as we speak. Once you have addressed the troops and the people know you are safe, we will show this Da’hune armada a thing or two.”

      “I just got walloped on by some of your Elites. They were Da’hune hybrids.”

      Sliverin looked at Lucky coldly. “Impossible.”

      Lucky held up his hands. Both were bleeding. One finger was missing. Another was crushed and hanging limp. His bots must have been prioritizing more serious injuries.

      April had never heard of biobots actually not healing something like broken fingers immediately. It would only require a trivial amount of attention. Which meant that the internal situation must still be pretty desperate.

      His eyes were sunken, his skin pale.

      “I’m not—”

      The station rocked violently, and the floor shifted almost ten degrees, sending them all sprawling.

      “We have to go, we have to go now!” screamed Nuchik.

      Lucky was crawling toward the corridor.

      April was on her feet. As she passed Lucky, he held out the box with the T’kat’ke.

      “I’m not sure I’d live through it,” he said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Showtime,” said Dragon in her mind with a devilish edge to her voice.

      And then April realized.

      “Follow me,” she said, as she led the Emperor and his Triumvirate through the corridor.
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      Lucky watched Jiang step through, then stopped.

      He knew he shouldn’t, but he did anyway. April had taken the T’kat’ke, but he could still feel it, pulling him forward into the corridor. He knew that he of all people didn’t have to rush through.

      He took one last look around the station.

      If this was victory, it felt as hollow as the barrel of a gun.

      The armada was still out there, bearing down on his home.

      The fight to save the Emperor was over.

      The fight to save the Empire was just beginning.

      And that was going to make this look like a walk in the park.

      He stepped into the corridor.

      Lucky had never crossed over as a passenger.

      He didn’t have the dreams pouring into his head, didn’t feel himself falling into a hole with his spiders, riding along with them as they danced among a tapestry of billions of universes, feeling their way along the fabric of space and time.

      No, he just felt like something has punched him in the gut, like something had taken him apart atom by atom and rebuilt him. He realized just how weirdly mechanical the whole process felt when he wasn’t the driver.

      He did stumble, dazed, as they exited. But everyone did that.

      He didn’t pass out.

      But he almost died.

      A blue arc of energy lanced across the floor of the cave full of empty cryo pods. It was the rough rock ground of the Union home world. The organic sludge had seeped into the dirt below, making it soft and wet. The whole room was damp.

      He instinctively shifted the weight on his legs and flipped to his side. He didn’t have time to get his rifle up, so his hand dropped to his punch pistol as he rolled over and came up, looking for something to shoot.

      One of the staffers for Sliverin was at the other end of the blue energy beam. It was the blue-haired weirdo that had been so chummy with his boss. He was holding a modified version of the Da'hune hybrid weapons. It had the same cool curved steel look, but it was a handgun. It fired blue pulses of energy.

      Sliverin was lying in a heap at his feet.

      Before he could get off another shot, Lucky lit him up with three shots that sent him sprawling.

      “That will be enough,” said Nuchik, calmly. She had the same small Da’hune weapon in her hand. The handguns must be a new Da’hune toy. Everyone was getting those these days.

      She was standing directly behind the Emperor, gun to his temple.

      “Finally,” she said. “The gang is all here.”

      Lucky glanced to his right. Jiang had her rifle up, but like Malby, didn’t have a shot. They were too tightly clustered. Lucky put away his punch pistol and pulled out his rifle.

      April was passed out at his feet, just starting to stir.

      “Did I stay passed out this long?” he asked Rocky.

      “Nah. Longer. She’s actually pretty tough,” Rocky replied. Lucky wasn’t sure if she was serious or just giving him shit. Probably a little of both.

      April moaned.

      Lucky saw movement out the corner of his eye.

      Malby was sliding quietly around behind a group of dead bodies. The staffers. A couple looked as if they were just teenagers. They all had stylish clothes on. Makeup on their cold, dead faces. Sparkling hair in what must be the style of the day.

      This is what real people look like, thought Lucky. It was easy for a Frontier Marine to forget.

      Malby didn’t acknowledge Lucky, but Rocky indicated that she and his AI had shaken hands.

      He would have a shot in just a few seconds.

      “Hey Malby, how about telling them all how many times I’ve shot you,” Nuchik said with a laugh.

      “Still here,” he growled. “I knew you were full of shit when you got info on that armada from your AI. You might not believe it, you bitch, but I am a fucking tech specialist. There is no way you got jack shit from your AI. Between the moon jamming and those cascading nuke blasts, you weren’t getting shit broadcast from anywhere.”

      Nuchik laughed as she shifted her stance. “You hear that? Malby figured it out and the rest of you gullible shitheads didn’t.” She suddenly mashed the gun right into the Emperor’s temple and gritted her teeth.

      She fired her skyskimmers and launched across the room with the Emperor in tow, taking huge steps, putting distance between her and the corridor.

      Jiang risked a snap pulse shot, but it just glanced off Nuchik’s armor.

      A drone returned fire and she had to dance away.

      “Do we have drones?”

      “That’s a big fat negative,” replied Rocky. “Nothing left in the bag.”

      Nuchik must have been saving some back for this.

      Malby skyskimmed across the cave, slowly opening up his shooting angle.

      Lucky followed after, as did Jiang.

      Nuchik expertly stopped as she reached the middle of the cave and shifted her stance, sliding back against the wall and keeping the Emperor and his royal head between her and Malby.

      She knew they were trying to flank her. And she had to know it was only a matter of time before they did. There were three armed Marines in here. They’d get a shot soon.

      Nuchik had even more drones than he realized, more than a dozen circling around her in a defense pattern.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Lucky yelled at Nuchik.

      She shoved the gun deep into the temple of the Emperor. He whimpered.

      “Tell them that’s close enough,” she said.

      “Do as she says,” squeaked the voice of the Emperor. “I order it.” Sweat was pouring down his face.

      April was finally awake and staring daggers at Nuchik.

      “April,” said Nuchik with a smile. “You’re back with us.”

      “I knew you were Society,” she said bitterly.

      Nuchik laughed. “Those nuts? Please. What a bunch of idiots. They really think they are going to do any better? Whatever. No, Lucky killed the only Society member in here,” she said, indicating the blue-haired bastard who’d been shooting at him when he came through the gate. “I told him there was no point in trying to kill you, but I guess he had to try. Those Society folks are nothing if not idealists.” She shook her head. “Ah well, no one left to question over your great conspiracy, eh, April?”

      She smacked the Emperor in the head with her gun muzzle. “But wait, we’ve got one right here!”

      “How about it, your majesty? Want to help settle a bet?” she said to the Emperor.

      He whimpered a response.

      “You knew about everything that was happening with the Union, right? You knew about the experiments on their own population.”

      He nodded without hesitation. “Yes, yes, we knew.”

      “And you knew they’d been experimenting on our own soldiers, too?”

      This time the Emperor did hesitate. “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes, we knew.”

      “And finally,” she said, looking right at April, “you know that the Da’hune armada, the one that has my friends so concerned, isn’t headed for New Roma.”

      The Emperor closed his eyes.

      April slid the rifle over his ear, tickling his earlobe. “Don’t get coy with me, your excellency.”

      He opened his eyes. “Yes, I know.”
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      April gasped. Even Lucky had to fight to keep his weapon from wavering.

      “You cut a little deal, didn’t you? With your Da’hune friends.”

      “It was the only way,” the Emperor whispered.

      Nuchik had a self-satisfied smile on her face. “Those Society assholes don’t know dick, but they are patriots.” She shoved the Emperor’s head with the muzzle. “You see, the majestic one here cut a deal. The Da’hune are desperate to get at something on Old Earth. Something that they are sure is the reason humanity managed to survive the great purge when everything else in the universe didn’t. It’s something that scares the shit out of them.”

      She looked at the surprise on April’s face. “Yeah, you aren’t the only one with secrets! I get mine from the idiots in the Society. They seem to have their own little party line with the Da’hune. I think the whole lot of them are full of shit, but what do I know, I’m just a grunt. And they’ve been pretty spot on so far.”

      “For example, my Society friends tell me that the galactic dick here gave up the frequency codes to the powered armor on our ships at the Corridor. Transmission jammed at the ansible, too. All in exchange for a promise not to attack the Empire while they were on their little errand to destroy humanity.”

      She looked at the Emperor. “And what do I find when I get up there, but disabled communications equipment and a bunch of pulverized ships. What a coincidence. I mean, personally, I feel like you didn’t think that one through. But I’m sure you were just buying time for your next sneaky bullshit move?”

      “We were going to stop them,” he said feebly.

      One of the drones circling Nuchik exploded and careened away.

      Malby swore. He’d had a window, but the drone had easily snuffed it out. As he watched, another took its place in the complex pattern surrounding her.

      Jiang fired from her vantage point, but she made even less headway as the drone was able to lock onto her pulse and fire a shot to intercept it.

      Lucky figured his best shot didn’t involve his rifle. “What are you getting out of this, Nuchik? Is the Society offering you something?”

      “That’s the thing. The Society thinks I’m a patriot, too. Can you believe that?” She laughed, and the golden lion stencil on her chest plate danced in the light. “They couldn’t be more wrong. I just want to see the Empire burn. I don't care why. It just has to burn."

      "Adria, you don't have to do this."

      She favored him with a wry smile. "I never thought you'd be an ally. That's what my Society chums were thinking. They thought I had a wild-hare idea that I could turn you. Use our shared history of the Empire screwing over your parents. I never thought that was true. But I knew I could use you. I knew you'd get me to him. I never thought it would work out so perfectly.”

      Nuchik shifted as Malby started moving again, this time back in the direction of Valdin. She had only come as far as the prone body of the blue-haired asshole Lucky had shot. Malby and Valdin were now more than 100-feet away. Lucky didn’t like them being this separated.

      Nuchik smiled. “Now that’s a good idea, April. I was waiting for someone to think of it. But can you hit me from there without hitting him? Or maybe you don’t mind hitting him now, right? I mean, why not? He’s a traitor, you know that now. You can kill us both. I won’t stop you.”

      Lucky realized what was happening. Valdin had picked up the small Da’hune handgun that the aide had used. She was pointing it at Nuchik. It would slice right through the drones. One shot would end this all. But it would most likely end the Emperor, too. From her distance, with a strange handgun, even a great shot would be a crapshoot.

      Nuchik seemed to enjoy watching her squirm. She was almost willing Valdin to do it. It dawned on Lucky that she might just prefer it.

      “There’s something far worse out there than just the Da’hune,” Lucky said, talking fast. “The Hate, Nuchik. I know you don’t believe it, but a copy of it almost killed me. And we both know there are plenty more copies of it out there. It’s patient. It took a ride with me for fifty years in hyper sleep and all these years since, just biding its time until it could reconnect with its tribe. And now it’s loose again. And it has some goddamned plan to burn everything down. That’s what it exists for.”

      “Then we have that in common,” she said. “Goodbye, Lucky.“

      Nuchik tapped the golden lion on her chest plate, then kissed her finger. "For Dunmarlig," she said, looking straight at Lucky.

      Then she released the Emperor and slammed both her fists hard into her chest plate, right over the emblem. Even at this distance, Lucky heard something click. He knew a grenade fuse pin when he heard it. But he doubted this was just a pulse grenade.

      The surprised Emperor stumbled and fell forward unceremoniously.

      A moment later, an energy beam smashed into Nuchik's head.

      April was screaming something incoherent. The helmet could absorb almost any energy known to man. Almost. Like every other defense Lucky had seen, it was no match for the Da'hune energy stream.

      Nuchik's head split open and deep red blood spewed out the top of her like a squeezed, ripe tomato.

      But Nuchik being dead wasn’t going to stop that grenade.

      April threw the gun aside and rushed forward toward the Emperor, who was crawling on his hands and knees away from Nuchik’s prone body.

      She hadn’t covered ten feet when Malby smashed into her, his skyskimmer’s rockets blasting a huge plume behind him. He hit her at the waist with his shoulder and she almost flipped over him, but he adjusted his altitude upward and gained control of her.

      "No!" screamed April, reaching back toward the Emperor.

      Palatin stared at them as they rocketed past. Malby could only take one person on that ride, and the Emperor wasn’t getting a ticket.

      Lucky shot past in the opposite direction, his own skysrimmers screaming. He saw the stunned look on Malby’s face.

      He turned around, like a runner doing sprints, and felt a huge plume of energy leak behind him. In that same moment, he fired off his sticky rope, trusting Rocky to make the connection.

      “Got it,” she replied coolly.

      The T’kat’ke shot upward through the air as the stick rope asserted its hold. The rope recoiled, pulling the precious orb into his own grip. He shot past the prone body of Nuchik, sure she would explode the exact moment he passed over.

      For a split second, Lucky considered launching Nuchik’s headless corpse through the corridor that was now a one-way ticket to nowhere. But he’d never make it.

      Nuchik had maneuvered herself too far into the cave. She knew what she was doing.

      Lucky saw a huge energy plume ahead of him where Jiang had been.

      Malby was far ahead, feet not touching the ground. He could survive this. Maybe. Valdin definitely couldn’t, not without the Marine’s armor and his biobots.

      Lucky felt a flash of energy wash over him. The hairs on his arm stood at attention. There might have been a sound, but he couldn’t be sure. The T’kat’ke he hugged to his body was starting to make him dizzy. He didn’t look back.

      He leapt up the pathway to the regeneration canisters, past the preserved Da'hune body.

      He reached the stairs. They were covered in dead, mutilated bodies.

      Almost there.

      The ground erupted underneath him and he felt himself lifted off the ground.

      Up ahead, Malby pulled April into a tight ball, trying desperately to envelope her inside himself. To swallow her up, to absorb every bit of the blast himself.

      It was futile.

      The grenade Nuchik had detonated was like a field nuke, only more powerful. Perhaps it was several strung together. Maybe it was some new Da'hune-inspired thing.

      Regardless, it was far too powerful for anyone to survive at this close range.

      The building wasn’t going to survive it either, and it was tougher than all of them put together.

      He felt the walls start to crumble around him.

      Radiation poured over him. He felt a cocktail slip into his bloodstream as Rocky pumped him full of the necessary goods.

      Something slammed into his back. It was Jiang. He turned, and they paired their last bits of skyskimmer juice.

      A slice of light appeared ahead.

      Daylight. Outside.

      They were going to make it.

      Then it disappeared.

      Darkness enveloped them as the building collapsed.
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      April awoke from a feverish dream.

      She was floating in space, tethered to a drone by a sticky rope. The space around here was strangely undulating, like she was looking through a distortion lens. As she turned, she saw the Empire space station. And then she saw them.

      They were waiting patiently.

      The Shemwar looked so much like standard cargo containers it was uncanny. She wondered idly if they realized this.

      “We received the message from your AI.”

      “We do not know you, but we know your AI.”

      “Rocky, although she did not use her name.”

      “Curious creation. Of flesh, but not. Of Da’hune, but not. We share in this.”

      “We share in a great many things.”

      “Okay, alright!” screamed a voice behind the Shemwar. “Make a hole. Make a hole you weird bastards!”

      Malby stepped out of the space station airlock and shoved two of the Shemwar boxes aside as he goosed his hammerhead thrusters and slid forward.

      The Shemwar gently bobbed away, somehow remaining in control, despite appearing to have no thrust force guiding them.

      How did they do that?

      “Do you really want to know?” echoed Dragon.

      “Shit!” said April, aloud. Then she echoed, “I almost forgot you were there.”

      “Well, as boring as you are awake, you’re even less exciting in a coma, so this is an improvement.”

      “I was in a coma?”

      Malby slid up alongside and April now realized she was in a large glass tube. It was a stasis tube. The kind they kept on medships. It was large and looked hastily put together.

      The drone was inside with her, she realized, holding her in place. Another sticky rope was outside the glass, holding her fast to the side of the Empire space station. The entire thing looked like it might break apart at any moment.

      “What is this?” she yelled to Malby, expecting him to struggle to hear her.

      “Don’t ask me,” he said, his voice clear. There must be a comm speaker in here.

      Jiang slid up beside Malby. “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t ask the tech specialist.”

      “I don’t do this kinda tech.”

      “Good thing one of us does.”

      “What happened?”

      “You died,” said Jiang. “More or less.”

      “When we got out of the evacuation center, we were screwed. We needed a miracle. You were radiation dosed. Lucky was half dead.”

      Malby was shaking his head at the memory.

      “And then?”

      “And then I made a call,” said Lucky, sliding up alongside Jiang. The three Marines looked eerily similar in their matching Empire hammerheads.

      “You made a call?”

      He shrugged, as if responding to a voice in his head. “Rocky made a call,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I like to keep in touch with old friends.”

      “Weirdos,” said Malby.

      “That too.”

      “They made him a throne,” Malby said in a mock whisper.

      April looked quizzically at Lucky.

      He shook his head. “They have a little hero worship thing going on. It’s cute.”

      “They say he is their God.” Malby said. “They keep saying it.”

      “They say you are too, Malby.”

      “Yeah, but when they say it about you, they mean it.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Yes.”

      “So where does this leave us?” April asked.

      “You are healing nicely, thanks to Jiang the wonder builder.”

      “I always wanted to be a nurse,” she said. “Guess this is the next best thing.”

      April hesitated. “And the Emperor?”

      Lucky shook his head.

      “Kablooey,” said Malby.

      “So we failed.”

      Lucky nodded. “Pretty spectacularly. Not only did we not manage to save the Emperor, we also managed to not stop the Da’hune armada that is still out there somewhere.”

      “Heading toward Old Earth?”

      “If we believe Nuchik,” said Jiang, her voice souring on the name of the late sergeant.

      “Adria played us all for fools, especially me, but I don’t think in that moment down there she was playing a long con game. I think that was her end game. I think she told us the truth.”

      “The Shemwar think so.”

      April raise an eyebrow. “They do?”

      “There’s something on Old Earth. Something that the Da’hune are sure allowed humanity to survive the great purge. And they are desperate to get it.”

      April felt her energy starting to lag. She closed her eyes. This was all a bit much to wake up from a coma to. “Now what?” she asked.

      She heard something thump against the glass and opened her eyes.

      Lucky was holding something flat up to it.

      “Is that paper?”

      “The station spits it out,” he said, shaking his head. “Who knows with the Empire. It transcribes the ansible feed. This message is going out everywhere that the Empire broadcasts. And I mean everywhere. It’s unfocused. They are blasting it to the very edges of the universe in every direction.”

      “Is the comm corridor open?” April asked, suddenly alert. “The communications array? Is it—”

      Lucky laughed. “We’re nowhere near it. Left it back by the Grand Corridor. Our friends the Shemwar needed somewhere to put us where we could breath. So we borrowed the Empire’s shiny new space station.”

      April took a second to digest all that. “Was the comm corridor working? Could we use it at some point in the future?”

      Lucky shook his head. “I think the other side was fried when the Emperor’s Moon went nuclear. Not that we have a T’kat’ke handy. But my spiders weren’t getting anything at all from it.”

      “Spiders?” April asked. And then she thought about the sensation when she went through the corridor. Of the nanobots crawling along the fabric of space, pulling her forward where she wanted to go. “Spiders,” she said, and shook her head.

      “Is this going to be a thing now?” asked Malby. “You two going to be AI best buds or something? Corridor chums?”

      April ignored him. She looked at the paper Lucky was holding up to the glass.

      It was terse.

      ————

      Lee “Lucky” Savage, formerly a Marine of the Empire, is wanted for treason.

      Xe Jiang, formerly a Marine of the Empire, is wanted for treason.

      Ethan Malby, formerly a Marine of the Empire, is wanted for treason.

      April Valdin is wanted for treason.

      Credible leads will result in automatic Senatorship and appropriate compensation.

      ————

      “No damn title? Can you believe this shit?” April shook her head. “I outrank all your assholes!”

      “You did outrank us,” noted Malby. “Now you’re just a screw-up like the rest of us.”

      She smiled at him. “Nobody screws up like you.”

      Malby reached over and slapped a switch on the makeshift stasis tube and the speaker she didn’t realize she was using was muted.

      She gave him the bird.

      Lucky flipped it back on, shaking his head at Malby.

      “…has declared martial law,” Jiang was saying. “What’s the point of Senatorship if they aren’t going to have a Senate anymore?”

      For once, April didn’t want to talk about the Empire. After all, she’d worked for the Emperor, not the Empire. And her boss was dead.

      “So what now?” she asked pointedly.

      Malby and Jiang exchanged uncertain looks with Lucky.

      He shrugged.

      “We killed the Emperor as far as anyone is concerned. The Empire will stop at nothing to run us down.”

      April was shaking her head. “We need friends. Who will shelter us? I don’t think anyone will do it openly and risk war with the Empire.”

      Lucky smiled. “Oh, we have friends.”

      April frowned at the floating cargo boxes. “The Shemwar?”

      “The very same. They, uh, kinda swore their allegiance to me. Or something. It’s a little fuzzy, since they seem to mix some rudimentary Empire standard with whatever they’ve heard over the gamer channels.” He hesitated. “Its an improvement over worshiping me.”

      “Not convinced they don’t,” said Malby.

      “The point,” he said, “is that these guys apparently have something of a reputation on the other side.”

      Something glinted off in the distance. The look of alarm must have crossed her face.

      Lucky turned and nodded. “Yeah, that’s the, uh, what are those Jiang?”

      “I think they said Jooolwah?”

      April stared at her. “An EUS?” Of course, thought April. With the destruction of everything at the Great Corridor, there was no one to monitor the comings and goings of Extra-Universal Species. Who knew what was coming through.

      “Yes, one of the first to cross, I think.”

      “So, not new?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Most of them were on this side when the Shemwar called for them. Maybe not all of them.”

      “All?”

      April squinted into the distance and realized what she had missed earlier. The shifting and shuffling in the distance. Ships. Hundreds of them. A ragtag band of them, all shapes and configurations. Some didn’t look like ships at all. One looked like a boulder. Another was more a fuzzy spot of energy.

      “Are we having an Extra-Universal hoedown?”

      “Just some friends getting together.” He let the ‘friends’ part hang in the air. “You said it yourself. We need friends.”

      He waved back. “Well, we have friends.”

      “The Great Lucky is very popular with the natives,” noted Malby with a rye smile. He leaned back in mock ecstasy with his best ‘O’-face. “Give it to me, Opener of the Gateway! Oh Bringer of Freedom, my hero!”

      “Can we never see that face again?” asked Jiang.

      “You love it.”

      He must have seen April shaking her head, because he gave her a couple eyebrow raises. She smiled in spite of herself. She did like a good immature asshole.

      “That makes two of us,” echoed Dragon.

      “This is gonna get weird, isn’t it?”

      “Count on it.”

      April sighed. “So, I repeat. What now?”

      “Now, we get you out of that thing.”

      “And then?”

      “And then we stop that armada headed for Old Earth.”

      April nodded. “Our new friends will help us?”

      “I think they’ll help us, yes.” He hesitated. April could tell he wanted to say more.

      Lucky looked at Jiang, who nodded.

      “They’ll help us save Old Earth,” she repeated. “And then, we’re going to go get our Empire back.”
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      Captain Janlee walked across the command center to stand over the shoulder of his sensor chief.

      “Well?”

      “Gone, sir.”

      Janlee looked up at the large holo-display reflected off the starboard side of the command center. The alert positions, full of junior and senior bridge technicians, were lined three-deep facing it.

      His XO laughed behind him. “State-of-the-art, my ass.” He was carrying his duty jacket in his meaty hand as he stepped off the elevator, grinning like a teenager up to no good.

      Janlee didn’t care for that kind of language on his watch, but he was inclined to agree with the sentiment. Why couldn’t the Cardinal Order manage to build anything to rival the Empire these days?

      The answer to that was obvious. The Empire was in bed with … something. Whatever it was that helped them create the Great Corridor. Nobody believed their bullshit story about an accident while fighting off an invading hoard. The Empire was fat on that alien tech.

      The Order’s scientists were making breakthroughs now. Their spies were doing their thing.

      But it was all going too slow! The Empire would come for them. Would come for Old Earth. It was only a matter of time. They’d have to be ready to kick their asses again.

      “Get a diagnostic check on that sensor station.”

      “Third one this week,” his XO said. “Might as well check them all. And then chuck them all, the useless pieces of shit.”

      His XO was a good man, but he was better suited to a battle cruiser than a border patrol station. His swagger was grating and inappropriate in Janlee’s view. But he couldn’t show that in front of the men and women at the alert stations.

      “We’ve had rumblings that the Empire is up to something. We can’t be too careful.”

      “Hard to know anything with all these false positives.”

      Janlee sighed. Getting repairs done on the long-range sensor stations was a problem. They were just too much of an afterthought out here, on the far side of the Old Earth system. The old planets of the first solar system still fired the imagination, but the Cardinal Order had really only wanted it because everyone else wanted it, truth be told.

      Janlee would never say such a thing aloud.

      His XO turned to him, mouth open, about to air more of his loud opinions. God, his breath was awful.

      “Sir, I—” blurted a junior officer from one of the alert stations, his voice sharp as he leaped to his feet.

      Janlee snapped his head around. “Yes, operator?” He should know the tech’s name, but he was new on the duty roster. Miggins? Mickins?

      The tech was hunched over his station now. He frowned and shook his head in frustration as he swiped his sensor-glove through the holo display in front of him.

      “Sorry, sir, I thought … I thought for a moment there was a massive fluctuation in the background energy, but …” His voice trailed off.

      His XO raised an eyebrow, as if to say, “See what I’m talking about?”

      “I’m running a diagnostic on it now, sir,” he said as he slowly took his seat. A senior tech from the alert board next to him pointed out something to him. “Sorry, sir,” he said absently.

      Janlee glanced around to see if anyone had seen how badly he had started. “That got the blood pumping!”

      There was a perfunctory chuckle from the command crew. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a dour look on the face of his XO. Not enough excitement for Mr. Macho Man.

      Janlee stood and nodded. “All yours.” The XO offered a perfunctory salute as he marched toward the aft elevator. He should have left already. There was no reason for both of them to be on watch.

      “Off to see the physical therapist, then?” His XO offered, a little glint in his eye.

      Shit. He knew. Maybe everyone knew. Janlee briefly scanned the command center. A couple of shoulders looked a little too stiff at the alert stations. This is why he hated being single on a space station. Everyone knew everything. Including who he was dating.

      “Yes, that back of mine is a real pain.”

      His XO nodded. “Been there,” he said.

      God, he really did hate the macho asshole. The sooner he rotated off, the better.

      Janlee turned again. As he reached out for the elevator door, something stopped him. The inner seal was vibrating ever so slightly. He brushed his hand against the cool metal. He felt it tickle his fingertips.

      That’s not right.

      “What is that?”

      He turned to his XO. “Do you feel that?”

      “Feel what?” he responded, distractedly, not even bothering to look up. He had just settled into the command chair.

      “That vibration.”

      As he said, it a couple crew members on the alert boards exchanged glances. His XO tilted his head.

      They feel it, too.

      Janlee spun around and moved quickly to the comm. His XO started to speak, but Janlee cut him off.

      “IC,” he said cooly. “Call engineering. Find out what that is.”

      “Do we have an engine test?” his XO asked.

      Janlee shook his head. The vibration was growing rapidly in strength. They could all feel it now.

      “Sir,” screamed the junior tech that had called out a few moments earlier. He was back on his feet again. Janlee still didn’t know his name.

      The tech stammered and fell silent. He was just pointing at his holo screen.

      “Well?”

      Something sparked from one of the forward consoles. Then another. The vibration made his teeth chatter.

      The senior tech next to him waved her glove over the screen and threw the image from the small holo screen of the alert console onto the large holo-display on the wall of the command center.

      Ships. Massive ships. Alien ships.

      The vibration made the screen jump.

      The XO’s jacket slipped from his fingers and fell in a heap at his feet. “My God,” he whispered.

      Janlee knew that in this moment he should be ordering the evacuation of the station. Ordering a priority message to command. He should be doing something.

      But all he could think was how small his XO’s voice sounded.

      Not so tough now, you cocky son of a bitch.

      The floor lurched, and the command center went dark.
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      It is critically important to have reviews. You probably weigh reviews highly when making a decision whether to try a new author or rely on an old favorite—I know that I do. Apart from helping to persuade people to give a new writer a shot, reviews help drive sales which, in turn, mean that Amazon takes notice and starts to market on my behalf. And no one markets books better than Amazon.

      Best wishes,

      Joshua James

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lucky Empire

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re looking for more Lucky, then look no further!

      
        
          
            [image: Lucky Empire]
          
        

      

      In LUCKY EMPIRE, Lucky faces his greatest challenge yet: A ghost from his past that may hold the key to clearing his name—or turn all of mankind upon itself.
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