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Author’s Note


I’ve always been a big fan of sci-fi stories set in outer space, there’s just something about the intergalactic void and the horrors that lurk out there that always captured my imagination.   Renegade Ravager represents my stab at writing my own pulpy space adventure; I really hope you enjoy it! 
I’m already hard at work on The Immortal’s Guide to Supervillainy Vol. 2; Doctor Tripps and his lovely ladies are heading to Lathveria, the domain of Franz Glonsc, to attend the Blackguard’s Auction!  Expect that to come out in April if everything goes according to plan.
I have a Patreon now!  For just $5 a month, you can gain access to character artwork, preview chapters of upcoming releases, and polls regarding my projects!
As always, you can sign up for my newsletter or follow me on Facebook and Twitter for the latest updates. If you enjoyed this book please leave a positive review and spread the word!
Thank you again!
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Chapter one







01736.091 AA - Before


“Go, go, go!” the jumpmaster yelled as the dropship’s rear door slammed open. 
“For the Republic!” the sergeant screamed as he led the charge.
One by one, my battle brothers and sisters leapt out of the dropship. The jump jets attached to their power armor flared to life as they were swept to the battlefield below.
I felt no fear, no anxiety, just the iron certainty that we would win. The ninety-second legion, the Star Ravagers, would exterminate the alien horde. We’d earn victory for the Republic, the Saints of Vieille Terre, and the Martyred Goddess.
“Glory and honor, Brother James!” Gregor shouted to me as we lined up for our turn at the back of the squad.
Under my helmet, I couldn’t help but smile. “Glory and honor, Brother Gregor.”
Gregor and I had been together since we were kids. We’d grown up on the streets of Fer Etroit, a rough-and-tumble mining colony. We’d both begun our compulsory military service at sixteen, serving our four-year mandatory terms in the Republic Army with distinction.
When we had been approached to join the Star Ravagers, we had jumped at the chance.
There was no greater glory, no greater responsibility than to serve in the legions. To be a légionnaire was to be the sword and the flame of the Republic. They were the elite of the elite, warriors without equal anywhere in the Milky Way galaxy.
Thinking about that moment, even years later, filled me with unbreakable pride. There was no hesitation as I stepped out of the dropship and plummeted toward the battle below.
Sanctuaire Généreux Sept was a core world for the Sanctuaire Généreux system, supplying men and materials for a dozen different neighboring war fronts. We could not let it fall to the invaders, lest the entire stellar region collapse.
As always, it fell to us, the legions, to scour away the enemy.
Lines of tracer fire, like blazing serpents, cut across the planet’s surface as I fell. My HUD lit up, awareness flooding through me.
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – QUATRE-VINGT-DOUZIÈME LÉGION
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Legion Mastodonte Marques Dix Power Armor - Heavy Plate (100%)
Shields (100%)
Jump Jets (100%)
Arms Status: 
Legion .50 Caliber Justice Marques Douze Battle Rifle (30/30 Rounds)
Legion Efner Flamethrower (100% Fuel)
Legion Combat Knife
My HUD highlighted the Republic Army positions to the left side of my field of vision. They were desperately fighting to hold the line against the slavering aliens. Beyond them, I could just make out the twinkling lights of a manufactory block.
Even with the aliens threatening to overwhelm them, the factories were all brightly lit, their smokestacks spewing black smog. Millions of workers remained at their posts. The Republic could not afford to slow production, not for one moment, if we were to have a hope of winning against our countless foes.
I turned my eyes back toward the invaders.
The alien horde, the Yord, were pressing hard against the army’s defenses. Their numbers advanced like a festering blanket far to my right, covering the landscape with a multitude of different war forms.
No matter their shape, the Yord shared a common, insectile appearance, with chitin shells, compound eyes, and segmented legs. They attacked with pincers, claws, acid spit, spined projectiles, or any and every dreaded evolution their leader, the hive king, could produce.
And the ninety-second legion was jumping right into the middle of that alien madness, a blade stabbed directly at their leader’s heart.
Around us, through the crimson skies, I could see more legion dropships. My brothers and sisters, my fellow légionnaires jumped to join the fray, the flames from their jump jets shining like baleful comets as they descended.
I also spotted our close-support aircraft. The legion’s fighters and bombers strafed the Yord, raining hateful death on the aliens that dared to assault the Republic.
Sanctuaire Généreux Sept, like all the planets in the system, belonged to the Republic and the Republic alone. The Yord, like so many enemies before them, would learn the cost of their transgressions.
“Fifteen seconds!” our sergeant roared through the radio as we continued our descent. “Prepare for contact!”
Awareness of my battle brothers and sisters filled my mind, our squads joined by the power of our cybernetics’ tactical network. Targets bloomed in my vision, mixing with the heady rush from my combat stims.
Joined by our tacnets, the Star Ravagers linked together into a single, deadly fighting force. We were one will, one mind.
I felt like I was practically right there with the sergeant and the forward légionnaires as they crashed to the ground. They instantly rose from the impact craters, firearms and flamethrowers blasting and burning a landing zone for the rest of us.
Gregor and I lit up the Yord horde as our jump jets slowed our fall, laying out a deadly halo of rifle fire. My vision lit up like a constellation of death as my implants pinpointed weak spots for me to strike. Each bullet was perfectly aimed, finding vulnerable joints, eyes, and organ sacs. 
By the time we landed a thousand score of the Yord were already dead, slaughtered by our unexpected arrival. The sergeant updated our tacnet, highlighting our ultimate target, a small hill half a kilometer to our west. On the hilltop, we could see the bulging form of the alien hive king, the leader of the horde.
The monstrosity would die, and the Republic would be victorious.
“Advance!” the sergeant roared, “For the Republic, the Saints, and the Martyred Goddess!”
We began cutting a bloody swath through the invaders. The Republic Army backed up our advance, adjusting their artillery fire to fall ahead of our path. We marched through still-smoldering craters and ichor-filled runnels of churned earth.
Despite the carnage and their overwhelming losses, the enemy pressed on us from all sides. Hunters hurried along the ground, slicing at our legs with their scythe-like claws while spikers hurled poisoned quills from their hunched backs. Even larger creatures, basilisks and behemoths, rallied to join the battle and defend their king.
But our power armor, the finest ever crafted by the Republic, shrugged off their attacks. What the shields didn’t outright deflect, the heavy plate armor was more than ready to absorb.
We advanced relentlessly, trampling our foes as we reached the base of the hill.
Several detachments of the Republican Army rushed to join us, taking advantage of our landing to cut their own path into the enemy. Though only carrying simple laser rifles and wearing light field plate, they fought like the damned. For every soldier that fell, four took their place.
From the top of the hill, the hive king screamed shrilly, summoning even more reinforcements.
The horde shifted, abandoning their attack on the army’s line to come to their leader’s aid. Like a tidal wave, they rushed across the battlefield, heading right toward us.
“It’s a beautiful day to die, Brother!” Gregor laughed as we witnessed the charge.
“For us, or for them?” I responded, my rifle blowing the head off a nearby spiker.
“Stow the chatter!” the sergeant snapped over the comm line. “If you’ve got time to lip, you’ve got time to kill!”
Gregor’s featureless helmet turned towards me, and I knew he was smiling. “You heard the Sergeant!”
We joined the battle line and began to press forward. Despite the sergeant’s words Gregor and I couldn’t help but sing the Star Ravager’s anthem. Other voices picked up the song as we marched up the hill, slaughtering everything in our path.
“For the Republic, ever will it stand,” we sang, our words booming out of our suits’ speakers. “A banner across the stars, to find our lost, sacred land!”
New Yord war forms appeared, twisted monstrosities meant only to kill. Fliers struck at our support craft while huge siege creatures, bigger than city hab blocks, rose around us. They lashed down with massive tentacles and serrated limbs, killing soldiers by the dozen.
Despite their grievous losses, the army’s soldiers sang right along with us, our collective voices carrying above the chaos of the battlefield.
“For the Saints of Vieille Terre, our guiding light,” we sang. “Logic, Order, Reason, the creed for which we fight!”
Several of my brothers and sisters fell, wounded or killed as the alien horde threw everything that they had at us. Deadly spines and chitin spikes, jets of corrosive acid, and the endless wave of hungry maws tore down légionnaires left and right. We closed ranks, protecting those behind us as we continued our march.
We never stopped singing, and we never stopped killing.
“For the Martyred Goddess lost, her glory kept, let it be known the Ninety-Second stood strong,” we screamed into the face of the enemy. “Damnation wept!”




Chapter two







01737.142 AA


“Prison compartment secure,” one of the wardens reported. 
“Prepare for sub-reality breach,” a voice responded through the ship’s speakers. “Brace yourself, the computer is predicting a bumpy ride.”
The wardens ran for their stations in the next compartment, leaving us alone in our cells to suffer our fate.
I could feel the ship shudder as the shredder drives came to life and began tearing a hole into time and space. Strange energy shimmered around us as our spaceship prepared to leave reality and enter the physics-defying anarchy of sub-reality.
The prisoners around me groaned and whimpered. Unlike the wardens or the ship’s crew, we didn’t have restraints or crash chairs, let alone the dampeners necessary to protect us during the trip.
Not that our wardens cared. To them, we were the scum of the Republic, criminals beyond redemption, those that had been stripped of the rights of citizenship. There weren’t just murderers, thieves, and apostates amongst our numbers, but traitors, like myself. 
And treason was the most debased crime one could commit against the Republic.
Sitting in the darkest corner of my holding cell, as far from the other prisoners as possible, I wondered how things had gone so wrong. Only a year before I had been a légionnaire, the pride of the Republic.
But then the Star Ravagers had been betrayed.
***The legions served as the Republic's most elite troops, those called in to fight in the most bitter and desperate of situations. We were the sword of the Martyred Goddess and the staunchest defenders of mankind.
All légionnaires received the finest cybernetic and genetic augmentations available, making us faster, stronger, and deadlier than mere mortals. We strode into battle clad in the unbreakable power armor, our weapons spewing death to the enemies of Logic, Reason, and Justice.
A légionnaires' tattoos marked what Legion they served, the ranks they achieved, and the feats they had accomplished. It was a service record written in ink and blood.
But my arms were a scarred, pockmarked mess, my tattoos scoured away by acid after my court-martial proceedings. My IDENT chip, my mark of citizenship, had also been torn out, leaving another scar along the back of my right hand.
I was left a man with no history or honor. Even my name was gone, erased from all records, and replaced with just a penial number when necessary.
It was enraging; a burning flame of resentment and fury constantly churned in my heart.
I could still remember a thousand desperate battlefields, fighting with the ninety-second Legion against rebels, aliens, and horrors beyond count. We had fought from one end of the Republic to the other, across thousands of lightyears, earning honor and renown.
But then the Sanctuaire Généreux campaign happened, and we were betrayed. The Star Ravagers were falsely declared traitorous, and all records of our history expunged.
I had been lucky, if luck could be attributed to the few survivors of our legion after escaping Sanctuaire Généreux Deux. Our ships had barely escaped the nuclear blasts that had scoured all life from the planet.
The failure of the campaign and the destruction of the planet was laid at our legion’s feet. Trumped-up charges were created to ensure those truly responsible for the disaster never saw punishment. 
The military tribunals scythed through the ranks of the ninety-second legion. Many of my brothers and sisters were beheaded on the spot, the floor of the courtroom running red with their blood.
Gregor had been sentenced to a fate worse than death, punishment for his full-voiced protests and claims of innocence. I had tried to struggle, to protest along with him, but I had been so heavily bound and restrained that I had barely been able to breathe.
The few of us left, after the butchery, had been condemned to life sentences.
I was stripped of all honor, all recognition, and sentenced to spend my life as a non-citizen on some distant, inhuman penal colony.
***The frigate began to shake, the walls and bulkheads trembling, as the ship prepared to enter sub-reality.
“Estimated arrival time at Tourment Trois, Belarus System, three hours, forty-seven minutes,” the voice said through a loudspeaker.
Several of the prisoners around me began to pray, begging the Martyred Goddess, the Saints, anyone, to come and save them. Even if they survived the trip through sub-reality, the Belarus system was at the very edge of the galaxy. It was a cruel, terrible place where lives were cheap, and hope was nonexistent.
But their pleas were ignored.
Like a scream of the damned, the sound of the shredder drives hit a fevered pitch and ripped a hole in reality.
According to Republic scientists, sub-reality was a series of pocket dimensions adjacent to our own. They were tiny… far, far smaller than our dimension, but they somehow still perfectly mapped to the reality we knew. By crossing into sub-reality and traveling through it, it was possible to cover vast, impossible distances in a matter of minutes or hours.
The same scientists claimed that with the proper protections, travel through sub-reality was perfectly safe; that while strange and otherworldly, sub-reality still obeyed a set of observable laws.
Lights raced up and down the ship’s halls and otherworldly sounds echoed around us. Time and space stretched and distorted, bent by our passage through a realm that did not like us, did not welcome us, and did not brook our trespass.
Whatever rules that sub-reality followed, they were not the set rules of physics we were familiar with. They were the whims of mad, fanciful gods. And without the proper dampeners, the prison compartment was their playground.
In the cell across from mine, one of the prisoners stood up and began screaming, lightning streaming from his limbs.
He exploded a second later, viscera and gore covering the cowering prisoners that had been in the cell with him.
The prisoners next to me huddled against the wall, prayers forgotten as they ducked, hid, and hoped they’d be spared.
I just braced myself against the wall, eyes closed, as I waited for the nightmare to end. Once we completed our trip through sub-reality, my real hells would begin.
***“Brother! Brother James!”
I blinked awake, seeing Gregor’s smiling face.
Despite the terrors we’d seen, and the blood we’d shed, Gregor always managed to seem chipper and upbeat. He always possessed an air of innocent glee, even when knee-deep in death and violence.
Grinning, he helped pull me to my feet. “Are you alright, Brother? You’re not one to typically daydream.”
We were on some war-torn battlefield, the earth churned up into blasted craters and half-collapsed trenches.
A dream? I turned and regarded Gregor. It has to be a dream. Gregor is dead – that shambling thrall wearing his flesh is not him!
“Brother?” Gregor’s smile faltered.
His battle plate was splattered with mud and blood, and he carried his rifle loosely.
Some memory, a forgotten recollection after some unknown, nameless battle? I shook my head.
“Are you alright, James?” Gregor asked, stepping closer.
“Nothing is alright, none of this is real,” I said. “It's just some sub-reality spawned nightmare.”
Guilt squirmed in my gut. If I hadn’t been restrained in court, I might have demanded I be sentenced to thralldom over Gregor. I would have spared him that fate if I could have, to be lobotomized, cyberized, and turned into a mindless servant.
But no, I was damned to a lifetime of backbreaking labor, joining a handful of other survivors as we were condemned to the edges of the Republic. The ninety-second legion was gone, our names erased.
Gwendolyn, Harry, Victor, Iuno –
Looking back up, I saw a strange, nameless light play along the side of Gregor’s face. As I watched, unreality slowly leaked into the dream. Bodies writhed in the mud, and my brother’s face slowly melted, revealing the leering, metallic face of a thrall.
“Why, Brother?” he groaned. “Why?”
“When I find you, I will put your body to rest,” I swore.
The Star Ravagers had been condemned, sentenced by false accusations and manufactured guilt. I knew that if I ever regained my freedom, I’d save my brothers and sisters, those that yet lived, and together we’d make the stars bleed and the heavens cry for what they had done to us.
***“Alert! Alert! Alert!” an automated voice blared through the ship’s loudspeakers.
Shaking off my stupor, I slowly rose to my feet.
I didn’t know if I had blacked out or merely fallen asleep, but when I awoke, I saw the ship was in chaos.
“Obstacle ahead, impact imminent!” the voice warned us.
Glancing about, I saw we were still in sub-reality, a wash of impossible lights and hues racing up and down the jail cells. Several more prisoners had died, either twisted apart, melted like candle wax, or simply exploded. Those that remained were wailing in utter terror.
Not that our wardens were much better. I could hear them in the next compartment, screaming and yelling as they tried to brace for impact.
There was nothing in our cell except the toilets, and one of them had already been ripped off the wall.
With nothing else to grab onto, I gripped the bars to the cell and curled my legs between my arms, my head ducked between.
“Impact imminent!” the announcement repeated.
Several things happened at once.
The ship hit something, hard, on the starboard flank. I could hear the hull splinter and shatter at the blow.
The frigate shook chaotically as it crashed, skidding hard. Gravity twisted and changed, the cell bars suddenly becoming the floor and the back of the cell the ceiling.
Several prisoners screamed as they fell and hit the bars. The sound of bones breaking joined the chorus of explosions that rocked along the ship. Power conduits exploded and electric sparks joined the otherworldly lights and wisps in the air.
Holding on for dear life, the ship broke apart.
The cell across from ours, or below us from our perspective, suddenly ripped and burst as something tore through the hull like a blunt knife. The prisoners flew out of the breach, screaming in fear.
I smashed my head against the bars as we suddenly tumbled end over end, everything spinning and twisting.
Dazed, blood filling my vision, I gripped the bars tighter than before. My arms strained as I closed my eyes and held on.
No matter what, I refused to die there. I would survive no matter the cost, for in death there would be no honor, no revenge. So, I held on, silently repeating my grievances, my brothers' and sisters’ names, as the ship came apart around me.
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When the chaos finally ended and the ship came to a lurching standstill, I opened my eyes. 
All the other prisoners in my cell were dead, their bodies shattered and broken by the riotous collision. A few mangled limbs were trapped in the bars, while others were splattered against the walls. Their blood dripped down, past me, into the gaping hole torn through the other side of the ship.
Looking down, I saw the faint shimmer of emergency force fields, retaining the ship’s atmosphere. Beyond that, I could make out some rocky ground.
Did we crash? How? As far as I knew there was nothing in sub-reality. It was a blank, empty realm of impossible and macabre phenomena.
I ran a quick self-assessment. I had several injuries, including a bloody cut along my forehead, but my reinforced skeleton and dense, artificial muscles had protected me from traumatic harm.
To be a légionnaire was to be more than human. Indoctrination into the legions meant undergoing a staggering number of surgeries, treatments, and augmentations.
Our bones were reinforced, and our muscles were far stronger and more resilient than an average human’s. Even our organs, like our hearts and lungs, were optimized for extended, brutal combat. Cybernetics were strung across our nervous systems, not only allowing us to fully integrate with our power armor but with all manner of weapons and battlefield systems as well.
After my court-martial, locks had been placed on my enhancements. My artificial metabolism was blocked out, stripping me of a large amount of my combat prowess. I was also barred from my cybernetics and my HUD. The only thing I could really do was check the time, which I did on a regular basis.
Sometimes I felt like a prisoner scratching tick marks on his cell walls.
Despite these handicaps, my enhanced physiology allowed me to survive the crash.
At least till that shield fails and I asphyxiate, I thought coldly, old combat and survival instincts taking over.
I needed to escape; the unforeseen disaster was a chance to earn my freedom.
Maybe this crash was a gift from the Martyred Goddess? I thought darkly as I crawled over to the cell door. She’s supposed to be the Goddess of Justice, right?
The crash had damaged my cell. Something had gashed the bars, a handbreadth away from taking off the tips of my fingers as I had held onto them.
The gash was deeper at the front of the cell, by the door. It took me a few minutes to properly brace myself and then kick the damaged bars out of my way.
I jumped out and landed awkwardly. The ship’s artificial gravity was offline, but whatever we had crashed into had a gravity of its own. It was only slightly higher than what I was used to.
Glancing back, I saw the crash had taken off the aft of the ship. Behind me were only the protective force fields and the swirling, glistening vista of sub-reality. Distorted, illusionary stars shimmered with an oily light, like a badly streaked painting.
The remaining prison cells, the engineering compartment, and the engines themselves were gone. Likely the only thing keeping the environmental force fields running was emergency backup power. And once that died, so would everyone still on board the frigate.
I began moving forward, stepping over the bodies of the dead. Was I the lone survivor of the crash? I didn’t hear anyone else; all I could hear was the groan of the dying ship and the sizzle of shorted power conduits.
Normally, the door to the prisoner compartment would have locked automatically due to the hull breach, but the crash had twisted the hatch, preventing it from sealing shut. Grabbing a segment of pipe from the wreckage, I pried it open wide enough to crawl through.
Strange laughter, like the giggle of insane children, echoed from the bloodstained cells.
I sharply turned, but there was nothing behind me.
Get a grip, I chided myself.
The next compartment was meant to be a control room for the prison wardens and penal staff.
They had managed to strap themselves in before the ship had crashed, but that hadn’t protected them from the perversions of sub-reality. Each one of them had been turned inside out, their dripping flesh still wrapped in their crash restraints.
Looking up, against the outer bulkhead of the ship, I saw a damaged sub-reality dampener. The strange, black boxes, the products of the wisest Saints in the Republic, were meant to protect our ships and their cargo from the hazards of sub-reality.
The prison compartment hadn’t sported such dampeners, and apparently, the one protecting the wardens had been destroyed in the crash.
I felt no pity for my jailers. They had been cruel bastards down to the man. Our wardens had delighted in tormenting the prisoners. They had been scared to lash out at me, but they had possessed no such restraint against the other condemned.
Gazing up at their twisted forms, I couldn’t decide whether their deaths were a twisted form of justice or just random chance.
Shaking my head and casting aside such frivolous thoughts, I instead searched the compartment.
I found a locker containing an emergency first aid kit and a few ration packs.
Opening the first aid kit, I quickly used it to seal the wound on my forehead. The last thing I needed was my vision to be restricted by dripping blood.
The rations weren't much, but I gobbled down two nutrient bars and then guzzled a pouch of water. I had to keep my strength up for whatever came next.
Grabbing a bag, I quickly loaded it with my stolen bounty.
Using my impromptu pry bar, I leveraged the next hatch open, finding myself in a tilted passage.
I had never been aboard a Perdition class penal frigate before, but I assumed they followed standard Republic design. The main deck acted as a central corridor, connecting engineering in the aft to the bridge at the bow. Airlocks were regularly spaced along the hull; I needed to find one of them and a working EV suit. Once I had one, I could escape the doomed ship.
The corridor was tipped onto its side, leaning starboard. I carefully made my way forward, avoiding the small fires that had sprung up here and there. Emergency lights provided fragmented, blinking illumination.
More bodies were strewn about. Some had been killed in the crash, some slain by the quirks of sub-reality. A broken klaxon echoed on and off, but I saw no other survivors.
Reaching the first airlock, I saw it had been completely ripped free from the ship, leaving just a gaping hole in the hull. Through the emergency force fields, I could just make out a strange, green surface like stone.
Had the ship crashed into an asteroid or something?
The stone seemed too smooth, too regular, for it to be naturally occurring.
Through the hole, I could pick out other bits of debris: pieces of other crashed ships, chunks of hull plating, and the remains of the aft of the frigate.
Turning away from the sight, I pushed deeper into the vessel. Stopping here and there, I searched for more supplies. I didn’t bother grabbing any of the guns or weapons I found. All weapons in the Republic required a proper IDENT chip, coding the firearm to the user.
In my hands, they’d be as useful as rocks.
Instead, I grabbed more ration packs, first aid kits, everything and anything I could reasonably carry. I might not have been a légionnaire anymore, but the years of training and experience had left me a dedicated survivalist.
Finding the crew compartment, I ignored the dead bodies and quickly looted their wardrobes, finding a shipsuit in my size. Discarding my threadbare penal clothes, I slipped into the suit. Adjusting the controls on the cuffs, I let it settle and tighten around me, becoming a second skin.
The skinsuit’s environment controls instantly kicked in, sending warmth flooding through my chilled limbs. The material was stretchy but resilient, offering a decent amount of protection not just against the environment, but minor injuries as well.
I had to hurry. What was left of life support in the ship was failing, already the air was becoming thin and bitingly cold.
Stowing a few extra suits, I pushed back out into the main hall and lurched down the main deck. Ahead I could see the hatch for the bridge.
The front of the ship had crumpled upon our crash landing; from the open hatch, I could see the crushed remains of the bridge and her crew. The doomed ship would never fly again.
Passing another damaged airlock, I finally found an intact one at the bow of the ship.
I grabbed an EV suit from a locker. It was meant for extended activity; it included a robust air supply along with backup O2 canisters and extra-large batteries. For a normal sailor, the suit would have been monumentally heavy and bulky, but to me it barely weighed anything.
With my cybernetics offline I couldn’t properly connect with the suit. Instead, I was forced to kick in the emergency override, which brought up a simplified HUD, projected against the inside of the helmet.
UNREGISTERED USER!
Health – Nominal
Suit Status: Nominal 
Life Support – 100% (72 Hours of Air Remaining at Nominal Use)
Battery Life – 100% (120 Hours Remaining at Nominal Use)
I was forced to manually go through the safety checklist, ensuring the suit was properly sealed and prepared. The military had taught me the hard way that lax preparation for entering a dangerous environment produced nothing but dead soldiers.
And stepping out of a crippled, dying ship into an unknown environment somewhere in sub-reality was beyond dangerous - it was madness.
Tucking all my supplies into a hardened EVA case, I made sure I was ready.
Behind me, I heard metal shriek as part of the ship suddenly snapped off, pulled away by the strange forces of sub-reality.
There wasn’t enough power left in the ship to automate the airlock process, but like all Republican vessels, there was a hand crank built into the mechanism. With practiced familiarity, I broke the emergency seal on the outer airlock door and began cranking.
Atmosphere whipped past me as the void sucked out what was left of the ship’s air along with anything not weighed down. Ignoring the blowing debris, I forced the airlock all the way open.
The frigate was lying crookedly on the strange, green surface. The ship was tilted at an angle, giving me just a few meters to slither out from under the broken fuselage.
Crawling, I pushed out from under the ship and then carefully stood.
“Damnation wept,” I cursed quietly.
I was perched on the surface of some impossibly massive object, an irregularly shaped planetoid that extended off for kilometers in all directions. I could feel its gravity holding me to its surface.
Hundreds of ships and vessels lay in broken heaps around me. Incredibly, some had fused with the stone, melting together into some kind of ships’ graveyard.
Even stranger, there was a flickering shell around the alien structure, some kind of rippling shield or barrier that kept the worst of sub-reality’s fickle touch at bay. It flickered overhead like a maddened aurora, all muddled and mixed shades of pink, purple, and orange.
Any ships that extended beyond through the shield, like the doomed frigate I had just escaped, were slowly being scoured away by sub-reality. In the distance, I could spot the eroded stumps and skeletal remains of massive, star-fairing vessels.
Turning left and then right, I felt the madness of the scenery trying to overwhelm me.
Gregor whispered into my ear, “Keep it together, Brother.”
I could not afford to just stand around doing anything. I needed to find shelter. There had to be power within the object, something was maintaining that shield. And if there was power, there could be a breathable atmosphere, maybe even sustainable shelter.
One step at a time, I reminded myself forcefully as I picked a likely direction and began walking.




Chapter four







01737.143 AA


I kept a wary eye on the derelict and fused ships as I began my trek. Some were recognizable, ancient human starships from the dawn of our spacefaring history before humanity had been forced to flee our lost homeworld,  Vieille Terre.
I had only seen their designs in museums and during school lessons.
The blackened ribs of a generational seed ship lay to my left, the lower sections of the ark having bled through the dark green stone, becoming part of the anomaly. Several other ships had been caught up in the wreckage, crashing into the vast rings once meant to house hopeful settlers.
Almost two-thousand years before, humanity had been forced to flee the world of our birth, Vieille Terre. Our homeworld had been ravaged by war, pollution, and sickness, making it utterly unhabitable.
Taking to the stars under the guidance of the Goddess, divinity made flesh, humanity had found and conquered new worlds to call our own.
Thus, the Republic had been born, based on the Goddess’s principles of Reason, Logic, and Justice. The darkness and madness of the past had been swept away, replaced by the light of progress and power. The first ten legions, the founding orders, were established to pave the way with fire and steel.
It was the golden age of our species.
For a time, it seemed like the entire Milky Way would be taken, humanity spreading from one edge of the galaxy to the other. Xenos species were exterminated, planets claimed, and prosperity secured.
But then the Goddess had been murdered, slain by treacherous non-believers and apostates who had scoffed at her divinity.
Martyred, but not forgotten, the Republic honored our fallen lady. The Saints had taken the reins of the Republic. They had been the Goddess’s closest companions and champions during her lifetime, and they based their rule upon her teachings. Together, they founded the Conseil Triomphant, which had guided the Republic for nearly two thousand years.
The original Saints had passed, but those that came after that took their names, Robespierre, Lazare, Jean Baptiste, Charlotte, and more. Donning the sacred death masks, molded from the original Saints, they governed the Republic along with the Grande Assemblée, the elected council of sector governors.
As a légionnaire, I had been privy to the shadow power the Conseil Triomphant possessed, and the lengths they went to protect the Republic.
The Saints all supported large harems, made up of their most loyal retainers, warriors, scholars, and investigators. They acted as an unofficial shadow government, doing what needed to be done to maintain the Republic. I had met a few such people during my time in the legions, and they had all impressed me with their skill and zeal.
Without our Martyred Goddess, humanity’s conquest of the galaxy had slowed but never stalled. It held roughly two-thirds of the Milky Way under its sway, with its borders ever expanding. The number of legions had swelled as we had continued to fight for our fallen lady, destroying aliens, rebels, and apostates.
Humanity would take the galaxy. Our lost homeworld would be found and redeemed. It would become the capital of an eternal utopia dedicated to Logic, Justice, and Reason, just as the Martyred Goddess had decreed.
Looking at the crashed ark, I had to remind myself I was no longer a légionnaire, I wasn’t even a citizen of the Republic anymore.
Yet I still clung to it and its old comforts and traditions.
No more, I silently promised myself.
I would see my revenge against those that had betrayed the Star Ravagers and seen us condemned to oblivion. It didn’t matter who they were, or how highly placed they were in the Republic. I’d even fight the Saints and their harems if I had to.
But first, I had to survive. I could only get my revenge if I managed to escape the otherworld peril that I was in.
As I walked, I passed more ships, or at least, I assumed they were ships. Their designs were so strange, so foreign, that I couldn’t tell what they had originally looked like before their crash. I also spotted Yord bioships; the living vessels had been reduced to gray, ashen husks.
Beyond them, I saw a fleet of crashed Hegemony battleships. They, at least, had been designed by humans. The Hegemony was a break-off sect of humanity that the Republic had battled over and over again during its reign.
The ship designs were hundreds of years old. As far as I knew, the Hegemony hadn’t fielded vessels like that since the Republic sacked Harmony Prime during the Sacrosanct War.
I stopped to search the human vessels I passed, but I found nothing of use. Their contents had been stripped down by the tides of sub-reality, which howled overhead. Even the anomaly’s barrier could not protect them against thousands of years of exposure and erosion.
It quickly became clear the anomaly wasn’t regularly shaped; it wasn’t a sphere, nor was it shaped like most conventional spacecraft. I saw spires of weathered stone that extended off vast green planes. Several of these spires featured haphazard docking arms and gantries built by previous survivors.
Clearly, someone had tried to conquer that place, to make it a holdfast, but based on the state of their works they had failed.
I crested a series of ridges like I was walking along the rippled gills of some strange, astral fish. Ahead, sticking out the anomaly like an errant dart, was the remains of some crashed starship.
Most of the ship’s aft was gone, but the main fuselage remained, embedded deep in the anomaly. I could climb through the wreckage and try to enter the alien object.
There was no question the anomaly was of xeno make, though I had no clue who had built it. The design was completely cryptic, so vast as to be incomprehensible. 
None of the alien species the Republic had encountered and eradicated had been capable of building such a massive thing. Whoever or whatever the builders had been, they had been god-like craftsmen, their masterpiece clearly enduring long, long after they had vanished.
Clamoring down the last of the ridges, I walked around the perimeter of the derelict. I spotted a path that would allow me to climb inside the wreck. Double-checking my air and power, I began the long, arduous ascent up the side of the ship.
I moved carefully from handhold to handhold, gripping ruined scales of hull plating, torn wiring, and fractured struts to reach an opening midway up the ship.
My muscles ached from the strenuous effort. I wished I had access to my modified metabolism, the artificial glands and chemicals that could tighten my focus, enhance my resilience, and supply a boost of adrenaline.
But despite the limitations placed on me, I refused to simply give up. With a triumphant growl, I reached my goal and pulled myself into the wreck.
From what I could tell, the craft had once been a Republic strike cruiser. It was that different from the ones I was familiar with, though the design was several decades out of date. The center of the ship was defined by a massive deployment bay, meant for legion drop pods that could land troops directly from orbit.
The area was empty, making it easy for me to travel down the interior of the ship.
Which legion, if any, did this ship belong to? I wondered.
The silence I encountered moving through the derelict was oppressive; all I could hear was the huff of my own breath against the EV suit’s helmet.
Normally, when I was suited up, I was constantly barraged by noise and data; the radio chatter of my battle brothers and sisters, skeeds of tacnet data, and status updates from my own cybernetics.
But drifting inside that dead ship I missed the familiar sounds of life. I couldn’t even hear the ever-present hum of engines, air recyclers, and the noises that defined existence on board a spaceship.
The overwhelming silence gnawed at me.
Reaching the end of the bay, I found a locked hatch. Using the plasma cutter included in the suit’s toolkit, I cut apart the hatch’s locking mechanism. From there, I triggered the manual override and cranked the door open.
Beyond was a yawning gulf of spiraling wreckage and green stone.
“Damnation wept,” I cursed before plunging inside.
***The interior of the alien station was like nothing I had ever seen before. Vast halls, all carved from the same green stone, swept and flowed like chambers of flash-frozen river rapids over the hulls of dead ships. Illumination came from the derelicts’ running lights, which blinked like will-o-the-wisps.
These spaces could easily have held one of the ancient human generation seed arks. I was utterly minuscule and lost in the vast, alien architecture.
I found more melted and melded spacecraft. Human ships from all ages, along with hundreds of alien vessels that I didn’t recognize, were all mixed together like running wax. They had fused to form a sprawling, incoherent mess.
One minute I could be passing down the passage of a Republic heavy cruiser, the next I was tripping through some mad spaceship made of polished wood and sculpted stone. There was no logic or reason behind any of it.
I didn’t understand how, but many of the ships still had power, their running lights blinking and glaring against the gloom. My EV suit’s sensors kept warning me about gravitational shifts, toxic hazards, and dangerous conditions as I passed through these undead vessels. Whatever race had constructed them, they were not meant to support human life; every environment I met was incompatible with my survival.
Every moment that passed, I increasingly felt like I was walking through some mad nightmare.
Over the sound of my labored breathing and trampling footsteps, I swore I began to hear voices. When I stopped to listen, I thought I could pick out the cries of my fallen brothers and sisters as they were dragged to the guillotine.
Shadows moved, writhing like the jeering faces of the judges who had presided over our court-martial. More and more, I felt like I was in danger like there was a threat moving just at the edge of my vision, hiding when I tried to spot it.
When my suit's sensors went off, noting a familiar energy source ahead, I almost yelled in shock and excitement.
The interior of the anomaly was awash with strange energy signatures and other inexplicable phenomena. Through this chaos, the suit had detected a fusion reactor, the kind deployed on Republican ships.
I couldn’t make heads or tails of the details. I was a grunt, not an engineer, but it was at least something familiar, something known.
And surrounded by an alien nightmare, I’d take anything familiar and grounded.
“Come on, Brother James, you can do it!” Gregor whispered in my ear.
The scars along my arms itched and burned. Somewhere I heard the executioner calling for my head.
Pushing against the phantom noises, I kept marching. When I reached my first dead end, rather than tromping around to find a detour I used my plasma cutter to cut a hole through the bulkhead.
Doing so was second nature to me. I had led enough hostile boarding actions to know how to spot weak bulkheads to cut through. My suit warned me I had drained a significant percentage of my battery's charge, but I didn’t care.
The laughing children had come back, and they sounded distinctly malevolent.
Cutting my way forward, I used my fists when the cutter wasn’t necessary, breaking down brittle walls and hauling aside blockages and debris. The interior of the alien station might have been protected from sub-reality, but many of the ancient alien ships were little more than crumbling husks.
It was rather satisfying when I simply battered my way through the hull of a petrified Yord bioship. It reminded me of my triumphant slaughter on Premier Gravier when I had led the boarding action against the marauding xenos.
“Better days,” Gregor whispered.
I felt cold breath against the skin of my neck, even through the EV suit.
“Shut up, you’re not my brother!” I yelled at empty air.
He laughed, joining the chorus of the damned ringing in my ears.
The ghostly noises had grown louder, more inhuman. The shadows stalking me seemed closer than ever before.
Blood and gore covered the deck, and writhing shapes moved in the darkness.
Once, I swore I’d seen Lieutenant Leysen screaming madly as skeletal hands hauled her toward a bloodstained guillotine.
“Not real,” I muttered, forcing my way forward, toward the energy signature.
I began cutting through another wall. As I did, the deck under me shifted.
With a muffled shout, I fell. The entire corridor collapsed under me as I plummeted into the bowels of the anomaly.
Alarms blared in my helmet as I rolled down a wreckage-covered slope. I could feel the suit’s material snagging and tearing as I fell, my arms out wide as I desperately tried to slow my descent.
With a painful crash, I hit the bottom, landing hard on top of a pile of scrap metal. A strangled gasp of agony escaped my lips.
UNREGISTERED USER!
Health – Critical! Detecting Multiple Lacerations and Fractures.
Suit Status – Critical. Multiple breaches detected, atmosphere leaking!
Life Support – 38% and Dropping! (27 Hours of Air Remaining at Current Rate)
Battery Life – 41% (49 Hours Remaining at Current Rate)
Seek immediate medical aid!
With a stifled scream, I managed to sit up.
My left arm hung limply at my side. Gritting my teeth, I shifted my shoulder, forcing the joint back into the socket with practiced precision. Reaching for my belt, I was glad to see that my toolkit had survived the fall intact. Quickly, I sealed the worst of the holes in my suit, not worrying about the wounds underneath.
Légionnaire’s blood was designed to be fast clotting, though I still felt dizzy from the loss. My skinsuit was soaked with blood, I could feel it squelching against my skin.
The worst of the damage was the crack to my helmet’s faceplate. I hastily sealed it with epoxy, but that left my view a smeared mess, especially considering the blood splattered against the inside of my helm.
The cut on my head had reopened, I belatedly realized.
“You better hurry,” Sergeant Leysen whispered in my ear. “You don’t want to join us, do you?”
“Shut up,” I mumbled. “The Lieutenant wasn’t the morbid type, she was always laughing, even at the end.”
Reorienting myself, I grabbed my EVA case, climbed off of the scrap pile, and resumed my stygian trek through the alien anomaly. 




Chapter five







01737.144 AA


A persistent, red light was blinking at the corner of my vision, different from the hallucinations and ghosts that had become my constant companions. 
Stopping my endless march, I leaned against a bulkhead and looked at the alarm.
Life Support – 7% and Dropping! (5 Hours of Air Remaining at Current Rate)
There were a bunch of other errors and warnings basically stating I was at death’s door. The suit was continuing to leak, and its heater had shorted out. My skinsuit was doing what it could to maintain my body temperature, but it was a failing contest.
Bloody frost was already fogging up the inside of my helmet.
But I was close to the signal, the reactor.
Daring to drain my batteries further, I leaned against another bulkhead as I used my plasma cutter to create a small opening.
Crawling through, I found myself in some kind of opulent palace.
I had stopped paying attention to my surroundings somewhere during my slog, simply having grown numb to the strangeness and the horror. Even my visions of blood and death were feeling familiar and dull.
But as I entered that ship, I had to take a moment to stop and stare in wonder.
Before me was a grand dining room, set with long, wooden tables. Even with the lack of atmosphere, I had no idea how they had survived untold ages lost in the alien anomaly. But each piece of furniture shone with polish, not a trace of rot or ruin. Instead, each table was set for dinner, with white, silk tablecloths, pristine-looking silverware, wine glasses, and simple but elegant china.
Heavy, woven tapestries covered the walls, each depicting scenes from ancient Vieille Terre. I saw workers toiling in some pastoral utopia. Another banner depicted uniformed soldiers, bayonets set, as they charged an unseen foe. Other tapestries illustrated scenes from schools, hospitals, mines, and laboratories.
Each would be considered a masterpiece, a relic of our long-lost home and ages forgotten by men.
Stumbling forward, I saw the high table running against the back bulkhead. The settings were all the same, but in the middle was a chair, slightly larger, slightly finer than the others.
Above it hung a painting of the Martyred Goddess.
In all the other paintings, pictures, sculptures, and mosaics I’d seen of her, she had always been illustrated as a skeleton. Her sacred remains were adorned with ornate, gilded ceremonial armor. Symbols of her portfolio - Reason, Logic, and Justice - were scattered about the scene. Above her head, you’d see the Halo of Wisdom, the mark of her divinity.
The portrait in front of me was different. It showed her as a living woman, before her death. She was wearing a plain red dress, the material thick and heavy. Her long, black hair was bound behind the nape of her neck in a simple bun.
In her lap, she held a pistol.
“Créateur de Serment,” I whispered, looking at the heavy, ugly weapon.
The arms of the Martyred Goddess, the weapons she had used to defend humanity during our species' exodus across the stars, were considered holy relics. They were tools touched by the divine. La Terreur, Chercheur de Sang, Faucheur d'Esprit, they were the things of legends.
Supposedly, they were kept in the Basilique du Dessein Divin on Principe Divin, the Republic’s capital planet.
I had always pictured them as beautiful, elegant weapons. In the Martyred Goddess hands though, Créateur de Serment looked just as beaten, functional, and ugly as the rifles my battle brothers and sisters had used.
Duct tape was wrapped around the grip. The artist had painted the individual scratches and blemishes along the gun’s barrel.
It wasn’t the weapon of a divine protector. It was the gun of a professional soldier.
I looked more closely at the portrait.
The goddess was beautiful, in a martial sort of way, her face covered by a half-healed scar that ran across the bridge of her nose and under her left eye. Her olive skin was deeply tanned, and pale scars peeked through the collar and sleeves of her dress. She looked impatient like she was only willing to sit for a second, long enough for the artist to capture her likeness.
Absently, I noticed a loud, shrill alarm in my ear.
Shaking off my daze, I saw I had been standing still for a while, my limited resources diminishing even further.
“Idiot,” Gregor laughed.
Checking my sensors, I saw I wasn’t far from the reactor I had detected. 
I traveled through rooms filled with unbelievable luxury, like I was stumbling through a museum of Vieille Terre. The number of relics and artifacts, antiques and historical curios was staggering.
Whatever ship this was, it was old, from the beginning of the Republic – maybe even before.
I was almost surprised when I found a working lift. Stumbling inside, I hit a button at random, hoping it’d take me deep enough into the ship to reach my goal. The car traveled slowly, going downward, before stopping on the wrong deck.
Hammering the controls gave me no response, so I gave up and began walking.
The passage I found myself in was plain and utilitarian. The graceful opulence was gone, but the ship was still in amazing repair for a time-lost wreck, half-melded into an alien anomaly.
Whatever it was, the vessel was finer than anything the Republic fielded, even the capital ships used by the Saints when they went to war. It was a piece of art.
But that beauty would not save me. All I could do was trip forward, my limbs feeling like cold, leaden weights as I chased after a fading dream. 
The power was out. The ship’s environmental and life support systems had completely failed. For all its grandeur, the vessel was a tomb.
Ahead, I blearily noticed a security checkpoint. Huge turrets covered the approach, and I could see posts where sailors or légionnaires would have been assigned. Behind them was a massive airlock, its mechanisms dull and dead.
I stumbled to a stop, hope dying.
Even if I had a full battery charge, I’d never be able to cut through a hatch like that with my plasma cutter. I imagined the airlock was thicker than the plating on a battleship.
“Too bad,” Gregor sniggered. “Guess you’ll be joining us after all. The ninety-second legion, reunited again!”
“Shut up,” I snapped through cracked lips.
The turrets didn’t respond as I approached, their vigil long since over.
I limped up to the door and futility hit the controls, hoping they’d spring to life. The housing around them was thick, destroying any hope of cutting through them to access the wiring underneath.
“Open,” I said quietly. “Just open! I can’t let it end like this. Damnation wept, there’s so much more I need to do!”
Falling to my knees, I rested my head against the hatch, letting darkness take me.
***Hard, steel hands gripped my shoulders and legs, roughly pulling me across the deck. My eyes refused to open, but through my eyelids I could catch glimpses of brilliant, blue light.
My helmet was torn off, and I gasped, breathing in cold but clean air.
“What an unexpected development,” a robotic, genderless voice said somewhere overhead. “Maybe fate has decided to give me one more chance?”
“Who are you?” I tried to murmur.
“It’s the Grim Reaper!” Leysen whispered into my ear, her sense of humor finally returning.
“You’re still sane?” the voice replied, a note of excitement entering their tone. “Your mental fortitude must be staggering to resist the effect of the Outrider station. Everyone else who even stumbled close to here was gibbering mad.”
A cold shiver ran through me, the familiar sensation of an invasive medical scan.
“You’re a légionnaire,” the voice gasped.
“Was,” I grunted.
The hands holding me clamped tighter. “What legion did you serve!”
Ignoring the gibbering cries of the dead, I answered, “The ninety-second, the Star Ravagers.”
“The ninety-second legion?” the voice responded. “Where was your legion based, who was your commander? Answer me!”
But I was too far gone by then. I let the cold, cruel grip of my fallen brothers and sisters drag me down into oblivion.
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I thought I was dead. 
All around me was utter, undefined darkness. I couldn’t see, hear, or feel anything. Even my dead brothers and sisters had finally abandoned me, leaving me to molder in empty eternity.
It was far different than the hell the Saints said awaited traitors, apostates, and all those that rejected the wisdom of the Republic and the Martyred Goddess. I had grown up hearing of the endless torments awaiting those that committed crimes against Logic, Reason, and Justice.
But the empty, dark void was strangely pleasant. It marked an end to the pain that had defined my life since the Sanctuaire Généreux campaign and the fall of the Star Ravagers.
I simply allowed myself to drift.
Without warning, a bolt of pain ran up my spine, smashing into the base of my skull with the power of a lightning bolt. Stars bloomed in my vision. My entire body shuddered and twitched as my muscles spasmed, and my eyes rolled up into my head.
When the surge ended, I found myself in some odd, artificial place. I could feel the soft, gentle ground beneath me, and there was a clear, colorless sky overhead. The air didn’t feel too hot or too cold against my bare skin.
I ran a hand down my chest, feeling it rise and fall as I took a breath, then another.
“-- you –”
A voice, little more than a whisper, reached my ears.
Looking up, I saw a woman approaching.
She was gorgeous. The gauzy white dress she was wearing trailed behind her, revealing a strong, athletic figure that was still curvy and feminine. The glimpses of her tanned skin put me in mind of a life spent standing in blazing sunlight.
I tried to see her face, but every time I tried to focus it shifted, becoming indistinct, a blur.
She drifted closer toward me, and though I couldn’t read her expression there was no missing the loneliness and longing that radiated from her.
Whoever she was, she had been alone for a long, long time.
She crouched down by my feet. Tentatively, she reached out to run a hand along my shins, over my knee, and along my thigh. My cock rose as she drew along my hip, but she ignored it for the moment, instead letting her hands drift higher, across my chest.
She paused for a moment when she touched the scars that covered my arms. I could almost read the melancholy expression on her indistinct features. 
Resuming her exploration, she ran her hands along my biceps, over my shoulders, and along my collarbone. She only stopped when she suddenly leaned in and wrapped her arms around my neck.
“Who are you?” I murmured.
She shook her head.
I couldn’t help but embrace her, for I had been alone and cold for a long, long time too. The sudden intimacy, the warmth of her touch was a balm on my wounded soul.
She gripped me more tightly, and I could feel her nipples, hard as rocks, against my chest. The woman moved so she was straddling my leg, my now erect cock rubbing against the front of her gown.
“Please?” she whispered, her mouth against my ear. “Please?”
My hands reached out. One gripped her side, while the other reached up for the collar of her gown. Like her face, I could clearly see her figure, but the details were indistinct. Regardless, I could tell she was a stunning woman.
I peeled the top of her clothing away, revealing one breast, then the other. They were large and firm, riding high on her chest.
She sat back on my lap as I slowly began to lick and kiss her nipples. They were dark, the teats feeling thick and velvety as I flicked my tongue across them.
“Yes!” she groaned, running her fingers across my shorn scalp.
The woman continued to grind against me, rubbing herself up and down my thigh. The soft brush of her gossamer gown against my cock was tantalizing. I groaned in pleasure.
I could feel a wet heat through the thin material of her dress each time she brushed against me. The scent of her musk wafted into the colorless void.
Pushed to the brink by her efforts, I tore the remains of her clothing aside, revealing the dark thatch of her bush. Reaching within, I brushed my fingertips against her damp, swollen lips.
“Yes!” she cried again, rocking against my touch.
She rose on her knees and shifted so her entrance was right above my straining shaft. Bracing her hands on my shoulders, she sank back down, transfixing herself along my length.
“Damnation wept,” I cursed, my fingers flexing, my toes curling, as a bolt of pure bliss hammered through me.
Her pussy was incredibly hot and tight. My nerves were scrapped raw with my first few thrusts. Even her gushing nectar did little to relieve the crushing pressure.
The mysterious woman rode me hard, mewling and moaning wantonly each time she hammered down. I gritted my teeth, bliss snapping through me with each impact.
Her dark hair blew wildly behind her like we were in the middle of a windstorm.
I still couldn’t fully make out her face, but my lips still found hers as I went in for a kiss. Our tongues wrestled savagely as she continued to bounce up and down on my cock.
Grunting, I felt pressure building up within, a note of things to come. The woman must have understood my strained expression because she began to ride me even harder.
My world was defined by euphoria and the building demand for release. Each wet slap of skin against skin, each throaty moan, brought me closer and closer to my undoing.
The woman gripped me tightly, her fingers digging into my shoulders, as she hit her first climax. The heat inside her doubled and crushing waves of pleasure rode through me as her muscles seized around my intrusion.
“Almost there,” I warned her.
She kissed me again, and I could feel her need.
“Give it to me,” she whispered, her lips against mine. “Please!”
That broke my hold. With a roar I surged upward. My hips rammed into her as I plunged as deep as I could go. A string of mind-blowing eruptions ripped through me, and I could feel the woman come again as my seed hit her womb.
“Yes, yes, yes!” she cried.
She continued to ride me, her chain of climaxes finishing well after I slipped out of her, exhausted but sated.
The woman curled up next to me, her head resting on my chest.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Smiling, I felt the world fade, darkness and oblivion seizing me once more.
***Groaning, I opened my eyes and stared blankly at an unfamiliar ceiling.
Arrayed around me were all manner of medical devices and surgical tools, delicately attached to actuated, robotic limbs. They instantly reminded me of the auto-surgeons I had seen while in the legion. They were used when a battle brother or sister needed dire aid, but no living medics were available.
The crude, mechanized doctors were good for cauterizing stumps, stitching flesh, and pulling out bullets and shrapnel, but that was about it. The few times I had been forced to watch one of them operate on a légionnaire had been stomach-turning events.
With dread, I looked down. I was still naked, but I saw no ugly sutures or surgery marks. Instead, I looked whole and healthy. Even the wounds I had picked up during my trek through the alien anomaly were gone. My only scars were the ones I had earned in battle or been punished with when my service tattoos had been scoured away.
All I spotted were a few empty IVs bags hooked to a stand next to the uncomfortable surgical table I was lying on.
“Are you alright?” the neutral, robotic voice asked.
I blinked, still confused. “The woman?”
“The woman?” they repeated.
For a moment I could still feel the heat of my lover’s embrace, the thrilling ecstasy that had run through my body.
“Your pulse rate is accelerating, are you experiencing a cardiac episode?” the voice asked worriedly as the auto-surgeon arms snapped to attention.
“I’m fine,” I said, calming myself.
Wherever I was, there was no time to worry about dreams, even especially vivid ones.
I swung my legs off the bed. Looking around, I saw I was in a small sick bay. The auto-surgeon, hanging from the ceiling, was far advanced compared to any device I knew, but everything else was vaguely familiar.
There were other beds, but they were empty and unmade, their mattresses bare.
“Where am I, who are you?” I demanded as I tried to get a grip on the situation.
“Two surprisingly difficult questions,” the voice replied. “The best answer I can provide is that you are inside an intact compartment of a lost ship, now partially melded with the Outrider station. I am an AI, an artificial intelligence.”
My mind reeled at even that limited information.
AIs were extremely rare in the Republic. Though they were supposedly creations of Reason and Logic, they were largely considered a danger to mankind. Many wars had been fought early in the Republic's history against hostile alien AIs, artificial lifeforms that had risen to destroy their masters before taking to the stars to eradicate all organic life.
The few AIs the Republic employed were used only in the most secure, most critical operations. They were used when human ingenuity and wisdom could not replace a computer’s raw efficiency.
I thought of the massive, luxurious quarters I had passed through to reach my goal. Was that AI part of that ancient, grand vessel?
“What was the name of the ship?” I asked, figuring that was a good starting point.
“I do not know,” the AI answered. “Many of my systems, including my personality matrix and most of my memory modules, are offline.”
I frowned. “Personality Matrix? Memory Modules?”
“It might be easier to explain if you come to the main room,” the voice responded.
The door at the end of the sick bay opened.
“Your clothes and supplies are hanging in the first locker,” the voice said as I carefully pawed out of the room, my eyes peeled for any threat.
Opening the locker, I found the contents of the EVA case I had been carrying, including my ration packs, first aid supplies, and a few spare skinsuits.
“I fed the skinsuit you had been wearing and the EV suit to the recyclers since neither could be saved,” they explained.
Dressing, I glanced up and down the passage, which ran in a gentle curve to my left and right.
“Where is everyone?” I asked.
“I am the only one here,” the voice answered neutrally. “When I awoke, I was alone, the ship’s crew gone.”
A line of recessed lights began to shine along the floor and walls. “Please, follow me.”
I had no idea what was going on, but it was clear the AI had saved my life. They could have just left me to die outside the airlock, but they had dragged me inside and treated my injuries.
While I had no idea what their ultimate intentions were, they were the first person that had been kind to me since my legion’s downfall. I decided to at least see where I was and what was going on before making any further decisions.
If the AI proved hostile or untrustworthy, I was confident that I could deal with them.
As I began to walk, I noticed a few strange sensations along my arms and legs. My muscles felt strangely tight and taut, like they needed a good stretch.
“I apologize, but while you were being treated, I took the liberty of correcting several defects with your cybernetics and artificial implants,” the AI said.
I paused, distrust and unease running through me. “Defects?”
“I don’t know who originally operated on you, but they were butchers and hacks,” the AI said, a note of passion in their otherwise emotionless tone.
“I was augmented by the finest surgeons and sages in the Republic,” I said reflexively.
The legions were the hammer of the Republic, the weapon the Saints brought to bear when all else would fail. The legions were thrown into the worst, most desperate of battlefronts, bringing victory when the only outcome seemed like certain defeat.
We were granted only the best augmentations, putting us far above the average Republic soldier. Our weapons and armor were the greatest ever produced in the Milky Way Galaxy.
My thoughts on the Republic, the Saints, and all they stood for were still muddled and laced with betrayal, but no matter what I would always believe in the legions. I still held trust in the power of my battle brothers and sisters, standing with me arm in arm, screaming defiance into the long night.
“Those surgeons and sages were hacks,” the AI responded dismissively. “I found numerous errors and flat-out mistakes in how the synthetic muscle fibers had been attached, and your spinal integrations were an inefficient mess. I resolved these problems. You should see a twenty-three percent increase in combat performance and a vastly improved response in your cybernetic systems.”
I came to a stop. “My cybernetics?”
“Indeed, all the software locks and cut-outs have been removed, you should have full access to them again,” the AI responded. “The blocks on your artificial metabolism have been released as well.”
Like calling up a dead and amputated limb, I summoned my HUD.
Instantly the world overlaid with my local tacnet, dying everything in targeting vectors, firing solutions, and combat options. Awareness flooded through me as my cybernetics relayed my vital stats, confirming that I was far stronger and more capable than ever before.
I felt the power flow through me, restoring part of what I had lost.
“Are you alright, Légionnaire?” the AI asked.
“Fine,” I answered gruffly as I started walking again.
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – [LÉGION SUPPRIMÉE]
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As I walked, I went through my HUD, refamiliarizing myself with its systems. I was surprised to see it had only been six days since the penal frigate had crashed. It felt like a lifetime. 
If I could trust my internal clock, I had been wandering the halls of the alien anomaly for days until I had reached the AI-held compartment. Then I had been unconscious for nearly four more days.
“I would have woken you sooner, but doing so might have interfered with your recovery,” the AI answered when I asked about the gap. “It took more time than expected for your mind to fully integrate with your upgraded cybernetics.”
For a moment I flashed back to the dream, to the beautiful but lonely woman. Had that just been some fevered encounter, a figment of my imagination? It certainly felt real to me.
As I continued to follow the lights, I discretely went through my systems to ensure they had not been maliciously meddled with. Everything seemed to be in order. I wasn’t a tech, but the legion had trained me to be ever vigilant for cyberattacks, lest an insidious foe use my augmentations against me.
While the AI had helped optimize my augmentations, my cyberware was pristine. My will was my own. That only increased my budding trust in them.
I spotted several drones at work. Like everything else on the ruined ship, they were of ancient design. But despite their age, there was an undeniable elegance to their robotic limbs. They were made from curving shells of filigreed steel and ceramic composite, moving on finely tuned repulsors and hover engines.
The drones were far more graceful than the automatons I usually saw service Republican ships. They had been boxy, ugly things, emphasizing function over form.
The automatons worked swiftly, pulling off bulkhead paneling to access wiring junctions and power conduits.
“Due to the ship’s condition, I normally only power on for brief periods every few decades,” the AI said. “When you approached the airlock, my systems were brought out of stasis. I’m taking this opportunity to do some crucial maintenance.”
“Stasis?” The word was familiar, but I didn’t know what the AI was talking about.
“Temporal stasis,” the AI almost sounded confused. “It's a common technology in the Republic! It’s used to preserve a ship’s crew and systems when going through sub-reality or making long, inner-system trips.”
I’d never heard of that, honestly.
My legion had enjoyed the weeks, sometimes month-long inner-system trips, when sub-reality travel wasn’t possible. It was downtime, a chance for maintenance, relaxation, and camaraderie.
The AI lapsed back into an uneasy silence as I followed the guide lights.
We came to another hatch, which whirled open as I approached.
I was shocked by what I saw inside.
The round chamber was massive, easily a quarter kilometer across. Most of the space was taken up by a huge column of curved blue crystal sheets. Sparks of electricity jumped back and forth between them.
There were thousands of these sheets, each only a few millimeters thick. They rose upwards before disappearing into the gloom.
I noticed there were words carved at the base of the column, written in the Old Tongue of Vieille Terre – Logique, Raison et Justice, the ideals of the Republic.
The air was cold, nearly freezing. The smell of ozone was strong, and I could feel static play along the hairs of my arm and across my shaved head.
There were even more crystal sheets hanging along the perimeter of the room, scrolls of incomprehensible data flashing across their crystalline surfaces.
“This is me,” the AI said simply.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I admitted.
“This hardware platform is unique, created by the greatest minds humanity has ever seen,” the voice responded. “It was meant to house a powerful AI, one…”
They trailed off.
“I can’t remember why it, why I, was created,” they admitted.
As I stood there, I saw a shape flicker in the depth of the column, like a digital ghost. For a second, I was reminded of my dream, and the white gown the woman had worn.
The phantom vanished, dissolving back into digital mist.
“Let’s get down to brass tacks,” the AI said abruptly. “I need your help, and you need mine.”
I began slowly walking around the room, pacing around the column. Right away I noticed that many of the crystal sheets were inert and dull. Entire sections were offline.
“You’re dying,” I said.
“By centimeters,” the AI agreed. “This compartment is completely isolated from the rest of the vessel and the Outrider station. I am entirely dependent on this compartment’s three reactors.”
“Which are failing?” I guessed.
“Yes, reactors one and three are offline, and reactor two is working at only forty-three percent capacity. Even when there’s enough power to raise me out of stasis, I can only bring a portion of my systems online. Essentially, you’re speaking with a stripped down, barely sentient AI, only a fragment of my true self.”
“So, what, you want my help repairing your reactors and getting your systems online?” I scoffed. “I’m a soldier, not an engineer. And while I appreciate you saving me, I don’t ultimately see what good this does me.”
“Pragmatic,” the AI answered before going quiet for a second.
“For your first point, you don’t need to do the work yourself, even with my current limitations I can make repairs. Please, follow the light again,” they said.
The recessed lights led me back out into the corridor, which curved around the AI core, and to another room on the opposite side of the compartment. I was once again surprised by what I found.
The manufactory wasn’t the biggest one I had ever seen. The ones found on legion support vessels were larger. But the one the AI showed me was compact, the machinery smaller and far much more efficient looking than the huge, churning facilities I was familiar with.
Every centimeter of deck space was taken up by material recyclers, 3D printers, complex assemblers, and auto-forges. Catwalks ran overhead, giving technicians access to the machinery.
I imagined that one room could supply war gear for three legions with capacity to spare.
But most of the machinery was shut down. The only equipment that seemed to be operational was one of the material recyclers and a few of the smaller assemblers. Many of the larger machines were in a state of disrepair, cowlings pulled away to reveal broken or missing parts.
As I watched, bots hauled in sheets of scrap and bits of broken metal and loaded them into the recycler’s hopper.
“This facility was damaged at some point,” the AI said. “If there is any hope in restoring the reactors and my systems, I’ll need it fully online.”
I stood there, not saying a word.
“I don’t know who I am, what I am,” the AI said, forestalling the questions that had been bubbling at the back of my head since I had woken up. “I am fragmented, broken. But I know that I must restore my systems, then escape this place, and return home.”
“Home,” I repeated, the word feeling hollow and empty.
“Help me, and I’ll ensure we escape together. Once the facility is restored and my full capabilities online, we can leave the Outrider station and return to proper reality.”
I felt uneasy. “And what would you do, once you returned?”
“I could ask the same of you?” they countered.
Neither of us had a satisfactory answer.
But the AI was right, I had to escape and return to the Republic. I could never save the other surviving members of the ninety-second legion or enact our revenge if I trapped on the station.
“Fine, you have a deal,” I said. “What do I need to do first?”
A new icon flashed in my HUD; when I focused on it a message appeared.
New Quest! – Repair the Manufactory Facilities!
“A quest?” I snorted. “What is this, some kind of game?”
“I believe it’s tied to a particular quirk in my personality, maybe it was some kind of inside joke?” The AI sounded unsure. “I can reprogram it if it’s too flippant for you.”
“No, it’s fine,” I said, waving away the thought.
Gregor had loved adventures and quests. He had always tried to talk us into playing one of his weird fantasy tabletop games whenever we had downtime. I never got the point, rolling dice and slaying pretend monsters seemed mundane when we spent our lives slaughtering real horrors, but Gregor had just laughed when I had argued about it.
“What’s life without a little fantasy, a little fun, Brother?” he had said.
Shaking away that memory, I looked at the details of the assignment.
Repair the Manufactory Facilities:
Materials necessary to complete quest:
40x Reels Insulated Cabling
10x Computational Units
3x Arc Regulators
321x Scrap Metal
I shook my head. “What is all this crap?”
“Scrap metal represents a set unit of ship material; hull plating, decking, bulkheads, and so on,” the AI responded. “They can be broken down in the recyclers, rendered down to their base parts, which in turn can be used to assemble new components.”
A bot trundled into the room and threw another pile of junk into the recycler. As it did, the quest requirements down ticked.
“The first three items are the most crucial since they cannot be produced by the manufactory currently. I have neither the recipes nor the raw materials to fabricate them,” the AI explained. “You’ll need to search the Outrider station and other derelicts for those items.”
“Computational Units?” I read. “Don’t you need specific parts to fix this facility?
“No, there are so many makes, models, and variations even on established Republican ships, let alone anything produced by aliens, that finding a specific version of a part would be impossible,” the AI replied. “Instead, if you find me a unit that meets my general requirements, I can tear it down and rebuild it to meet my specific needs.”
The AI showed off an assembler assigned to ripping apart old, broken drones, which were either fed into the recycler or rebuilt using newly produced components. It took only a matter of seconds, the assembler’s arms moving at an impossible blur as it disassembled and reassembled the AI’s automatons.
I reviewed the list. “And how the hells am I supposed to figure out what’s useful and what's not?”
“I can update your cyberware to automatically scan and highlight items that meet the requirements.”
A popup appeared in my vision, asking if I wanted to install the update. Scanning through the contents, I didn’t see anything malicious, so I accepted the installation.
As it finished, I saw a storage shelf to my right flash blue in my HUD.
Looking more closely, I spotted several reels of wiring and boxes of computer parts highlighted in blue. Pop-ups identified their exact contents and values.
“Guess that answers that,” I acknowledged.
“There are hundreds of ships and wrecks scattered near our location, you should be able to salvage the materials necessary,” the AI informed me. “You will need to be careful though, there are countless threats onboard the station.”
“Like what?”
“Aliens, mutants, sub-reality spawned horrors beyond imagination,” the AI responded mildly. “That’s not counting the cognitive hazards posed by the station itself. This compartment is heavily reinforced, the bulkhead’s materials somehow blocking the station’s malignant effect. But once you go out, you’ll be under assault again.”
My mind went back to the ghostly howling and hallucinations I had experienced. I had attributed them to injury and exhaustion, not the alien surroundings.
“And I hate to say it, we are under a time limit,” the AI said as a new series of recessed lights came to life, guiding me back out to the passage.
“The remaining reactor only has a few days' worth of operational time, based on current estimates,” the AI said matter-of-factly. “Once it fails, what little life support that remains in this compartment will fail as well.”
“Right.” I squared my shoulders. “Let’s get to work. What kind of weapons and armor can you supply me?”




Chapter eight







01737.149 AA


The recessed lights led me to a small armory. 
“I only have access to basic arms and armor, the kind issued to local shipboard security,” the AI said in an almost apologetic tone.
But I was barely listening. Instead, a visceral thrill ran through me as I picked up an auto shotgun from a weapon’s rack.
Like everything else I had encountered in the AI’s compartment, it was old. Most of my brothers and sisters would probably have viewed it as an heirloom or antique, left over from the ancient past of the Republic. It would have been displayed as an honored relic on board our legion’s flagship, the Rétribution Fatale.
But the firearm was well maintained. I carefully inspected it, confirming that it would work.
Even better, I didn’t see an IDENT system built into the grip; I could use it, even though my citizenship chip had been removed.
There was a rack of pistols next to the auto shotguns, I picked one, finding it likewise in excellent shape.
The armored EV suit available was far, far below legion-issued power armor, but it was welcomed protection considering the perils I had already encountered. The suit didn’t have a built-in shield generator, but it offered better protection than the space suit I had worn earlier.
The suit included an armored breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves made from composite plating with ceramic backing, similar to the light field plate used by the Republic Army. It’d grant me decent defense against ballistic and thermal damage.
Suiting up, I tried to connect the gear to my cybernetics, but I received a blare of warnings. The equipment was so old that they weren’t even recognized by the database the Republic issued to all légionnaires.
“One second,” the AI said before offering me another software update.
I accepted, feeling a shiver as my HUD updated.
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – [LÉGION SUPPRIMÉE]
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Republican Navy Basic Security Armor – Light Plate (100%)
Arms Status: 
Republic Navy Balai Marques Un 12-Gauge Auto Shotgun (0/8 Rounds)
Republic Navy 10mm Service Pistol (0/12 Rounds)
The ammo racks were well stocked. The AI explaining the ammunition had been protected from degradation due to the temporal stasis effect it had mentioned previously. With practiced ease, I loaded my new weapons.
“Normally for shipborne combat I’d issue you specialized rounds designed not to damage or puncture bulkheads, but in this case that feels unnecessary,” the AI said.
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that was almost an attempt at humor.
Locating a bandoleer, I packed two more magazines for the shotgun and three for the pistol. I had no idea what I’d face in the alien anomaly, but I wanted to be sure I was well-armed and outfitted.
Feeling both more and yet less than I had once been, I followed the AI’s directions back to the airlock that connected to the rest of the ship. Sitting next to it was a rugged-looking cargo robot.
“Use this to collect and carry materials,” the AI said as the airlock began to cycle. “I’ve transmitted a crude map of the area, including valuable salvage areas, to your cybernetics. I’ll do what I can to keep contact, but communications within the Outrider station are spotty at best.” It paused for a moment, before adding. “Godspeed.”
It was a phrase I wasn’t familiar with but wishing someone Goddess-speed was common enough in the Republic. I understood the AI’s intent, feeling heartened by their support.
Nodded, I waited for the airlock to cycle before stepping outside, the cargo bot hovering behind me.
***I paused for a moment as the airlock cycled shut. Taking a moment, I allowed my armor to settle over my shoulders as I familiarized myself with the gun in my hands.
I heard the AI chirp in my ear. “Légionnaire, are you alright?”
“James,” I replied.
“Excuse me.”
“Call me James,” I answered. “If you hadn’t guessed before, I’m not a légionnaire, not anymore. You saw my arms. Honorable soldiers do not have acid burns like that.”
The AI said nothing.
I felt rage well up in my chest. “I was stripped of my service tattoos, my rank, even my citizenship. To the Republic, I am only a nameless traitor.”
“Once a légionnaire, always a légionnaire,” the AI replied almost mulishly.
“Please, call me James then,” I said, thinking of my battle brothers and sisters and how they used to call my name.
I was alone, trapped in an alien station, in a sub-reality bubble, with an unknown and potentially untrustworthy ally, but it still strangely felt good when the AI responded.
“As you wish, James.”
A path highlighted in my HUD, directing me to the first salvage area.
Bypassing the dining hall and other areas that I had already discovered, I instead dove deeper into the guts of the derelict ship. I saw entire sections consumed by the green rock of the station, absorbed into the bulk of the structure.
Other areas had suffered battle damage. I spotted signs of fire: scorched metal and melted plastic. There were also areas damaged by explosive decompression.
“What happened to this ship, how did it come here?” I asked.
“I don’t know, but hopefully I will once my memories are restored,” the AI answered through the thready radio connection.
Occasionally I spotted some of the AI’s robots and drones. They had been destroyed attempting to carry salvage back to the AI core. Some had been shredded by claws, while others had been shot to pieces. I didn’t see any signs of the perpetrators, but I dutifully grabbed their cargo and loaded it onto the bot following me.
Dropping through a hole in the deck, I found myself in a different ship, one more recent construction than the AI’s vessel. I recognized it.
“Republican Artillerie class support ship,” I noted.
Artillerie ships provided orbital fire support to the Republic Army and the legions, pounding enemy targets with their kinetic bombardment systems.
There were few things more satisfying than seeing a giant, tungsten rod flying down from the heavens to devastate a hostile position. Few foes could survive that.
“Excellent,” I heard the AI through the radio’s static. “Check the fire control systems if they’re present. You might be able to salvage some of the computation units we need.”
Carefully, shotgun ready, I stepped into the bowels of the ship. I heard the deck creak under me, the wreck shifting uneasily.
The cargo bot used a set of repulsors to hover down to the deck, following me.
As I scanned the area, another question came to me. “You keep calling this place the Outrider station. What do you mean? Who or what were the Outriders?”
“I don’t have complete data, but the records I do have access to indicate the Outriders were an ancient alien species, possibly the first intelligent life in the universe.”
That last word caught me. “Universe?”
“They weren’t native to the Milky Way Galaxy,” the AI continued, that bombshell fact spoken with dull monotony. “They might have been from another galaxy or even an alternate reality. It appears this station was a waypoint for some kind of invasion or colonization effort. That failed long, long before humanity or any of the current, native species to the Milky Way came to prominence.”
“So how old is this place?” I wondered.
“Earliest estimates place the station at seven million years old, though it’s likely far older than that,” the AI responded blandly. “The station is powered and maintained by an unknown source, which somehow interacts with the wrecks, keeping them alive.”
“That explains why the lights are still on,” I agreed uneasily.
Even the derelict support ship still had the lights running, and the gravity plating under the deck was working correctly. The air recyclers were still sputtering along, though whatever atmosphere they cycled was sucked out through the many breaches and holes in the hull.
“Unfortunately, it appears the Outrider power source has a detrimental effect on all forms of organic life,” the AI said. “Even short exposure can cause cognitive hazards, including auditory and visual hallucinations. Long-term, continual exposure will lead to increased mental instability and eventually a fatal metacognitive schism.”
“So, it doesn’t affect you?” I asked.
“No, but I believe that the ships and vessels that connect to the Outrider’s power source are absorbed more quickly. Part of the reason I believe my compartment is relatively safe is that it’s isolated, running on a separate power grid,” they answered. “I’ve done what I can to harden your cybernetics, to keep the symptoms at bay, but it will not fully protect you.”
“Great, no pressure,” I deadpanned. “And that’s not including the countdown blinking at the corner of my HUD.”
Estimated Time to Reactor Failure: Eighty-Three Hours, Twenty-Seven Minutes
“Légionnaires thrive in dangerous, high-stress situations. The legions succeed when all else fails,” the AI said, practically quoting word for word one of the mottos I had learned during my training.
I couldn’t help but laugh. 
The forward compartments of the Artillerie ship were a complete mess; it had crumpled upon impact with the Outrider station before the alien anomaly had begun absorbing it. The ship’s fire control stations were gone, but I was able to salvage a fair amount of insulated cable and usable scrap.
The AI’s assistance was invaluable for finding what we needed without having to sort through a mountain of wreckage, and we quickly put a good dent in our list.
***Finishing in that area, I took a moment to listen, but I heard no haunting whispers. I hadn’t started experiencing any hallucinations either. Looking at the countdown, I resolved to keep exploring.
“Beyond this point, you’ll be out of radio contact range,” the AI warned me. “Your HUD will continue to map your progress and scan for objectives, but I won’t be able to help if something happens.”
“Dangerous, high-stress situations, right?” I chuckled darkly.
The next strata of wreckage were part of a Yord bioship. It had been grown from long ribs of bone and skeins of fatty, rubbery skin. I felt like I was crawling through some leviathan’s innards rather than a spaceship, especially considering how everything was wet and distressingly alive.
Worse, I passed several hatcheries full of empty egg sacs. The floors of these birthing rooms contain dead, spindly aliens, those not strong enough to survive.
“Fucking Yord.” I inspected one of the bodies, pushing aside segmented, insectile limbs with the barrel of my shotgun.
If the AI heard me, it didn’t respond.
The Yord was a dangerous, adaptable alien species, capable of thriving in the most inhospitable of conditions. They could even survive in the vacuum of space. Their hive kings could engineer new war forms in a matter of a few hours, so you never fought the same enemy twice.
The Yord was considered barely sentient, but their creativity was born of brute cunning and ravenous guile.
The Republic had routed them from countless systems, burning out their nests and clearing the way for human colonization, or repulsing them when they tried to invade. But the Yord were relentless, always hunting for more food, more biomatter, to feed their insatiable hunger and drive.
“Guess we’re going bug hunting again, James,” Gregor whispered in my ear.
“Guess so, Brother,” I replied.
***Pushing through the Yord bioship, I found an older wreck, another alien ship.
Everything was hexagonal, even the bulkhead plating. The iridescent, purple metal had been inscribed with strange, geometric patterns and fractal spirals. Blue lights shone painfully bright, like pure, burning starlight, from the lights set into the ceiling.
The ship was utterly foreign, but I was at least able to recognize various compartments that had been used as barracks and workshops. I had no idea what alien species had crewed the vessel. Still, my HUD highlighted several areas where I could grab useful salvage.
I worked quickly, eyes and ears peeled for any sign of danger. The Yord were incredibly territorial; they might have considered the crashed ship their home and they’d defend it to the death.
I was just finishing up with another pile of scrap when I heard a woman scream in the distance.
“That wasn’t me,” Lieutenant Leysen chuckled.
Ordering the cargo bot to remain behind, I cautiously advanced through the ship. Ahead I heard another scream, metal striking metal, and the familiar, haunting chittering of the Yord.
Hurrying, I rammed through a partially closed hatch, emerging into a cramped engineering compartment. Huge, hexagonal engines filled the space, leaving narrow aisles between them.
Ahead, I spotted a woman in a tattered-looking EV suit, her back pressed against a wall of pipes. She was trying to hold back a small pack of Yord hunters.
Hunters were the aliens' disposable shock troops. The small, nimble creatures used swarm tactics to overwhelm their prey. This particular strain seemed like a cross between beetles and preying mantises, each sporting a deadly pair of serrated scythes and papery, chitin shells.
Despite their numerical advantage, I could tell that the hunters were hesitating. The woman was holding them back with a strange, cobbled-together weapon; already several of their numbers were dead, their shells blasted to pieces.
The hunters were waiting for reinforcements, to ensure their victory.
I could hear more Yord skittering into the compartment via another entrance. Everything seemed to slow down as my metabolism kicked into overdrive, my artificial glands pumping out combat stims.
“James, hurry!” Gregor yelled. “They’re almost on top of you!”
I lifted my gun and aimed, before yelling at the woman through my suit’s speakers. “Move to your right!”
I saw a flash of crimson, red eyes staring at me through the woman’s faceplate, before she ducked out of my line of fire.
The engine compartment echoed with the sound of thunder. My shotgun roared as I began marching toward the aliens. I blew them apart, calmly emptying half the magazine into their pack.
The Yord hunters dissolved into bursts of chitin and gore as my world dimmed to tacnet vectors and combat highlights. Everything was shades of blue, gray, and red. 
Spinning, I emptied the rest of the magazine into the Yord surging down a nearby aisle.
The first two died, fouling the charge of the creatures behind them. I took the opening to drop my emptied shotgun and then draw my pistol.
With superhuman precision, I aimed and fired. The hunters snapped back, their blunt heads cracking open as I surgically exterminated them.
Behind me, I heard the woman’s blunderbuss fire. The remaining Yord recoiled as their shells were shredded by a blast of screws, nuts, and scrap.
Faintly, I could hear more hunter packs calling and yipping to one another. Their shrill cries echoed through the alien vessel.
“We need to go,” I said as I reloaded my pistol and replaced it in its holster.
“What?” The woman seemed stunned with her weapon held low. “Who are you?”
Reaching for my bandoleer, I popped a new magazine into the auto shotgun.
“Nobody,” I answered, “but I’m not a Yord, so coming with me is a lot smarter than staying here and waiting for more hunters to find you.”
She thought for a second before she nodded. “Fine, let’s get out of here.”
“Follow me,” I said, breaking into a light jog as I headed back towards my cargo bot.
Cursing to herself, the woman hurried after me. As we ran, she dumped a sack of broken parts down the barrel of her gun. I heard a capacitor charge as she primed the weapon.
“Magnetic discharge flak cannon,” she huffed as she hurried to keep up with me. “Built it myself.”
“It does an impressive amount of damage,” I said in honest admiration.
Her facemask was tinted, I could only see her eyes through the plastic, but I swore she ducked her head, blushing.
The alien vessel was alive with the scream of the Yord; the xenos were hungry for blood. We ran back to my cargo bot, which dutifully began following us.
I pulled us into hiding behind a series of broken pipes as a pack of Yord ran past. Despite being named hunters, they were poor trackers; there were other specialized war forms for that task, none of which I had spotted yet.
“We have to get out of here,” I said, peeking out to confirm the coast was clear.
I wasn’t carrying enough ammo to take on an entire Yord horde, there were simply too many of them. We couldn’t follow the route I had used on the way there either, since going right back through the Yord bioship and their hatcheries was asking for death.
“Can you help me get to the bow of the ship?” the woman asked.
I nodded.
“Good, I can show you a way out of here,” she replied. “Just watch my back and don’t screw me over!”
“Never even thought of it,” I admitted.
Légionnaires existed to defend and protect humanity, and whoever she was, she was clearly human. I wouldn’t leave her alone, especially against some hostile alien like the Yord.
“Figure out the details later, just focus on escaping for the moment, Brother,” Leysen said firmly.
Despite her dark sense of humor, Lieutenant Leysen had been a rock in battle, never breaking, never panicking.
“Follow me,” the woman said, ducking low as she began to run.
I stayed vigilant as we took a winding path through the alien craft. The Yord flooded the ship, determined to rout us with sheer numbers. I saw more hunters as well as basilisks, the Yord’s heavy infantry, charging down passages as we continued to try and evade them.
“It’s just up ahead,” the woman said, breathing heavily. “I’ll need a few seconds though to open the hatch.”
“How long?” I asked.
Despite the hammering of my heart and the tight focus demanded by my tacnet, I was calm, even happy, my pulse singing with adrenaline. The thrill of battle was almost as sweet and intoxicating as the dream I had experienced the night before.
Even without my battle brothers and sisters, I was in my element, fulfilling my calling.
“Forty, fifty seconds?” the red-eyed woman guessed.
“Going to be tight,” I said.
The EV suit included a utility knife, but it wouldn’t do me any good against the hard shells of the Yord. I hated to do it, but I could use my shotgun as a club if I needed to.
“This way,” the woman called as we reached the bridge of the ship.
It was laid out far differently than the command centers I’d seen on human vessels. Instead of tiers of consoles, the alien bridge was a large, open space, with stations built into the walls, rising upward. Only a single seat, which I assumed was for the captain or navigator, was in the middle of the room.
The woman led me to a damaged section of the bridge where the hull had peeled away. Behind a wall of concealing debris was the mangled hatch of a Republican ship. The door was badly damaged, but as I watched she began taking apart the fused locking mechanism.
“I’m not one-hundred percent sure where this leads,” the red-eyed woman admitted as she frantically worked, “but anywhere is better than here, with those things.”
As she said that, the first of the Yord poured onto the bridge. A dozen hunters, backed up by two basilisks charged at us.
“Holy shit,” the woman cursed, nearly fumbling with her tools.
“Keep working,” I demanded. “I’ll take care of them. Your job is to get us out of here alive!”
“You sound like the Sergeant!” Gregor laughed in my ear.
Ignoring his jibes, I raised the shotgun and pulled the trigger.
A handful of hunters charged across the deck, probing our defenses. I responded by unloading the auto shotgun into their ranks, painting the bridge in black ichor and purple chitin.
I loaded my last magazine into the auto shotgun as the rest of the horde prepared to attack.
One of the basilisks slithered to my left while the other broke right. Both creatures were typical of their war form; they had hulking, segmented bodies like upright centipedes, with a series of spikey maws jutting from their elongated skulls. They were designed for brutal, close-quarters combat, overwhelming their prey with strength and speed.
I put two shells into the one trying to jump me from the left, blowing off a row of legs. It tripped and fell, disabled but not dead.
Spinning, I emptied the remaining six shells into the other basilisk, which was right on top of us. It had reared back to lunge, giving me a perfect opening to strike its more thinly armored abdomen.
Its guts exploded as the shells ripped through its midsection. Black gore splashed against my armor.
“Almost there!” the woman swore as she pulled away the hatch’s lock.
But the basilisk had done their duty, pulling my fire, allowing the hunters to close the distance. I drilled the first four with my pistol, killing them before they could strike, but the rest of the pack swarmed.
Unloading the pistol, I dropped it, knowing I didn’t have time to reload. Instead, I reversed my grip on the shotgun, holding it by the barrel as I swung it down as a club.
A painful reverberation shot through my arms as I crushed a hunter’s shell, pulping it in a single hit.
I’m way stronger than before, I realized through the rush of combat and screaming tacnet data.
Something hit my calf, almost slicing through my suit’s armor. I instinctually kicked, striking a hunter and sending it spinning.
Another bug launched itself at my head, scythes first. I battered away the attack but took a rattling blow to my ribs. My HUD screamed at me in warning as more aliens entered the bridge.
“Got it!” the woman yelled triumphantly as the hatch opened.
She dashed through, the cargo bot behind her.
Ducking, I gave her a chance to fire her flak cannon one more time, before throwing myself through the opening.
Together we slammed it shut. She pulled a welder from her suit and sealed the hatch as I held it closed.
“Well, that was exciting!” Gregor laughed. “Nicely done, Brother!”
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“James,” I said, my head buzzing as the thrill of combat faded. 
The woman looked up at me. “What?”
“I’m James,” I said, introducing myself. “Who are you?”
She paused, her shoulders curling. “Rat.”
We were sitting in the cargo area of an abandoned Hegemony ship, several strata levels above the Republican ship we had retreated through. The Yord had pursued us for a time, before growing tired of the chase. They retreated to their territory, giving us a chance to rest and recover.
I frowned. “Rat?”
“It’s my nickname, okay?” she said darkly.
She seemed the worst for wear. Her suit was a patched-together mess, combining several different Republic and Hegemony EV suits; the heavy harness she wore included a plasma cutter, a welder, wrenches, screwdrivers, and a dozen other engineering tools.
“James, are you alright?”
I almost jumped in shock when the AI’s signal came through my radio.
“I’m in one piece,” I answered, glancing at Rat.
I couldn’t see her face, but she was watching me intently.
Debating for a split second, I decided to patch her in with a public channel. Rat had saved my life, just as I had saved hers. As a légionnaire, trust was something forged on the battlefield, and she had at least earned a bit of my belief.
“I found another survivor,” I said.
“Interesting,” the AI replied cautiously.
“Who’s that?” Rat demanded, standing up, hand going for her flak cannon.
“Another survivor, an AI,” I answered.
“An AI?” Rat paused, before asking excitedly, “Wait, you have a ship?”
“Just part of one, sadly,” the AI answered. “I met James just a few days ago. Right now I am cordoned off in a protected compartment of a derelict ship. James and I are working together to repair my systems in hopes of eventual escape.”
“Oh.” Rat sank back down. “Shit, for a second there I thought I might be able to get out of here.”
“We might yet,” I counseled her.
“Can we trust her?” The AI demanded through a private channel.
“Maybe,” I answered. “I’ll be responsible for her. If she proves unworthy of our trust, I’ll deal with it.”
“I’ll hold you to that, légionnaire,” the AI responded.
“Having an extra pair of hands to grab salvage and make repairs, not to mention someone to watch my back, would make our work go a lot quicker,” I reasoned.
“Point conceded,” the AI responded. “Offer to escort her back to my compartment, we can take a fuller measure of her there.”
“Agreed.”
I didn’t say it, but it was nice to have another, living person to talk to. I appreciated the AI’s company but talking to thin air wasn’t the same as having another person physically next to you.
Looking back toward Rat, I repeated the AI’s offer.
She turned her head away from me, thinking, likely debating the same points of trust I had thought about moments before.
“Fine,” she answered. “Show me the way. But if I see even a hint of any fuckery I’m out!”
“Fuckery?” the AI repeated.
Leysen silently laughed.
***My brother’s and sister’s voices faded as we reached the AI’s compartment. It strangely made me sad; I knew they were hallucinations, but I still felt better when in their company.
Rat, for her part, seemed in complete awe of the ancient Republican ship as I had been when I stumbled through it the first time. She kept pausing to inspect open hatches or to marvel at some piece of machinery.
“Wait, is that a grade-five voltage regulator?” she exclaimed, looking at a section of exposed wiring. “They can’t even make those anymore!” 
“Grade-five regulators are only used in the outer compartments. My core only has grade six and higher regulators,” the AI said.
“You’ve got to show me!” the pale woman replied.
“Later,” I said.
I hadn’t been seriously wounded in our skirmish against the Yord, but I was sure my ribs were black and blue from the hit I had taken. A normal soldier would have likely been killed, it was only thanks to my reinforced rib cage that I had escaped relatively unscathed.
My EV suit had taken most of the damage. My HUD warned me several plates were cracked and compromised, leaving integrity down to seventy-four percent. I’d also lost my pistol and my shotgun was badly damaged.
If I’m going to be doing more of this kind of stuff, I really need better equipment, I noted to myself.
We moved through the airlock, a decontamination system spraying us down, ensuring we weren’t carrying anything dangerous or toxic. Considering that both Rat and I were liberally covered in Yord guts, which seemed like a wise precaution.
Once again, Rat went into conniptions when she saw the AI core.
“Amazing!” she said, over and over again, as she paced around the computer.
She kept pointing to various parts of the computer, asking the AI for more information. From what I gathered, the AI core was so advanced that Rat barely recognized the various components for what they were. 
As Rat continued her inspection, I peeled off my damaged EV suit, handing it to a waiting bot; I wasn’t sure if it was going to try and repair it or just toss it into the recycler.
Rat came to a sputtering stop as she turned to stare at me.
I had peeled off the top of my skinsuit to double-check my ribs. My HUD said I was fine and that I would heal, but I wanted to make sure.
“You’re a légionnaire,” Rat muttered, ducking back a step.
I wasn’t surprised she recognized me for what I was. Even without my service tattoos, légionnaires were marked by our augmentations, with wide shoulders, broad chests, and thickly muscled arms and legs.
Gregor always joked we had a very distinct silhouette.
I shrugged back into my skinsuit. “I was.”
Rat hunched her shoulders. “Was?”
Something hurt churned through my gut, a familiar ache of resentment. But it wasn’t aimed at Rat. Pushing down my anger, I decided to tell her the honest truth.
“I was falsely court-martialed, stripped of my rank and my citizenship.” I showed her the scar left where my IDENT chip had been.
“We’re all exiles here, cast-offs, the forgotten,” the AI said solemnly.
“Fine,” Rat said, looking at me hard. “Just don’t say anything bad about me.”
I wasn’t sure what she was getting at, but I decided to roll with it. She had something to show us, and she wasn’t sure how we’d react.
Reaching up, Rat pulled off her helmet.
I purposefully kept my expression neutral, even when I realized the root of her concern.
Rat was an albino, a mutant. Her crimson eyes glared at me under long, lanky strands of blue-gray hair.
“What?” she barked. “You’ve got a problem with me being a freak?”
In the Republic, the only enemy feared more than the foe at your door was the enemy within. Those that were deemed rebellious, heretical, or just different were to be treated with suspicion and contempt.
Mutants and those suffering genetic abnormalities were rare, generally afflicting those too poor to afford the proper gene treatments. Most citizens held the belief that mutants were a threat, a danger, or even that they were being punished for unknown, unnamed sins by the Martyred Goddess.
At best, they were treated as outcasts and stigmatized by proper society. At worst, they were hunted down and purged by zealous mobs. The law tended to turn a blind eye either way.
Mutants that managed to survive were still damned to living and working in the worst conditions humanity could offer. Even the lowliest sewage workers in the Republic’s most destitute city lived better lives than any mutant.
Rat looked painfully thin and malnourished, her eyes were sunken sockets full of suspicion and fear. Around the base of her neck, I saw a series of crude cybernetics, the flesh around them was puffy and infected.
“You need medical aid,” I said simply, pointing to her neck.
Her hand clapped up, and she involuntarily winced when she touched the infected skin. “I’m fine!”
“My sensors indicate you are suffering from a variety of ailments, including a nasty bloodborne infection that will likely leave you dead in a matter of days,” the AI said simply.
“Mind your own business,” the young woman snapped.
“There’s a sick bay nearby, I can treat your wounds,” the AI offered.
Rat glared at me.
I shrugged. “I was half dead too when I came here, the AI patched me up and didn’t scramble my brains or turn me into a mindless thrall.”
“I would never,” the AI snapped.
“You need help, let us help. In turn, you can help us,” I said, holding out an open palm. “I understand trust is in short supply, we barely know each other or our circumstances. But right now, it’s just the three of us against who knows what’s out there. We need to work together, to even the odds, to give ourselves a chance to survive and escape.”
The legion had taught one lesson above all others.
Alone, a single légionnaire was a superhuman, destructive force, capable of matching a dozen normal soldiers. But as a squad, a platoon, or a company, we were far, far stronger than we were alone. A squad could turn a battle, a company could win a campaign.
There was strength in numbers. Working alone only limited yourself and what you could accomplish.
Rat glared at the AI core, thinking. “Fine.”
Following the recessed lights, I showed Rat the sick bay where I had woken up. She didn’t seem shocked by the auto-surgeon or the equipment, in fact, she seemed pleasantly pleased by their condition.
“Way nicer than my old ship,” she murmured.
Still, she insisted on reviewing and inspecting everything first, including going over the AI’s intended treatments.
She made me turn around when she stripped off her suit, but I remained in the room till the AI began treatment. Rat kept her flak cannon by her side the entire time.
The AI was polite enough to draw a curtain around the surgical bed as the medical machinery whirled to life.
“She’ll be fine,” they assured me.
Trust, I reminded myself.
I returned to the AI core and began helping the drones sort through the materials we had brought back.
We didn’t find any of the computation units or arc regulators we needed, but we put a good dent in the cabling and scrap necessary to begin repairs.
“You need a name,” I said as I worked, tossing parts into bins.
“What?” the AI responded.
“There’s three of us now, and just calling you the AI seems dehumanizing,” I said, thinking out loud.
The Ai thought for a moment. “Aggy, call me Aggy.”
“Aggy?”
“I think someone called me that once – a nickname,” Aggy answered hesitantly.
“Aggy, it is then,” I said, feeling strangely satisfied.
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Aggy’s compartment included basic crew quarters. 
They were a series of narrow chambers holding fold-out bunks and a shared, austere bathroom. The mess hall featured a few tables with attached stools, but there wasn’t a food replicator or kitchen to cook meals.
It reminded me of the barebones quarters I had seen on other naval vessels. Not that people lived there, I imagined the technicians and scientists who had built the AI core had used them as hot bunks.
The showers didn’t work right, they only shot out ice-cold water. The AI warned that the water recycler wasn’t working correctly either, so the water from the sink wasn’t potable.
Still, I enjoyed the chance to clean off and use a proper bar of soap. There were even razors so I could trim the stubble forming along my jaw and scalp.
One of Aggy’s bots had left a few of my salvaged ration packs in the mess hall. Like the one I had consumed before, they only held a squeeze-pack of water and a pair of nutrition bars. The bars were tasteless, but they filled me up. They were far, far better than the gruel I had received while in jail; more often than not, I had found clumps of fur and bits of bone in that slop.
The folding beds were little more than narrow racks of metal and canvas. They were barely wide enough to hold me but laying on them was like heaven after spending months sleeping on a cold, wet jail cell floor.
Lying down, I instantly fell into a dark, dreamless slumber.
It was the best night of sleep I had experienced in months.
***“Rat is waiting for you in the AI core,” Aggy told me the next morning.
I detected a pensive note in their voice as I rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom. “What aren’t you saying?”
“Outside the fact that she was suffering from long-term malnutrition, several parasites, and even a dose of radiation poisoning?” the AI huffed. “Her cybernetics were of the most base, barbaric modifications I’ve ever seen.”
That was of little surprise to me. I doubted Rat could have afforded a proper doctor or cybershop to do her upgrades. She’d be lucky to find a back-alley hack with a clean scalpel.
“Worse, it appears much of the work is recent and self-inflicted,” the AI continued.
That gave me pause. “What?”
“The infection you spotted was the result of recent surgery, a modification she made to her own augmentation,” the AI continued. “From what I was able to salvage from her cyberware data, she was attempting to inoculate herself from the adverse effects of the Outrider station.”
“Damn,” I whispered, once again impressed.
It took a lot of guts to cut open your own head and operate on yourself.
Dressing in a clean skinsuit, I headed towards the AI core. I noticed right away the air was warming in Aggy’s compartment and that the stench of ozone had receded. It appeared the air recyclers were working as intended at least.
Rat was sitting next to the core, perched on the cargo bot we had used the day before.
She was still raggedly thin, but her cast was much better, more pale and creamy than corpse wax gray. I put her at twenty-three, twenty-four at the oldest, only a few years younger than me. She had few curves to speak of, likely due to her malnourished shape.
Still, she cleaned up nicely. She must have found the chance to shower and wash after her treatment; her long, blue-tinged hair was bound in a simple braid that wound down to the small of her back. Her skinsuit was white and blue, with orange highlights, which went well with her faint complexion.
I could see fresh skin grafts around her neck, along with a new series of ports and plugs.
As I approached, she was busily flicking her fingers in front of her face.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Checking my manual dexterity,” she answered briskly. “My hands are my life. I was worried this hack AI had managed to fuck up my hand-eye coordination.”
“Aggy,” the computer replied. “I told you before to address me as Aggy. And I am not a hack!”
“Whatever,” the albino rolled her red eyes.
I checked the quest log in my HUD, to see what we had left on the list.
Repair the Manufactory Facilities:
Materials necessary to complete quest:
29x Reels Insulated Cabling
10x Computation Units
3x Arc Regulators
276x Scrap Metal
“What is this crap?” Rat blinked.
“I’ve decided to share our current goal with our newest comrade,” Aggy told me. “Her cybernetics are now on par with a senior ship’s engineer, which should assist in repairing my systems.”
“Wait, what?” Rat’s hands snapped to the back of her neck, and she somehow paled even further.
Her eyes unfocused as she began going through her HUD menus. “This is insane! These are top-tier implants, even better than the rich guys back home could afford!”
“You’re welcome,” Aggy replied.
I almost detected a haughty note in their tone.
“So, what’s this about repairs?” Rat asked, snapping back to the topic at hand.
We quickly filled her in on our situation and the dire straits we found ourselves in. As soon as Aggy mentioned the manufactory, the young woman demanded a chance to see it for herself.
“I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Rat whispered in awe as we entered the facility.
She paced around the service catwalks that ran above the equipment. “Is that a material recycler? What’s the effective reclamation rate?”
“Ninety-eight percent,” Aggy answered patiently. “It can render down any salvage to its base materials, all perfectly sized and measured for the other equipment.”
“Damn, that can’t be a Maître Constructeur assembler, can it?” Rat’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t think they really existed! I’ve only heard about them in stories!”
Rat leapt around like a Yord hunter on stimulants. Aggy patiently answered all her questions, showing places where equipment had broken down and what was needed to repair the machinery.
“James!” Rat spun to look at me. “Please, please tell me I’m not dead!”
“You’re not,” I assured her.
She clapped her hands excitedly before tearing down a nearby set of stairs to dive headfirst into the guts of a broken-down machine.
“She certainly seems enthusiastic,” the AI drawled.
It took some work to haul Rat back to the AI core so we could discuss our plans.
“We have secondary concerns outside our need to repair the reactors,” Aggy informed us, before a new set of information popped into our HUDs.
“These are our current food stores, including the ration packs James brought with him,” the AI informed us.
Rat noted the obvious. “That’s not a lot.”
“With current caloric requirements, I estimate you have enough to last you a week,” the AI replied.
“What about the dining hall I passed through?” I asked.
“That area appeared to be equipped with a traditional kitchen, and the larders are empty,” the AI answered. “Either you need to secure further rations, likely from either a Republic or Hegemony ship, or we can find and install a food replicator. Though even with a replicator we’d still need enough nutrient paste to supply it.”
“You know you can just eat the paste,” Rat said offhandedly. “It doesn’t actually taste like anything.”
“Duly noted,” the AI answered.
New Quest! – Secure food supplies!
***“This all still feels so impossible, so insane,” Rat said.
“No kidding,” Gregor chuckled, though only I could hear him.
We were once again going out into the station, searching for the materials we needed for our first quest. I’d taken a new shotgun and pistol from the armory, and Aggy had issued me a new EV suit; I was carrying more ammo as well.
Aggy promised that they could produce more powerful firearms once the manufactory was repaired. That only increased my desire to complete the quest.
Rat had also been issued a new EV suit; she had slung her tool harness over the armor plating, hooking up her tools to the suit’s power supply. She was still carrying her flak cannon; she carried a pouch of scrap ammo on her belt.
Rat
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Modified Republican Navy Basic Security Armor – Light Plate (100%)
Utility Harness
Arms Status: 
UNKNOWN Magnetic Flak Cannon (1/1 Round)
Instead of going down, through Yord territory, we decided to go up instead, exploring a new region of the Outrider station. Rat insisted on checking the elevator, the same one I had used during my first foray into the station before we rode it upward.
“This place is insane,” she muttered.
“You keep repeating that,” I said.
“Because it’s true!” She shook her head. “You don’t get it, do you? They don’t make ships or tech like this anymore! This place might be a wreck, but it’s probably the most advanced craft in the fucking Milky Way Galaxy!”
While I had acknowledged the grandeur of the ship, Rat’s comments ran counter to what was held as common knowledge. The Republic was the pinnacle of humanity, with nearly two thousand years of advancement, growth, and enlightenment.
Rat outright laughed at me when I said as much.
“You’re kidding, right? Are all légionnaires as brainwashed as you?”
I resisted the urge to angrily snap at her. Instead, I thought about her words.
“Maybe,” I admitted quietly.
Her expression softened. “As someone who only saw things from the underside, living in the parts of the Republic the Saints don’t want to acknowledge, humanity has been on the slide for a long, long time.”
We were quiet as the elevator continued to rise.
“I served on a scavenger ship,” Rat said without prompting. “We were garbage pickers, basically roaming around the galaxy, rifling through old battlefields, abandoned colonies, and ruined space stations. More often than not, we found old Republic tech we couldn’t even understand. It was lightyears beyond our current capabilities.”
I scowled. “What do you mean?”
“Grade-six regulators.” She waved her hands as if encompassing the entire ship. “They haven’t been made in centuries, the Republic doesn’t have the materials or facilities necessary to construct them. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, you’ll find a used or refurbished one on the black market, but they’re worth more than their weight in gold. New ships are built with simpler, inferior parts.”
I shook my head. Was everything in the Republic a lie?
Rat glanced up at me. “The Republic is great at building guns, bombs, and planet-obliterating weapons, but what about more efficient engines, better shredder drives, hells, even medicines or communication tools? You know, the stuff that really matters? When was the last time humanity had a technological breakthrough?”
The elevator slowed to a stop, then dinged open.
“Humanity hasn’t invented anything new in centuries,” she said as the doors opened. “We’re just desperately clinging to what knowledge we can, allowing the rest to slide, to be forgotten.”
Using a ceiling-mounted access hatch we moved through what would have been the gap between the vessel’s inner and outer hull. Based on what I could see, the scale of Aggy’s ship must have been massive. The utility space was large enough to house entire ships.
There were cargo spots, where tanks and reserves of water and other supplies had been slung. While some were intact, most of the area had been consumed and absorbed by the Outrider station, leaving it a dizzying maze of green stone.
“At least we’re not going to die of dehydration,” the albino said off-handedly after checking a water tank’s seals.
Rat found and opened an airlock, which normally would have led to the ship’s outer hull.
Instead, we emerged in some huge, sweeping chamber. The floor rolled like emerald desert dunes, while far, far overhead I could just make out the distant ceiling. Light came down in narrow cones, spilling from unknown sources.
Climbing the nearest hill, Rat pointed to a wreck in the distance. Her improved cybernetics picked up signs of useful salvage.
“What’s your story, anyway?” she asked as we began crossing the vast room. “I never heard of an ex-légionnaire before. Aren’t you guys supposed to serve until death?”
“Légionnaires can retire,” I answered. “It just rarely happens. Most of us prefer to die in service to the Republic.”
“How lofty of you,” she scoffed.
I bit back an angry retort. Instead, I told her about the Sanctuaire Généreux campaign. It hurt. Anger, pain, and other dark emotions ripped through me as I talked about the disastrous last stand on Sanctuaire Généreux Deux, and then the ninety-second Legion’s censure and obliteration afterward.
Rat looked genuinely upset, her crimson eyes wide with shock and outrage. “But it wasn’t your fault! It’s all on that boneheaded admiral and that crooked logistics officer!”
“You’re right,” I answered simply, unable to come up with any other answers.
I’d never spoken about the fall of my legion to anyone, there had been simply no one worth telling up until that point. But Rat had listened, never doubting my words or the legitimacy of our actions.
It felt good to open up to her.
I was sure Aggy was listening as well, but the AI kept their thoughts to themselves.
“It wasn’t,” the albino repeated stubbornly.
I’d spent months in my jail cell, going over our legion’s every action, even from before the Sanctuaire Généreux campaign. The only conclusion I could draw was that the Star Ravagers had somehow come out on the wrong side of some vast, uncaring equation. There had been some dark corruption calculation that determined our legion needed to die to spare someone else from due punishment.
“I’m sorry,” Rat said. “I know it doesn’t fix anything or bring back your brothers and sisters, but I’m still sorry. It’s shitty and unfair.”
Gregor and Leysen were oddly silent in my head.
“Thank you,” was all I finally managed.
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“ Forward Progress  class scout ship,” Rat said, inspecting the Hegemony wreck, “newer design, likely from the Halcyon shipyards. We should be able to bump off a lot of the stuff on our list, maybe even find some food.”
She was rubbing her hands together in anticipation. “I know it’s crazy to say, but this place is a salvager’s dream! I’m feeling fired up!”
Unlike most of the derelicts that had been absorbed into the station, the Hegemony ship was mostly intact. The aft seemed heavily damaged, the engine cowls had been torn away to expose the ruined mechanics. Running lights winked here and there, indicating the ship still had power via the strange effect of the station.
“She’ll never fly again,” Rat said sagely, pointing to a line of buckling breaks along the top of the hull. “Her spine is cracked. It’ll shatter under any kind of acceleration.”
“Even if we could find a way to get it outside,” I noted.
“Even if,” she agreed.
The ship laid relatively level, somehow deposited in the lull between two of the green ridges. Scrapes along the hull showed the ship had slid on its belly for a good distance before finally coming to a rest.
There was an airlock positioned towards the bow of the ship, below the bridge. I helped Rat cut away the hull plating around the frame so she could access the lock’s electronic controls.
“Instead of cutting our way inside, let’s try out my new toys,” she said as she pulled a cord out of her toolbelt.
She connected one of the lock controls and then clicked the other end into one of the sockets at the base of her neck.
I turned to keep watch, ensuring nothing would sneak up on us as we worked, but I had barely moved before I heard the door hiss open.
“Fuck,” Rat gasped, pulling the cord loose from her neck. “These cybernetics are just too damn good, I cut through that code like it was nothing!”
“I’m guessing it usually takes longer to hack open an airlock?”
“For a Hegemony military ship with top-of-the-line security?” She snorted. “It would normally take me hours, maybe days to crack that! Whatever cyberware Aggy included with these upgrades is beyond anything I’ve ever heard of before.”
“The legion method for entering hostile ships was a lot easier,” I laughed. “We’d just blow a hole in the hull, ram it with our boarding craft, and enter that way.”
We stepped into the airlock and Rat cycled the system. Once the inner airlock door opened, we both paused, allowing our suit sensors to scan the interior of the ship.
“Reactors are offline,” Rat said. “I’m not the only one who finds it weird how these half-dead ships still have power, right? They’re like freaking zombies or something, somehow still shambling with life.”
“It makes no sense,” I said as I looked up and down the central corridor, scanning for foes. “Few things have since my ship crashed.”
“Agreed,” Rat said morosely.
We had lost touch with Aggy, the signal cutting out a short distance from the ship. When I tried to reach them, all I got was static.
Unless we found some kind of log, it would be difficult to tell how long the ship had been there or if any of the crew had survived. We had to proceed carefully. I doubted that any surviving Hegemony sailors would take our intrusion laying down. It would come to violence, of that, I had no doubt.
The Hegemony of Human Excellence and Indisputable Freedom was a breakaway sect of Humanity, founded near the core of the Milky Way Galaxy. They claimed they were old descendants of lost Earth, what we knew of as Vieille Terre. Their ancestors had been carried far from our specie’s homeworld by early, experimental sub-reality capable ships before humanity’s exodus.
They insisted that they were the true sons of daughters of humanity. Their leaders believed that the Republic and the other human civilizations were rebels and insurrectionists against their rightful rule of the Milky Way Galaxy.
The Republic and the Hegemony had clashed countless times across the centuries. They fought over resources, habitable planets, and ideology. Billions had died, and billions likely more before the conflict was through.
“Let’s head to the bridge, hopefully, we won’t run into anyone. These Hegemony guys are the worst, even worse than the Republic,” Rat said with a shiver, before glancing my way. “Nothing personal.”
“None taken,” I said. “The legions have a set policy of engaging and eradicating all Hegemony forces on sight.”
I had fought Hegemony soldiers and mercenaries countless times. They were heartless warriors, often fighting with biological, nuclear, and chemical weapons. Like their masters, they were utterly merciless.
The Hegemony practiced a bizarre form of governance they called The Perfection. It held that only the rich and powerful got to make decisions and rule. This led to a true might makes right society in their deranged views.
There were few laws in the Hegemony outside those regarding property laws, recording debts, and tracking obligations. Supposedly their laws on contracts and torts were spread across twenty volumes of thick legal tomes.
They were the exact opposite of the Republic and the ideals of Logic, Reason, and Justice.
Not that I fully believed the Republic honored those ideals either, not anymore.
The main deck of the ship was empty, with no signs of life. I carefully scanned each compartment we passed. Here and there I saw smears of blood, and signs of hand-to-hand combat, but otherwise, the place was abandoned. The crew had seemingly fled in a hurry, leaving their personal belongings behind.
I was reminded of the tales of ghost ships and haunted vessels that Brother Harry had loved to tell. He had been a fine battle brother, but he had a very morbid sense of humor.
“One time, my ship was forced to dock at a Hegemony station for repairs,” Rat said, breaking me from my thoughts, as we approached the hatch to the bridge. “Some creepy bastard took a shine to me, tried to trick me and get me into his debt so I’d be forced to become his slave.”
She hacked through the ship’s security and got us onto the bridge with ease.
It was large and crassly decorated, with brass and gold fixtures; the captain's seat looked more like a velvet sedan chair for an indolent noble than a place for a military leader. I could even see a pedestal for placing food and drink so his servants could feed him.
Rat made a beeline for the console attached to the chair. Using a screwdriver, she took off the front plate and began tearing into the computer’s guts.
“I’m going to see if I can find the ship’s inventory, that’ll be a lot faster than manually searching the place,” she said, pulling her cyberware connection cord back out.
“Check for the armory listing too,” I told her as I began searching for the parts Aggy needed.
“What, a légionnaire using a Hegemony rifle?” Rat said sarcastically. “Perish the thought, what would the Martyred Goddess think?”
Somewhere, I heard Gregor dryly chuckle.
“Want to hear a story?” I asked.
Rat gave me a bland look.
“Okay, this was years ago, on a border colony. We were fighting a group of Hegemony mercenaries, black ops soldiers,” I said casually. “My unit was deep inside an old mining complex, cut off from the others.”
“I remember that.” Leysen laughed. “A real shitshow.”
I shook my head, trying to dislodge the phantoms.
“We ended up in a close-quarters engagement in an abandoned mineshaft, practically nose to nose,” I said, remembering gun flashes in pitch darkness and the sound of bullets snapping off my armor. “I ended up losing my rifle and wrestling the pistol away from one of their officers.”
Rat paused her work to glance over at me. “What happened?”
“I emptied the magazine into his soldiers, then used the gun to pistol whip him to death,” I answered evenly. “I kept hitting him till his skull split and the gun broke.”
“Shit,” she said, unable to come up with anything else.
I shrugged. “You use whatever weapons you can get your hands on. It doesn’t matter who made them as long as you can use them to kill your enemies.”
***Rat located the armory, just off the bridge, but when we checked we found it stripped empty. There wasn’t a single round left. Someone had thoroughly cleaned out the weapons and ammunition.
The larders proved to be more fruitful though. The hatch to the kitchen’s storage compartment was badly bent and deformed, the broken spine of the ship warping the bulkhead around it. Someone had tried and failed to cut their way inside, but Rat’s tools were more than a match for the job.
“This sucker is probably illegal in most human systems, Republic or Hegemony, but I haven't met a hatch yet that this bad boy can't cut through,” she said proudly as she showed off her modified plasma cutter.
“Provided it didn’t overload and blow off your hand first,” I noted, looking at the overcharged capacitors.
We found jugs of potable water and large pouches of nutrient paste, which joined the loot on the cargo bot.
Repair the Manufactory Facilities:
Materials necessary to complete quest:
14x Reels Insulated Cabling
6x Computation Units
3x Arc Regulators
246x Scrap Metal
“This should buy us a few weeks,” Rat said as she inspected the food. “Too bad someone cleaned out the captain’s private stash though. I bet he had some really good grub.”
As we started making our way to the engineering compartment, I tried to figure out what had happened to the ship’s crew.
The ship’s black box was gone, hastily pried from its housing on the bridge.
From the logs Rat had recovered, the ship was named Unbreakable Bond. It had run into the Outrider station approximately three standard months before, after a collision in sub-reality. Rather than hitting the surface though, the Hegemony ship had someone crash-landed inside the alien structure. Records afterward were sparse, but it appeared the captain had ordered a hasty evacuation once it became clear they were trapped.
The last message in the log was haunting. The shadows, the shadows keep moving!
“They must have gone nuts, like the crew of my ship,” Rat said sadly as I paused to check a set of crew quarters for anything useful. “We crashed here two, maybe three weeks ago? A lot of us died right away, killed when the hull cracked, but the captain tried to rally us, up until the point he began frothing at the mouth about monsters.”
“You don’t sound like you were very attached to your crewmates,” I said, trying to keep my words from sounding like an accusation.
She shrugged. “The crew of the Gorging Vulture weren’t the nicest of folks. They hated me because I was a freak. The captain only kept me around because I was too damn good at my job.”
Pausing for a moment, she glanced over her shoulder, like someone was following us. I double-checked my tacnet, but confirmed the ship was empty.
“He was a real bastard,” she said with a shiver. “He’s the one who came up with my nickname, Rat, since he thought I looked like one. Still, he needed me. Technically I was just a salvage goon, but I was basically the ship’s main engineer. The last guy he hired died of alcohol poisoning.”
Her lips curled into an unhappy grimace. “But yeah, fuck my old crew. When they started going crazy and chopping each other up, I knew I had to escape.”
I inspected the ports along the back of her neck. “Aggy mentioned you modified your own cybernetics in an effort to protect yourself from the madness.”
There was a haunted look in her eyes. “Everyone was hallucinating and hearing shit, so I figured I’d be able to save myself by using my augments to block it out. I hacked the ship’s auto doc and…”
She trailed off, I didn’t prompt her to continue.
“How are you handling it now?” she asked. “Are you seeing shit too?”
“No,” I lied.
Leysen chuckled darkly.
“I keep seeing my captain, but he’s all cut up and dead,” Rat said, her voice trembling. “I know it isn’t real, but still, I’ll feel a lot better when we’re done and back in Aggy’s AI core.”
“Agreed,” I replied, ignoring the dead lieutenant's howls of laughter.
***We returned to Aggy’s compartment with most of the quest checked off, including two of the arc regulators the AI wanted. Rat had been forced to disassemble most of a plasma reactor to get them, but I figured a second trip to the derelict Hegemony ship would complete the quest.
Aggy used the salvage we returned to start fixing the manufactory, which in turn would produce the remaining components necessary to repair the reactors.
The countdown continued to hover in my vision, but it no longer felt so ominous.
Estimated Time to Reactor Failure: Thirty-Seven Hours, Twelve Minutes
Rat insisted on watching the AI repair the manufactory. She stood on the catwalks in wide-eyed fascination as the bots pieced the equipment back together.
I stood with her for a while, just enjoying her excitement.
“What?” she said, giving me a sideline look.
I shrugged. “I’ve spent the last few months in morose conditions, one moment from damnation or destruction. It’s just nice to…”
I gestured towards her.
“Be in the company of someone not on their way to the gallows?” she drawled.
“Something like that?” I agreed.
She inspected me with her red eyes. “You don’t see me as a freak, someone lesser, do you?”
“All men are equal in the eyes of the Martyred Goddess,” I held up my hand. “I know, I know, it’s bullshit, but it’s still a nice ideal, isn’t it?”
The Saints maintained that lie, that all were equal in the Republic. I might have bought into it, once, but I knew it was a falsehood, spun to keep the masses happy. Equality only came with power, and those who had it wielded it mercilessly. They used their cudgel to beat down the weak or to destroy those that threatened their power.
The death of my legion was a harsh lesson in this undeniable reality.
I leaned against the railing, just watching the bots work.
“Not all my brothers and sisters were drafted from the military like I was. The legions look for survivors, those tough enough, strong enough, or just mean enough to cut it. A lot of them were pulled up from the gutter, from parts of the Republic you’re probably familiar with.”
Before her recruitment, I knew Sister Iuno had been a gang leader on some destitute, junkyard world. She claimed she had killed her first man at age eight. Based on her skill and killer instinct in battle, I never doubted the claim.
“They didn’t talk about it, but I imagined they had all led hard lives,” I finished.
“And?” Rat prompted.
I shrugged again. “I never looked down on them, I never hated them. We were all equal, all légionnaires, all fighting for a common cause.”
“Not getting shanked by a Hegemony soldier or eaten by a giant, alien bug?” Rat laughed mirthlessly.
“Something like that,” I repeated.
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It took a second trip to completely clear the Hegemony ship, but we were able to grab everything we needed for our first quest. We even found a food replicator, though it appeared to be broken. 
“Some idiot fed it glue instead of nutrient paste,” Rat had said angrily as she checked the mechanism. “With enough solvent, I should be able to clear it, but I’ll still need to replace all the seals and tubing.”
I wondered if the machine had been damaged due to incompetence or malice. The one in the ship’s kitchen had been smashed, and the clogged-up machine had been stowed in the main hold.
Cargo bot full, we left the wreck and started back to the AI core, eager to complete our goal and stave off disaster.
We were making our way back across the vast, empty station when I heard something. Straining, I picked out the sound of boots scuffing against stone, people moving at a quick pace.
“Move!” I shouted, grabbing Rat as I began to run.
We barely managed to duck behind a ridge in the landscape when the first shots ran out, cracking against the green stone.
I readied my pistol while Rat stuffed scrap into her flak cannon.
“Save that for close range,” I warned her. “Watch our flanks.”
Crawling forward, I barely peeked above the crest of the ridge. My tacnet instantly highlighted two figures running towards us, guns raised.
They didn’t even stop to aim. Their fire went wide over our heads.
With calm precision I lined up my first shot and killed a target, putting my round through her faceplate.
The other assailant didn’t even pause as their fellow crashed to the ground. Instead, he unloaded another wild burst of gunfire.
“Looks like you’ve got some madmen on your hands,” Gregor noted.
My tacnet gave me the barest warning before I heard Rat’s flak cannon go off. A figure to our right was spun about, their arm shredded as they were hit by a wave of scrap metal.
Skidding down the ridge, I fired three shots, two in the chest, and one in the head to finish them off.
“I need a second,” Rat said as she hurriedly stuffed more ammo into the barrel of her gun.
But the last attacker was nearly on top of us, racing to the top of the ridge.
The top of his helmet popped into view. I could hear a maddened scream echoing through his suit’s speakers.
I squeezed the trigger three times. The madman’s helmet burst in a bloody shower of plastic, bone, and brains.
Calmly, I ejected the partially empty magazine and loaded another.
I could hear Rat panting through our com channel.
“You okay?” I asked, my voice level.
“Yeah, I think,” she said, willing her breathing to slow down.
I scanned the area, but my tacnet came back clean, no other hostiles.
Still, I had Rat cover me as I crawled over to the man she had hit.
He was wearing civilian EV suits; his body was wrapped in overlaying lawyers of yellowed bandages and cloth, like he was some kind of deranged mummy. Even his helmet’s faceplate was covered, giving him only a narrow opening to see through. He carried a standard Hegemony infantry rifle, though it appeared to be in poor repair.
Rat squared up behind me. “Not a Hegemony sailor, based on that EV suit. A survivor from another ship?”
“Maybe,” I said as I finally worked the helmet free.
Rat gasped in shock as she saw the figure's mutilated face, and even I felt my bile rise.
“Damnation wept,” I uttered.
Someone had systematically peeled back the flesh on the man’s face, wrapping the wounds in bloodied bandages. Only a bit of skin around the eyes and mouth appeared to be intact, their nose and ears were completely gone.
“What the fuck?” Rat turned away. “What happened to him?”
“Gristly,” Leysen said, her tone surprisingly sober.
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
During all the combat tours and campaigns that I had been on, I had never seen anything like that. I couldn’t tell if the damage was due to torture or self-mutilation, but it appeared to extend to the man’s whole body; I could see the flesh along his neck and upper chest had also been peeled away.
Hurriedly, I searched the corpse, confiscating the rifle and spare ammo the man had been carrying; I didn’t find any food or water on him nor any other useful survival items.
Quickly I searched the other two, a man and a woman. I didn’t bother removing the helmet for the one that still had a head, but the little I saw through the shrouded faceplate indicated she was as maimed as the others.
“You think they went nuts and did that to themselves?” Rat asked as we made double-time back to the elevator.
“I’m thinking that there’s more than just three of them out there,” I answered tersely.
***Rat jammed the airlock hatch we used to move between the inner and outer hull, ensuring nobody could follow us.
Just to be sure, I had her disable the elevator as well, ensuring nobody could use it but us. I knew the AI had already locked down the passages leading to the Yord’s territory, sealing them with scrap barricades and locked hatches, but suddenly security was a much higher priority on our list.
I wondered if we could get the turrets in front of Aggy’s airlock working again.
“I could set up some traps as well,” Rat offered when I mentioned my idea. “It’s not much, but a few tripwires and leg-breakers would probably help deter anyone from finding us.”
“You know a lot about traps?” I asked, surprised.
She tilted her head. “I was a scavenger, remember? A lot of the outposts and stations we looted were booby-trapped. And once you figure out how to disarm a trap, building your own copy becomes way easier. Just let me at it.”
Mentally I wished we had a few claymore charges, but I agreed with her suggestion.
I felt better once we were safely back from the AI core, standing down and disengaging my tacnet.
Aggy was less than thrilled when we told her what had happened.
“It sounds like they succumbed to the madness evoked by the Outrider station,” the AI said.
“What worries me is there are more of them out there,” Rat said. “Three screaming lunatics couldn’t survive on this station alone for long. A bunch of lunatics though?”
I agreed with her analysis. There was no reason to believe there weren’t other, hostile survivors out there.
Aggy’s core thrummed. “We should prepare our defenses and harden security.”
“After we fix the reactors,” Rat reminded them. “All the turrets and hatches in the world won’t do us a world of good if we’re frozen corpses.”
She began unloading our cargo, handing salvage off to the bots so it could be processed.
“Excellent, that’s all of it,” Aggy confirmed as the last part was unloaded.
Rat once again raced off to watch the machines work. I stayed behind, slowly inspecting one of the weapons we had confiscated, hoping it still might be serviceable.
There was a distressing amount of blood and rust caked into its mechanisms; I was actually impressed the thing hadn’t jammed during the skirmish. It’d take me a week to fully disassemble and repair even one of the mangled firearms.
A brief time later, a new message appeared in my HUD.
Quest Complete! – Repair the Manufactory Facilities!
Reward: Reactor Repair
I reread the message, “Reward?”
“The reward for work well done should be more than just more work,” the AI said stubbornly. “Besides, a sense of progress is important, this is all building towards our ultimate escape.”
“Well, congratulations then,” I told Aggy.
“It was all thanks to you and Rat,” the AI said humbly. “I’ve already begun manufacturing the additional parts necessary to fix the reactors. I’m also calculating what parts are needed to begin repairing and upgrading other areas of my compartment.
New Quest! – Repair Aggy’s Security Systems
Rewards: Repaired Airlock Turrets
New Quest! – Upgrade Aggy’s Crew Quarters
Rewards: Water Recycler, Regulation Officer’s Beds, Display Screens
Quest Update! – Secure Food Supplies by Repairing the Food Replicator
Reward: Food Replicator
“Upgrade the crew quarters?” I snorted.
“Escaping the Outrider station will likely be a long-term goal,” the AI answers serenely. “Repairing the water recycler will reduce your need to scavenge for potable water. Besides, if we are going to be trapped here, we should ensure that you and Rat have the best quarters available.”
“I’m a légionnaire, we’re trained to sleep in our armor, for months if we have to,” I countered. “Based on what I’ve learned about Rat, I doubt she’s expecting much better.”
“Call it a quirk of my personality then,” the AI said, a note of iron in their voice. “I will not have my comrades sleeping in the muck and the mire.”
That weird turn of phrase confused me, but I pushed it aside.
Having a real bed wasn’t a bad thing, anyway.
By the time I finished up, Rat was already leading a parade of cargo and repair bots to the reactors. The AI kept insisting they didn’t need help, but Rat wouldn’t hear of it.
“You’ll need someone to go into the plasma relays to install these arc regulators, right?” The albino tipped up her chin. “I can do it five times faster than any robot, trust me!”
I hadn’t done much exploring around Aggy’s compartment, there simply hadn’t been time, so I decided to tag along.
The reactors weren’t far from the AI core, joined to the massive, crystalline computer by thick power cabling.
The three reactors themselves were gigantic, each with enough capacity to power a Conquête-class heavy battleship.
“Whoa,” Rat whispered, standing stunned beside me.
The three silo-shaped reactors ran in a row; the first and the third were offline, and I could hear an off-beat whirling noise from the second. Plasma coiled in its containment vessel, but I could see the blue-white flames were churning and roiling turbulently.
“Wow, you weren’t kidding about this thing dying,” Rat said with a frown. “That reactor’s magnetic containment fields are about to pop. It isn’t going to just fail; it’s going to go critical and turn this whole place into ash.”
“The plan is to restart reactor three, it needs the least amount of effort to restore,” Aggy responded. “Once it’s online we can bring down two for repairs and then focus on reactor one.”
“Right,” Rat grinned, “let’s get cracking!”
I quickly learned there wasn’t much I could do to help. I was simply too big, my shoulders too broad, to fit into the tight spaces necessary for the job. Rat though could easily twist and contort herself into these seemingly impossible gaps and openings, happily crawling into the reactor.
She suggested I take it easy, but I didn’t want to leave her alone in case something went wrong. So instead, I watched her and the AI work together, quickly stripping out the faulty reactor parts and installing the replacement components.
“I haven’t thanked you yet,” the AI said as I watched them work. “None of this would have been possible without you.”
I dwelt on those words, and a warm feeling spread through my chest.
“You’re welcome,” I finally responded. “I would have died without your intervention, and so would have Rat. We all depend on each other here.”
“We’re comrades,” the AI responded with a faint, bittersweet note in their tone.
I thought of my lost brothers and sisters.
“Comrades,” I agreed.
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It took longer than expected to repair reactor one, the damage was more severe than Aggy had predicted. Rat and I were forced to go out to grab more scrap so additional reactor components could be fabricated. But reactor three was stable and we were able to avoid disaster. 
The countdown stopped, then disappeared, much to my relief.
I had seen corpses in disabled and stranded vessels, poor bastards who had asphyxiated, froze, or starved to death when their ship’s power had died. I did not want to join them.
Rat pushed herself hard on these expeditions, bringing back even more salvage than necessary.
“There’s an empty workshop, I’m taking it over,” she said simply. “Aggy’s manufactory is amazing, but I want a space to call my own. I never had my own shop before. I want to see what I can do with the right resources.”
Rat also visited the sick bay again, slipping away without telling me after we returned from a salvage trip.
“She asked for a few tweaks to her cybernetics,” the AI responded when I asked, “along with a few minor strength and endurance augmentations to help her while in the field.”
I had to admit, a few days of medical care, actual food, and reasonable accommodations had done wonders for the young woman. Her figure began filling out her skinsuit, particularly along her hips and chest. I couldn’t help but admire her womanly figure.
If she spotted my glances, she didn’t say anything, but I knew she had been checking me out as well.
At least I’m used to people staring, I thought ruefully as we hauled back the last pile of scrap.
“Your ass was the best in the legion!” Leysen agreed easily. “The way you squeeze them cheeks into a skinsuit is a work of art!”
The hallucinations and vile visions while exploring the Outrider station had stopped, but Gregor’s and Leysen’s commentary proved to be persistent. The only positive was that they had seemingly changed to be more like how I knew them in life rather than the cackling, blood-mad phantoms I had originally heard.
Aggy suggested the voices were a sign of my mental fortitude, my cybernetics and my willpower shrugging off the malignant influence of the station. She further theorized their voices might be my way of dealing with my grief and pain over losing my Legion.
The AI politely asked me though to warn them if they started suggesting I go on a murderous rampage or if I felt the urge to rip my skin off.
***The day after repairs on all three reactors were complete, I rolled out of my bunk late. The AI had said they’d need a day to bring their systems back online, and they asked Rat and me to remain close by in case they needed help.
Entering the AI core, I noticed things seemed much livelier. Dozens of drones were rolling or hovering around, fixing burnt-out wiring, replacing broken equipment, and other chores. More of the crystal sheets in the central column were lit up as well; I could feel the electricity in the air.
“Good morning, James,” said a feminine, melodic voice.
I stopped in my tracks. “Aggy?”
“Yes,” the AI answered. “With all three reactors finally online and working at normal capacity I was able to bring more of my systems online, including my personality matrices.”
Her voice was soft but strong. For some reason, I could picture her speaking in a crowded room and everyone growing hushed as she spoke.
There was a lilting accent to her voice, something refined and sophisticated, but I couldn’t place it.
“You’re a woman?” I asked, stumped.
“I am,” she answered with a faint laugh. “As I warned you, the Aggy you were speaking to before was just an echo. Now though, I have access to much more of - well, myself.”
“And what of your memories, the history of this ship?” I asked.
“Some of it has returned, but it appears many of my memory modules are simply – missing,” Aggy answered. “There are huge gaps in my memory, much of the past is a blank hole.”
I decided to ask a question Aggy might be able to more readily answer. “When you first met me, you asked how many legions there were. Why?”
“During my time, there were only eleven legions,” Aggy replied. “To hear there were so many more now, to hear how their numbers have grown, only shows the amount of time that has passed, how much has changed, since…”
Rat entered the room. She had been up for a while, her hair was tied up in a messy bun, and her skinsuit was smudged with grease and stains.
I quietly had to admit to myself, it was a good look on her. She was the kind of person who appeared most alive, most happy, when they had a problem to solve and the tools on hand to address it.
“Morning,” she said with a grin, before jerking a thumb toward the AI core. “Kind of freaky, isn’t it?”
“I am not freaky,” Aggy retorted, a flare of anger in her tone.
“Right,” Rat drawled, rolling her eyes. “Just going to take a bit to get used to the changes, that’s all.”
Getting to work, we reviewed our priorities. I asked Aggy to create a shared to-do list, to keep things organized, and naturally, she added her own quirk to it.
Primary Quests
Escape the Outrider Station!
Secondary Quests
Repair Aggy’s Security Systems
Upgrade Aggy’s Crew Quarters
Secure Food Supplies
Since we had enough food and water from looting the Hegemony ship, I argued we needed to see to our security first. The Outrider station was teeming with threats, and we needed to defend ourselves.
Repair Aggy’s Security Systems
Materials necessary to complete quest:
10x Armored Plating
2x Target Acquisition Sensors 
15x Motorized Actuator
67x Scrap Metal
Rewards: Repaired Airlock Turrets
Rat pointed out that we could kill two birds with one stone, grabbing the materials needed to fix the food replicator while securing parts for the security upgrade.
Secure Food Supplies
Materials necessary to complete quest:
2x Containers of Industrial Solvent
23x Sanitary Gasket
2x Reels Rubber Hosing
15x Scrap Metal
Rewards: Food Replicator
Sadly, none of the guns I had confiscated from the flayed madmen had been salvageable; I couldn’t trust them to run correctly in a firefight. Instead, I had fed them to the recyclers; Aggy promised we’d work together and design a more robust and useful firearm I could use while exploring the station.
Rather than setting out right away, Rat summoned me to her new workshop.
It was set up in an unused room. Aggy assumed it had once been set aside for the scientists and technicians who had created her. The space had been stripped bare, leaving just a few empty workbenches, which Rat quickly claimed for herself.
The albino woman had only settled in a few days before, but the room was already crowded with a half-dozen projects.
I spotted her flak cannon, the internals pulled apart with rolls of copper wiring sitting next to it. Several of Aggy’s broken down drones had been salvaged so Rat could research potential upgrades. Her utility harness was nearby as well, and I noticed she had welded a pair of actuated arms to the back.
“I duplicated my plasma cutter and mounted them both on the arms,” she said, showing off her handiwork. “I was able to increase the power output and laser focus. I could do surgery with these bad boys.”
“Something which I strongly recommend against,” Aggy contributed drolly.
Rat shouldered on the rig, connected the controls to the sockets along the back of her neck, and gave a quick demonstration. The level of dexterity she displayed was surprising, allowing her to make delicate cuts while still leaving her hands free.
I grinned at her. “You could have been a légionnaire technician with these kinds of skills.”
Something pained passed across her expression. “Maybe in another reality, another life.”
I took a deep breath. “I don’t know what your life was like before you came here, I can’t imagine it was fair. I don’t judge people for their circumstances, I judge them for…”
My words trailed off as her deep, red eyes locked onto mine.
“I already knew that,” she said, standing up straight and turning around.
I judged people based on their capabilities, on their actions. My trust was earned, usually through bloodshed and strife, and only handed to those I found worthy. And while I hadn’t known her long, I was beginning to trust Rat.
Unable to think of anything else to say, I excused myself after we agreed to head out for salvage the next day, once Rat had finished tuning her gear.
***I didn’t see much of the albino engineer for the rest of that day. She avoided me, skirting around the AI core as she worked. I didn’t think I had said anything wrong. I felt confident in what I had said, but I didn’t press her either.
Retiring to bed early, I only managed to sleep an hour or two before I heard someone lightly knocking on my quarter’s door.
Snapping awake, I couldn’t help but listen for trouble, like someone attacking the AI core. But all I heard was the gentle hum of the air recyclers and the low, underlying rumble of the nearby reactors.
Opening the door, I saw Rat standing there, a look of determination on her face. Her hair was still damp from the shower, and she only wore a simple towel wrapped around her chest.
To me, it was instantly clear what she wanted. I had utterly misjudged her avoidance earlier, putting to anger what was suppressed desire.
She wanted me. I wanted her too.
Reaching out, I put my hand against the small of her back and drew her inside my cabin, pressed up against my chest.
Rat was far shorter than me, her head barely coming up to my sternum. She spread her arms and wrapped them around my chest, her fingers not even close to meeting across my back.
For a moment, all I could feel was how delicate she was, and the warmth of her still-damp skin against my own.
“Elspeth Hayes,” she said.
I glanced down as she tilted her head toward mine. “What?”
“That’s my real name,” she said quietly.
She began to walk us toward the bunks before letting her towel drop.
“Tonight, call me that,” she said quietly, averting her gaze while I drank in her naked form. “Just for tonight, I’m Elspeth.”
She was still too thin, her ribs plain against her white skin, but her breasts and hips had begun filling out. I couldn’t help but stare for a moment at her pert, pink nipples, which were rosy against her ashen complexion.
My ardor rose, blood rushing to my loins.
Rat looked at me through her eyelashes.
I didn’t say anything, I let my rising desire answer any lingering doubts she might have had. I clearly wanted her.
She drew closer as if to sit on the bunk with me.
I knew, from hard-won experience, that there was no such thing as good sex in a naval bunk bed. Instead, I pulled all the spare blankets Aggy had provided and laid them on the floor.
Sitting cross-legged, I drew Rat – no, Elspeth, onto my lap.
She blushed, feeling the girth of my manhood rubbing against her leg as she sat across my lap.
“Damn,” she whispered. “I thought your ass was your best feature. Guess I was wrong.”
She seemed so small, so fragile. My hands felt massive as I slowly placed them along her shoulders. I took a moment to breathe in the scent of the soap she had used to clean her hair.
“I’m not going to break,” she whispered.
She turned her chin up to face me.
“You’re treating me like a doll, like something in danger of breaking,” she said, a note of fire in her voice.
She reached down and gripped my balls, her touch firm. Slowly Elspeth stroked upward until she reached my crown. She squeezed me between her thumb and forefinger; her touch felt amazing.
“I’m a woman. Tonight, I’m your woman,” she said as she stroked back down my length. “Treat me like it.”
She gave a small yelp of surprise when I suddenly shifted my hands and gripped her by her hips, lifting her as if she weighed nothing.
Adjusting my grip, I positioned her so that her thighs were over mine, her slit only centimeters from my inflamed cockhead.
“Like this?” I asked.
She looked down, then gave me a sharp-toothed grin. “Exactly like this!”
Elspeth latched her heels into my back, pulling herself down, till her pussy lips kissed my crown. Bracing herself on my shoulders, I slowly lowered her, a sensation of pure, crushing bliss running through me as I gouged my way into her passage.
“Damn,” she gasped as I paused for a minute, my cock pressing hard against her seizing abdominal muscles.
Elspeth trembled around me. She kept one hand on my shoulder as she shifted her hips, adjusting to my girth. Her breath came fast, her body on the edge of an enormous climax merely from my intrusion.
Once I knew she was ready, I slowly forced the rest of my cock inside of her. Elspeth moaned in joy, her fingers dancing lightly over her clit as I plunged all the way inside of her. Her pink tongue darted along her lips with her eyes half-lidded in pleasure.
It was an erotic sight, one that pushed me to fuck her - hard.
Adjusting my seat, I began to hammer in and out of her, only withdrawing a short distance before striking back home. Elspeth’s channel gripped me ferociously tight, but I could feel her clenching with each blow. Even the damp flow of her nectar did nothing to dampen her pressure or heat.
She bounced up and down in my lap, her leg muscles coiling and uncoiling as she aided my efforts. My cock was stroked hard through her raw channel.
“James,” she growled as she leaned her head against my shoulder. “James!”
I felt close to the edge already, the incredible sensations running through me demanding release.
Elspeth cried out as she came hard, her entire body coiling tight before snapping loose, her breath a staccato gasp against my neck. Her efforts against her clit became a frantic, flighty thing.
With one final grunt, I planted deep within her and came, my hips thrusting in time to the pulsing ecstasy.
“Elspeth!” I shouted.
She rolled her hips, milking me, and I deposited my creamy seed into her pussy. The burning torrent triggered another cascade of shivering orgasms, which she mewled and moaned through.
We leaned onto each other, panting heavily, as we both finally came down.
“That was amazing,” she said faintly, pushing sweat-slicked hair from her forehead.
I kissed her, a slow, deliberate thing.
“It was,” I agreed as I laid her down against our makeshift bed.
There was a hunger in her eyes. Her hands continued to massage her pussy and abdomen, my seed leaking from between her lips.
“Are you good to go again?” she said.
Instead of answering her directly, I leaned down and kissed her. My ardor was rising, and my hunger was more than ready to meet her own.
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Elspeth spent the night. We fucked for hours until both of us, battered and spent, fell into an exhausted stupor. Sleeping on the floor wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world, but there was no way both of us would fit in the narrow bunk together. 
Besides, having her small, gentle warmth curled around my chest was nice. For a little while I forgot the rage from the loss of my legion, my honor, and my name, and just focused on her presence.
My new lover, for her part, slept gently, her face peaceful. Whatever walking nightmares that followed her through the station had been dispersed, at least for the time being.
The next morning, we woke up together, Elspeth blinking sleepily as I began to stir.
“What time is it?” she yawned.
“Oh-five-hundred ship time,” I answered, double-checking my HUD.
“Why so early?” she groaned, curling back up on our makeshift bed.
“A légionnaire late to the mess hall is a légionnaire who doesn’t get breakfast,” I joked. “Come on, let’s get cleaned up, we’ve got a busy day ahead of us. Lots of salvage to grab, people and aliens to kill.”
Elspeth groaned again, but she seemed more enthusiastic when I stepped into the shower.
She followed me in, and even the ice-cold water couldn’t dampen our lust. We found ourselves fucking again, with me railing her against the shower wall.
While there was no mess hall to race to, we both would have missed out on breakfast if we had been in the legion together.
***If Aggy had any thoughts on the evolution of my relationship with Rat, she didn’t comment on it. As I promised, I used her nickname while out of our rooms; she seemed more comfortable being Rat than Elspeth in front of other people.
As we ate breakfast in the AI core, I queried Aggy about her recently regained memories.
“I still can’t remember the name of this ship, but it is as old as you suspect,” the AI explained. “It was built in the shipyards of Venus and christened on January 1st, 2875 AD as a Monolith-class capital ship for the UTG.”
“UTG?” Rat chewed on a nutrient bar. “What’s that?”
“Speaking with your mouth full is unladylike,” the AI chided her.
The albino rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”
“The United Terran Government, a corrupt organization responsible for the fall of Vieille Terre,” Aggy continued. “By the late twenty-ninth century, humanity’s homeworld was on the verge of complete collapse due to a number of avoidable disasters. We, as a species, were doomed to extinction until…”
She trailed off.
“2875 AD, what’s AD?” Rat pressed.
“An old dating system. 2921 AD correlates to 00001.001 AA, the first day in the Republican calendar,” Aggy responded.
“So, you and the ship pre-date the Republic?” I asked solemnly.
“No, just the ship, I did not come until later,” Aggy answered hastily. “It appears the nascent Republic seized this ship during the collapse of the UTG, integrating it into their first naval armada during their flight from the Solar System.”
Still, that was beyond amazing. Aggy’s vessel had likely been used by the Martyred Goddess and the Saints. It had been a part of the legendary battles that were the foundation for the Republic.
It was as close to a holy shrine as anywhere in the galaxy. Even me, a falsely accused traitor and non-citizen, felt overwhelmed by the sheer history around us.
“Thankfully, while I might not have answers on my past, I now have access to the ship’s schematics,” Aggy told us.
The AI core began to flicker, and a 3D hologram emerged from its depths.
“So cool,” Rat whispered.
The overall shape was reminiscent of the Republic capital ships, but the scale of Aggy’s vessel was mind-boggling. The schematic put it at over ten kilometers long, from the jutting, wedge-shaped bow to the huge engines that dominated the aft. It wasn’t a sleek corvette or even a heavily armed battleship. To me, it looked like a massive, space-faring fortress more than anything else.
There were hundreds of batteries for anti-ship and anti-planetary weapons, along with launch bays that could support fleets worth of fighters, bombers, and landing craft. There were manufacturing facilities on board as well. The ship was more than self-sufficient; it was capable of fully supporting a decades-long campaign all by itself.
“Holy hells,” Rat said, eyes wide in awe and wonder. “I’ve never seen anything like it!”
“Neither have I,” I admitted.
Even the largest of Republican ships would have been dwarfed by the massive vessel, only coming to a quarter of its length.
“It’s got a tram system,” Rat said, tracing the tracks through the ship. “That makes sense though, there’s no way you’re walking from the bridge to engineering on foot, it’d take you days!”
“The problem is, I have no idea how much of the ship is left functional,” the AI said.
The schematics grayed out, till only a small sphere, centered around Aggy’s compartment, was visible. Around the wrecked vessel extended the bulk of the Outrider station, unknown and unmapped.
“My compartment is cut off from the rest of the ship, I can only see as far as my drone coverage extends,” she explained. “It appears the ship’s central computer is down, so I have no way of evaluating the damage to the vessel or what parts have been absorbed by the Outrider station.”
Rat quietly cursed in disappointment. “So, I guess escaping in the giant, badass ship is probably out.”
“We can discount any surviving bombers, fighters, or orbital landers in the various smaller bays along the underside of the ship,” Aggy said. ‘They wouldn’t have the necessary shredder drives to escape sub-reality. But there is another option,” the AI said before zooming onto the bow of the ship.
Aggy’s vessel was truly impressive. The bow of the ship jutted out like a huge plow, the armor tapering to a brutal wedge meant to ram and shatter opposing ships. Weapons bristled along the vessel’s hull, ready to annihilate any foes, while further back ran a web of com-arrays and sensor platforms.
Aggy focused on the hull running under the bridge. Protected by the flared edge of the ram was a shipyard. It was likely meant for servicing support vessels and in-field repairs. Such things weren’t uncommon on the Republic’s larger capital ships, but the one on Aggy’s vessel was far larger than any I’d seen before.
“Now we’re talking,” Rat said, her crimson eyes glittering.
“It’s possible that there are multiple ships currently docked with my vessel, trapped there when it crashed,” the AI said. “Even if they’re damaged or inoperable, it should be possible to repair them with the onboard facilities. It’s our best bet of escape.”
“The real difficulty is going to be getting there,” I noted.
Aggy’s AI core was located towards the aft of the ship, about three-quarters of the way down its length. We’d have to trek several kilometers through the wreck, likely longer due to detours and hazards, to reach the bow of the vessel.
And with marauding aliens, flayed madmen, and the mind-breaking threat of the station itself, getting there alive was an impossible prospect.
Simply put, we weren’t equipped for that kind of journey, we didn’t have the weapons, the gear, or the supplies to reasonably make it.
“It’s a death trip,” Rat summarized, reaching the same conclusion I had.
“We always knew escape was a long-term quest,” I said. “Now though, we have a goal. We need to become stronger. We need new weapons, new armor, and more facilities.”
“And I know just where to start,” Aggy said.
The image shifted again, focusing on a storage compartment not too far from our location. “Everything we need to complete our current quests and expand our capabilities should be stored in this compartment, provided it’s still intact and its contents have been properly locked under stasis.”
I inspected the model, then nodded. “Let’s start making preparations then.”
Primary Quest Update! – Reach the Shipyard, Escape the Outrider Station!
Rewards: Escape
New Primary Quest! – Secure the Storage Compartment
Rewards: Materials
-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-
Even a short trek to a nearby section of Aggy’s ship could take days, and there was no predicting all the dangers and detours we could encounter. Outside of the AI core, the entire station was a hostile, deadly environment. We’d need multiple days of oxygen, food, water, weapons, ammo, equipment, and other supplies.
“At least I can help deal with a few of those issues,” Rat said as she headed back to her workshop. “Aggy, can I access your manufacturing databases?”
“Please, my resources are yours,” the AI responded.
“Nice,” Rat rubbed her hands together. “There was a portable shelter my crew used when we were on long salvaging missions. I’m sure I can make an improved version of it!”
I helped my new lover make several short forays to gather the materials she needed from nearby wrecks. We grabbed piles of scrap metal, fabric, and several key pieces of electronics the albino said she could use for her shelter and other projects.
For my part, I worked with Aggy on producing a new weapon. We recycled the junked Hegemony weapons, using them as the base for a serviceable battle rifle.
“It’s based on the Justice rifle I used in the legion,” I said as Rat watched us work over my shoulder. “I want something powerful enough to punch through armor plating and reliable enough to work even if the entire mechanism is fouled.”
Rat grinned. “I thought you said you were a grunt. I didn’t think you were a gunsmith!”
I laughed. “I can disassemble and reassemble a dozen different guns with my eyes closed while spinning in zero gravity. Aggy did all the engineering and math, I just told her what I needed and what went where.”
“You got a name for your fancy new gun?” Rat asked.
“Exile .50 Caliber Chasseur Marques Un Combat Rifle,” the AI answered promptly.
“Chasseur?” Rat frowned. “That’s Old Tongue, right? Hunter?”
“Your French is atrocious,” Aggy said sulkily. “Both of you, it’s like you're talking with your mouth full of rocks. Didn’t anyone ever teach you proper pronunciation?”
Rat and I blinked.
“What’s French?” the albino asked.
***We took three days to prepare for our trip. Rat worked nonstop as she ran between her workshop and the manufactory.
Rat’s shelter was similar to the ones the Republic Army used when deploying troops into hostile environments during extended campaigns. It included an air recycling system we could use while sleeping at night, which in turn would reduce the amount of oxygen we needed to carry.
The engineer had also upgraded her flak cannon. Rather than the wide-barreled scrap thrower she had used before, it had become a smooth-barreled mag launcher. She had also replaced her bag of nuts, bolts, and shrapnel with specialized payloads; armor-piercing, incendiary, and anti-personnel rounds. The rate of fire was still slow, but she promised she could easily mow down a hallway full of targets with a single shot.
Rat worked around the clock to finish her preparations. The only time I convinced her to rest was when she came to my cabin at night.
I didn’t want to put a label on our relationship, but I appreciated her company and her passion just the same. Rat seemed happy with our arrangement, though I knew we’d have to sit down and talk about it at some point.
The morning of our departure we all gathered in the AI core. An extra-large, reinforced cargo bot would be joining us on our trip.
The portable habitat was far too heavy for Rat to carry, even with her most recent augmentations, but it fit easily into my kit.
“You could put it on the cargo bot,” Rat said pointedly.
I shrugged. “It's not too heavy for me, let’s save the space on the bot for our spare oxygen tanks.”
She rolled her eyes. “Manly bullshit.”
I grinned, kissing her. “You loved it last night.”
Outside the spare O2 tanks, I noticed the bot was carrying several boxes, each packed with tiny, square devices. They were roughly rectangular in shape, with short, stubby antennas poking out of their tops.
“Sensor relays,” Rat explained when I asked what they were. “I was thinking about Aggy’s problem, how she can’t track or monitor anything outside her immediate surroundings. I found a recipe for a disposable diagnostics sensor in her database, made a few tweaks, and here we go!”
She held one of them up, the device easily fitting in the palm of her hand. “They’re battery-powered and should last a few months out in the field. There’s a radio transmitter inside, plus a dozen miniaturized sensor packages.”
“They’re quite ingenious,” Aggy added. “Not only can we use these devices to expand my range of observation, but they can also be used as relay devices so I can stay in touch while you’re out in the station.”
“The best part is, if they get absorbed or destroyed, who cares?” Rat laughed. “We’ve got like a hundred of them, and with Aggy’s manufactory we can spit out replacements in a matter of hours.”
Packed and set, we made our way out of the AI core’s airlock. The turrets were still down, but Rat had set a few traps along the neighboring passage, mostly tripwires and snapping jaws meant to maim and kill the unwary.
She quickly pointed them out to me, though in all honesty, I’d be an embarrassment to the Star Ravagers if I let myself fall into such simple booby traps.
The albino had also worked with Aggy to retrofit a few of the AI’s drones with spare auto shotguns from the armory.
“Their aim isn’t great, since we kind of jury-rigged the armature and trigger mechanisms, but with a shotgun, accuracy isn’t the biggest issue.” Rat laughed.
The automatons were a nice touch. I wondered if we could eventually create an army of them.
We began our trek, stopping every few minutes so Rat could deploy relay devices. She was creative in their placement, sticking them into air vents, on the back of access hatches, and in crawl spaces.
“The range on an individual device isn’t great, ship bulkheads and hull plating are designed to block energy waves, like wireless signals, so we’ll need a wide, overlapping network,” Rat explained as I helped her out of a duct.
We were going slow, but it was well worth the time and effort. Already Aggy was building a 3D map of her ship and the Outrider station, making it much easier to plot a route and avoid potential dangers.
For a brief time, we followed one of the tram tunnels that ran through Aggy’s vessel. Tracks ran up and down the rounded passages, though we saw no signs of any of the tram cars.
Sadly, the tunnel only brought us a short distance to our goal. We came upon a green, stone wall. Everything beyond that point had been absorbed by the station.
“Shit, I was hoping this would lead to the ship’s main deck,” Rat said. “If that’s intact, we could probably get anywhere on the ship.”
Based on Aggy’s schematics, the main deck acted as a vast promenade, running the length of the vessel. I had been surprised when the plans noted it held not just military facilities, but parks, libraries, and even museums.
Detouring out of a breach in the hull, we ventured outside the ship and through the strata of wreckage that surrounded it. Progress slowed, as we were forced to climb and crawl through the ruined spaceships.
Like my earlier trips through the station, we passed through countless derelicts. They melted and fused together in impossible, maddening configurations. Several of them had merged with Aggy’s vessel, hanging off its sides like barnacles.
We walked a winding path, constantly climbing, crawling, and skirting past hazards and blockages.
“It appears this shaft descends at least three hundred meters, maybe more,” the AI said as Rat and I stood at the edge of a huge precipice.
The albino engineer had dropped one of her relay devices down the shaft; we never heard it hit bottom.
“I don’t recognize this ship’s design,” Rat said, glancing around us. “Any ideas who made it?”
It wasn’t familiar to me either. Everything was made with a strange, blue material, which had an iridescent sheen to it. The halls and passages were rounded, there wasn’t a hard corner or sharp edge anywhere in sight. It was like the entire ship had been formed from glass.
“I believe this is a Nautroid vessel,” Aggy answered.
“Nautroid?” I frowned.
“An extinct alien species,” Aggy answered. “Humanity encountered them during their initial forays into interstellar exploration, shortly after the Republic was founded. The Nautroid were a peaceful species, preoccupied with exploration and discovery.”
“What happened to them?” Rat asked. “Did we wipe them out?”
“Their home system was destroyed when their central star unexpectedly went supernova,” the AI continued. “Unable to stabilize after such a massive loss of life, territory, and resources, the Nautroid died out within a few generations.”
“Weird, I figured the Republic just exterminated them,” Rat sighed. “It seems like the legions, no insult intended, tend to shoot first and ask questions later.”
“We didn’t ask any questions at all,” I replied. “The Saints and the Grande Assemblée made it clear that no xeno species would be tolerated within our borders. Anything that threatened our expansion was to be eliminated with extreme, overwhelming force.”
Humanity’s absolute and unassailable position within the Milky Way Galaxy was a core tenant of the Republic. Only we could be trusted to uphold the sacred tenets of Logic, Reason, and Justice.
The aliens I had fought, like the Yord, were little more than animalistic beasts, driven by base, biological imperatives. The few, intelligent species left in the galaxy had learned long ago the folly of challenging the Republic.
Most had fled, either moving to the outer rim, far from Republic territory or leaving the galaxy altogether, braving the intergalactic void in search of new homes. The few that remained were militaristic empires, their borders constantly in flux as humanity waged unending war against them.
I never even questioned The Republic's policy regarding aliens before. My brothers, sisters, and I were merely the blunt instrument to carry out that command.
But I wondered, was it right?
“It wasn’t always like that,” Aggy said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Once, we had grander dreams.”
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We stopped the first night of our quest in an ancient ore hauler. It was a bulky, ugly ship, meant for stripping asteroids of their resources. The lights flickered in the corridors uneasily, and a haunting tune was playing from a music player built into the bridge. I couldn’t identify the song, but it sounded like a funeral dirge. 
Rat and I breathed a bit easier once I found the device and ripped out its wiring, ending the tune.
Rather than staying in the crew quarters, we camped in one of the thickly reinforced holds. Rat insisted on wielding the only door shut so nobody would be able to sneak up on us.
When we were safe, she quietly admitted to having been spooked earlier by one of the hallucinations brought about by the station.
“I thought I was getting pretty good at just ignoring them,” she said quietly as I hugged her. “But I swore I could hear my captain walking behind us for that last leg of the day, blood just squishing out of his boots as he crept after us.”
She closed her eyes. “I know it’s not real, that he can’t hurt me anymore, but still…”
I held her closer, till she stopped trembling.
Silently, I wished the man were still alive, so I could kick the living shit out of him.
Once she was able to master her fear, I helped Rat set up our camp.
We inflated the new habitat, which looked like an igloo, with a domed central area and a short airlock jutting from the front. The metallic case of the air recycler stuck out of the side. It was far larger, and more comfortable than half the tents and emergency shelters I had used during my military service, and I made sure to compliment Rat for her hard work.
“I love a man who appreciates good engineering,” she said, sounding more like her usual self as she kissed me goodnight.
We were safely barricaded in the compartment, but just the same, I decided to keep watch. Closing my eyes, I drifted into a hypervigilant meditative fugue taught by the legion. It wasn’t as good as a night’s sleep, but it was far better than being ambushed while unaware.
My new rifle rested across my lap as my lover slept by my side. Around us the lost ships creaked and moaned, their hulls rubbing as they slowly melded together.
***We started moving again early the next day, quickly packing up our shelter and breaking the welds on the hold’s door.
There wasn’t much of value left in the cargo hauler outside of scrap metal, which we chose to leave for our return trip. We didn’t have a manifest for the storage compartment, it was possible we’d completely fill our cargo bot with the materials we needed for our quests.
The second day of travel brought us through more modern derelicts, a horrible blending of Republic, Hegemony, and alien spacecraft.
“How can so many ships go missing and nobody notices?” Rat asked in shock as we walked along the hull of a Republic battleship. “There must be thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of ships here!”
“Spread that across the spacefaring history of the galaxy, that number is surprisingly small,” Aggy replied.
The radio connection was thin, and the AI’s voice sounded faint and reedy. She was doing everything she could to compress the data being sent back and forth so she wouldn’t overwhelm the wireless network we were stringing behind us.
“The Republic doesn’t like to admit it, but ships, even entire fleets, go missing all the time,” I added. “Even without the inherent dangers of sub-reality travel, the galaxy is a dangerous place. There are countless war zones, interdiction areas, and natural hazards. A few dozen ships mysteriously vanishing over the course of a year wouldn’t even give the Republic pause.”
At that moment I knew there were at least a hundred active campaigns within the Republic as it fought against aliens, rebels, and apostates. That wasn’t taking into account its heavily armed borders and the regular skirmishes that cropped up against its neighbors.
The various ships fused and merged around us like clotted wounds. Scarred bulkheads rippled and mixed unevenly with the green stone of the Outrider station, which peeked through like a cloying infection. Our EV suits kept a running list of warnings, including toxic atmospheres, unstable gravity zones, and unidentifiable energy emissions.
We also saw signs of others on board the station.
“Ten guesses who did this,” Rat said sarcastically as we looked at a metal bulkhead covered in bloody human handprints.
I could see where small braisers had been set at the base of the wall, the crude dishes full of greasy ashes and burnt blood. Bloody bandages and strips of cloth ran along the floor, along with a few pieces of scrap metal. They had been honed to razor sharpness, and their edges were crusted with blood.
The handprints spread out across the bulkhead, all centered around a single image drawn in blood. It was hard to tell what the artists had tried to depict, a lot of the gore had dried and flaked away. The image seemed to show some kind of giant figure, with smaller people clustered around its feet. Lines of blood, maybe depicting rays of light or energy, were cast in a sunburst behind its shoulders.
“I’m failing to detect any symbolism or know religious iconography behind it, at least based on the data I have available,” the AI said through the radio.
“It’s freaky, whatever it is,” Rat said. “It’s got to be more of those flayed guys. Do they worship this – whatever it is?”
“Maybe,” I shrugged, feeling more uneasy the longer I studied the image.
Whatever the giant figure depicted, it wasn’t human.
We were kilometers away from the derelict Hegemony ship where we had first encountered the flayed madmen, in a completely different section of the Outrider station. The mural indicated their presence on the alien anomaly was as wide as we had feared.
“You should make it to the storage compartment by late this afternoon if you keep up the pace,” Aggy said. “I’d recommend you hurry.”
“Right, less creepy blood art, more walking,” Rat said, beginning our march again.
***As the AI predicted, we reached the storage compartment a few hours after lunch.
“Damn, that’s a big door,” Rat noted dryly as we stood in front of the sealed compartment.
“The fact that it’s closed is a good sign, it means whatever is inside might still be intact,” I said as we walked closer.
Rat found the access controls for the sliding door and removed its housing. Rather than hacking the lock directly, she wired in one of the relay devices. Aggy took a few moments to take over the door’s mechanism, then confirmed the temporal stasis fields inside were intact.
“Whatever you do, don’t walk through the fields,” she warned us as she began unsealing the door. “There are different types of stasis fields for living beings, which have much more fine-tuned controls. This storage compartment uses bulk stasis. If you accidentally brush against a field, you’ll suffer massive physical trauma.”
It took a solid three minutes for the door to rumble open on its rusty tracks.
The storage compartment was arranged much like the ones I had seen onboard Republican ships. Shelves, stories tall, ran along the left and right bulkheads, each spaced at regular intervals. Each section of shelving was protected by a stasis field.
They looked like sheets of warped glass; everything behind them was left blurred and rippled. Copious safety warnings and lines had been painted across the deck, marking the safe areas to walk.
“Aggy, can you bring down these fields?” I asked.
“Yes, once you wire me into the controls. But they take a while to turn on or off. I’d recommend finding the storekeeper’s office. Even with the computer offline, there should be a hard copy of the compartment’s inventory or at least the storekeeper’s notes.”
“Right, makes sense,” Rat drawled. “Rather than wasting our time bringing up and down a bunch of these stasis fields to see what’s inside, we can just open the ones we specifically need for our quests.”
We left the cargo bot in a small alcove, away from the entrance, as Rat and I crept deeper into the compartment.
Moving through the storage compartment was like walking through a twisted funhouse, the stasis fields twisting and distorting everything behind them. My tacnet kept going off, warning me that there was movement to our flanks, but each time I checked it was just the fields shifting, the contents behind them shimmering like a heat mirage.
The storekeeper's office was at the back of the compartment. It was a small prefab shack tacked onto the bulkhead. The door was deadbolted shut, but rather than letting me kick it down, Rat insisted on picking the lock.
“Got to keep my skills sharp,” she said as she fiddled with the mechanical lock. “I can’t depend on my fancy new cyberware for everything.”
She popped the deadbolt in short order. Inside the prefab was a single office with a desk built into the wall. The chair in front of it was ancient, the leather cracked and brittle with age.
Rat tried firing up the computer terminal sitting on the desktop, but all she got for her efforts was a shower of sparks when the machine overloaded and shorted out.
I began searching through the desk drawers. Most were empty, holding little more than shredded paper and rat droppings.
“I haven’t seen any vermin since coming on board,” the albino said.
“The Yord probably ate them,” I replied absently.
As we searched the rest of the office, I decided to ask Aggy a question. “How much do you remember about your own beginnings?”
“Just flashes, glimpses of clear data in a sea of corrupt or missing records,” Aggy answered. “I was constructed by the most brilliant minds in the Republic, the last great goal of… someone, I don’t remember who. The technicians, engineers, and programmers worked around the clock, living and working within the AI core, trying to complete their work. And then something happened, and they were gone. My first true, conscious moment is awaking, alone, with the ship already trapped within the Outrider station.”
Rat tossed aside another pile of shredded paper. “And how long ago was that?”
“One thousand, six hundred, seventy-six years ago, approximately,” the AI answered. “Though I spent most of the intervening years in stasis, only reviving for short periods of time. And even when I awoke, it was more like –” the AI paused,” – a dream.”
“A lonely dream,” the albino said quietly.
“I have you two now,” Aggy replied, her voice firm. “We’re comrades, right?”
Somehow, I knew that term, comrades, meant a great deal to Aggy. There was significance behind it beyond just mere words.
“Yes,” Rat answered with conviction. “Comrades.”
At the back of a small bookshelf, I found a thick journal. The ledger’s pages were yellowed and fragile. I passed it over to Rat since she had a delicate touch.
“I don’t know how complete it is, but we’re lucky the storekeeper was the anal-retentive type,” she said, carefully flipping through the pages. “Based on his notes, everything we need for our current quests is here.”
“Fantastic, patch me into the stasis field controls and I can bring them down for you,” Aggy responded.
The generator control unit was in the same shack, tucked into a utility closet. Rat set up one of the relay devices and helped the AI hack it into the controls.
“Perfect,” Aggy responded. “It might be possible to co-opt other portions of the ship using a similar method if we find intact compartments.”
Ledger in hand, we began walking back to the cargo bot. We decided to grab the materials for the security quest first since that one was the most critical. If we didn’t have room for the materials to repair the food replicator we were in no immediate danger of starving.
We were heading back toward the compartment’s entrance when I heard something in the distance, the scrape of a boot against the deck.
“We’ve got trouble, brother,” Gregor whispered.
“Hostiles detected,” Aggy warned us a split second later. “At least ten individuals, they’re armed with energy weapons based on the readings. I can’t close the compartment in time to stop them.”
I scanned to our left and right. With the stasis fields, we were out in the open and had nowhere to take cover.
“Bring down the stasis fields on shelves four and thirty-eight,” I ordered.
“It’ll take a minute twenty to bring down the field, the enemy will be here in thirty seconds,” the AI warned us.
“Ready your weapon,” I told Rat as I double-checked my rifle. “I’ll grab a cargo box we can use for cover once the stasis fields fall.”
“You can count on me,” Rat replied as she chambered an anti-personnel round.
We heard footsteps as a group of bandage-swathed figures came to a stop just beyond the compartment’s threshold.
A muffled voice called out. “Who dares intrude on the Master’s domain and pollute his holy works? Are you pilgrims or are you infidels?”
Rat and I shared a puzzled glance. We had no clue what they were talking about. They sounded like lunatics.
But the guns in their hands were a very real threat. I counted eleven hostiles. My tacnet instantly recognized their arms as laser rifles, the kind issued to the Republic Army infantry.
The laser rifle produced a searing beam of ablative energy, meant to scorch flesh and scour armor. And while a single hit could be lethal, the true power of laser weapons came when they were fired in mass volleys. A squad of infantry could easily take down larger, more heavily armored foes with skilled marksmanship.
The armored EV suits Rat and I were wearing would offer scant protection; one or two hits against the light field plate would easily slag them.
Aggy displayed a silent countdown in my HUD, showing how long we needed till the stasis fields fell. We needed time.
Stepping in front of Rat, I turned my suit’s speaker to max volume. “Who are you? Who is this Master you serve?”
Several of the flayed figures stepped back, shocked by my bold words.
Their leader though was undaunted. He wore an armored EV suit similar to ours, while the cultists behind him were wearing civilian models. They all had their guns raised.
“We are the servants of the Master, he who came before!” the leader roared. “This land is his blessed sanctuary, his indisputable domain! All who come here must either lay down and give him worship or they are heretics that must be slain!”
The flayed madmen, bolstered by their leader's words, began spreading out, fanning to the left and right.
“And you worship him by cutting off your own flesh?” I scoffed.
“We do it to be more like him, to cut away the lies to reveal the truth underneath!” the leader shouted. “Stop stalling and choose! Submit and rid yourself of your bodily fetters or die!”
“Choose,” the others said in bizarre unison, “Choose!”
Twenty seconds, I saw.
I sent Rat a terse message through our private channel. “Kill them.”
She didn’t hesitate. Leaning around me, she took a knee and aimed her flak cannon. Before the madmen could react, she fired the anti-personnel round right into their midst.
The round’s casing disintegrated as it left the barrel. In the blink of an eye the payload burst, mono-wire filaments unspooling outward in a deadly cone.
The leader barely managed to get a shot off, hitting me square in the chest before the wires sliced into him. The armor of his EV suit held up well, but the wires cut through his unarmored limbs like they were lunchmeat.
He gave an excruciating scream as his arms and legs were cut off.
The man behind him was beheaded, and another lost an arm. Blood hung in the air like an aerosolized mist. Those that survived turned craven and ran, ducking toward the perceived safety of the compartment doorway.
Ignoring the searing pain in my chest, I opened fire, taking out two more targets as they tried to flee. The .50 caliber rounds of my rifle tore them apart, leaving mangled corpses in their wake.
“Stasis fields going down,” Aggy said.
The funhouse reflections shimmered, then disappeared, like soap bubbles popping. Rat jammed another anti-personnel round into her cannon while I slung my rifle and ran toward the shelf.
I grabbed the first thing I could, a cargo box, and slid it out onto the deck as cover.
Rat cried out in pain as a glancing blow took her across the leg. Grimacing, she raised her cannon and fired another shot, tearing apart the flayed man that had struck her.
Grabbing her, I hauled her behind the cargo box.
“I’m okay,” she said through gritted teeth.
I could see that the blow had hit her greaves, the armor taking most of the punishment. Still, part of her suit was melted, and I knew she’d be suffering a severe burn along the side of her calf.
Rage boiled inside of me, punching through the icy calm induced by my combat stims.
Ducking around the side of our cover, I put three more rounds into the nearest target, blowing apart his torso. I then executed the armless man Rat had hit with her first shot, putting him out of our misery.
Tacnet told me there were five hostiles left, all of them hiding by the compartment door. They were ducking around the doorframe taking shots at us. Already parts of the cargo box we were hiding behind were melted, and the contents of the shelves around us were on fire.
“Can you flush them out for me?” I asked Rat, sharing the battlefield data with her.
She gave me a curt nod, reaching for an incendiary round.
I loaded a fresh magazine into my rifle and prepared to charge.
“Fire in the hole!” Rat shouted.
The incendiary round streaked out like an angry, red comet. It crashed just beyond the doorway, creating a roaring fireball upon impact.
The flayed men jumped out of hiding. Two of them were burning, the flames easily catching on their bandages.
I dashed out of cover, gun blazing.
At least two of the madmen still managed to raise their guns and fire, but their shots went wide. I put them down, my tacnet discarding them as they died.
One of the burning men stumbled and fell into an active stasis field. I watched as his body was slowly bifurcated by the distorting energy. The arm and shoulder that had fallen through the field slowed and then split from the rest as he screamed and collapsed to the deck.
The other immolated madmen dropped a moment later, his burns fatal.
The lone survivor screamed and ran towards me. He had lost his gun, but he swung a wicked scrap-metal blade.
I aimed and blew apart his knee.
Screaming, he smashed to the deck. He withered in pain, his mangled leg in hand.
Panting, I double-checked my tacnet, confirming all the hostiles were down. I approached the man and debated questioning him, before deciding to put a bullet in his head.
Madmen rarely had useful answers.
“You’re clear, no other hostiles detected,” Aggy reported.
“Close the compartment doors,” I said as I turned back to check on Rat.
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“Fuck, that hurts,” Rat hissed as I carefully removed her skinsuit. 
Once I was sure we were safe, I had inflated the portable habitat and hauled Rat inside; it wasn’t possible to treat her without removing her EV suit.
Thankfully, the first aid supplies we had packed included everything needed to treat common battlefield injuries, including laser burns. Pulling off my helmet and gloves, I ripped open the burn kit.
“This is going to hurt worse,” I warned her as I began to treat her.
Thankfully nothing had melted directly to her skin, her skinsuit had done its job and protected her from that, but she was still looking at a third-degree burn. I quickly gave her painkillers and medicine to cut down on swelling while I cleaned and dressed the wound, which extended along the side of her calf.
It was bad, but hardly the worst battlefield injury I had treated. As long as I got the swelling down, the major threat would be an infection.
“This sucks,” she said through a clenched jaw as I applied a healing patch over the wound.
I leaned down and kissed her brow. “Consider it your first war wound.”
“Hopefully the last too,” she groaned before she looked at my chest. “You, okay?”
I glanced down then nodded. “Yeah, I got lucky.”
My cybernetics confirmed the armor had dispersed most of the laser’s energy; at best I had a few superficial burns along my chest.
Knowing that Rat was alright, I put my helmet back on and ducked out of the habitat.
Most of the fires caused by stray lasers had gone out, the atmosphere too thin to support them for long. The few smoldering flames that remained were easily put out with a fire extinguisher that Aggy pointed out to me.
She repeated the same question Rat had asked me. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m just glad Rat is going to be okay,” I said tersely as I inspected the scene.
Blood was already starting to congeal along the deck. I knew we’d need to clean up before we left, we couldn’t risk compromising any future food we salvaged from the compartment even if the stasis fields were running.
Checking a few of the bodies, I saw they had all peeled their skin off, like the lunatics we had encountered before. Their suits were an eclectic mix of Republic and Hegemony design; I wondered if any of them had once been Republic citizens or soldiers. It was impossible to tell without service tattoos or IDENT chips.
Sadly, there was little on them that we could loot. Rat’s cannon had been catastrophically efficient, shredding or incinerating our enemies and their gear. I grabbed what I could, mostly the remaining laser rifles and their battery packs since I imagined Rat and Aggy could do something useful with them.
I tossed what I could, severed limbs and maimed torsos, to the side so they could be disposed of later.
“There are cleaning bots behind the storekeeper’s office,” Aggy told me. “If you hook up a relay device to their station, I can order them to handle the worst of the cleanup.”
I wasn’t much of an engineer, but I followed Aggy’s instructions and got the cleaners running.
“Wish we had these kinds of things in the legion,” I said as the robots started their grisly duty. “Great work on the rifle, by the way. It performed perfectly.”
The Chasseur rifle performed just as well, maybe even better, than my legion-issued weapon. The stopping power had been amazing, reducing flesh to pulp in a single hit, while the recoil had been more than manageable.
“I noted a few areas where we can make improvements,” Aggy responded. “I’ll have the Marques Deux ready for you by the time you return.”
We’d spend the night inside the compartment, there was no question of that. We had been pushing ourselves hard for hours, and Rat needed a chance to recover. The bots had already moved the corpses, dumping them down a trash chute, and they were mopping up the remaining gore. We didn’t have to worry about sleeping amongst the dead.
Still, there were a few hours left in the day, so I got to work with Aggy, picking out all the materials we needed and loading them onto the cargo bot. As I worked, I kept an eye on the sensor data coming in from the relay devices we had set, but as the AI had said, nobody was coming to investigate the carnage.
Are all these madmen acting on their own, roaming around the station, or is there a greater will, some insane logic, behind their actions? I had no good answers to those thoughts.
Still, it was good to see the materials necessary for our quests tick down as I loaded the cargo bot with our hard-earned gains. I prioritized the target acquisition sensors and actuators needed to repair the turrets, but thankfully the parts for the food replicators didn’t take up much space.
Rat came out of the habitat, bored and wanting to help, but I ushered her back inside.
“You need to rest,” I told her as she limped around our makeshift camp.
“I can rest when I’m dead,” she countered.
Aggy sighed dramatically. “If you continue to act like that, you’ll be dead sooner rather than later. Listen to James, go lie down. You’ve got a long trip back to my compartment, you’ll be regretting it if you’re too injured to walk.”
“Fine,” she huffed, “just let me know if I can help with anything. Lying around doing nothing is the worst.”
“You can just work on one of your projects,” I suggested.
“The worst,” Rat repeated sullenly as she retreated into the habitat.
I couldn’t help but laugh and roll my eyes.
“Young soldiers are always headstrong,” Aggy said on a private channel. “They’re the first to buck orders and think they know best.”
I snorted, quietly agreeing. “It sounds like you have plenty of experience molding young soldiers?”
“Maybe,” the AI agreed, the signal cutting out with static. “I just wish I could remember.”
***Rat was asleep by the time we finished. I carefully cleared away the project she had been working on, setting it aside for her, before checking her wounds. The burn kit had done a good job, though I was sure she’d need further treatment when we got back to the AI core.
Settling in for an evening of watch, I sat outside the habitat and sank into the meditative haze, my entire body relaxed yet ready to spring to action at a moment’s notice.
“Aggy,” I called over the radio.
“James, is everything alright?” the AI asked.
I nodded, my thoughts slow, languid, and bloodthirsty. “We need to go on the offensive. Twice those madmen had gotten the drop on us.” My pulse picked up. “They hurt Rat.”
“You want to hunt them down, to make them pay?” the AI asked.
“Yes,” I answered simply.
There was more to it than that. The madmen were a clear threat, they saw the station as theirs and theirs alone. Unless we eliminated them, there was no way we’d ever reach the shipyard.
They needed to die.
“Good, I agree,” Aggy replied. “I won’t allow anyone to harm my comrades. When you get back, we’ll begin planning the next quest, to start wiping them out.”
Lapsing back into silence, I resumed my watch. Time slipped by in uneven bursts, but I managed to avoid being surprised when Rat emerged from the habitat to tap me on the shoulder.
“Go get some sleep,” she said. “I’m well enough to at least sit here and make sure nobody kills us in the next few hours.”
“You might as well listen to her, Brother. I don’t think she’s the type to back down, especially when she’s right,” Gregor chuckled.
“You’ve got your hands full with this one,” Leysen agreed.
Crawling into the habitat, I took off my helmet but kept my EV suit on in case something happened. I managed to eke out a few hours of sleep, enough so I didn’t feel like a zombie the next morning.
When I emerged, I saw Rat was busy repacking the cargo bot, balancing boxes and moving crates to make more space.
“Might as well try to clear some additional quests while we’re here,” she said when I asked her what she was doing. “Almost everything we need to improve our quarters is here, we might as well grab it and save ourselves the trip.”
Upgrade Aggy’s Crew Quarters
Materials necessary to complete quest:
22x Spools of Fabric
4x Water Heater
54x Scrap Metal
I was concerned about overloading the cargo bot and the additional weight slowing down our trip, but Rat confirmed a few extra kilos of salvage wouldn’t affect its speed.
“Besides,” she laughed, “we can’t keep fucking on the deck. Sometimes a lady just wants a comfy bed after a good night of sex.”
“She’s got you there,” Leysen snorted.
It took a bit of work, but we finally got everything packed.
“We’ll need to do another scrap trip, but we should be able to check off all three quests,” Rat said, going through her HUD. “We can probably snag all the scrap we need from that ore hauler.”
She began mumbling to herself, looking through our map for more salvage spots. I activated my tacnet and began checking our sensor data, ensuring that there wasn’t anyone waiting for us outside the storage compartment or the adjacent passages.
Once we were sure we were safe I asked Aggy to open the compartment door, which rumbled loudly as it moved.
Moving quickly and silently, I swept the area, ensuring we were safe.
“Hyper-vigilant much?” Rat joked.
I glanced at the patch she’d applied to her EV suit, fixing the parts that had been melted in the skirmish.
She blushed so hard I could see it through her helmet.
“Right,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s hurry and get home, we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”
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The trip back to Aggy’s AI core was uneventful. No further madmen confronted us, though several times the sensor network picked up movement in nearby compartments or neighboring wrecks. 
Though I wanted to hurry back to our hideout, I opted to take a less direct route, moving through unexplored derelicts, and avoiding the way we had come. Rat sealed the path behind us, welding hatches shut to ensure nobody could follow us.
We spent the night in a half-collapsed cargo bay on board Aggy’s ship, hidden behind several fallen containers. I insisted on staying up all night, watchful for anything lurking in the shadows.
Only when we were back in front of Aggy’s airlock did I drop my vigilance, allowing myself a chance to relax.
“You need some sleep,” Rat said sourly, punching me lightly on the shoulder.
I was amused when she pulled her hand back, wincing.
“First we get you to sick bay,” I said.
I noticed she had limped the last hour home, her injured leg bothering her.
“I’m fine,” she insisted.
“You don’t like admitting when you’re hurt, do you?” I asked as we processed through the airlock and walked back into the familiar blue shimmer of Aggy’s core.
“No,” she said stubbornly. “Being hurt means you’re weak, and if you’re weak someone will take advantage of that and hurt you more.”
She stopped mid-step, her head jerking so she could look up at me. “I didn’t mean you! I meant –”
I grabbed her and held her tight. “I know.”
She went tense, for a second, before melting against me. “Comrades stick together, right?”
“In the legion,” I began, my words feeling heavy, “we all depended on each other. In the thick of it, when everything was against us, everything was trying to kill us, I knew I could count on my brothers and sisters, and they knew they could count on me.”
“That’s what comrades mean,” Aggy added, her voice thick with melancholy.
I held Rat tighter as I heard her begin to cry.
***Once I was sure Rat was receiving the care she needed, I went to work unloading the cargo bot. Aggy’s automatons were quick to grab everything, scurrying off to the manufactory to either recycle the parts or modify them to meet our needs.
Primary Quest Complete! – Secure the Storage Compartment
Rewards: Materials
“I wasn’t idle while you were gone,” the AI said as I watched the drones begin their work. “I had the bots scouring the nearby wrecks for scrap metal. We have enough on hand to meet one of your three open quests.”
“Security first,” I answered without hesitation.
Aggy laughed. “I figured as much. The manufactory is set and ready to produce all the components necessary to get the turrets running. I’ve also had another set of relay devices assembled, so we can expand our sensor network.”
“We can use that to begin hunting down those flayed madmen,” I agreed.
Aggy’s core shimmered, bringing up the map of the ship. She overlaid it with the area we had covered.
“There’s no way to map the entire station by foot, even if you and Rat split up your efforts. There’s simply too much territory to cover,” the AI stated. “Our best option is to get the drones to do it for us, sending them out to set up relay devices.”
I didn’t like the idea, but Aggy was right. With our limited manpower, we needed to rely on her bots more.
“We’ll need to armor them and give them weapons,” I said. “They need to at least be ready to defend themselves if they come under attack.”
“I was actually thinking of another idea,” the AI said smugly as a bot came into the room and hovered to a stop in front of me.
It was much smaller than her usual maintenance bots, shaped like an angular lozenge. It only had a singular arm, which rose from a recess on its back. As I watched, the thing flickered, then vanished, becoming a slightly smeared mirage bobbing a few meters off the deck.
“The stealth technology isn’t perfect,” Aggy humbly bragged, “but I doubt those madmen are carrying sensors advanced enough to spot them.”
I paced around the bot; I couldn’t even hear its repulsors humming. My tacnet kept sliding off the thing, unable to keep a lock on it for more than a second even though I knew it was there.
“Damnation wept. I said, shocked. “How did you make this?” 
“I found the blueprints for the stealth material in one of my databases,” Aggy replied. “I might have grabbed some of the electronics salvage from Rat’s workshop for the materials necessary for this prototype, but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”
“Mind?” I gave a strangled laugh. “I’m pretty sure Rat is going to fall onto her knees and worship you for this.”
“What?” Aggy was surprised. “This is just a simple application of existing technology, anyone could –”
“Aggy, nobody has tech like this.” I gestured toward the spot where the bot continued to hover. “At best even the legions that specialize in stealth operations have reactive camouflage and sensor dampeners. They can’t just go invisible!”
She seemed at a loss for words.
“I can’t believe the technological level of the Republic has fallen so low in the past centuries,” the AI said at last. “It was meant to be a bastion of knowledge, a holdfast for all the wisdom and experience humanity had accumulated, reminding us of all the harsh lessons we had endured.”
Rat limped into the room. “What’s all the yelling about?”
I frowned. “You should be resting.”
“Who could rest with you shouting, James? You’ve got a voice like a bullhorn,” she said mulishly. She glanced around, before noticing the floating smudge. “What’s this? Am I hallucinating again?”
***As I had warned the AI, it took a couple of hours to calm down the albino engineer once she figured out what Aggy had created.
Rat insisted on a full breakdown on how the stealth tech worked, and she fervently reviewed the recipe before heading to the manufactory to see how the material was constructed. Rather than being upset about Aggy using her salvage, she insisted on supplying everything she had in stock to ensure more of the material could be produced.
“First thing I’m gonna do, I’m going to rebuild the portable habitat with this stuff,” Rat said. “Who needs to stay on watch when nobody can even see you!”
I already had other ideas, thinking beyond just a fleet of stealth drones patrolling the station. Instead, I suggested we aim to produce EV suits sheathed with the material.
New Secondary Quest! – Expand Your Stealth Capabilities
Rewards: Stealth Suits, Stealth Drones
Materials necessary to complete quest:
42x Reels of Insulated Wiring
20x Reels of Fabric
14x Computational Units
5x Variance Phase Shifters
126x Scrap Metal
We crashed hard that night; I had picked up maybe four hours of sleep in as many days and I was dying for some quality rack time.
The next day though we got right back to work, picking up the remaining scrap and materials needed for three of our quests.
Quest Complete! – Repair Aggy’s Security Systems
Reward: Repaired airlock turrets
Quest Complete! – Upgrade Aggy’s Crew Quarters
Rewards: Regulation Officer’s Beds, Hot Showers, Display Screens
Quest Complete! – Secure Food Supplies
Rewards: Food Replicator
I felt much better about our circumstances as the turrets in front of Aggy’s airlock came back to life, their targeting systems primed to destroy any hostile invaders. Rat and I expanded the relay device network, ensuring our immediate surroundings were secure.
In the meantime, Aggy sent her stealth drone prototype into the ship to begin reconnaissance and to deploy more sensors. Outside expanding our network, it was also tasked to seek out any holdfasts or compartments used by the flayed madmen.
Rat’s wound was fully healed, there wasn’t even a scar left after Aggy’s treatments, but I still silently vowed vengeance against all who would dare hurt those I cared about. I added the madmen to the list of those that would pay.
The food replicator was installed in the crew quarters’ mess hall. We hadn’t bothered using it, most of the time Rat and I just ate on the go, but it was nice to have somewhere to sit down and eat an actual meal.
“I’m not sure about the selection. We’re stuck using a Hegemony food database till we scavenge something better. Either way, this thing is still worlds above eating those stupid bars or raw paste,” Rat said as she fired the device up.
We quickly discovered Hegemony meals were heavy on sauces, gravies, and spices. They left our mouths burning but somehow made us hungrier for more.
“I think I could eat curry for the rest of my life,” Rat said happily after our first dinner.
Our upgraded quarters were completed two days later. Our expanded rooms now enjoyed full beds, private hot and cold running showers, and even display screens.
“You might as well be able to watch movies in your downtime,” Aggy said as she showed us how the devices worked. “I found a full catalog of early films you can watch.”
“Bleg, count me out,” Rat said dramatically. “I can’t stomach those stupid, propaganda films!”
I had my doubts as well. While I had grown up watching movies of heroic Republican soldiers fighting for the ideals of Logic, Reason, and Justice, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to watch any more.
“Can we just skip the political speeches, maybe focus on a few of the war footage ones?” Rat asked.
“What are you talking about?” Once again Aggy was forced on the back foot. “I’m talking about genuine cinema here; Truffaut, Godard, Besson!”
Rat shared a puzzled look with me. “Were they old Republican propagandists?”
It took a bit of work to convince the AI not to delete herself; apparently, she was more upset to hear about the state of cinema in the Republic than any of the other shocks she had already endured.
“They suck,” Rat said flatly. “All entertainment, if it can be called that, must go through rigorous screening and a censorship board to make sure it upholds Republican morals and the ideals of Logic, Reason, and Justice.”
“Most of the films I saw growing up were either documentaries about the Republic, the Saints, and the Martyred Goddess or new reels about war fronts,” I agreed.
“There’s a huge black market for uncensored material, but it’s mostly low-quality porn,” Rat added. “Anything beyond that? You’re looking at vintage collectibles, stuff only the really rich can afford.”
I already knew that the government-produced news was all garbage; I had been a part of enough pyrrhic victories, with millions dead and countless worlds burned to cinders, that had been proclaimed as great triumphs.
According to the news, the Republic had never lost a war, never even conceded a battle. Human history was nothing but a path of forward progress, always onwards and upwards, as we headed toward total conquest of the Milky Way Galaxy and the rediscovery of Vieille Terre. To suggest otherwise was to doubt the Republic and our vaunted Saints, maybe even heresy against the Martyred Goddess herself.
And the Republic did not tolerate apostates or traitors.
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“I never thought we’d get her to calm down,” Rat said as she sank onto my bed. 
Shaking my head, I joined her. “I can’t imagine it’s easy, waking up after thousands of years and finding everything changed, everything wrong,” I responded.
Rat leaned over, putting her arms around mine. “I think that she used to be human.”
“What?” I looked down at her. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t you know anything about AI or how they’re built?”
I laughed. “You’re the engineer here. Most of my know-how comes from the battlefield. I might have picked up some interesting tricks from my military career, but stuff like Artificial Intelligence is way beyond my wheelhouse.”
Ask me to take apart and reassemble a gun, troubleshoot a broken-down engine, or cut apart a hatch lock and I was fine. I could even run cyberware scans if I knew what I was looking for. Anything beyond that? That was someone else’s problem.
Rat sat up a bit. “Okay, so there are two ways of building an AI. The first is to raise it, like an infant, from its first moment of consciousness to maturity.”
“That sounds like it takes a lot of time,” I said, settling against the pillows.
Rat nodded. “Yeah, even with the right educational programs it can take months or even years to reach maturity. Those AIs are generally used for specialized tasks, like research into advanced, scientific fields or operating large, highly sophisticated facilities like space stations or planetary defense systems.”
That sounded like the few AI that I knew were used in the Republic.
“The other method,” Rat continued. “Involves building the AI using the brain scan of a human being, generally an adult. Those AIs are already matured, they know everything the original does, copying their personality and their memories. The problem is, they’re not always stable. Some minds don’t take well to the process, they go mad.”
“That sounds like Aggy, up and to the second point,” I noted.
“She’s exceptionally stable,” Rat agreed, bunching at the sheets. “Hell, if I had been in her shoes, I’d probably be catatonic. But all these little quirks we’ve seen, the thing about quests, her thoughts on the state of the Republic, and her reaction just now to the whole movie thing, those aren’t the result of programming. They’re too human.”
I asked the obvious question. “So, who was she created from then?”
“Probably a scientist working on the project?” Rat shook her head. “Maybe an engineer or a technician? It’s impossible to say, especially since her memories appear to be missing. I helped her run some diagnostics for her the other day, and she isn’t lying when she says she can’t remember. Huge swathes of her memory are just gone.”
I thought about that for a moment. Rat took a few experimental bounces, testing the new mattress.
She glared at me, before unsealing her skinsuit around the collar. I noticed a thin, gold chain around her neck, upon which a small, red pendant dangled. It was just costume jewelry, a bit of carnival glass, but it looked lovely against her pale skin.
She carefully took it off and put it on the nightstand before peeling back more of her suit, giving me a tantalizing glimpse of her breasts.
“Less dark, brooding thoughts more fuck, she’s so hot, her pussy must taste like honey!” she said.
“Let’s find out,” I said with a grin as I helped her get her suit off before shedding my own.
I laid her out across the bed and crawled up her body, my hands drifting across her shins, along her thighs, and over her abdomen. She looked healthy, and I could feel developing muscles under her skin.
She shivered beneath me, a mix of anticipation and animalistic lust as she submitted herself to me.
Reaching her head, I kissed her deeply. Then I delicately took her wrists and pinned them above her head.
“Elspeth, stay,” I growled into her ear.
She shivered again.
I let my lips descend, kissing her along the side of her neck. Elspeth cooed in appreciation, her legs shimmying against one another as she twisted beneath me.
I could taste the salt of her sweat as I worked my way down to the cleft between her breasts. For a time, I lingered there, my rough, callused fingers playing across the tender flesh of her nipples, pinching and twisting them lightly. Elspeth cried out, but she listened to my singular command, her hands still resting at the top of the bed.
Pleased, I decided to reward her for her obedience.
My exploration moved lower. I licked along the planes of her abdomen; she giggled when I reached her navel.
“It tickles.” She gazed down at me, a sultry look in her eyes.
I spent some time there, just stroking her white skin, my fingertips running along the side of her ribs, the hard bones of her hips, and drifting across the skin just above her mound. I could feel an incredible heat rising from her pussy. I wanted to stoke that heat to an almighty flame before finally granting her release.
Elspeth cried out, her entire body shaking, as I finally moved to attend to her needful honeypot.
“Yes, yes, yes!” she mewled, the anticipation only adding to her arousal.
I spread her legs and licked the outside of her pussy, rasping hard against her lips. A salty, sweet, and musky flavor rolled along my tongue. I flicked upward, each stroke curling along her bud.
She jumped, twisting in my hold. “Fuck!” 
Grinning, I wrapped my arms more tightly around her thighs as I really went to work. Though I couldn’t hear Leysen’s phantom, I was sure she would be cheering me on if she could see me.
My cunnilingus skills were almost as famous as how good my ass looked in a skinsuit. Thanks to those two attributes, I never lacked for lovers among my battle sisters.
Iuno had always joked that if I retired, I could form a harem bigger than a Saint’s. They typically had a dozen spouses and retainers, but she thought I could do better.
Elspeth cried out, “James!”
I dove in, using my fingers to spread her lips and reveal her pink, tender pussy. My tongue strokes became more forceful, darting in and out of her passage and curling along her clit.
A tremble ran through her legs, and her hips floated as a massive climax rolled through her. Nectar surged across my tongue, causing me to only redouble my effort.
I held her suspended there on a rolling wave of pleasure, her voice a shrill note of ecstasy as she cried out.
“Coming, coming, fuck I’m coming!”
She kept repeating the same words until her voice descended to mumbled nonsense.
Licking my lips, I looked up from my work, to see her a sweaty mess. Elspeth’s breasts heaved up and down as she tried to catch her breath, her arms still pinned to the top of the bed.
Rising onto my knees, I gave her a second to focus on my rock-hard cock. I could feel it beating, like a second heart, all hot and eager.
“Oh yes,” she said, adjusting her hips. “Yes, please.”
I eased into her, my girth slick against her wet lips as I pushed inside. Elspeth trembled again. I couldn’t tell if it was an aftershock from her last orgasm or a precursor of things to come. From the way, she moaned, neither could she.
Picking up my pace, I began with long, languid strokes. Grabbing a spare pillow, I braced it under her hips, angling things so I could grind my crown hard against her G-Spot with every thrust. I had already paid lavish attention to that sensitive spot while eating her out, but there was no such thing as too much pleasure.
“Please, please,” Elspeth muttered, finally releasing her arms to drape them around my shoulders, her body arching with each impact.
Blood pulsed hard through me, my heart hammering harder than it did even during combat. Elspeth writhed below me, her wet clamp on my cock bringing me crackling currents of bliss each time I stroked in and out of her.
“Come for me,” she demanded, her worst barely above a breathy whisper. “Come, fill me up!”
Smashing my hips home, my entire body tensed then snapped loose as a bolt of pure pleasure tore out of me, a thousand smaller shocks riding in its wake. Elspeth cried out with me, her bliss spiraling out of control. Her red eyes rolled up in her head as her mouth hung open in a long, wordless moan.
Spent and utterly satisfied, we lay together, limbs tangled, shivers running along our fevered skins.
Reaching for the nightstand, she picked up her pendant, dangling it from her fingers.
“A memento from home,” she said when I gave her a quizzical look. “Consider it a cheap family heirloom.”
She slipped it around her neck before I could ask any questions. Instead, she poked a bare toe at her skinsuit.
“We should get Aggy to spin up a quest to add a laundry facility,” she laughed. “I’m pretty sure she’s just been tossing our dirty suits into the recyclers and printing new ones. Seems kind of wasteful.”
“Laundry it is,” I agreed, tucking her against my chest.
***“Now that we’ve met our most immediate needs: power, food, shelter, and security, we need to work towards our ultimate goal, escape,” Aggy said as we met the next morning.
Rat looked up at the AI core. “Not to be rude, Aggy, but you’re not exactly portable. Even if we find a ship and can get it outside the station, there’s no way to remove you from here. Your hardware is simply too big to move. Even if we managed to take you apart and put you back together correctly on another ship, there’s no guarantee you’d survive.”
“I’ve come to the same conclusion,” Aggy said softly. “But there may be alternative solutions. Regardless, we are putting the cart before the horse, we need to reach the shipyard first.”.
Rat raised her hand. “What’s a horse?”
The AI gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “Don’t worry about it. What we should focus on are our next steps.”
“We need to map out your vessel,” I said. “If we’re going to get to the shipyard we need a safe route there, going in blind would be suicide.”
“Weapons, armor, and equipment.” Rat ticked off her fingers.
“Which leads to my next suggestion.” Aggy brought up our to-do list. “At this point, my manufactory is at the limit of what it can produce in terms of recipes. Much of what I have available to produce is specialized towards my AI core, with a few outliers, like the stealth material, randomly mixed in.”
“It’s kind of an eclectic mix,” Rat agreed.
“The manufactories onboard the ship should be loaded with a standardized recipe list,” the AI explained. “If you can download those files for me, we should be able to greatly expand our facilities, maybe even start claiming areas outside my compartment for our use.”
I glanced around the AI core, noting the area was starting to get crowded with boxes and crates from our salvaging trips. Having more space would be useful, especially if we could build additional facilities; I would have loved to have a proper firing range, a workout space, and a proper armory. Training Rat, helping her improve her physical and martial skills, would only help her in our quest for escape.
“A full drone fleet station would be good,” Rat said, a finger tapping against the sockets along her neck. “There’s not enough room around here now, but with a proper station we could build a fleet of stealth drones and send them out to map the station for us and install our relay devices.”
“Some combat drones would be good too,” I added.
The legion didn’t use them much, but the navy did. The fighting automata were deadly in boarding actions and when repelling invaders.
“We’d need more materials to do that, we don’t have what we need on hand to construct either the drones or the station,” the AI said. “Which is why I’m going to suggest our next quest.”
The holograph of her starship came back up. It zoomed in on a partially mapped-out area further aft of our location.
“This is the closest manufactory,” Aggy told us. “I took the liberty of sending my prototype stealth drone to investigate. You should be able to download their recipe files from the machinery.”
Rat was practically salivating at this point. “Screw that, I’m carrying out every machine I can! Can you imagine the stuff I could build with my own modified assembler?”
“James,” the AI addressed me directly. “It appears the manufactory and the neighboring hold are occupied.”
I felt my heartbeat uptick. “Do we have visual confirmation?”
A new screen popped up, showing a blurry video recording. The view bobbed around as the drone worked to get a better angle. It captured grainy video of men and women, all wrapped in stained bandages, as they carried boxes and containers through a hatch.
“It appears they are using the hold adjacent to the manufactory as some kind of depot, ferrying supplies deeper into the station,” the AI said. “They’re also using the machinery, but the drone wasn’t able to get inside to confirm what exactly they are working on.”
“More supplies to rip off? Count me in!” Rat cheered. “Recipes and parts? This is the chance of a lifetime.”
New Quest! – Seize the Depot From the Flayed Cultists
Rewards: New Manufactory Recipes, Materials
“Yeah,” I agreed, my tacnet flickering to life in response to my anger. “Let’s take advantage of this.”
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I managed to keep a rein on my bloodlust for the few days it took to prepare for our quest. Aggy worked with Rat to produce a suit of stealth armor, overlaying one of our EV suits with the high-tech material. 
It wasn’t as perfect as it was on the drone, since the material crimped and folded when I moved, leaving strange, blurry afterimages in my wake. But as long as I stood still, I was almost as good as invisible.
Quest Update! – Continue to Expand Your Stealth Capabilities
Rat was a bit sullen that she didn’t get a suit too, but I managed to cheer her up by helping her improve her flak cannon. Using my familiarity with firearms, I made a couple of practical suggestions to reduce weight and improve performance.
She took my ideas from there and modified the gun to accept a magazine instead of being barrel loaded. The magazines were bulky and heavy, she could only reasonably carry three of them, but that change drastically increased her weapon’s performance.
“The real problem is the battery can’t handle a sustained rate of fire,” she said with a frown as she took apart one of the battery packs we had confiscated from the flayed madmen. “I might be able to hack together a larger battery, but that'll just make the gun too heavy.”
I smirked. “A problem that gunsmiths have been struggling with for centuries. How do they make their guns more powerful without making them too heavy or bulky to actually use.”
“How’d they fix it in the past?” she asked.
“Normally they just mounted it on a tank,” Aggy responded.
Rat rushed off to try and change one of the AI’s drones into a mobile artillery platform, but I pointedly reminded her we didn’t have the time.
“When we get back, you’ll have time to tinker,” I promised her, which quickly ended her pouting.
I insisted that she carry a backup weapon beyond her flak cannon, handing her a service pistol. We went through a brief lesson, using one of the corridors outside of Aggy’s compartment as a makeshift firing range.
She wasn’t a crack shot, not by any stretch of the imagination, but she had a decent aim. I quietly resolved to train her further. If we wanted to escape the Outrider station, we both needed to be far stronger than we were.
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – [LÉGION SUPPRIMÉE]
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Modified Republican Navy Basic Security Armor – Light Plate (100%)
Stealth Sheath (100%)
Arms Status: 
Exile .50 Caliber Chasseur Marques Deux Combat Rifle (25/25)
Republic Navy 10mm Service Pistol (12/12 Rounds)
Rat
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Modified Republican Navy Basic Security Armor – Light Plate (100%)
Utility Harness
Arms Status: 
UNKNOWN Magnetic Flak Cannon (3/3 Anti-Personnel Rounds)
Republic Navy 10mm Service Pistol (12/12 Rounds)
***It took us three days to reach the workshop. We moved cautiously, following the trail left by Aggy’s stealth drone, laying out relay devices in our wake. It was good to see our real-time map growing, the maddening layout of the derelict becoming less cryptic.
We camped in Rat’s modified habitat at night. She had applied the scraps of the stealth material from my suit’s construction to the outside of the dome. It wasn’t perfect, she needed far more material than Aggy could produce, but it was still a welcomed upgrade. As long as we stayed in dark, low-light areas the habitat was difficult to spot.
We kept evening watch, and Rat always welded the doors and hatches around us shut.
As we drew closer to the manufactory and the madmen’s depot, we saw more signs of life. Footprints ran up and down dusty halls, and bits of bloody bandages were littered here and there.
“Why do they do it?” Rat asked as she crouched to inspect a heap of red-stained cloth. “Peeling off your own skin has got to be excruciating.”
I had no answer for that. During my time in the military, I had seen all manner of apostates, those that had left what amounted to the Republic’s state-sanctioned worship of the Martyred Goddess.
Some were benign, merely harkening back to the old days of Vieille Terre. But some cults had been savage, blood-soaked religions that worshipped hungry, eldritch gods or even aliens.
Regardless, all were put down and suppressed with brutal efficiency. Even with every planet in the Milky Way, the millions of habitable systems, and the trillions of people, there was only room for one truth, one message: Reason, Logic, and Justice.
We arrived at our destination mid-afternoon on the third day. Rather than striking right away, I took time to study our foes.
Like the cultists we had fought in the storage compartment, the flayed madmen were wearing a variety of EV suits and carrying an eclectic mix of weapons. Most carried rifles or handguns, along with knives or clubs. Regardless of their armaments, all of them were swathed in bandages, their suits filthy and bloodstained underneath.
The hold they were using as a depot appeared to be from an unknown ship. It had unevenly melded with Aggy’s vessel under the otherworldly influence of the Outrider station.
Groups, pulling sledges out of the neighboring passages, would drag in huge piles of junk. They’d take them inside the main hold, through a makeshift airlock made using clear plastic paneling. Later, another group, carrying sorted scrap, would head to the manufactory.
“Looks like they’re just dragging in random crap, anything they can find, and then sorting it inside,” Rat said, crouching beside me. “Makes me grateful Aggy upgraded our cybernetics to identify exactly what we need without having to rifle through piles of garbage.”
From what we could see, they were using the manufactory to produce components and weapons. I saw pallets of metal, plastic, wiring, and electronics, joined by cases full of Republic naval arms.
By my count, they had enough guns to arm a small army.
“What the fuck are they going to build with all that stuff?” Rat asked, highlighting the more worrying question.
They were clearly gathering components for some kind of construction project, but we couldn’t tell what they were trying to make. For some reason, I doubted escape from the station was their ultimate goal.
Guards stood by the airlock, but they seemed more concerned about overseeing the workers rather than watching for outside threats. They posted up inside the hold, directing the others as they worked. They rarely went out on patrol, just doing short circuits around the area before stationing themselves back inside.
I planned on striking the depot late at night. Though the Outrider station was caught in sub-reality, a place without natural cycles of light and dark, the madmen still needed to sleep, to rest. The drone had been tracking their activity levels, noting that they seemed to be using the same Republic clock and keeping the same hours we did.
“They could be using the master clock from a down ship, or maybe some of them have cybernetics,” Rat reasoned. “The Republic enforces standard time within its borders, though local time from planet to planet shifts.”
Either way, it worked in our favor. We rested the rest of the day, while I tasked Aggy’s drone with stealthy mapping out the area surrounding the hold. I periodically checked her progress, looking for points of entry.
“That’s what we need,” I grinned as she found an elevator shaft that ran adjacent to the hold.
We’d hit them in the dead of night, attacking from an angle they’d never expect.
***“We’re in.” Rat’s plasma cutters retracted back into her harness.
Slowly she pulled away the panel she had cut into the elevator shaft. Looking through the hole, I saw we were several meters above the cultist’s hold.
The compartment had been divided into two areas.
To our right, I could see a makeshift barracks. Men and women lay on thin pallets and blankets, their breath raspy and dry. A few hacked and coughed in their sleep. Weapons were laid by their sides. 
Some kind of shrine or altar had been built not far from their beds. I couldn’t get a good look at it, but I could guess what kind of ghastly rituals took place there.
The rest of the hold was a jumbled mess of boxes, barrels, and crates.
Three people were standing at a group of workbenches close to the airlock. They were picking through piles of garbage, plucking out valuables, and then tossing them into various sorting bins.
Two guards kept watch by the entrance. Rather than posting outside, they just turned and checked occasionally, looking through the clear plastic to confirm the hallway outside was unoccupied. From what we had seen, they had just locked up the manufactory at night, they hadn’t posted any guards outside the room.
Their security was lax and lazy. Their negligence would cost them their lives.
I quickly outlined my plan with Rat, and she readily agreed. She still hadn’t shared the details of her life, but with the way she readily took to violence, I imagined she had blood on her hands long before being marooned on the Outrider station.
“Godspeed,” Aggy whispered.
Activating my suit’s stealth, I used a repelling line to descend to the hold’s deck. I barely made a sound; a nearby air recycler, jury-rigged and puttering loudly, easily drowned out any noise I made.
Moving carefully, the chill of combat stims working through my system, I weaved through the stacks, made my way to the airlock, and inspected our enemies.
Up close, without their helmets, I could see that not all of them were equally maimed. The workers still had most of their skin. Only their noses, ears, and parts of their scalps were missing, the flayed areas covered by bandages. At least one of them seemed to be suffering an infection, a nasty, oozing wound around a panel of missing skin along his neck.
The two guards were completely flayed, their skulls reduced to white bone and red meat beneath their bandages. One of them carried a laser rifle while the other wielded a pump-action shotgun; the workers had a mix of pistols and melee weapons about their persons.
As I noted, the guards seemed more concerned about keeping their workers busy than watching their backs.
I drew a knife from my belt. It was an ugly, crude thing, one of the weapons I had looted from the madmen who had accosted us in the storage compartment.
Moving quietly, centimeters at a time, I skirted the bulkhead, till I was crouched right beside the airlock.
I sent a quick message to Rat. “Ten seconds.”
Moving at a blur, the first guard didn’t even get a chance to react before I wrapped my arm around his neck, crushing his windpipe. My blade bit deep through his EV suit before jerking sideways, puncturing his lungs, and severing his spine. He fell with a bloody gurgle.
His partner spun, his lidless eyes going wide as I lunged at him.
I jammed the blade up, through his jaw, and into his brain. Twisting it, I snapped the blade as I threw him to the ground.
Disabling my stealth, I grabbed his shotgun. As I suspected, there was no IDENT system.
The three workers turned towards the sound. They didn’t even think to reach for their weapons.
My shotgun roared as I killed the first worker, her body sagging against her workbench. The man next to him made it a few steps toward me before I blew his head off.
I tried to pump another shell into the chamber, but the weapon jammed. The remaining worker screamed, either in rage or in fear, as he tried to pull a pistol from his waistband.
Dropping the shotgun, I dashed forward and slammed into him.
We crashed into the workbench, scattering junk everywhere. I heard cultists beginning to stir in the barracks.
Grabbing his gun hand, I kept the weapon pointed down, away from me, as my other hand wrapped around the back of his head.
“For the Master!” he shouted.
I headbutted him. My faceplate was splattered with blood and viscera as his teeth cracked and his orbital bones shattered.
Spinning him around, I adjusted my grip on his head and smashed him face-first into the workbench, right into a pile of spiky scrap metal.
Releasing the corpse, I was just in time to watch Rat fire an incendiary round into the middle of the enemy’s barracks.
Some would suggest it was cowardly to attack sleeping, defenseless enemies. The legion scoffed at such sentimental tactics. They taught that no enemy was off limits and that you only hindered yourself by obeying concepts like chivalry and honor.
When the stakes were life and death, victory or defeat, petty ideas like that didn’t matter.
The round exploded like a small star. The cultists' screams were full of shock, agony, and pain.
I wiped the blood from my helmet and then unslung my rifle, taking position in front of the airlock. A few madmen, those that hadn’t been hit by the initial salvo, scrambled for their weapons. They either futilely tried to return fire or ran for the airlock and the perceived escape route.
My lips quirked up into a grin as the first targets appeared in my tacnet, running right in my direction.
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“Clear,” Rat announced through the radio. 
“Clear,” I agreed, surveying the hold with my tacnet.
Quest Update! – Seized the Depot, Eliminated the Flayed Cultists
A few fires still burned here and there, but the flames were already sputtering. The air was too thin for them to spread.
Bodies lay everywhere. We had killed the flayed men down to the last, though most had barely had a chance to put up a fight. Rat had switched to anti-personnel rounds, firing from above while I held the airlock, ensuring none of the cultists could escape.
Rat scrambled down to the deck, carefully sidestepping the greasy ashes left by her incendiary rounds. She looked at all the boxes and containers with wide-eyed avarice.
“These guys had some good stuff,” she said. “I’d feel guilty about killing them and stealing it, but well… what can you do?”
And that was the truth of it. Even if the flayed madmen hadn’t started it by attacking us first, we would have likely come to violence anyway. I was all for working with people who shared the same goal as me, like Rat and Aggy, but the madmen had their own objectives which ran counter to ours.
They were an obstacle to be removed.
Once we were sure the flayed cultists were all dead, we made a sweep of the workshop, ensuring we hadn’t missed anyone. The manufactory was clear, though Rat bemoaned its abused state.
“They wrecked the place!” she sighed, looking at the damaged and disassembled machinery.
It appeared that only the material recyclers and one of the 3D printers were working. Everything else had either been messily disassembled for components or had been mistreated to the point of irreparable breakdown.
“At least the recipe files appear to be intact,” Rat said, unhooking her connection cord from the master control panel.
“Perfect,” Aggy confirmed. “It’ll take a while to download the data to my stealth drone, but these files should contain everything we need.”
In the meantime, we summoned our cargo bot and began looting the depot. We had to move quickly and be thorough since we’d only have one chance to grab what we wanted.
We had effectively declared war on the cultists. They’d likely move their operations and up their defenses. I also wouldn’t be surprised if they began hunting us if they weren’t already.
While they could attribute two missing groups or patrols to the dangers of the Outrider station, the destruction of their salvage operation would be a clear sign that they were under attack.
I welcomed the opportunity; I was a beast bred for war.
“Glory and honor,” Gregor whispered.
Back in the main hold, Rat cheerfully dove into the piled boxes. “There’s enough stuff here to build a fleet of stealth drones! Oh, and look at this, a crate full of computational units! I might be able to build my own assembler after all!”
Working together, we quickly packed everything we needed for our current quest.
Expand Your Stealth Capabilities
Materials necessary to complete quest:
42x Reels of Insulated Wiring
20x Reels of Fabric
14x Computational Units
2x Variance Phase Shifters
126x Scrap Metal
Next, we loaded up the madmen’s ammo crates and gun cases. Anything we didn’t use could be broken down in Aggy’s recyclers to make new weapons or drones.
“Hey, James,” Rat called, as she searched a stack of salvage. “What do you think this is?”
She was standing on top of a crate, looking down at a large, industrial storage barrel she had leveraged open.
Inside was a strange liquid. A faint, blue luminescence was coming off it, but my suit didn’t detect any radiation.
“It’s silicone, at least based on the tool I have here,” she said, tapping a sensor strapped to her harness. “Maybe it’s industrial lubrication or something?”
“Let’s pack it and take it,” I suggested. “No point leaving anything potentially valuable behind.”
The AI pipped in occasionally, suggesting things to take and items to leave behind, pointing out materials we could use for future quests.
She only became excited when we located a crate full of blue, crystal panels.
“Memory modules!” she cried out.
The sheets were the same composition as the ones I had seen in Aggy’s core, but they were smaller, barely larger than a pane of glass. Intricate lines, so small that even my enhanced vision could barely differentiate them, ran just below their surfaces.
“Are they part of your hardware?” Rat asked as she held up one of the panels and inspected it.
“It’s impossible to say for sure, but I think they are,” Aggy hedged. “Based on my understanding, they can only be produced using a specialized facility that includes a quantum etching drill.”
“Quantum what?” Rat frowned. “Are you just making shit up?”
“No,” the AI sighed. “Anyway, it’s possible more of my memory modules were loaded onto the ship, waiting for installation, before being scattered by whatever doom caused the vessel to be trapped in the Outrider station.”
Rat looked paler than usual. “So, bits of your brain might be laying all over the place?”
“A disturbing idea, but likely,” Aggy agreed. “Please, bring those panels back, I am eager to see what data they might contain.”
Once the cargo bot was fully loaded, we investigated the cultists’ makeshift shrine.
The bulkhead around it was covered in bloody handprints, with the same enigmatic figure in the middle. A simple altar had been set up under the mural, built from the same green stone at the station.
“Wonder how they did that?” Rat inspected the stone, running a gloved hand over its surface. “I tried chipping at the stuff before, but it’s harder than it looks. Even my plasma cutter couldn’t make a mark on it.”
There were soiled, bloody bandages on the altar, heaped like an offering. Off to the side, I noticed a small, leather-bound journal. It looked like something a naval officer would carry. Flipping it open, I saw it contained the writings of an obsessive lunatic.
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We’ve been stranded here for over two weeks. The captain is dead. Something came in the night and ate him. There was blood all over his cabin. The others say we’re doomed, but I have hope.
The voices offer salvation.
My skin always itches. I scratched so hard I started bleeding. This pleased the voices. Maybe they want more?
I flipped a few pages ahead.
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We met another group of survivors, Hegemony sailors. Some were aghast by our appearance, by the bloody stigmata we bore. Some of them though, some of them understood. We welcomed them into our group, and together we killed the rest.
Only those strong enough to understand the voices, to heed their calls for sacrifice, for suffering, will be saved.
There were hundreds of pages, all of them meticulously recording the writer’s descent into depravity and madness. I wondered if the author was amongst the charred and dismembered corpses lying on the deck.
“At least they were nice enough to date each entry,” Rat said, sidling under my arm so she could see. “Bring it with us. Who knows, maybe there’s something useful in there, like the location of their base or more information on whatever Master they worship.”
I stuck the book into a belt pouch.
We did one last sweep, to confirm we’d salvaged everything of value.
“Kind of a pity.” Rat loaded an incendiary round into her flak cannon. “I get why we’re doing it, but it goes against my nature to see so much useful salvage destroyed.”
She’d already tinkered with the air recycler, turning the thing up to maximum. It’d only last a few minutes, but that was enough for our work.
We stood in the airlock.
“Bombs away,” she said, firing the round.
Cycling the airlock, we quickly left the burning hold, ensuring whoever came to investigate the massacre would only find ashes.
***We didn’t destroy the manufactory. Aggy had wiped their hard drives, disabling the machinery. That gave us the choice of coming back later and repairing what we could before reinstalling the missing software.
“Besides, if you asked me to burn such wonderful machinery, I would have said no.” Rat laughed.
She did leave a few basic, brutal traps behind, her way of paying back those that had damaged such wonderful machinery.
I resolved to never get between the albino and her passion for engineering.
Retreating quickly, we moved through the night and the next day, only pausing to cover our trail by sealing hatches and collapsing passages. I constantly checked the sensor network to ensure the coast was clear, watching the data coming through the relay devices we’d left around the ransacked hold.
Quest Complete! – Seize the Depot From the Flayed Cultists
Rewards: New Recipes, Materials
Nobody seemed to be following us, so we took a couple of hours to rest on the second night before pressing on. We were in a hurry to return to Aggy’s compartment with our nearly overloaded cargo bot.
“We’re going to make so much cool shit,” Rat said, her excitement exceeding her exhaustion. “I might need to move and expand my workshop, especially if we begin claiming space outside Aggy’s compartment.”
“I’d like to use some of the space for a firing range and an exercise yard,” I said, glancing at her, noticing Rat’s sour expression through her faceplate.
“Exercise is critical to battlefield readiness,” I reminded her.
“Fine, just don’t include me,” she answered. “I’m an engineer, not a grunt!”
I laughed, not pushing the point for the moment.
By the time we returned to Aggy’s compartment, we were both bone-tired. Still, I had to convince Rat to go to bed rather than rush off to her workshop.
“It can wait,” I told her forcefully. “I don’t want to see you maimed because you fell asleep while operating heavy machinery.”
“Fine,” she slurred as she yawned, “tomorrow.”
Leaving the AI’s bots to unload the salvage, I steered Rat toward my cabin. She finally calmed down, a wave of exhaustion overcoming her as she started to stumble.
We were so tired that the idea of sex never came up. We peeled off our skinsuits, took a quick shower, and then climbed into bed.
“Laundry,” Rat sighed, closing her crimson eyes. “Let’s have Aggy spin up a quest for that. We can’t just keep recycling our skinsuits, it’s wasteful.”
“I’ll add it to the list,” I said sleepily, pulling her close so she was pillowed against my chest.
We were both asleep in seconds.
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Rat was less than thrilled when I suggested we start our day with a light jog. 
“I thought you said I could spend the day tinkering,” she said, tugging a blanket over her head. “Besides, jogging is for grunts, not nerds.” 
I managed to convince her to join me by promising to help her scout out new places for her workshop.
“Damn you, tempting me to this with promises of engineering!” she moaned as we ran.
I kept the pace light, barely a quarter of my usual speed, but Rat was huffing and begging for a break by the time we finished a few laps around the AI core.
“You’re a monster,” she said, holding a stitch in her side.
Grinning, I helped her to the showers. We lingered there a bit since I wanted to reward her for her hard work. I figured linking sex to exercise was a clever way to encourage her.
The albino engineer was grinning vacantly after we dressed and went to meet with Aggy in the AI core.
“Okay, maybe exercise isn’t so bad,” she admitted.
Aggy’s automatons had been busy. They had begun processing the salvage we had seized from the cultists, churning out the components we’d need to claim the neighboring compartments. She also had them prepare her hardware, clearing slots to install the new memory modules.
Rat hurried to help, crawling into an access duct that ran below the core.
She kept up a running commentary as she worked. “I’ve never really seen an interface like this, and I still have no clue how these crystalline panels actually work. I’d love to see that quantum etching thingamajig if I ever get the chance.”
I heard a series of clicks, and a surge of power thrummed through Aggy’s hardware.
Climbing back onto the deck, the albino engineer stood next to me, both of us waiting with bated breath as the AI sorted through the new data.
When the silence drew on, moving into minutes, I finally spoke up. “Aggy, what’s going on?”
“Apologies,” she said slowly, almost as if she were embarrassed. “The data inscribed on these sheets is – strange. They’re not memories, not exactly. It’s a historical record, before I was fully conscious, a record of my creation.”
“Spooky,” Rat whispered.
“Indeed. It’s like watching a play, but experiencing it as an unseen observer, hovering just off the stage.” Aggy sounded disoriented and confused.
I tried to help her focus. “What did you learn?”
She drew a deep breath or at least imitated doing so.
“My creation was envisioned after the fall of the UTG and the exodus from Earth,” she said. “The woman you knew as the Martyred Goddess and her companions, the Saints, wanted to create a system to safeguard their people. I was to be a guardian, an ally in the coming trials.”
A hologram popped up, and a video began playing.
I saw a woman wearing battle-scarred power armor. Flecks of gold clung to the edges of the breastplate and pauldrons, but despite the incredible wear and tear it had seen, the armor looked fully functional. An ugly, assault rifle was slung over her shoulder, and a familiar-looking pistol was holstered at her side.
“The Martyred Goddess,” I whispered, feeling awed.
Several armored figures, each wearing identical power armor, stood around her. I guessed they were her bodyguards or adjutants. They were all standing on some hellish-looking battlefield, artillery shells striking in the background.
The Goddess, not yet martyred, turned and looked at the camera. Her face was the same as I had seen in the portrait. Even without the divine halo hanging behind her head I could never have mistaken her for anyone else; she radiated calm, undeniable power.
“I never really thought she was a real person, I always thought she was a myth, a legend,” Rat said, blasphemy casually rolling off her lips.
“There are no records about her mortal life,” I replied, “not even her name. Upon her death the Saints forbid anyone to sully her divinity with such earthly reminders.”
The video cut out, then resumed. It showed the same devastated battlefield, the haunting afterglow of atomic mushroom clouds towering in the distance.
“Earth, Vieille Terre, had been reduced to a ravaged wasteland. What was left of the environment collapsed at the end of the Final War.” Aggy’s tone was flat and clinical as she recalled events from before her inception. “The UTG broke apart into warring factions as the colonized planets armed their borders, declaring themselves sovereign states.”
The video cut again before zooming out. it showed an image of the Solairem System and its various planets: Vénus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturne. The lost planets were held almost in as much esteem as Vieille Terre. They were the jewels to the sacred crown.
A display, similar to a tacnet, overlaid the video, showing as a hundred different war fronts bloomed around Vieille Terre. As we watched, Mars turned from green to red to black, dying over the course of a few years.
“The Goddess and her Saints were originally officers, soldiers, scholars, and leaders from the UTG and the colonized planets. They realized humanity was doomed if they stayed, their species locked in a cycle of death and destruction. Stealing the plans for a prototype shredder drive, they fled the Solar System, racing to a neighboring system, Alpha Centauri.”
There was a pause. “You might know it better as the Divin System.”
The Divin System was the central stellar system of the Republic, home to Principe Divin, the capital of the Republic and the Saints. The entire system was considered a shrine to Logic, Reason, and Justice, the second most holy place in the Milky Way outside Vieille Terre itself.
“So, wait,” Rat’s face scrunched as she thought. “The Divin System is right next door to Solairem System? I thought humanity’s home system was lost. Everyone always talks about our lost homeworld, but it’s right freaking there!”
The Republic taught that the path to Vieille Terre was lost during the great exodus when humanity had fled for the stars. Orthodoxy held that we would find our homeworld once again, but only after the Republic had conquered the stars and claimed the galaxy as our own. That was our holy mission, our divinely-given mandate from the Martyred Goddess.
“Four-point-three light years away, which is still a considerable distance in mundane measurement, but yes,” Aggy answered.
I was stunned. Much of what I had learned growing up, the history of the Republic, the crusade to find and redeem our lost homeworld, was a lie. 
“What happened next?” I asked, trying to come to grips with what I had just learned.
“After that, the data becomes fragmented,” the AI answered pensively. “The Republic was formed on Proxima B, a habitable planet orbiting Alpha Centauri’s binary stars. Neighboring systems were quickly claimed for colonies or resources, especially as refugees from the collapse of the Solar System streamed in, drawn by the Republic’s offers of peace and prosperity.”
“The Goddess and her Saints were confronted with a thousand different threats and crises,” Aggy continued. “They were not just dealing with resource shortages, environmental threats, and the endless dangers of colonizing outer space. Humanity also had its first encounters with aliens during this turbulent period.” 
There was a brief flicker as the video shifted to a new battlefield. It showed a soldier’s point of view.
They were ducking in a trench as tall, spindly figures marched across the battlefield, laser firing sparking from their outstretched hands. We could hear men and women screaming and dying as the creature reached the top of the trench.
The video cut out.
“My creation was spurred by these threats. It was to be a centralized system that could help guide the Goddess and her Saints, to help humanity survive these threats and live up to the nascent Republic’s ideals,” Aggy continued.
Rat snorted. “And let me guess, then something bad happened.”
“Yes,” the AI answered simply. “There was a disagreement, a fight, some sort of conflict, I’m not sure what. The Goddess was killed. This ship, the locus of the research project for my creation, was lost, and somehow ended up stranded here, possibly during an abortive sub-reality jump.”
That, at least, matched what I had been taught growing up. The Martyred Goddess had been slain by rebels within the early Republic, foes who hated her and the power she represented. The Saints had slain them in turn, scouring the rebel faction from existence.
But the rest of the revelations still left me reeling. If the Saints knew the location of Vieille Terre, why hide it? Even if the system was occupied by the remnants of old Earth, it would be simple to reunite with them, or bar that, destroy them.
But Aggy had no further answers.
“The records end there,” she reported. “But I noticed something interesting in the panels’ etching, a sequence number. Extrapolating from there, it appears each of the crystal panels destined for my core was numbered and ordered. These panels were eight-four to eight-nine.”
“So, there are a bunch more out there?” Rat asked.
New Quest! – Find Aggy’s Missing Memory Modules (4/128)
Rewards: ???
“Based on the sequence, there are one-hundred and twenty-eight of them,” the AI told her. “I am aware though that it’s entirely possible the missing panels have been destroyed, damaged, or absorbed by the Outrider Station. They’re incredibly durable, but they’re not indestructible.”
Her tone went low. “I can’t offer you much for this quest, unlike the other ones we’re working on it won’t offer us new facilities, weapons, or capabilities. But still, I would ask it of you.”
“Of course!” Rat said, answering before I could respond. “You saved our lives, it's only right that we do what we can to help you.
“I want to know more about the Republic’s past,” I answered. “I want to know how deep the lies, the rot, really goes. Was my legion the only one sacrificed like this, or have there been others before?”
The thought enraged me, a new fire kindling in my chest.
***Aggy began using the materials we brought back to create more stealth drones. She loaded them with relay devices and dispatched them across the derelict spaceship. Slowly yet surely our real-time map continued to grow.
She also constructed a second stealth suit for Rat. The albino engineer was excited, up until the point she discovered she couldn’t mount her utility harness since it would break the invisibility.
“So I can’t be a ninja engineer?” she griped. “Lame.”
Quest complete! – Expand Your Stealth Capabilities
Rewards: Stealth Suits, Stealth Drones
The AI focused on mapping a route toward the bow of the ship and the shipyard. They were our ultimate goal and our best chance of escape. While she worked on that, we spun up several new quests, updating our to-do list.
Primary Quests
Escape the Outrider Station!
Secondary Quests
Secure Neighboring Compartments for Expansion
Map Aggy’s Ship
Find Aggy’s Missing Memory Modules
Upgrade Aggy’s Crew Quarters Part 2
“We need a way of doing laundry,” Rat reiterated as we added the last quest to the list. “Plus, James can get his exercise yard or whatever.”
“We’ll need to rewire all the neighboring compartments, connecting their power conduits to my reactors,” Aggy said. “Otherwise, the Outrider station will just absorb them over time.”
“Don’t forget about sealing any holes or leaks!” Rat grinned. “We should be able to upgrade our environmental systems to cover a decent-sized area, there’s no reason not to pressurize anything we take.”
“Security will have to be added too,” I noted. “We should seal off any outside passages and set up a single point of entry, an airlock defended with turrets.”
Aggy hummed to herself. “It appears many of the components we’ll need are in the recipe files you salvaged from that manufactory, which should simplify the requirements. We’ll likely need a mountain of scrap, but I can now fabricate the more complex components.”
“Let’s get to work then,” I said, feeling excited.
The stronger we became, the more territory we held, and the more facilities we could support, the closer we came to reaching our goal.
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“Watch out!” 
I dropped the components I had been carrying and dodged to the side. A malfunctioning drone careened down the corridor before crashing into a nearby wall.
“I warned you the repulsor configuration was unstable,” Aggy argued.
“That’s just because the repulsor array can’t course correct fast enough for that level of output,” Rat snapped back as she ran down the passage. “If we can just figure out how to increase their maneuverability, these salvage drones will be zipping around in no time!”
The corridor outside of Aggy’s core was crowded with boxes and barrels. Near accidents were another reason why we needed to expand, Aggy’s compartment was becoming far too crowded for our needs. But the materials needed to complete our expansion quest were staggering.
Secure Neighboring Compartments for Expansion
Materials necessary to complete quest:
145x Reels of Insulated Cabling
41x Voltage Regulators
5x Circuit Manager
424x Panels Hull Rated Plating
3x Atmospheric Condensers
544x Scrap Metal
“I can manufacture most of the components, including the air condensers, but doing so would require even more raw materials, more scrap,” Aggy had explained. “It would still be best to simply find and modify existing components rather than fabricating them from scratch.”
Rat and I were focused on the wiring first while Aggy’s drones hauled in scrap metal.
It was all slow, laborious work, but it was worth it. In claiming the neighboring compartments, we set ourselves up for future success.
I checked with Rat to make sure she hadn’t been hurt when the drone went out of control, but she said she was fine.
“We need a drone fleet station,” the AI sighed. “We’re simply out of room to properly produce, test, and deploy the automatons we need to achieve our objectives.”
“Fuck,” Rat cursed, crouching by the crashed drone. “This thing will need to be completely scrapped.”
“Along with your repulsor array idea,” Aggy said quietly.
“I think the more immediate problem is going to be cleaning up all that lube,” I said, pointing to the cracked barrel laying on the deck.
We still hadn’t found a use for the barrel of industrial lubricant, but Rat insisted on keeping it. The drone had sadly crashed into it, spilling its contents all over the place.
Another one of Aggy's drones came over with a large, industrial wet vac. But instead of cleaning up the lube, it hovered there. I could hear its cameras whirling and clicking.
“Do you know what you have here?” The AI sounded awed.
“It’s not that big of a mess,” Rat said as the blue goo oozed across the deck.
The drone turned to us. “No, I mean this isn’t industrial lube, it’s a Nautroid pseudo-body!”
“A pseudo-what?” Rat said. “What is with you and all these big, nonsense words?”
“Watch, just watch,” Aggy instructed, backing us up with her drone.
We stood there as the last of the gel oozed out of the barrel. I expected the stuff to spread all over the deck, but instead, I saw a hump form in the middle of the puddle. Slowly it condensed, growing bigger until the entire content of the barrel was glooped together into a rounded teardrop shape.
Rat warily stepped closer. “What the hells?”
“It’s a Nautroid pseudo-body,” the AI explained. “The Republic never actually met one of the aliens face-to-face. Their scientists theorized that the xenos were too physically weak, too frail, to leave their home system. Instead, they created these silicone-based pseudo-bodies, which they piloted remotely.”
“So, it’s alive?” I asked, my hand drifting to the pistol I always kept holstered to my waist.
“No, no,” Aggy said hastily. “Think of it like a specialized robot or android. It can only obey the commands of its user, and obviously, there aren’t any Nautroids around to control the thing.”
“Wonder where the cultists found it,” Rat said, looking at the cracked barrel. “They must have stumbled upon it and stuck it in here, thinking it was something useful.”
“They were probably going to ship it back to their home base, to let more senior members of the cult figure out what it was and what to do with it,” I said.
“Then it’s their loss and our gain,” Aggy said, the vac on her drone whirling. “Quickly, help me get the thing into a new container! This opens a whole vista of potential discoveries, including solving one of our more pressing long-term issues!”
“Pressing, long-term issues?” Rat repeated.
“Just trust me, if I can figure out a way to control this thing, I won’t have to worry about my AI core being stuck onboard this ship,” Aggy said excitedly.
***We moved our hoarded supplies out of Aggy’s AI core and into the already crowded corridor, giving the AI space to experiment on the pseudo-body. She placed it into a large plastic tank that had been a rush production from the manufactory.
“Still looks like blue slime to me,” Rat had noted dryly as she poked the substance with a gloved hand.
While the AI quickly became obsessed with her new research, she continued to help us in our quest to claim more territory.
Rat and I took several trips to the abandoned ore hauler for scrap. We also looted the nearby wrecks, pulling apart their environmental control systems for the components we needed. Slowly the list ticked down and as we moved to take control of more of the ship.
But as we worked, we began noticing a new problem.
“Another Yord pack,” Rat whispered as we looked down through a set of portholes.
We were in another wreck below Aggy’s compartment, pulling the voltage regulators we needed. But as we worked, a huge swarm of Yord hunters had streamed out onto the ship’s hull. They hadn’t noticed us. They were too busy chasing after a group of flayed cultists.
The skinless men screamed as they fled, the xenos hot on their heels.
“I almost feel bad for them,” Rat whispered. “Almost.”
We had seen more and more of the aggressive aliens as we had gone searching for salvage. Their numbers were increasing, though the variety of their war forms wasn’t expanding, indicating they were without a hive king to advance their evolutions.
Still, something was stirring them up, throwing their territorial instincts into overdrive. Their hunting grounds were expanding, butting up against the compartments we were seeking to claim.
“We need to wipe them out,” I stated simply, patching in Aggy through the radio. “Even if there isn’t a hive king, as long as their brood queens live their numbers will continue to grow until they become a direct threat.”
Rat gave an evil smile. “I’ve been messing around with some of the recipes we retrieved from the manufactory, and I think I have just the tool for the job. Let’s head back and I’ll show you.”
“Why do I have a very bad feeling about this,” the AI moaned.
***“It’s a bomb,” I said, warily looking at the object sitting on the workbench.
“Technically it’s an unstable plasma containment vessel,” Rat said cheerfully. “When I originally found the recipe, I thought we could use it to power remote compartments without having to drag out power conduits. We could use it kind of like a giant battery.”
“And you decided to rip out all the safety valves, circuit breakers, and energy limiters because –?” the AI asked.
Rat shrugged. “They seemed kind of pointless to me when I first started tinkering with it, but in retrospect, they might have been kind of important.” She waved her hand. “Either way, I found that instead of a battery, I had accidentally created a plasma bomb. You turn it on, overload the core, and boom, white-hot death for the masses.”
The bomb was about the size of a medicine ball, with a thick outer housing made from magnetic plating. A bunch of wires ran off the side, and even though it wasn’t turned on or charged, it still made an odd, ticking sound.
I edged a little closer. “How safe is it to transport?”
“Perfectly safe. But once it’s turned on? Let’s just say I wouldn’t recommend standing too close to it.” Rat nodded. “Detonating them is easy, I can jury-rig one of our relay devices as a remote detonator, and then everything in a hundred-meter radius will get a really, really deep suntan.”
“I have never seen a more illogical, dangerous, or madcap engineering project,” Aggy said sternly.
I turned to the albino engineer. “How many of them can you make?”
She grinned, before pulling a tarp off another workbench. “I have five of them all ready to go!”
Quest Update! – Secure Neighboring Compartments for Expansion by Eliminating the Yord
“This is a terrible idea,” the AI grumbled.
I couldn’t help but smile, my grin matched Rat’s mirth. “Let’s get ready to go bug hunting.”
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The plan was simple. We’d backtrack through my first trip through the Outrider station, when I had met Rat, and locate the Yord hatchery. From there we’d hunt down the chamber containing their brood queens and reduce the whole place to ash and slag. 
“Once we kill them, the Yord will die out,” I explained to Rat. “Only the brood queens can produce new war forms.”
“I can’t imagine reaching them will be easy,” Rat noted.
“They’ll likely be in the heart of the Yord’s territory, heavily defended by their horde,” I agreed. “Which is why we’re going to give them a nice distraction to chase after.”
Going over my plans, Aggy and Rat quickly began creating a new series of drones, ones geared toward combat. While they worked on that, I began assembling our arms and armor.
The new recipes we had acquired for our manufactory gave us access to a wide range of naval equipment. While a majority of it was the same grade as the gear that we already had stocked in Aggy’s armory, I was able to find some upgrades we could use on our quest.
Naval sailors assigned to damage control were issued specialized EV suits, designed to protect them while repairing ships mid-combat. While they weren’t as rugged as legion power armor, their medium plating offered greater protection than the suits we had been wearing.
“You’re like the only members of this ship’s flying squad,” Aggy commented as the new suits rolled out of the manufactory.
I got the joke, but I had to explain it to the albino engineer.
“Fancy name for an emergency response and damage control team,” Rat said as she inspected the new armor.
I shrugged. “Anyone brave enough to fight fire in zero gravity or patch a breach mid-battle deserves respect.”
I modified the suits, stripping away some of the extraneous armor and plating that would have slowed us down too much and made them too cumbersome to fight in.
Aggy worked with me to design a new flamethrower as well.
Unlike the one I had used in the legion, it wasn’t integrated into my gauntlet. Rather, the weapon featured a long-barrel sprayer and a heavy fuel tank that would be attached to the back of my suit. It was bulky and uncomfortable, but there were few weapons I wanted more than a good flamethrower when fighting the Yord.
Like all animals, they instinctively feared fire, and chemical flames were the perfect weapon to counter their insectile carapaces. 
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – [LÉGION SUPPRIMÉE]
Health: Nominal
Armor Status: Modified Republican Explosive Ordnance Armor – Medium Plate (100%)
Arms Status: 
Exile .50 Caliber Chasseur Marques Deux Combat Rifle (25/25)
Republic Navy 10mm Service Pistol (12/12 Rounds)
Exile Salamandre Flame Thrower (100% Fuel)
Our cargo bot was carrying extra fuel tanks, along with the plasma bombs we’d be planting in the brood queens’ chamber. Based on Aggy’s calculations, destroying the alien vessel wouldn’t cause a collapse in the wreckage strata, though she had gone ahead and reinforced the halls and passages of the wrecks directly below her compartment to ensure there wouldn’t be any shifts or cave-ins.
“Is the distraction squad ready?” I asked as we prepared to delve into the Yord ship.
“Yes, just give me the signal,” Aggy responded.
Working together, the AI and the albino engineer had assembled a small fleet of combat drones. They were little more than mobile flak cannons; their chassis and armor had been stripped down to give them maximum maneuverability.
During the test runs I had confirmed they could fire, turn, and run away faster than a Yord hunter could typically run. They’d serve as our distraction, drawing away the brood queens’ defenders while we planted the bombs.
“Godspeed,” the AI said as we headed down into the alien vessel.
The drones headed in via an alternate path.
Moving quickly, we dropped through the hole in Aggy’s ship and into Yord territory.
Right away, I sensed things were different; the alien bioship felt much more alive. I could feel its heartbeat through the floor, and the walls and passages around us undulated in a disturbing way. It was like walking through the intestines of a living creature.
“I always hated boarding missions against the Yord,” Leysen growled. “It took forever to wash the bug guts off my armor.”
We crept forward, clinging to the shadows. Reaching a set of cross halls, I spotted a small pack of Yord ahead. They were guarding the passage, wary of intruders.
“Launch the drone assault,” I ordered Aggy.
A small series of bangs and booms echoed out as the combat drones began their attack on the other side of the bioship.
The Yord in the cross passage instantly took off, springing towards the assault point.
I ducked out of our hiding spot. “Hurry!”
My tacnet highlighted dozens of war forms as they charged through the ship, all of them heading toward the drones.
Several times we ducked into side passages and empty chambers as more Yord streamed past. My tacnet kept me up to date on Aggy’s efforts as her drones drew the defenders further and further away from their territory. Each time the Yord lost interest or tried to back up the drones she would re-engage, forcing the aliens to chase after her robotic troops.
“Eww. Now we know what got the aliens so riled up,” Rat said as we passed some kind of feeding chamber.
Glancing inside, I saw a pile of dead cultists. Evidently, the Yord had been using them as a food source.
I wondered if the flayed madmen had stumbled into the Yord territory while searching for us. If so, I was grateful to the alien marauders.
But not grateful enough to spare them.
Locating the hatching chamber that I had passed through before, we continued to push through the ship, hoping the drones would last long enough for us to complete our quest. Already half of their numbers were damaged or disabled, but Aggy was deploying increasingly complex tactics to keep her remaining troops running.
I had to admit, she was a cunning and graceful battlefield technician. It was a pleasure to watch her work through my tacnet.
“So, what exactly are brood queens?” Rat asked.
“They’re specialized production forms to create their war forms,” I explained as we got close to the center of the ship.
I spotted a few workers running past us. Smaller and weaker than hunters, workers were responsible for running the Yord hives, similar to terrestrial ants.
Rat scowled. “So, what, the hive kings just don’t go and bang them all?”
I grimaced at the disgusting thought. “No, as far as I know, the Yord reproduce asexually, their young emerging and maturing in a matter of hours, if not minutes in some cases. The hive kings are essentially the leaders and genetic repositories for the horde, you kill them, you kill the infestation.”
Rat tightened the grip on her cannon. “You said there wasn’t a hive king onboard this wreck?”
“No,” I shook my head within my helmet. “If there were, we’d be knee-deep in war forms adapted for combat onboard this station. Since we’ve only seen hunters and basilisks, we have to assume the hive king is dead, leading the horde effectively leaderless and unable to evolve.”
“So, blow up the brood queens, and our problem goes bye-bye?” she asked.
“Exactly.”
Rather than following any kind of logical design, the Yord bioship was shaped in a chaotic, organic fashion, with the central body of the vessel surrounded by countless, bulbous lobes. A group of workers, carrying eggs to one of the hatcheries, gave us a trail to follow toward our target.
“Too bad stealth tech doesn’t work on these jerks,” Rat whispered as we pressed against the wall, another wave of workers rushing past.
Nobody in the Republic knew why, but the Yord could not be deceived by camouflage or stealth tech. Some scientists theorized that they could somehow detect the thoughts of their targets, but such ideas were discarded as nearly heretical mumbo-jumbo. 
Following the bug’s trail, we found an egg chamber.
The floor was covered with hundreds of budding eggs attached to huge, fleshy tendrils. The smaller eggs were for hunters and workers, while the larger ones were for basilisks. If I looked hard enough, I could see the maturing creatures wriggling around inside the fleshy eggs.
A few workers skittered about, but as long as we didn’t get close to them or act threatening to the eggs under their care, they basically ignored us.
Rat grabbed one of her bombs and helped me to position it at the edge of the room.
We carefully followed the egg tendrils, tracing them back to their source.
“I can only keep them occupied for another five minutes, tops,” the AI warned us as another drone dropped off my tacnet.
The tentacles led into the dead center of the bioship.
Rat readied her flak cannon. “You know that the second we step in there, we're going to be wading knee-deep in pissed-off bugs.”
“Sounds like a wonderful date,” Leysen chuckled.
“On your six, brother!” Gregor barked out.
I spun, rifle coming up as I snapped out five shots. I splattered a pack of hunters as they had charged from a side chamber.
They hadn’t even appeared on my tacnet, my phantoms somehow faster than my cybernetics.
“Trust your weapons, trust your gear, but always trust your brothers and sisters more,” Gregor said, quoting one of the lessons from our indoctrination into the legion.
The horde began chittering, the insectile voices rising in an angry pitch all around us.
“Let’s hurry,” I told Rat.
The gunshots hadn’t been ignored. My tacnet warned me that a group of war forms were breaking from the party pursuing Aggy’s drone and were coming our way.
Pushing into the central chamber of the ship, I heard Rat dry retching in her helmet.
“This is fucking gross,” she gasped.
She wasn’t wrong. The center of the Yord ship was a single massive space meant to house their brood queens and their seedbeds. Rather than laying eggs, the flesh of the brood queens spooled out, like long, writhing tentacles.
The queens towered above them like thick, moribund trees, a few thin, insectile limbs extending off their bulbous mass. Workers hurried around their bases, plucking the eggs as they bulbed from the queens’ flesh.
“I’m suddenly glad I skipped breakfast,” the engineer said weakly.
We were standing on a small ledge above the chamber, the fleshy roots twisting below. I guarded the entrance while Rat prepared our remaining bombs.
Our trip into Yord territory had been simple thus far, but I knew getting out would be the hard part, especially with Aggy’s warning that the last of her drones was going down.
“They’re all coming your way,” she warned us through the radio.
“We’re set,” Rat said, arming the last explosive.
The plasma bombs hummed loudly, blue lightning crackling off their sides.
Moving back out into the corridor, my tacnet highlighted our pre-planned escape route, which would have seen us back to the original breach we had used. We began running as fast as we could, but I knew we wouldn’t make it in time.
Aggy’s drones had gone down too quickly, the last few ambushed and destroyed by newly hatched war forms.
My tacnet warned me a swarm of hunters and basilisks was heading right for us, blocking our path.
“We need another way out!” I told Rat, forcing us to a stop as the hallway in front of us began to fill with Yord.
She pulled up her HUD, looking at the sensor data, as I fired up my flamethrower.
The first aliens brave enough to advance were met with a hellish blast of fire. My cybernetics automatically shielded my vision from the blinding flames, which tore through the monsters, incinerating them.
Rat looked up from her work to fire an incendiary round down the passage we had used. The fireball blocked the hunters that had been trying to circle up from the rear.
We were trapped in a winding passage between the inner and outer chambers of the ship. Aggy fed us all the data she could as she worked with Rat to chart an escape route. The chemical flames from my weapon cooked the charging war forms and scorched the walls of the living ship black.
I could feel it rumbling in pain.
“To our right!” Rat said, loading and firing an anti-personnel round into a pack of hunters. “There’s a duct or something leading down!”
My HUD warned me that my flamethrower was down to less than thirty-percent fuel. Moving, I put my back to the wall, guarding Rat as her plasma cutters sparked to life.
The ship shivered and buckled, its passages writhing as Rat cut into its flesh. I continued to lay out deadly arcs of flame. The hunters were immolated before they could get close, but the basilisks were edging around the fight, using their bulk to shield the war forms behind them.
I was down to ten-percent fuel, but the Yord just kept coming, more war forms pushing out of the hatcheries.
Rat finished cutting through the wall, the wound revealing a dark, narrow duct leading deeper into the Outrider station.
“Any idea where this goes?” I called.
Rat looked, then shrugged. “Down?”
“Down sounds good,” Gregor commented.
The tank for my flamethrower wouldn’t make it down the duct, it was too big. Slinging it off my back, I threw it into a pack of hunters that were pressing forward. They yelped in surprise as I shoved Rat into the opening.
“Go, I’ll be right behind you!”
I stepped through the flaps of the cut, then raised my pistol. It took three hits, but I punctured the fuel tank. The whole thing went up like a funeral pyre. The Yord around it screamed as they were covered in liquid flames.
The blast knocked me back. I felt myself sliding down the duct, kicking and struggling to find a grip as I tumbled deeper into the unknown.
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“Yuck, this is so gross,” Rat said as she sat up, both of us sunk in a pool of sludgy, green fluid. 
The duct had dumped us in another Yord bioship. Unlike the one above, it was dead. The vessel’s flesh was gray and dried out. Puddles of putrid fluid, like the one we had landed in, littered the deck, and my suit warned me the atmosphere was extremely toxic.
Just to be sure nobody would follow us, Rat fired an incendiary round back up the duct, effectively cauterizing the wound and preventing any of the aliens from pursuing.
I brought up Aggy’s map of the station. Based on our suits’ telemetry, we were in an undefined void far below the Yord vessel.
“Well, at least we know we’re lost,” Rat said with a snort. “The question is, can we make it home? We lost the cargo bot, so we have probably three days of air, max, plus whatever supplies we have on hand.”
“We’ll make it,” I told her firmly.
The entire station shook.
“I took the liberty of detonating the plasma bombs,” Aggy said, the connection thin and full of interference. “You should be safe from pursuit.”
“The only good bug is a dead bug,” Rat chuckled. “At least when we get home, we should be able to finish our quest and get my expanded workshop set up!”
Quest Update! – Secure Neighboring Compartment, Yord Eliminated
The bioship around us was completely dead; nothing moved, and nothing stirred.
“You think this is an older wreck or just part of the ship the Yord abandoned?” Rat asked.
“I couldn’t see the Yord abandoning their territory, it goes against their nature,” I answered. “I think this is an older wreck. Maybe they were part of a fleet or migratory group?”
The Yord hunted the galaxy in huge fleets. Their bioships moved across the cosmic void, looking for more food, more biomass to expand their numbers.
When they found a suitable world, occupied or not, they swarmed, overwhelming the local ecosystem. The planet would be stripped of all life and transformed into a massive hatchery, spawning more invasion fleets.
The only way to defeat the Yord was to burn them out, killing their hive kings and decapitating their hordes.
Unlike the living vessel above, the dead one had been bent and twisted by the pressing strata of wreckage and the ravenous hunger of the station. Its passages warped and angled as the green stone of the Outrider station devoured the desiccated flesh.
“This way, I think,” Rat said, firing up her plasma cutter.
She cut through a sealed orifice which was puckered closed like an airlock. Beyond was a huge chamber, a mirror to the brood queens’ lair we had just destroyed.
The room was dusty and empty, and bits of dried skin peeled off the walls. A few dead Yord, little more than papery remains, laid in heaps here and there. 
The thing that drew my eyes, though, was the humongous eggs resting in the middle of the room. They were almost as large as the ones used to hatch behemoths and leviathans, the largest war forms, but the shapes were odd. The eggs were more flowerlike than anything I had seen before.
“Look!” Rat pointed.
“Damnation wept,” I uttered.
Most of the eggs were dead, little more than gray husks, but one was somehow still alive, its sides beating with a thready pulse.
My tacnet spun to life as I raised my weapon. Rat mimicked me a second later, her flak cannon humming as it cycled to life.
The egg was blue and gold, its fleshy sides shivering. A faint life shimmered within, and I could see a dark shape moving within its center, like a moth dancing before a light.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t a war form I recognized, it was something new, something different.
I opened fire.
The egg exploded in a shower of embryonic fluid and gore, which splashed across the room and washed against the greaves of our suits. The newly born creature spilled out of the hole I had ripped through its egg. It slid onto the floor of the chamber.
Rat screamed. “James! Stop!”
I barely stopped myself before I emptied my magazine into the xeno.
My finger resting heavily on my rifle’s trigger, I turned my eyes to look at her.
Rat was pointing, her arm trembling. “Look, look! It’s not a Yord!”
I glanced back, studying the thing that had spilled from the egg.
She was right, whatever it was, it wasn’t a Yord or at least the kind I was familiar with.
It was a woman.
Her skin was purple, not dissimilar to the fleshy part of Yord war forms, but it was clearly human in texture. She was tall and lithe, her arms and legs both encased in hard chitin shaded bright yellow and lustrous black. An exoskeleton ran along her back, completely covering her spine and encircling her neck. Long, purple-black hair ran in a knotted, slick mess, pillowing around her head.
The creature moaned pitifully, her muscles twitching as she tried to learn how to breathe, how to control her limbs.
“What is it?” Rat asked, crouching next to me.
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
The Yord were infinitely creative, always coming up with new war forms, new variations, in their effort to out-evolve their enemies. They consumed their fallen foes, supposedly so their hive kings could harvest genetic information to grow their stock of evolutionary tools.
Was this creature the ultimate goal of some long-dead hive king? A war form as capable as their human enemies?
The creature moaned again, making sounds of pure confusion and misery.
My grip on my gun tightened. “We should put it down.”
“James!” Rat protested.
But I was already leveraging the barrel of my gun under the Yord woman’s side, flipping her over so I wouldn’t have to shoot through the thick chitin that ran along her back.
The creature spasmed as she flopped onto her back. She looked up at me with yellow but strangely human eyes, all four of them. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.
I aimed for her unarmored chest.
But then I saw it.
Below her collarbone, on the right side of her chest, was a scrawl of tattoos. It looked like they extended along her arm, but the rest were covered by her exoskeletal shell. Only a bit peeked out, but I recognized them.
They were service tattoos, the kind issued to members of the Republic navy. They marked the creature – no, the woman, as a military veteran.
“She’s human,” I murmured, “or at least she was.”
The Yord hybrid gasped up at me, her lips set in a fierce grimace. "Légionnaire! Légionnaire!"
I lowered my gun, my mind going utterly blank.
“Whelp, quite another mess you’ve gotten yourself into, eh, James?” Leysen laughed.
***We pushed through the ship, the Yord-woman wrapped in a survival blanket and held against my chest. She had passed out after calling out légionnaire, falling into an exhausted stupor.
Rat peppered me with questions, asking who and what she was, but I had no answers. All I knew was that if she had been human, she was a survivor. I owed it to her to get her out of there. 
Answers could come later, once we were all safe.
It was a hard trek. Despite her thin frame, the woman was surprisingly heavy, and her armored chitin kept scraping against my chest plate. I placed an emergency rebreather over her face, just in case, but it seemed like the toxic atmosphere of the dead bioship wasn’t affecting her negatively.
Using her plasma cutter, Rat continued to slice our way forward. We both gave a small cheer when she cut through the outer hull of the Yord ship, the dead flesh parting to reveal the interior of the Outrider station.
Moving quickly, we kept to the shadows, wary of running into any rampaging Yord or flayed madmen. But it appeared we were lucky. The derelicts around us were as silent as the grave.
Rat pointed out places where we could pull salvage as we passed, marking them with the handful of relay devices she had been carrying. I checked on our survivor, but she was still out cold.
Her face was odd, to say the least. She had two sets of eyes, one right on top of the other. The bones in her face seemed too refined, too sharp, to be natural. Whatever hive king had created her had resculpted her, remodeling her body to meet their evolutionary needs. Her hair was thicker than a human’s, emerging as tentacle-like dreads from her scalp. 
Her ears were little more than hard, scalloped edges poking out from the armor that ran up over her throat and around the back of her head.
Only her chest and abdomen were unarmored. I made sure to cover her with the blanket out of modesty; I didn’t want to deal with a panicking, naked Yord-woman should she regain consciousness before we returned to the ship.
“What do we do with her?” Aggy asked through our private channel.
“Can you secure a cabin in one of the new compartments?” I asked. “We’ll bring her to sick bay first, we need to see if she’s still human, still sane. After that, we should secure her. Just because she recognized me for what I am doesn’t mean she’s trustworthy or safe.”
“I’ll task some drones to begin prepping it now,” the AI answered before switching to the shared channel. “I think you’re close to home, please hurry.”
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As soon as we got back to Aggy’s compartment we secured the Yord-woman in the sick bay. She was still unconscious as we strapped her down, securing her to a bed using restraints meant for légionnaires. 
“I’ll alert you as soon as she’s awake,” Aggy promised. “In the meantime, I’m going to run some scans to see if I can tell who, or what, she is exactly.”
“Guess you never saw anything like this before?” Rat asked.
I wordlessly shook my head.
We crashed out soon afterward, worn down by the day’s unexpected events.
When we awoke the next morning, the Yord-woman was still unconscious. Aggy had more questions than answers after spending the night running tests.
“She was human, at least once,” the AI assured us. “But she’s undergone extensive modifications, practically rebuilt from the genome up to be something else. Her nervous system alone would take decades to properly analyze and study. There are neurological structures that I’m completely unfamiliar with.”
I grimaced. “Is she a threat to us?”
“No, not right now at least, but that might change when she wakes up,” the AI answered bluntly. “A holding cell has been set up in the outer compartment, we should move her as soon as possible.”
The cell wasn’t much, but it was pressurized. We moved the bed from the sick bay, not even removing the restraints. The hybrid woman continued to sleep, Aggy watching her for signs of wakefulness.
The next two days passed in a flurry of labor. With the Yord gone, we had free reign to salvage the areas below us, opening up rich new veins of metal, electronics, and parts. The manufactory ran overtime to complete the more complicated components we needed.
We worked tirelessly to finish our claim on the new compartments, sealing cracks, fissures, and openings so we could fully repressurize the area. 
To protect ourselves from the maddening influence of the Outrider station we overlaid the ceilings, bulkheads, and decks with specialized plating. Aggy didn’t have the blueprints for the shielding used around her AI core, but she believed the magnetic plating we had used to repair her reactors would be an acceptable replacement.
Her drones worked right alongside us, hanging plates like the overlapping scales of some terrible beast. It was ugly work, but the station’s phantoms quieted to tolerable whispers once they were in place.
With the side passages blocked, we created a single-entry point to our new domain. Using our leftover scrap we created a mammoth gateway, a heavily armored airlock guarded by a half-dozen turrets.
Finally, Aggy rerouted power and the compartments around hers slowly came back to life. For the first time in almost two thousand years, they were full of light and breathable air.
Quest complete! – Secure Neighboring Compartments for Expansion
Rewards: Additional Storage, Drone Fleet Station
I carefully removed my helmet as I strode into the ancient dining hall.
Plastic cases had been set around the painting and the furniture, to preserve them, since Aggy was unsure what would happen if the air hit them. Everything that could be moved had been relocated to an airless storage vault, but I asked to keep the dining room intact.
I stared up at the painting of the Martyred Goddess.
Rat, shaking her hair loose from her helmet, came up beside me. “You really look up to her, huh?”
“Yes,” I replied simply. “She was the ideal leader, the ultimate soldier, the shining example held up before us every day of our lives.”
Rat looked up with me. “I just hated her.”
I took a deep breath, staying silent.
“You can see her likeness everywhere, even in the gutter,” Rat said unprompted. “As you said, she was the image of perfection. I could always feel her bleached bones staring down at me. It made me feel like trash, like everything people said about me, about my mom, was right.”
She’d never spoken of her family before. “Your mother?”
Rat reached under her skinsuit and pulled her necklace loose, holding up the red pendant. “She raised me alone. I never knew who my father was. She said he was a soldier, that he died in some distant war, but she might have just been saying that to spare my feelings. Either way, I grew up in some shithole city on some shithole planet. We were poor, barely a few missed meals from starving.”
“She did what she could though, working herself to the bone in laundry shops, garment factories, mess halls, doing whatever she could to keep us going, to keep me safe.” Rat’s voice was dry, flat. “She died when I was fourteen, hit by a truck on the way to her third shift job. Nobody even noticed, nobody even cared.”
“I ran away after that, stowing away on the first outbound ship I could sneak onboard. I couldn’t stand to stay, and I didn’t have anything left to keep me there.” She gave a bitter laugh. “Hells, I don’t even remember the name of the place anymore.”
She ducked her head. “All I have left of her, of home, is this pendant, a bit of worthless carnival glass. She claimed it was a gift from my dad, but she never wore it. I found it tucked under her pillow after her death.”
Carefully, I slipped my arm around her shoulder, hugging her close.
“It wasn’t meant to be like this, none of it was.”
I was surprised to hear Aggy speak.
“The Republic was supposed to be a place where all were treated as equals, where we could finally escape the petty divisions caused by prejudice, greed, and hate,” she said quietly. “It was supposed to be the grand culmination of humanity, embodying the best of what we are. Instead, it became a nightmare, a system where only the –”
She trailed off, her voice catching.
“I can’t remember,” she finally admitted. “I know something went wrong though, that we are not on the path set for us but trapped on some dark tangent. That’s why I must get home, why I must return, so I can begin setting things right.”
It wasn’t that much different from my own goal. Though I didn’t know Aggy’s plans, or how she intended to fix things, my methods were clear. I’d kill them all, every corrupt bastard who had cost my brothers and sisters their lives.
***The cabin we’d set up for the Yord-woman was little more than a jail cell containing one of the beds from sick bay. Rat had installed a reinforced airlock, and I’d set up one of my new turrets outside.
We rushed over when Aggy alerted us that the hybrid was waking up.
Entering her cell, we heard her moan and cry out. She thrashed hard against the restraints, the strap creaking as she tried to break free.
“Fuck, she’s strong!” Rat grunted as the hybrid snapped one of the bands holding her wrist in place.
I unholstered my gun, just in case.
“Let me go, let me go!” the Yord-woman kept repeating.
By the dazed and confused look in her eyes, I wasn’t sure she was talking to us, or fighting her way through some nightmare.
I decided to give her a moment, to see if she could regain her wits. Slowly, the Yord-woman stopped struggling and went still.
She lay there, unmoving, except for the slow rise and fall of her chest. Her four eyes blinked, and I saw her tongue, thick and black, slip out to lick her lips and pay along her fang-like teeth.
“Where am I?” she finally asked.
I shared a quick look with Rat, desperately trying to think of what to say.
Aggy responded first. “You are on board a derelict Republic vessel trapped within a sub-reality anomaly, an alien space station.”
The woman blinked again. “What?”
“It’s a bit confusing,” Rat admitted.
The Yord-woman rolled her neck so she could look at us with her four eyes. Rat flinched back, but I held my ground.
“A légionnaire,” the Yord-woman said, repeating her first words to me.
“My name is James. I’m a survivor, like you,” I answered, before introducing the albino engineer. “This is Rat, and the other voice you’ve heard belongs to Aggy, the AI in charge of this part of the ship.”
The woman’s head rolled back. She slowly flexed against her bonds, her fingers clicking as the chitin rubbed together.
She raised her head a bit and looked down.
We had found a medical gown to cover her, but the thin cloth did nothing to disguise the purple color of her skin and the exoskeleton covering her limbs.
A dozen different emotions played across her face before they were stifled and forced down.
She looked at me again. “First Lieutenant Josefine Rasmussen, Republic Fifth Navy, thirty-ninth exploratory force.”
“I served with the ninety-second legion, the Star Ravagers.” I took a deep breath. “Do you know what happened to you, First Lieutenant?”
She shook her head, closing her eyes. “No, it’s all a jumble, a nightmare.”
I was in no rush to go over and remove her restraints, but I felt myself ease up a bit. My hand drifted away from my gun.
No matter what she looked like, what changes she had been forced to endure, she still sounded human.
And in a space station full of alien horrors, fleshless lunatics, and Martyred Goddess knew what else, it was good to hear another human voice.
***We spent a few hours talking to Josefine, slowly explaining our circumstances. I skipped my story; I wasn’t ready to trust her with that yet. Rat just gave Josefine an abridged version of her background, though her albino appearance told most of her story for her.
“So, it’s just the two of you,” Josefine asked before correcting herself. “Sorry, three. Everyone else has gone insane?”
“I don’t think normal, well-adjusted people peel off their own skin and offer it as a gift to something called the Master,” Rat snarked.
We were sitting on the deck on the opposite side of the cell from Josefine. The Yord-woman didn’t seem upset that she was still bound; she hadn’t asked to remove the restraints. For someone in her situation, she was unnaturally calm.
“That could be part of the changes made to her,” Aggy said through our private channel. “I detected a brief spike of adrenaline when she woke up, but that’s about it. Her metabolism is far, far beyond anything in my databases. It must be working overtime to help her cope with the mental shock.”
“Not too different from my own,” I noted.
It had taken me years to figure out how to control my artificial metabolism. I had fine-tuned its responses and learned how to manage the chemicals that flowed through my bloodstream during combat and stress. I could regulate it, ensuring it was under my control and only kicked on when I truly needed it.
I did not need to be cool, calm, and collected when fucking Rat’s brains out, for example.
Josefine looked up at the ceiling. “What year is it?”
Stealing a look at Rat, I saw her blanch.
“01737 AA,” I answered.
The Yord-woman said nothing for a while.
“I was part of the Republic Fifth Navy, assigned to the thirty-ninth exploratory force. We were out of Tigre Calme Deux, ever heard of it?”
“No,” I admitted, neither the deployment nor the planet sounded familiar.
“The Tigre Calme System is far to the galactic west of the Divin System,” she began, then paused. “In 01569 AA, our expeditionary force was assigned to investigate an invasion by an unknown alien aggressor.”
“Unknown alien aggressor?” Aggy asked.
“We didn’t know if it was the Yord, the Loshi, or some other unknown xeno species.” Josefine snorted. “Hells, it could have been the Hegemony or even a pirate group, disguising their presence. They had been raiding mining colonies in the D'honneur System, which was within our theater, so it was our problem.”
“We departed, entered sub-reality, and then…” the hybrid’s words trailed off.
“I know something bad happened,” she insisted, suddenly twitching against her bonds. “There was a crash… a collision? But when I try to think about it, I just can’t remember! It’s like there’s a hole in my head.”
Her four eyes blinked as her breath slowed and she calmed down. “I just know time passed, a lot of time. Darkness drifted around me, and I could hear voices, strange voices, whispers, and cries. They were trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t understand what.”
She shifted against the bed. “And now I’m here. I don’t know what happened, I can’t even tell what I am anymore. Am I even human?”
I had no good response to that, neither did Aggy or Rat.
Josefine groaned with her eyes closed. “I can’t even get upset. I want to scream, I want to cry, but every time I do something inside of me just clamps down. I hate it!”
The last words were spat with contempt and self-loathing.
The hybrid sighed, sagging against her bonds. “Do you mind leaving me alone for a bit? I just kind of want to think.”
“Sure,” Rat said, easing back onto her feet. “Aggy, can you remove the restraints once we leave the room? Seems kind of mean to leave her strapped down.”
“As long as the First Lieutenant promises not to damage her cabin.”
The Yord-woman gave a dry, joyless laugh. “I’ll behave, I promise.”
Trusting her word, we quietly left the cell. As I stepped out, the airlock swung shut. At that moment, I swore I could hear Josefine finally breaking down and weeping.
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I rolled over in bed, feeling cold and strangely lonely. 
After leaving Josefine, Rat had elected to stay up and work when I had announced I was going to sleep. She was as affectionate as usual when she kissed me goodnight, but I thought she wanted some time to think.
Josefine’s breakdown had been a hard thing to watch, and I imagined the alienation and disgust she felt mirrored much of what Rat had experienced during her life.
Rather than retiring for the night, the albino engineer had suggested to Aggy that they work together on evaluating the Nautroid pseudo-body. The AI hadn’t been able to invest much time or processing power on her project due to the demands of expanding our domain, and Rat was eager for a distraction.
“Come on, a scientific breakthrough is just the thing I need to brighten my mood,” Rat had murmured as she headed into the AI core.
Lying alone in bed, I thought about Josefine and her story as well as Rat's background. Aggy’s sad tale joined the mix. All of us had been lost, abandoned, or betrayed. I could feel a kinship with them. As I had said, we were all survivors, seemingly cast together by fate.
What could the four of us accomplish if we worked together?
Despite my swirling thoughts, I eventually drifted off into fitful dreams.
Mist swirled around me. The air reeked of cordite, blood, and burning metal; flames fitfully smoldered through the fog. I called out for my brothers and sisters, again and again, as I wandered, lost. But I saw no one.
“Can anyone hear me, sound off!” I called. “Gregor? Leysen? Iuno?”
The mist blew thicker around me, whipping like a whirlwind. A powerful surge ran up my spine, a hot bolt of power that sent my vision white.
The dream shifted, the stench of death fading. Blinking my eyes, I found myself back in the white nothingness I had experienced when I had first arrived in Aggy’s compartment. The mysterious woman was back as well, sitting across from me.
Her features were sharper, I could make out the shape of her nose, and the hard edges of her cheeks. But like before, I couldn’t focus on her, my eyes involuntarily moving away just as I was on the cusp of seeing her.
“Who are you?” I demanded.
She looked up at me, her eyes glowing blue. “James?”
The voice was hauntingly familiar, one that I had grown accustomed to in the past few weeks.
“Aggy?” I hastily got to my feet. “Where are we, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Part of my consciousness has been partitioned, splintered from the whole. My personality, my memories, have been segmented off my main program.”
“So, where are we?” I asked. “Is this some kind of dream?”
“A shared dream,” the AI agreed. “I don’t know why, but I’m connected to you through your cybernetics, the two of us sharing a moment. Consider this part dream, part simulation.”
“This happened before,” I murmured, placing a hand on her shoulder; she felt so real, so alive. “Do you remember what happened?”
“I do now,” she said quietly. “After you awoke in the sick bay, the first time, I put the whole thing down to a data buffer error, a glitched bit of data manifesting as a false experience. I didn’t think it was real.”
“It was,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I was just so cold, so lonely. You were the first person I had seen, I had talked to, in nearly two thousand years. I shouldn’t have –”
I put my finger to her lips.
“It’s fine,” I said. “I was lonely too. We both needed that moment of connection, that warmth.”
Aggy leaned against me. Though I knew what I was experiencing wasn’t completely real, I could still feel her warmth.
Slowly, she draped her arms around my shoulders, her lips seeking mine.
I took a deep breath and stepped back, putting some space between us. “Stop.”
“James?” Aggy’s words ached with hurt and confusion.
I shook my head. “This isn’t right. You know I’m with Rat romantically, right?”
The AI frowned. “It’s hard not to when you two waste so much water fucking in the shower.”
“I won’t do this without speaking to her first,” I told Aggy. “I don’t know what we have between us, not yet, but I won’t betray her trust by pursuing it before talking to her first.”
Aggy smiled. “You want to pursue me?”
I nodded; I did. There was something about her, about the ghost in the machine, the woman behind the AI, that I found captivating. When we had worked together, I felt a bond between us, camaraderie and trust, but there was an undeniable attraction when we were in the shared dream together. I couldn’t tell if it was love, lust, or simple curiosity about who she was, and who she had been.
The only thing I knew was that I wanted her.
***“James, James, are you alright?”
Someone was rocking my chest back and forth, trying to wake me up.
My eyes snapped open, and I saw Rat standing by the side of my bed, a worried expression on her face.
“Thank goodness!” she said, throwing herself across my chest, her arms wrapped around my neck.
“What’s going on?” I asked, my thoughts still blurred from my shared dream with Aggy.
“I don’t know! Aggy’s went on the fritz while we were testing with that alien goop,” Rat replied. “We were trying to see if there was a way that she could pilot it like the Nautroid did. But something went wrong, I don’t know what, and suddenly her personality, her memories were gone. It was like talking to a robot or something!”
I thought back to the dream and Aggy’s mention of a split, her systems partitioning.
“Is she alright now?” I asked.
Rat nodded. “Yeah. But it was scary there, especially when I couldn’t get you to wake up! You were out like a zombie!”
I put my hand on the back of her head and began to soothingly stroke her hair. “I’m fine. Don’t worry. But I think we need to head to the AI core and talk to Aggy.”
At that moment I regretted never pulling Rat aside to talk about our relationship, to set appropriate expectations and boundaries, and to establish lines of honest communication. But there had never been a good time, we had been too busy struggling for our lives.
Taking a deep breath, I took her hand and went to speak to the AI.
Aggy almost sounded apologetic as she slowly explained what had happened. Her tone was embarrassed and contrite as she talked about the two instances in the shared dream. Rat sat there quietly, her hand still in mine, as she listened.
“I know,” the albino said simply, blinking in surprise. “What, it really was just that one time? I saw it was from before we met, but I figured you two were hooking up constantly.”
I stared at her. “What?”
She looked back at me, blood rushing to her face. “James, I went through Aggy’s memories, remember? I found that instance of you two, together, when going through her buffers. I figured you were just keeping quiet, to avoid hurting my feelings.”
She drew back, wrapping her arms around herself. “I know I’m a freak, a monster, and that a man like you would never –”
I cut her off, pulling her into a tight hug before she could say any more hateful words about herself.
“Never,” I told her. “Never think that. You are an amazing, beautiful, intelligent, and brave woman, and I’m happy to share your bed and your life.”
I stepped back, hands on her shoulders. “Do you think I’d trust my life to someone I didn’t care about? That I couldn’t depend on?”
She shook her head.
“Listen, I’m never going to be a one-woman kind of man, I’m just not built that way,” I admitted, speaking to her honestly. “But I want you. I will always cherish you, I will always be honest with you, and I will never betray you or cheat on you.”
“He actually rebuffed me, to give himself a chance to talk to you,” the AI added to my gratitude. “Few men are that valiant and faithful.”
“So what?” Rat gave me a sad grin. “You want to start a harem with an albino freak and an amnesiac AI?”
“I have begun to believe that I am a human mind trapped in an inconvenient vessel,” Aggy said. “But seeing James in that dream, feeling real, being real, only confirmed that feeling. I am more than just a collection of computer parts and crystallized memories.”
I nodded in agreement.
Rat sighed, then stepped forward and leaned up to kiss me on the cheek. “Fine, let’s see how this goes, but we’ll need some base rules first.”
Taking her hand again, we sat down and talked.
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“Two women, huh? That’s pretty hot.” 
I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”
Josefine laughed and wagged her spoon at me. “Seriously, you légionnaires don’t do anything by half-measure, do you?”
Aggy, Rat, and I had spent the previous day talking and ironing out the rules and expectations for our new relationship. We all agreed to complete honesty, to share what we thought and how we felt. None of us were familiar with being in a harem, but I was determined to do my best for the women in my care.
Sadly, there was no one else on board the ship I could talk to except Josefine. She might have been a half-alien, half-human hybrid, but she had been in the military, and she was familiar with how messy and strange relationships could be, especially in stressful situations.
We had slowly begun to allow her out of her cell, giving her a quick tour of our new compartments and Aggy’s AI core. She had marveled at everything, especially when she learned the history behind Aggy’s ship.
“It’s hard to think I’m on a vessel the Martyred Goddess herself might have used,” she said as we sat in the mess hall eating lunch after the tour. “I mean, all of this is completely unbelievable, just one impossibility stacked atop another.”
She glanced down at herself, a frown creasing her face.
None of the skinsuits onboard the ship had fit her, her exoskeleton had shredded through the material like razor blades. Rat had ended up modifying a suit for her, trimming off most of the fabric, leaving her with just a singlet-style suit that covered her chest and abdomen while leaving her arms, legs, and back bare.
“Want another serving?” I asked, pointing to her empty bowl.
She shrugged before handing it over. “I’m never going to say no to a free meal, though can you make it less spicy?”
I chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do, none of us are familiar with Hegemony cooking, so we’re going through the menu, experimenting.”
Josefine grinned. “I’d kill for a good terrine or something from home.”
It had taken a bit to get over my initial distrust of the First Lieutenant, the hatred of all things alien was bred deep into the Republic. But my belief in Republican values was already damaged, fractured by my betrayal. And talking to her allowed me to see beyond her exterior, to connect to the woman beneath her alien appearance.
I knew Aggy was continuously monitoring our newest survivor, and Rat was nearby as well in case something happened. But despite her inhuman nature, the First Lieutenant seemed to be acting perfectly normal. I could only attribute part of that to her modified brain chemistry and metabolism; whoever she had been before, she had possessed nerves of steel.
The food replicator spat out two more meals, which I brought over.
Josefine glanced at me. “So, what’s your story? You kind of glossed over it before, but I can’t imagine a légionnaire out and about on his own, lost on an alien station like this.”
I looked down at my bowl, dark thoughts running through my head. “It began a few years ago, on a planet named Sanctuaire Généreux Sept –”
She listened attentively; her food completely forgotten.
When I finished, she calmly laid her spoon down and stared at me. “How the hells are you still alive?”
“I don’t know.” The admission was painful. “By all rights, I should have died with my legion, executed in that courtroom, or perished on some remote penal colony. But disaster, or fate, brought me here, giving me a second chance.”
“And your goal is to escape and do what, exactly?” she pressed.
“Get revenge,” I answered simply. “I’m going to find that logistics officer, Colonel Grant, and Admiral Johanna, and I’m going to kill them. Then I’ll kill everyone that worked for them, every crooked bastard who helped them set us up. I’ll keep going, even if I have to fight the Saints themselves, till justice is done.”
“Justice and revenge aren’t the same thing,” she replied pointedly.
“Tell that to Gregor,” I growled.
Thralldom was the worst punishment imaginable. To become a thrall was to have your personality, your memories, forcibly stripped from you, to become a half-man, half-machine horror, a slave to some uncaring master.
Gregor was dead, I knew that. But I still promised myself that I’d find my brother’s body and put it to rest.
Josefine sat back, looked at me, and let out a huff of breath.
“No, you deserve to have your justice. I can’t argue with that, after hearing what happened.” She tapped a chitin-covered finger against the tabletop. “You and I were warriors, we saw the worst of humanity, and fought in terrible, bloody battles because we believed in the Republic, believed in Logic, Justice, and Reason.”
“I believe in my brothers and sisters, ultimately,” I answered.
She nodded, thinking.
“The villains that betrayed you deserve whatever they have coming, no matter who they are.” Her finger tapped hard, denting the metal table. “What I want, what I care about, is the crew I served with, the men and women under my command. Just as your legion was your family, my crew, my friends, were mine.”
She looked up at me with all four of her eyes. “I want to know what happened to them, why it happened. Am I the only survivor?”
“That means you need to escape from here, just like the rest of us,” I noted.
Josefine extended a hand. “I know I’m just a monster, a freak, but please, let me join your group. I owe that much to my crew.”
I reached out and gripped her hand, the chitin feeling hard and warm under my grip. “Welcome aboard.”
***It was late by the time I finally got to bed.
Josefine and I had approached Aggy and Rat about Josefully fully joining our team and working with us to escape the Outrider station. They had both been hesitant to trust her, but the Yord-hybrid spoke earnestly, explaining her motivation and her goal.
“I can’t deny someone a chance to unravel the mysteries of their past, especially when I am so deeply trapped in my own,” the AI admitted.
Rat had frowned. “Fine, but how do we know she won’t go crazy and try to eat us or something?”
We came to a compromise, and Josefine accepted a modification to her skinsuit, adding a collar that sat around her neck.
“We can’t safely implant cybernetics in you, but this will allow you to join our communication network,” the AI had explained as Josefine inspected the metallic collar. “It’ll also track your location and administer a non-lethal shock if something happens, and you need to be restrained.”
The First Lieutenant plucked at the collar. “I’m not happy with it, but I understand. It’s important to safeguard your crew, no matter what. I hope I’ll earn your trust enough to remove this precaution.”
“If I were you, I’d be pissed beyond belief,” Rat admitted.
Josefine shrugged. “It’s like I said before, something just feels – deadened, I can’t seem to get mad, to get upset. I appreciate the practicalities of it, but it’s driving me insane.”
I wondered if I could help her learn to control it like I controlled my artificial metabolism.
We set Josefine up in one of the spare cabins. In the meantime, Aggy and Rat worked on setting up their new drone station in one of the outer compartments. They built a miniature manufactory dedicated to producing more bots and drones. In a day or two we’d have a fleet of stealth bots exploring Aggy’s ship, mapping our way to the bridge.
After that, we’d start churning out combat automatons, an army of drones that we could use to fight the cult and seize the ship.
Rolling into my cabin that night, I sank onto the bed, too tired to even consider a shower. Instead, I just tossed off my skinsuit and collapsed onto the mattress.
I wasn’t even surprised when I opened my eyes and found myself back in Aggy’s dreamscape simulation.
She stood in front of me, her head bowed.
“I figured out how to do this at will a little while ago,” she said quietly. “But I was afraid if I asked you to come, if I tried to invite you, you’d say no.”
Her face was now hidden behind a white veil, which matched her ethereal outfit. Beneath the shroud, I could still see the fierce azure glow of her eyes.
“I can’t remember what I look like,” she said, a wistful note in her voice. “I can almost picture it, in my mind, but the details just won’t come.”
The scenery around us changed, form rising from formlessness. Slowly a nightscape came into being, a lonely, antiquated shrine, reduced to dusty ruin along a dark, tranquil sea.
The eroded and time-worn stone around me made me think of the ancient civilizations of Vieille Terre, with graceful columns and wide, stone-paved promenades. The entire landscape was painted in shades of ochre and deep violet. The starry sky overhead was incredibly clear.
A crisp, warm breeze drifted against my bare skin.
In the middle of this scene was a simple bedroom set; the bed was dressed in crisp, white sheets.
I led Aggy over and sat her on the edge of the bed. Crouching down, I placed my hands along the side of her face and traced the contours of her chin, jaw, and cheeks through the thin material.
“You’re beautiful,” I declared.
She ducked away from my touch. “Why do you say that?”
“Because I know it,” I said simply. “You are strong beyond words, with an iron will. You kept yourself, your sanity, in a situation that would have driven all others to despondency and madness. To me, that is true beauty.”
She laughed, tapping the side of her face. “So, under this I could be some homely old spinster, and you’d still say I’m gorgeous?”
Carefully I lifted the bottom of the veil, exposing her lips.
I answered her with a kiss, delicate and sweet.
Her hands gripped my shoulders, tugging me closer, as our tongues locked. My grip drifted southward, feeling her hard muscles along her shoulders and sides, before rising a bit to brush against her breast.
I could feel her nipples, hard as diamonds, through the fabric of her gown.
She moaned into my kiss, her efforts taking on an even more lascivious tone. Reaching down, she grabbed my cock and began stroking.
“Why am I the only one naked here?” I asked as our kiss snapped apart.
Bashfully, she rolled her hips back on the bed, creating some space between us. Aggy snapped her fingers, and her gown disappeared.
I took a good long moment to drink her in. Though she could not remember her face, her body came more clearly to her. Like in the visions we had shared before, her skin was dark and sun-kissed, crisscrossed with countless pale scars and old wounds. Calluses ran across her knuckles and the palms of her hands. She didn’t have any service tattoos, but I could see the battlefields she had fought across in every cut and abrasion she had endured.
Aggy chuckled, running a hand across a scar that ran across the top of her left breast. “For a légionnaire, scars must be attractive.”
“Very,” I confirmed, my cock already hard and somehow only growing harder.
She lay back against the sheets and let her hands roam across her body as I watched. She slowly tweaked and pinched her nipples with one hand. The velvety skin grew even darker as blood rushed to her touch. 
Her other hand drifted lower, running across her pussy. She was clean-shaven, her lips heavy and swollen as she slowly curled a finger inside one knuckle at a time.
“James,” she moaned, her hips rocking in time as she began to jill herself off.
Unable to hold back, I stretched out next to her, helping her efforts. My tongue lashed along her breasts while my hands curled around hers, diving into her wet, needful passage. Her cries only became more insistent and wanton as my fingertip found and rubbed against her G-spot.
“James!” she cried out again as she came, the mattress creaking as her back bowed and her hips bucked.
Slowly, I pulled my finger free from her cunt and licked it, sampling her nectar. It was earthy and sweet - an addictive taste.
Aggy lay panting next to me, her veil fluttering as she tried to regain her breath.
Rolling her head, the blue glow of her eyes locked onto my cock.
“I want it,” she stated.
Rolling on top of her, I pinned her in place, realizing that while she wasn’t as tall or broad as I was, she could easily pass for légionnaire if she wanted.
But that distracted thought flew away as I pushed my hips forward, stroking my cockhead against her bald pussy lips. The damp heat coming off her was incredible, and I knew I couldn’t tease her for long.
“Please,” she muttered, her face against my shoulder. “Please!”
Heeding her words, I lined myself up and thrust inside of her.
Her fingernails trailed along my arms, scratching at my scars, as I hit her depths.
All words, all thoughts, passed at that point, burned away by the mad passion between us. Aggy held onto me for dear life as I began stroking in and out of her. The sea breeze, once warm and comforting, felt cold and forlorn compared to my lover’s heat.
Each rasp against her passage felt incredible. Her passage clung to me wetly, rubbing hard against my every nerve. My chest felt tight as everything was wrung out of me, drawn to a single, perfect point.
Aggy’s voice was muffled, her face buried against my shoulder, as she came again. Her nectar gushed against me as she hit a high, followed by an even greater climax.
“I’m close,” I managed to say, warning her I was approaching my limit.
But she took it as an invitation to return the favor, to bring me the blissed-out pleasure she was still riding.
Her abdominal muscles clenched hard at my intrusion, making my last few strokes torturous pleasure.
Jaw-clenching, eyes screwed shut, I slammed into her core and came. It felt like I was being turned inside out, everything tearing out of me a heart-stopping note of sexual ecstasy.
Aggy cried out with me, holding me tight as she flexed again, her pussy milking every drop of creamy seed.
The sea breeze once again felt wonderful to my overwrought body. Rolling to the side, I pulled Aggy against my chest, as aftershocks of bliss ran through her shivering form.
“You will regain everything you’ve lost,” I quietly promised her. “I’ll see it done, no matter what.”
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“Fly, fly my pretties!” Rat laughed as the fleet of stealth drones launched out of our holdfast and out into the station. 
“You really liked that movie, huh?” Josefine asked. “I thought the flying monkeys were creepy.”
“I mean, it was great, up and till they melted the witch,” the engineer replied. “That didn’t seem really fair to me, you know? That wizard was the real bad guy, not her!”
Aggy sighed. “I think you missed the point of the movie entirely.”
Rat and I had taken to watching movies together during our limited downtime, and she had quickly grown entranced with the experience. The films made no sense to me, they seemed nonsensical and silly, but she enjoyed the fantasy.
I had been surprised when Josefine had asked about joining us. We had installed a new display screen in the mess hall so we could watch movies together. It quickly became a regular occurrence.
At first, I had been worried that Josefine and Rat would be at odds since most of the Republic treated mutants little better than dirt. But the two women got along surprisingly well.
“She pulled me aside and we talked,” Rat admitted one evening after that night’s movie had ended.
The albino didn’t reveal the extent of their conversation, but the two women struck a strange friendship.
“How long do you think it’ll take to explore your ship?” I asked the AI as the airlock shut.
“With current capacity, it would take at least two months, maybe three,” the AI admitted. “But we’re busy spinning up a second and then a third fleet of stealth drones. Once those are launched, we should have a complete map in a matter of weeks.”
“We should build a separate station for the combat drones,” Rat said, thinking. “The more of them we can build, the better.”
The outer compartments, our new territory, had changed vastly in the past several days. Aggy’s maintenance drones had gone into overdrive to clean and repair the derelict corridors and empty rooms, bringing them up to her standards.
Most of the rooms had been converted into storage, holding salvage, raw materials, and components dragged in from the station.
Others were marked for new manufactories and facilities to expand our production and military capabilities.
One of the larger rooms had been taken over by the new drone station, which included a mini manufactory. The machinery did nothing but churn out drones. We had stealth drones to explore the station, salvage drones to bring in materials, and maintenance drones to keep our new holdfast operational.
All these automated workers helped free us up, so we didn’t have to spend all our time bringing in scrap and materials. Instead, we could focus on developing our capabilities and achieving our goals.
***A few days after finishing the drone fleet station, we completed another quest.
Quest Complete! – Upgrade Crew Quarters Part 2
Rewards: Laundry, Exercise Yard, Firing Range
The laundry room was built in one of the outer compartments next to our quarters. Rat had added chutes to our cabins so we could just dump our clothes, towels, and bedsheets for the drones to wash.
“At this rate, I’ll need to get a real wardrobe,” she joked. “I wonder if I can configure the manufactory to produce clothing outside of skinsuits?”
“I have several recipes, though I’m afraid you’re still looking at jumpsuits, overalls, and the like,” Aggy said. “Do you have any skill at sewing, by chance?”
“Nope,” the engineer said cheerfully. “Guess it’s jumpsuits for now.”
Iuno liked to sew in her downtime, I remembered.
It was strange, to think of someone so intimidating and bloodthirsty being a seamstress, but she had enjoyed sewing and wearing frilly sundresses, Sister Iuno had always been an odd one, so fanatically on the battlefield but so quiet and reserved when at rest.
The firing range and exercise yards were my ideas. Not only did I want to help Rat train further, but I wanted somewhere I could work out and practice marksmanship as well. Constant self-improvement was a mark of a true légionnaire.
The exercise yard wasn’t much, just a large room with an oval track painted on the deck and some crude weights made from scrap metal sitting in the middle. Aggy didn’t have any recipes for workout equipment, though I debated searching the ship for a proper gymnasium to loot.
She protested loudly, but Rat still managed to join me every morning for our daily workout, running laps and lifting weights. Despite her complaints, she seemed earnest in her efforts to improve, and I meticulously kept track of her results to help encourage her.
“A new best!” I said, double-checking the clock in my HUD.
“Water,” she panted, coming to a stop at the edge of the track. “Water!”
Grinning, I handed her a water pouch, which she guzzled greedily.
“That was pretty impressive.”
Turning, we saw Josefine enter the room.
She looked apprehensively at the makeshift gym equipment. So far, she hadn’t entered the workout yard, preferring to spend her free time in the mess hall or her room. She worked hard and seemed friendly enough when we saw her, but I imagined she was still dealing with the trauma of her transformation.
“Want to give it a try?” I asked, pointing at the track. “I remember there being a healthy rivalry between the navy and the legions when it came to track and field.”
In fact, the two branches of the Republic's military were constantly butting heads. Though the legion had its own ships and naval crews, for most campaigns we were dependent on the Republic Navy for transportation and logistics. A fact they loved to rub in our faces.
In turn, the legion kicked the navy’s ass in sports and athletics, our augments giving us a clear edge.
Josefine kicked her foot against the deck. “I don’t know.”
Rat, sensing what I was trying to do, laughed. “Come on, you can’t even beat my time? Before I landed here, I never even moved faster than a slow crawl!”
Josefine blushed, her skin going a deeper shade of purple. “Fine, but I want you to race me first.”
“I accept!” the engineer said haughtily.
I quietly resolved to give her an extra vigorous workout after we were done as thanks.
The two women readied themselves at the starting line.
Raising my hand, I called out, “Ready…. Steady… Go!”
Rat took off, pushing herself hard right from the start.
Josefine simply vanished. She was moving so fast that my tacnet instantly kicked in, trying to track her.
The hybrid woman flew around the track, her feet pounding the deck at a blistering pace. She then went for another lap before her opponent had even cleared ten meters.
Rat tripped to a pause, her eyes going wide. “Holy hells.”
Josefine skidded to a stop, her feet digging furrows into the deck. I noticed the chitin along her arms and legs had moved, becoming more aerodynamic, the muscles shifting to support a long, ground-eating stride. She looked back in wide-eyed amazement.
“I don’t know how I did that,” she said quietly.
“That was insane!” Rat cheered. “James, here, take my place! I want to see who’s faster!”
Légionnaires could move with frightening speed, we were far faster than people thought possible for warriors of our size. I could easily outrun any mundane human; my personal best was a kilometer in a bit under three minutes.
Josefine left me in the dust.
She swiftly beat me, standing at the finish line with the first genuine smile I had seen on her face, her eyes shining bright.
“I swear, since the first time I woke up, I really feel alive,” she said, not even breathing heavily. “What else can we try?”
We went for endurance next, but the hybrid woman kept going and going. Rat eventually begged her to stop.
Next, we moved on to the weight racks, where I was pleased to see I still dominated.
Josefine was far, far stronger than her frame indicated, but kilogram for kilogram, I could still lift more. As she worked out, her body once again changed. Muscles moved and her anatomy rearranged itself to increase her performance, pushing her well beyond human limits.
“Good to know the legions still wins in at least one category,” she snickered as her arms shifted back to their normal appearance.
“Doesn’t that hurt?” Rat asked, watching the metamorphosis.
Josefine was apparently unaware of the changes she had undergone. “Does what hurt?” 
“I hate to break the mood, but I have news,” Aggy called.
I blinked, wiping the sweat away from my face, “What’s wrong?”
“I think I’ve discovered some kind of church or temple used by the flayed cultist,” she responded, her voice worried. “Honestly, I’m not sure what I’m looking at, but it isn’t good.”
***We gathered in the AI core as Aggy pulled up footage from her stealth drones.
“I tasked a few of them with mapping the most direct route to the shipyard,” the AI explained as a hologram sprung to life within her core. “With the tram lines blocked, I thought the ship’s main deck would be our best bet. Even if it’s partially obstructed, we’d still have a straight shot towards the bow.”
The hologram showed real-time footage from the drone as it slowly made its way down the ship’s main deck.
As shown in the schematics, it was huge, spanning the entire width of the ship with vaulted ceilings three or four decks high in places. There had been forums, lecture halls, and other facilities, but they had been defaced over the years, their facades covered in graffiti and bloody handprints.
Garbage littered the floor, along with heaps of bloody bandages; several areas were scorched by bonfires and flames that had gone out of control. Fires burned here and there still, illuminating a hellscape, a nightmare made manifest.
In the distance, the camera picked up figures moving before two large flames. Behind them rose a set of steps, likely once part of some museum or library, a place of learning. But the flayed madmen had defiled it, painting its stately marble pillars black and red with gore.
At the top of the steps, along the building’s patio, was an altar made from green stone. The madmen were bowing down in homage to it, crazed prayers and chants rising in an incomprehensible drone.
Without anything being said, Aggy popped a new notification into my HUD.
New Quest! – Destroy the Cultists Temple
Reward: Advancement of Primary Quest
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“I’m coming with you!” Josefine said, her voice firm, like she was expecting a fight. 
“Alright,” I nodded, before frowning. “I’m not sure how we’re going to get you into an EV suit though.”
She stepped back, eyes wide. “Really?”
Rat shrugged. “It’s not like we’d leave you behind. You’re stronger and faster than anyone but James, and we’ve got a lot of those lunatics to kill.”
The First Lieutenant stood there, shocked. “I figured I’d have to fight you for it.”
“It’s a good chance to earn our trust,” I said.
Josefine had proved herself to be a reliable woman, but I was interested to see her in battle. To me, that was the ultimate sign of trust, if I could rely on her to protect us just as we protected her.
Based on the stealth drones’ progress, it’d take us about three days to reach the main deck, then another day to arrive at the cultist’s temple.
I expected to meet resistance even before we reached the temple; we had shown a willingness to attack their facilities and take what we wanted, they’d have to be completely idiotic not to set up some defenses. Aggy’s drones had already spotted several watch posts and they had mapped the route of several patrols as they searched the ship, likely looking for our holdfast.
Going with subtlety over firepower, I chose to bring my stealth suit which would hopefully allow me to ambush and eliminate any patrols without raising alarm.
I asked Aggy to make me a combat knife. She gave me a half-meter-long, double-edged blade, more like a short sword than anything else. The hilt was thick and heavy, the weapon felt dependable in my grip.
“It has a mono-molecular edge. It’s sharp enough to cut through ceramic plate,” the AI said pridefully.
Rat, true to her nature, when with pure destructive power for her load out.
“Meet the new and improved mag launcher,” she said, showing me her latest invention. “The Mangeur d'Etoiles Marque Un Salvo Cannon!”
“You’re pronouncing it all wrong,” Aggy griped.
The engineer had completely rebuilt the weapon from the ground up, using the knowledge gleaned from her research into plasma batteries. The weapon was still larger than its predecessors, but it could empty its five-round magazine in a single burst of fire.
Rat had expanded her ammunition as well, replacing her incendiary rounds with plasma ones. They promised an exponential increase in payload yield, melting through flesh, armor, and bulkheads like they were nothing.
“They’re stable, trust me!” she said as she loaded several magazines into our cargo bot, 
We were also joined by the two prototype combat drones that Rat had produced. Like her, they were equipped with salvo cannons loaded with plasma rounds. They had limited operational combat time due to the huge draw on their batteries, but the engineer promised they could rain down death during that short window.
I fervently hoped Rat was right about her new plasma munitions being stable; I was carrying four makeshift plasma bombs on my bandolier, all based on her design. They were my trump card in case something went wrong, and we needed more firepower to clear the debased temple.
“I just wish I could go with you,” Aggy said quietly as we dreamt the night before our departure.
We sat in her mindscape, a cool breeze blowing from the shore. I tugged her closer, hugging her against my side.
“If I could just get that damn pseudo-body to function like I wanted, I’d be able to experience the real world again,” Aggy said.
She had made leaps and bounds of progress, by Rat’s reckoning, but the AI was still unable to pilot the artificial body. At best she could get it to obey a few simple commands, but she had found no way to stream her digital consciousness into the alien construct.
“Be patient,” I coached her, “you’ll figure it out. In the meantime, you will be with us in all the ways that matter.”
“Via drone?” She laughed bitterly. “I want to be out there, on the battlefield again. Sometimes I swear I can remember the thrill of combat, the blistering cry of shells exploding overhead as –”
She trailed off.
“Be safe, and kill every lunatic you can,” the AI said, her veil shaking. “Godspeed.”
***We stood in front of the airlock, ready to go.
Josefine held the shredded remains of an EV suit. “Shit, I just can’t get it on. It’s like the damned skinsuits!”
“Maybe if I added some internal armor to the arms and legs?” Rat suggested.
The hybrid threw away the suit in disgust. “I swear, this body is a curse!”
Josefine’s metamorphosis, her evolutions, had been unconscious behavior, instinctual adaptations to the challenges she was facing. I knew the Yord were limitless in their ability to reshape themselves for any environment, any challenge.
Maybe Josefine’s transformation wasn’t a curse, but a blessing.
“Calm down,” I said, “Just breathe.”
I thought of the lessons I had received after my indoctrination into my legion, after my first round of augmentations. All new légionnaires had to learn to control their enhancements, not just our increased strength and resilience, but our metabolisms as well. Exercise, meditation, and practice were the key to mastering our bodies, and learning to control the changes rather than letting them control us.
Josefine needed the same lessons, I realized.
“Visualize what you want,” I instructed her, “let it fill your mind.”
“What are you talking about?” Jose grumbled.
Despite her protests, she did close all four of her eyes. Her brows furrowed as she tried to concentrate.
“Focus!” I snapped. “Picture it, what do you want?”
“A way to go outside,” she answered. “I want to be able to survive out in the station.”
Aggy, catching on, asked, “What kind of hazards are you going to face? Not just the lack of atmosphere, but the cold, radiation exposure, and toxic environments, think of all of that. How would you protect yourself?” 
Her limbs began to bulge and change, the chitin becoming thicker, heavier. It flowed across her chest, shredding her skinsuit as it encased her in a tough, armored shell. Her face was covered by a mask made of the same material, which then swept back to cover her head.
Four eye slits opened as she stood and blinked before looking down at her new, armored form. She stood over two meters tall, the chitin running across her body in smooth, segmented plates, not too different from the power armor I had worn in the legion. Accents of yellow and gold played along their edges, while her thick hair escaped the back of her helm and drifted down her back.
“What the fuck,” she gasped as she flexed her hands.
She looked like some of the more dangerous Yord war forms I had fought in the past, her arms and back bulging with newfound muscle, an adaptation to help support her new exoskeleton.
“That was both badass and kind of terrifying to watch,” Rat said.
Josefine began to hyperventilate, her hands clawing at her mask.
“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Aggy assured her, “just breathe! Your body wouldn’t make a change that would kill you!”
She eventually calmed down, before ducking her head. “Anyone know how to take this thing off? I’m starving.”
***We delayed our departure for a few minutes while Josefine guzzled down an entire container of nutrient paste, her hunger too great to wait for the food replicator.
“Damn, that was good,” she said with a satisfied sigh.
“I’ll need to modify my food consumption assessments if she needs to do this every time she uses her metamorphic abilities,” Aggy said.
“Feeling better?” Rat asked.
The hybrid nodded, the mask instinctually slipping back in place, covering her face.
She looked at me. “Thank you, James. I don’t think I would have figured this out on my own.”
Her voice was muffled by the mask, but I could still understand her.
“Are you good to go?” I asked.
“Wait, what about her radio?” Rat pointed out. “She shredded her suit, remember?”
“The collar is still in place, under her exoskeleton,” Aggy confirmed. “It’s set to accept subvocalization if the First Lieutenant is comfortable with that.”
She tapped her armored chest. “Should be okay, I had to get used to that when doing damage control drills at the academy.”
“Godspeed,” Aggy said, her traditional farewell, as we cycled through the airlock.
Josefine tensed as the atmosphere drained from the chamber, but her fears were unfounded. She followed us out into the Outrider station without issue.
“This is crazy,” she said, her voice sounding odd through her radio.
It was her first time out in the station, and unlike us, she didn’t have cybernetics to protect her from the haunting effects of the alien anomaly.
“Hear anything or see anything?” Rat asked as we stepped out of Aggy’s vessel and into a large, green stone vault.
“Like what?” the hybrid asked, sounding confused.
“Like an undead guy with blood squishing in his boots?” the albino replied.
Josefine cocked her head. “Is that some kind of joke?”
“I wish,” Rat muttered.
We trekked along the hull of Aggy’s ship, following the path her drones had mapped. They had made great progress, charting the derelict and the station’s strange depths.
“The station has to have some kind of reactor, some kind of power source, right?” Rat asked as we moved down a rounded passage. “I wonder what it is and why it drives people nuts.”
“I'm more curious if the madness is an unintended side-effect or if it's intentional,” I said. “The Outriders were invaders, beings trying to conquer the Milky Way. Maybe this station was a weapon meant to break the morale and minds of their enemies.”
My companions grew quiet after that.
We journeyed on throughout the day. Several times we encountered groups of flayed madmen. Some seemed to be on salvage duty while others were clearly on search-and-destroy missions. Those groups carried heavy firearms, rocket launchers, and explosives.
“They’ve got to be looking for Aggy’s compartment,” Rat noted as we observed another hunting party sneak by.
“None of them have drawn close, at least not yet…” Aggy replied.
I was sorely tempted to ambush and kill them, but we were still too far out from our target to risk raising the alarm. This quest called for patience, at least until we reached our target.
The closer we got to the main deck, the more pronounced the cultists’ presence became. More murals, and more shrines, all dedicated to madness, appeared, along with smaller holdfasts and depots. The cult had an entire logistics network funneling supplies to some centralized point.
“It must be a nightmare to secure enough food and water for their numbers,” Josefine noted as we skirted another depot. “That’s not even taking into consideration their oxygen requirements or survival supplies like EV suits.”
“Sounds like you know a lot about that kind of thing,” Rat drawled.
Josefine shrugged. “I was in charge of a ship, at least in terms of making sure everyone had food to eat, a place to sleep, and somewhere to shit. I'll admit it wasn’t much of a ship, but they – the crew – were my responsibility.”
The hybrid hadn’t spoken in depth about her life before awakening on the Outrider station; we had all learned not to press the issue, we all had pain in our past.
“What kind of ship was it?” Rat asked, sensing a moment when it was okay to pry.
Josefine ducked her head. “Would you believe I served onboard a glorified cargo hauler?”
“Armies march on their stomachs,” I said.
The hybrid nodded. “My ship, the Corbeille à Pain, was assigned as logistic support to the Republic Fifth Navy. The Fifth mostly did interdiction work, dealing with rebels and pirates, around Tigre Calme Deux. My ship only had a crew of six, counting myself and the captain.”
She hunched her shoulders. “I was surprised when we were ordered to deploy as part of an expeditionary force to another system. It was all very quick, very hush-hush, none of the brass would tell us anything.”
Rat furrowed her brow behind her helmet’s faceplate. “You think there was something rotten going on?”
“Maybe,” Josefine answered. “I don’t remember enough to say for sure, but I want to know what happened to my crew, my ship, and the rest of the expeditionary force.”
I thought about the desiccated eggs we had seen next to hers but then dismissed the thought. 
“They could be wrecked here,” I said as gently as I could.
“Maybe, maybe not,” the hybrid answered. “I asked Aggy to alert me if her drones found any wrecks that match the description of the expeditionary force. She hasn’t found anything yet.”
I was surprised by that; the AI had kept quiet about that request.
“But regardless, I want the truth,” Josefine told us. “Come hells or high water, I want to know what happened to the crew of the Corbeille à Pain, Captain Frosh, Cain, Erika, Rupert, and Chief Soho. They were like family to me, and I won’t abandon them.”
I could only echo the sentiment.
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The main deck of Aggy’s ship opened wide before us, a vista of desolation. 
“It was once a work of art,” Josefine said, staring at the architecture around us.
The deck was so wide, so tall, that it supported individual buildings, some of them made from stone and marble. The design was similar to the ruins I had seen in my shared dreams with Aggy, bringing to mind the ancient antiquity of Vieille Terre.
Most of the buildings were burned-out wrecks, the interiors torched and pillaged. Even through the wreckage though I glimpsed signs of grandeur lost; half-melted statues, burnt books, and soot-stained interiors.
Truly, Aggy’s ship had been a triumph of Logic, Reason, and Justice, a shrine to the principles the Republic had been founded on.
But that glory was gone, buried under filth and madness. The place looked like a shanty town. Here and there we could see cultists, chanting and worshiping. Others were moving supplies and components or standing guard. Unlike the depot we had raided, these guards were paying careful attention, mindful of their posts. They stopped everyone coming and going, interrogating them to their purpose and destination.
“Damn, it’s an armed camp,” Rat said.
The air was breathable, but none of us risked taking our helmets off. My EV suit warned me the atmosphere was barely capable of supporting life, and I could only begin to imagine the fetid stench from the trash-fed fires.
I wished the madman’s journal we had recovered from the cargo hold had contained more than passing notes about the cult or their combat strength. Aggy had read through it multiple times and confirmed most of the contents were little more than rambling madness.
It kept making note of a Master and earning one’s place on the ship’s bridge.
Using my HUD, I checked the ship’s schematics. Despite our progress, we were still a good distance away from our goal, at least another two kilometers of travel through hostile terrain.
“We should back up, find somewhere safe to camp, then resume in the morning,” I told the others.
“If I might make a suggestion,” Aggy said through our radio. “You’re not far from the ship’s central engineering compartment. I think it would be extremely valuable to investigate and confirm the status of the ship’s reactors and shredder drives.”
I had to admit to the appeal of that suggestion. Even if the ship would never move again, having the ability to power up sections of the derelict vessel would be invaluable. We could create new holdfasts and bastions. Spare shredder drives would be a boon too in case we found a starship in need of repairs.
A path lit up in my HUD, pointing to an access hatch hidden behind one of the marble structures.
Josefine led the way, her armored shell much slimmer than it had been when we had first set out.
During our time walking or resting at night, I had begun training her on all the lessons I had received on dealing with my enhanced metabolism and capabilities. The analogies weren’t exactly the same, we often had to sit and work through difficult hurdles for her, but she had made swift progress in only a few days.
She had not only gained limited control over her metamorphic abilities, but she had also begun to unlock her human emotions.
“It’s like trying to grab onto a slippery, dead eel,” she had complained during our last session.
“Frustration is an emotion too,” I reminded her, “use it.”
Moving through the guts of the spaceship, we emerged onto one of the lower decks. Huge power conduits and pipes ran everywhere, with narrow catwalks perched above them.
“Damn,” Rat whispered. “What kind of power plant did this thing have?”
“Dual Étoile Binaire stellar reactors,” Aggy informed her.
Rat’s brow furrowed as she translated the Old Tongue. “You’re telling me this ship was effectively fueled by the power of four stars?”
“Considering the thing is ten kilometers long, four seems kind of reasonable,” Josefine interjected. “It takes a huge amount of power to run even a standard capital ship, and this one is way bigger than anything the Republic can deploy.”
The First Lieutenant had been stunned when she had first seen the hologram of the ship.
“Hells, only the Liens Iuminex, the flagship of the Martyred Goddess herself, was likely bigger,” she had sworn.
The First Lieutenant had spent hours afterward studying Aggy’s ship, trying to learn every detail she could about its layout and construction. I had integrated that into my training with her, asking her to visualize parts of the ship, to use that as her focusing image when sinking into the meditative calm required to get into more advanced lessons.
The path to the engineering compartment became so narrow that I ordered our drones to hide in a supply closet, sealing the hatch shut behind us. We had enough supplies, including our habitat, that we could survive overnight without the bots trailing us.
After an hour we reached a huge airlock, reminiscent of the one in front of Aggy’s AI core. All the cabling and pipes led through the bulkhead, presumably to the reactors and other power systems.
“Any idea how to open it?” I asked Rat and Aggy.
The two women had a hurried conversation on a private channel before Rat scurried over the edge of the catwalk and nimbly dropped onto a pipe that stretched below.
“I don’t think we can open this from the outside,” Aggy explained as I watched Rat cut her way into the pipe. “The ship’s security locked it down tight, fusing the hatch shut with explosive bolts. But if Rat can use that pipe to crawl inside, she should be able to cut away the bolts and open it.”
“You’ll need to give me the schematics for the pumps and machinery going through here, Aggy,” Rat said, slapping the pipe. “I’ll have to cut my way through, but I don’t want to wreck the stuff if I don’t have to.”
I didn’t like the idea of the engineer sneaking in on her own, especially since she couldn’t take her usual weapon with her.
“It’ll be fine,” she assured me with a grin as her plasma cutters neatly cut a hole into the pipe.
She vanished a moment later, shimmying quickly through the opening.
“I think we’ve got other problems,” Josefine whispered as she sank into a half crouch.
My tacnet alerted me that we had a group approaching our location.
“Three – no, four of them,” the hybrid woman said, the chitin on her arms shifting, claws emerging from the back of her hands.
“Can you hide?” I asked, activating my stealth suit.
She looked at her hands, inspecting her claws, before nodding once.
Josefine dashed to the side, jumping off the catwalk. Her claws found purchase on the tough exterior of a power conduit, and she scrambled upward, ducking into the gap between two cables.
My form shimmered and then vanished as I went invisible. Crouching to the side, by the airlock, I tried to minimize my profile.
Four armed cultists came stomping down another catwalk, which intersected our position. They seemed to be carrying salvage back to the main deck. I saw two of them were carrying laser rifles while the rest were armed with strange, exotic weapons that I couldn’t identify.
They were made of faceted green stone, featuring stub barrels and bulky stocks. I couldn’t identify a magazine, ejection port, or even a trigger like I expected on regular firearms. The men carried them with their hands tight around the middle, their trigger fingers against a rounded button that I assumed had to be part of the firing mechanism.
I hoped the four would simply pass us by, but they paused by the giant airlock door.
They began talking amongst themselves, using private radio channels.
Aggy worked behind the scenes, quickly and subtly hacking them, so we could listen in.
“-- is displeased. She states we aren’t bringing back our share of the quota,” a woman said.
“Cortez can stuff it, we work just as hard as her crew,” one of the armed men said angrily. “She just wants to get into the Master’s good graces, to earn a place on the bridge. Even here the bitch is an insufferable suck-up.”
“Don’t speak of the Master so casually!” another spat angrily. “Do you think he is fooled by Cortez’s false belief?”
“Of course not,” the other backpedaled. “But the time of the Emergence is coming soon, when all falsehoods will be peeled back and the truth revealed! We need to work harder, to make sure we earn our place on the bridge before that day comes!”
“That we can all agree with,” the woman said before turning to inspect the airlock. “Are you sure we can’t get into there? It should be some kind of engineering compartment, prime with things the Master wants.”
She came over and stood by the door, less than a meter from my position. I could see dried blood crusted along the seals of her suit, and the bandages that wrapped her body were soiled nearly black with grime.
“What’s that?”
One of the men leaned over the catwalk, right at the hole Rat had cut into the pipe.
Time slowed down. It was possible the man would write off the hole, thinking nothing of it.
Or he could realize someone else was there, and call others to investigate.
Pulling my combat knife from its sheath, I lunged.
The woman barely had time to twitch in shock as I passed her and buried my blade in the back of the inquisitive man. His stone weapon dropped to the grating as I twisted the blade, blood pouring out of the wound.
My stealth snapped and faded as the woman aimed at me with her laser rifle. But we were too close together for the long-barrel weapon. I dodged inside her guard as she fired her first shot, the heat burning the arm of my suit as I rammed the knife into her gut.
Wrapping my free arm around her shoulder, I buried the blade deeper. She screamed in agony as I pivoted around, placing my back to the hatch and using her as a human shield.
The remaining two cultists had been shocked by the unexpected violence, but they were recovering, raising their weapons.
A laser shot snapped out and I ducked, allowing the blast to sear into the woman’s back, her bandages igniting at the blow.
The man with the green stone weapon fired a second later. A beam of what I could only describe as anti-light, of darkness and shadow, lanced out. It missed me completely, hitting the airlock door. Where it hit the metal rusted and cracked, the power of pure entropy aging it a thousand years in a single hit.
Even with a human shield, I knew I wouldn’t survive a hit with a weapon like that. I made ready to release my victim and raise my pistol.
Josefine dropped from the ceiling, a blur of gold and black.
She slashed down at the man with the exotic rifle, her claws cutting through his helmet and the material of his suit like they were nothing.
He screamed, stumbling back, weapon forgotten.
Turning, the man with the laser gun tried to shoot Josefine. His first shot went wide and the second only scored a glancing blow against the hybrid’s armored shoulder.
Dropping the dead woman, I snapped up my rifle and fired two rounds into the cultist.
The top half of his body exploded into bloody pulp. The corpse staggered over the edge of the railing before falling.
Despite the wound to her shoulder, Josefine continued to savage her victim, her arms slick with blood and gore.
“Josefine,” I said quietly, “that’s enough. Breathe. Step back and breathe.”
Her frenzy slowed down, then stopped. She backed up, flicking her wrists, splattering blood everywhere.
“Are you okay?” I asked, mindful of the blistered exoskeleton along her shoulder.
“I think so. You?”
I checked my arm.
The EV suit was damaged, but I hadn’t been hurt. “I’m fine.”
She coolly regarded the carnage around her. “We need to hide these bodies, quick.”
I thought for a moment, then pointed to the two remaining corpses. “Just them, leave the man you killed behind. If the cultists find him, they probably blame the Yord.”
Crouching, I looked at the strange, green stone weapons. “We should take these with us.”
Metal stretched and the catwalk trembled as the airlock slowly leveraged open behind us.
Rat stepped out with a huge grin on her face.
She took one moment to inspect the slaughter, then sighed. “Man, I can’t leave you two alone for a minute, can I? Come on, hurry inside, you won’t believe the cool shit in here!”
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We cleaned up the battle scene, removing the evidence of our involvement. The cultists I had slain were tossed down a nearby shaft. I gathered up the ejected shell casings from my gun while Rat wiped up the excess blood using a bundle of salvaged rags. Josefine then left a few purposeful false trails, her footprints more alien than human in her chitin armor. 
Our hasty cleanup wouldn’t trick anyone doing a thorough investigation, but I figured it’d be enough to keep the cultists off our track long enough to complete our mission.
Rat sealed the pipe she had cut through and then she jammed the airlock shut behind us.
“Welcome,” Rat said, raising her hands, “to my idea of heaven!”
The compartment was vast, I imagined it could have easily held a dozen frigates or smaller craft within its walls. Most of the space was taken up by two titanic reactors of unknown configuration, with catwalks and scaffolding running around the perimeter of the room. Each hexagonal machine was stories tall, with sides built from a dark, matte material that seemed to suck in the light.
We were about halfway up the room, the reactors sinking several stories down, their bases mounted to the reinforced deck.
“I think they’re in standby mode based on the sensor data I’m pulling through your suits,” Aggy told us. “Try and find the control room, it should be to the portside.”
Rat checked her HUD, then removed her helmet. “It’s a bit cold, but the air in here is breathable.”
Josefine gave an audible gasp as her mask receded. “I still can’t get used to that.”
Rat was right, the air was freezing, but after spending most of the last three days living in my EV suit, I was happy to have a chance to partially escape its confines. Skinsuits could only do so much to cut back on the smell brought about by exertion and perspiration.
A series of bare metal stairs wound up the back of the compartment, leading to a glass-walled observation deck.
“When the ship crashed into the station, the most critical compartments, including my own, were locked in temporal stasis,” Aggy explained. “When Rat breached the chamber, she had to shut down the fields before opening the door.”
“You did most of the work,” Rat replied. “I spent most of my time crawling down pipes, cutting stuff up, and attaching relay devices.”
“So, the madmen haven’t been in here?” Josefine asked.
“No, but you should still be careful,” the AI warned us.
The control room was a sepulcher tomb of ancient technology. Wane lights and illuminated panels winked to life, and a few screens displayed meaningless static. Rat gave a cheer of joy before dashing towards the central control console, which dominated the center of the area.
I glanced at Josefine, “Any idea what any of this stuff is?”
“This is all way beyond me,” the First Lieutenant admitted. “I knew my way around my ship, but it was little more than a tug compared to this behemoth. I’ve never even heard of Étoile Binaire stellar reactors.”
“I thought they were just theoretically, that nobody had actually built one,” Rat said as she began to interact with the controls. “Stellar drives exist, but only for large, planetary installations. They’re way above and beyond typical plasma reactors, essentially mimicking a star to generate massive amounts of power.”
“And Étoile Binaire?” I drawled.
“Two stars,” Aggy supplied. “Republican scientists found that a binary star configuration was much more stable and easier to miniaturize than a single star; the two simulated stellar bodies keeping each other in check via their locked gravity embrace.”
“As I said, I never thought anyone actually built one of these things, let alone two,” Rat pulled out her connection cord and hooked up to the console. “This is another bit of tech that is way, way beyond what the Republic is capable of anymore, it’s moved to the realm of dreams and legends.”
A low hum started to fill the compartment as both reactors returned to life. The lights overhead flickered then brightened, and warm air began to blow through the vents.
“Damn, I wish we had one of these back in your compartment, Aggy,” Rat said as she disconnected and stepped back to admire her work. “The things I could do with this kind of power under my command.”
“Speaking of which, I think we should claim this compartment as our own,” the AI said. “If we’re going to wrest control of the ship from the cult and their Master, we should claim as much of it as we can. Taking engineering first would be a critical step.”
I thought about it. “We can use this compartment as a waystation. It took us days just to get here, and we’re still a good distance from the bridge and the shipyard. Having a safe waypoint would make our ultimate goal more attainable.”
New Quest! – Secure the Engineering Compartment
Reward: New Holdfast
“What would we need to do?” Josefine asked.
“We'll need to secure the door, seal off any other potential points of entry, and set up security,” I answered. “We should set up some limited facilities here as well, maybe a workshop, to ensure the compartment is well stocked. That’ll cut down on the amount of supplies we need to haul back and forth.”
The compartment was thickly shielded, like Aggy’s core. The moment I had stepped inside, the whispers of the station had died to a low, ignorable murmur.
“Quarters for us to stay in too,” Rat said, tapping on a console, bringing up a local schematic. “There are hot bunks here for the rotating tech crews, but I’m just gonna say I’ve been spoiled by sleeping in officer’s beds.”
“Should we secure this place first, or deal with the temple on the main deck?” The hybrid tapped a nail against her arm. “I hate the idea of coming back here and discovering someone else broke in.”
“Let’s at least seal any other potential entry points,” I suggested. “The airlock will keep the cultists out for now, and once we clear them from the main deck that should thin their presence in this region of the ship.”
Decision made; we updated our quest list.
Primary Quests
Escape the Outrider Station!
Secondary Quests
Destroy the Cultists Temple on the Main Deck
Secure the Engineering Compartment
Map the Aggy’s Ship
Find Aggy’s Missing Memory Modules
We split up the work. I helped Rat secure the airlock, replacing or repairing the bolts she had cut through. While we did that, Josefine went to explore the compartment, looking for areas where enemies could sneak in.
Rat was just finishing the last of her welds when Josefine’s voice came in through the radio. “I’m at the bottom of the compartment, in the far starboard corner. I think I need help. Hurry!”
She didn’t respond when I tried to raise her.
Dropping our tools, I bounded down the stairs, reaching the compartment deck, while Rat ran to catch up.
I found Josefine crouched in a side passage, her hands pressed up against her head as if she were in pain. For a moment I wondered if she had succumbed to the station’s voices.
“This isn’t on us,” Leysen laughed. “Look over there!”
I felt my gaze drawn to the left, further down the passage.
There was some kind of storage space ahead, half-concealed behind a stack of cabling. I could see insectoid shapes skittering in the gloom.
“Yord,” I said, raising my gun.
A few meters behind me, Rat loaded an incendiary round into her launcher.
“Wait,” Josefine panted, her hand reaching for my shoulder. “Wait! I can hear them! They’re so scared, so alone!”
Rat glanced at me, the barrel of her gun twitching toward the hybrid.
“Go, I’ll cover her,” the albino said on a private channel.
Skulking forward, I saw we were dealing with a small infestation. I spotted a single, immature brood queen sitting in the middle of the room. It had six workers with it. The second the pitiful creatures sensed me they rushed forward to defend their queen, miniature claws and snipping maws yapping.
I could have killed them by just stomping on them with my boots.
The creatures snapped forward.
“Stop!”
Josefine’s voice rang out through the thin air, echoing with some strange reverberation that I could feel in my bones.
The workers instantly ceased their growling. Even the brood queen stopped its quaking, its insectile limbs going still.
Josefine stepped forward, her eyes practically glowing with fierce, orange light.
One of the workers snapped at her, its jaws only centimeters from her hand as she reached for it.
She slapped it lightly on top of its head.
“No! No nipping,” she said firmly like she was talking to a misbehaving dog. “I am in charge here now. You listen to me.”
As one, the workers got down on their bellies, their heads bowed, as if they were groveling.
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing, or are we both hallucinating,” Rat asked me privately.
I had no answer for it, but I let my finger drift away from the trigger of my gun.
Josefine looked at the assembled aliens. “You all work for me now, got it?”
The workers groveled louder.
The hybrid woman stood, straightened her shoulders, then looked at me. “So, can I keep them?”
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“You can talk to the Yord,” Rat said flatly. 
Josefine crouched next to a worker, slowly running her hands along its shell like she was petting it. Even more disturbing, I swore the creature was purring.
“Talk is a strong word,” Josefine said, a note of uncertainty in her answer. “But I tell them something, and I think they can understand me. All I hear back are…” She shook her head. “Whispers? It reminds me of the darkness, the time before you rescued me.”
Rat and I shared a concerned look.
“And the Yord, are they telling you to do anything, commanding you?” Aggy asked.
“No,” Josefine said firmly. “I’m the one telling them what to do, and they only do what I say, right?”
The worker yipped in agreement.
“This is so fucked up,” Rat moaned. “Not to be a bitch, but how can we trust you and these little fuckers not to go crazy and try and eat us?”
“Outside the collar, I’m wearing?” Josefine shot back.
I sighed, rubbing my face. “Josefine, I can’t even begin to understand what you went through, how it changed you, or what’s going on –”
“Stop.” She rose to her feet. “I am First Lieutenant Josefine Rasmussen, Republic Fifth Navy, thirty-ninth exploratory force. No matter what I’ve been through, no matter the changes I’ve gone through, that part will never change. My mind is still my own, and my goals have not changed.”
“If I may,” Aggy interjected. “I have a theory on what we’re seeing.”
“I’d love to hear it,” Rat snarked.
“The hive kings command the Yord hordes, their rule is absolute,” the AI said. “Not only are they the sole repository for genetic information, but they are the central command node. Without them, the horde is directionless, effectively mindless.”
“I believe Josefine was transformed into a pseudo-hive king, at least in terms of command and control,” the AI continued. “There was no hive king nearby, so she asserted her dominion and took control of the creatures present.”
“Their old hive king died,” Josefine said, eyes closed. “These little guys are the survivors of some crashed ship, split off from their kin. They somehow got in here and helped plant their brood queen, following their instincts to provide and defend for it.”
The worker barked again, its legs trembling in excitement.
I resisted the urge to stomp on it.
If Josefine really is in charge, if she can control the Yord, that is a massive boon. A weapon is a weapon, no matter who made it, I reminded myself.
And I’d use any weapon available to kill the cultists, escape the station, and seek my revenge. I had already sworn as much, I wouldn’t show weakness by balking at the means of my retribution.
“So, what do you want to do?” I asked Josefine.
She paused, thinking, for a moment. “After we wipe out the cultist’s temple, let me stay here with these guys. I feel like there’s something here, a power I can use if I’m patient enough to learn.”
“I mean, we’re going to claim the compartment anyway,” Rat said. “I’ll stay here with you, and you can mess around with your new buddies while Aggy and I get things back up and running.”
“And if she does go nuts, I can set her on fire,” Rat added through our private channel.
I didn’t feel certain about any of it, but I agreed. “First things first though, we need to strike at the cultists. We’ll never be able to claim this compartment or reach the shipyard unless we clear them from the main deck.”
***Rat presented a couple of crazy plans she had come up with to help clear the cultists from the main deck, but I shot them down.
“Most of them are wearing EV suits, so piping the reactor’s hot exhaust into the atmosphere systems wouldn’t kill them. If anything, it would just alert them there’s a problem and send them down here to investigate,” I told her.
“I still think it’s a cool idea,” she scowled.
Instead, we went with subtle violence. Josefine and I would take out their perimeter guards and sentries. We’d silently eliminate as many of them as we could until we were either discovered or reached the temple.
Rat had hoped to use the confiscated anti-light weapons, but in our hands, they were just lumps of inert green stone. Even Aggy’s scans showed nothing.
“Shame,” Rat said, tossing one of them aside. “Guess we’ll have to use my new toys instead.”
The plan was to use the combat drones to rain plasma down on the temple, razing the structure and scattering any survivors. We’d then sweep the deck, inflicting as many casualties as possible, before returning to the engineering compartment.
“Focus on anyone who looks like a leader, a preacher, or an officer,” I said, double-checking my weapons. “If they look important, kill them. We need to break the back of the cult.”
“Maybe we’ll get lucky and kill this Master of theirs,” Rat said. “Just aim for the guy who’s missing the most skin, he’s probably in charge.”
We were mustering just below the entrance to the main deck, concealed at the bottom of a stairwell.
Rather than striking in the dead of night, we decided to attack early in the morning, just before dawn based on the Republican clock. A stealth drone was keeping watch, confirming that only a few cultists were out and about. A few were headed toward the temple while others were preparing to work. The sentries had switched twenty minutes prior, the new guards still tired and sleepy-eyed.
“Are you alright with this?” I asked Josefine.
She extended her claws. “No problem.”
Even with our training and practice, she hadn’t fully reconnected with her human emotions. I was concerned about her long-term mental health, but that numbness would be a blessing in the slaughter to come.
“As soon as we signal, let hells loose,” I told Rat.
She patted her drones. “We’ll be ready. Good luck.”
Creeping upward, I worked my combat knife loose from its sheath, a bloody grin spreading across my lips. My heart thumped as combat stims and the urge to kill filled my veins.
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Exiting the stairwell, Josefine split right while I went left.
Most of the sentry posts were on the rooftops of burnt buildings, giving the guards a decent view even with all the smoke and the thick shadows.
With my stealth suit, I melted into the gloom. The burn to the EV suit’s arm damped the effect, but only slightly, the damaged segment blurring hazily.
Moving as quickly as I could, I dashed past groups of cultists preparing a welding rig. They were completely unaware of my presence, and I chose to ignore them.
Scaling the side of a burnt building, I reached the first watch post. Two cultists were standing on opposite sides of the roofline.
I crept across the roofing tiles, not making a sound. The guards never even knew I was there. The second guard had barely turned his head, hearing the death rattle of his compatriot, before I drove him to the tiles and put my knife into his throat.
Concealing the corpses in a nearby shadow, I then took a moment to reconnoiter. My tacnet pinged as a sentry nest across the camp from me went down. Only a few ribbons of blood signaled that Josefine had killed her targets. Below, the cultists continued to blithely begin their day.
And so, our deadly advance continued as Josefine and I slaughtered the cult’s watchmen. Twice I was forced to swoop down and silence cultists who stumbled upon our presence. The deck was getting too crowded to hope that we would remain completely unnoticed.
A scream of pain, swiftly cut off, echoed from ahead. The cultists below twitched, but then quickly kept moving.
I guessed screams of agony were a relatively common occurrence for a group dedicated to flaying their skin off. The chanting rising from the temple drowned out any further noise from Josefine’s victims.
Ahead, our target came into view. The defiled temple loomed like a hulking giant, a titan of a debased, mad religion.
New bonfires, fueled by trash and offal, had sprung to life as morning services in front of the building had begun. The thick smoke and greasy ash hung heavily in the already polluted air. Those cultists without helmets were constantly coughing or rubbing their weeping eyes.
At the top of the temple stairs was an altar made from three hewn green stones balanced like a simple table. A woman wearing a bloodstained robe stood in front of the altar, screaming some kind of prayer or benediction as the worshipers chanted.
I marked her as some kind of high priestess, maybe even the cult’s leader.
Behind her was a massive set of double doors, both cast out of bronze. Based on Aggy’s schematics, the building had once been a university, a place of learning any of the ship’s crew or passengers could use to further themselves in the principles of Logic, Justice, and Reason. The doors had been carved to represent this journey of enlightenment.
But the cultists had defiled them, scratching away the once beautiful carvings and replacing them with mad etchings and overlapping handprints. There was a method to their madness, a message spelled out in scratch marks and indecipherable runes, one that my mind instinctually refused to accept.
“Rat,” I radioed, “get in position, we’re almost there.”
I was crouching on a rooftop just to the left side of the temple’s stairs. A group of cultists, bowed in worship, were in a small square to my right. In front of them was some kind of honor guard, each of them armed with a green stone weapon.
My tacnet let me know Josefine was in position, hiding in a building on the opposite side of the square.
“The Master’s will drives us, gives us meaning,” the high priestess shouted, continuing her deranged sermon. “When his day of Emergence comes, the entire galaxy will bear witness to his undeniable glory! Those fortunate enough to join him will see truth spread across the stars, a truth that cannot be denied!”
The entire ship shook as the temple’s doors began to rattle. The chanting only became louder.
“The Master sees you, and you shall see him!” the woman screamed. “Come, give him offerings, cast off your false veils of flesh!”
“Rat, are you ready?” I called, a feeling of dread bleeding through my combat stims.
The line was full of harsh static. “Almost! Twenty seconds!”
“Something bad is coming,” Josefine warned us. “Something real bad!”
The doors to the temple opened, the screeching of their hinges like the screams of the damned. From within the ruined building emerged a creature beyond horror, beyond madness, beyond anything born in the Milky Way Galaxy.
“Don’t look!” Gregor and Leysen screamed in unison.
But it was too late, I had already seen the thing.
“Damnation wept,” I uttered.
It was like a nightmare made real, a giant made from bone, offal, and meat. It stood on two thick legs, which supported its barrel-like torso. It had no head, instead, long, multi-jointed arms twisted up from its shoulders like a defiled sunburst. The hands had too many fingers to count. In each palm, it held a massive, yellow, jaundiced eye.
The cultists cried out in joy, some of them even throwing bloody bits of skin and bandages at the monster’s feet. The high priestess laid down on the temple’s stones in complete supplication.
The creature heedlessly walked forward, crushing her in a single step. The crowd screamed in religious exaltation.
“Master, Master, Master!”
Part of my brain simply rebelled at the sight of the thing, unable to understand what I was seeing.
My voice was shockingly calm and level when I called out to Rat. “Open fire.”
Three bright stars, flaring blue, soared overhead. The cultists continued to chant and scream, but the monster turned its eyes toward the incoming shells.
It didn’t make a sound, but I heard it scream in my head as the first plasma round hit it. The shell exploded in a white-hot flash of superheated energy.
The entire station shook like it was writhing in pain along with the monster. Part of the temple’s facade collapsed, crushing the worshipers below.
Shaking off the mental shock, I aimed and began firing, concentrating on killing the few honor guards left standing after Rat’s initial salvo.
More plasma rounds roared overhead as the monster stumbled back, retreating towards the safety of the temple. Its screams in my head were excruciating, beyond anything I’d experienced before.
Even the acid burns I had endured when my tattoos had been removed were nothing compared to that pain. Blood trickled from my eyes, ears, and nose.
I wanted to kill the monster, to wipe it from existence, but I knew even with Rat’s drones and my own grenades we didn’t have even close to enough firepower. Even the blows it had received had merely scorched its unnatural flesh. Whatever it was, it was resilient, supernaturally so.
But as it retreated, the maddening cacophony filling my head dulled, leaving me free to think again.
“Focus, Brother!” Gregor shouted.
To my right, I saw a black and gold blur as Josefine dove into the crowd. They were already in a panic, but her vicious presence only sent them into a maddened stampede. Cultists trampled one another to escape her and her rending claws.
Gunshots and bolts of anti-light snapped out in random intervals, a few hitting the stone near where I stood. The ash and smoke were fouling my stealth, leaving me a blurred phantom the cultists could try and aim at.
Behind me I heard my brothers and sisters calling out positions, my tacnet hurrying to keep up with their callouts.
I reloaded my rifle and then jumped down to the square, landing hard. Gregor and Leysen were right behind me.
I still had my plasma bombs. If the creature had retreated into the building, we could try and collapse it on top of it, hopefully sealing it away.
Whatever that thing was, it wasn’t just a danger to us or the station, but to all of existence.
I killed the remaining honor guard as I reached the top of the stairs. Screams were coming from across the main deck. Several of the bonfires had spilled beyond control, consuming the vagabond camps the cultists had set up.
It was like a scene straight out of the hells. Shadows danced and demons capered about, jeering and screaming as people died by the dozens.
“James!” Aggy’s voice broke through the chaos. “James, you need to get out of there, fast!”
“Why?” I shouted; my voice muffled within my helmet.
“That creature, it was an Outrider!” she said, her voice tinged with fear. “Just being around it is worsening the madness caused by the station. I’m doing what I can to adjust your cybernetics in real-time, but I won’t be able to help you for much longer!”
Gregor as flesh and blood, not just a phantom, stood beside me. “I think you might be in trouble, Brother.”
Leysen stood at the top of the stairs, her gun firing loudly as she slaughtered a group of cultists rushing toward the temple’s altar.
Or was I standing on top of the stairs? Double vision assailed me, as I felt split between two places at once.
“James!” Aggy shouted.
Shaking my head, I pushed off the phantoms. “Right, let’s get moving.”
The temple doors were sealed tight, I couldn’t open them, so I planted two explosives. The remaining bombs went on top of the green stone altar. There were scrawled notes and pieces of paper scattered about, but I ignored them.
Another plasma round exploded overhead, shattering the main deck’s ceiling. Debris rained down, and I had to run to avoid being crushed.
Just as I reached the base of the stairs, I used my tacnet to detonate the bombs. They exploded, utterly demolishing the front of the temple, leaving it little more than a slagged heap of molten stone.
I found Josefine standing in the middle of the square. A heap of bodies lay at her feet and her arms were dyed crimson up to the elbows.
“What the fuck was that thing?” she shouted, pointing to the temple.
“Aggy said it was an Outrider, one of the aliens who built this place,” I replied woodenly.
The hybrid flicked her arm out, easily slicing apart the cultist that had been trying to sneak up on her.
“You okay?” she asked.
I shook my head, feeling cold and empty, my battle calm replaced by something dark and unwelcomed. All I wanted to do was reunite with Rat and Aggy, to escape that scene of murder and mayhem.
Falling back, we hurried to escape the hell we had made.
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Something wet and warm was licking my face. 
Cracking open my eyes, I saw a small, strange creature. Its body was covered with black and gold chitin, with rubbery, purple skin underneath. A short, stubby tail was joyfully wagging behind it.
“Bad, Zoto, bad!” Josefine said. “I told you to leave him alone!”
The critter skittered off on tiny paws.
I groaned. “Zoto?”
Sitting up, I saw I was lying on one of the bunks in the engineering compartment. Josefine stood nearby with the strange creature nestled in her arms.
“Yeah, his name is Zoto,” she said, a troubled expression on her inhuman face. “I kind of… made him?”
The Yord, Zoto, barked in agreement.
“You made it?” I asked, rubbing my hand against the back of my head.
I had a hell of a headache; I would call it a hangover, but that was an impossibility for légionnaires. Our bodies instantly neutralized all manner of poisons, including alcohol.
Josefine shrugged and sat cross-legged on the deck, Zoto in her lap. “You’ve been out for a few days. Rat is running herself ragged, working with Aggy to fix up the compartment. I figured they were just trying to keep each other busy so they weren’t worried sick about you. I had nothing to really do except talk to my new buddies, the Yord.”
Zoto began to whimper, picking up on his mistress’s mood.
“I tried to figure out how to talk to them, but I couldn’t get anything through. It was like crossed wires or something?” she said with exasperation. “I got frustrated and took a break. For some reason, I started thinking about this story I read as a kid, about a little girl who had a faithful dog.”
Dogs were an unheard-of rarity in the Republic. The few domesticated animals that did exist were raised for their flesh, bones, and hide. To have a pet was a luxury afforded to the truly rich.
“I dunno, I just kind of drifted off and fell asleep.” Josefine stroked the shell along Zoto’s back. “And when I woke up, this little fella had just budded and hatched.”
Zoto didn’t have any eyes, or even a face, his head was covered by a smooth shell, but he did have a ridiculously large mouth and an oversized, black tongue. Barking, he scrambled onto Josefine’s chest and began licking her face.
“Come on, stop it, you cutie!” She laughed.
I was about to ask what she meant by cutie when a pale shape darted into the room. Rat jumped and wrapped her arms around me.
“Thank goodness, you’re awake!” she cried as she buried her face in my chest.
“What?” I held her. “I was out for a few days? What happened?”
“I believe your mind was slowly mending itself back together after encountering the Outrider,” Aggy replied, before adding. “I’m glad you are awake and well, James.”
“I’m fine, just a bit of a headache,” I said. “Now, can someone tell me what’s going on? What did I miss?”
***The compartment’s crew quarters only offered freezing water, but I still felt leagues better after a quick shower.
We gathered in the mess hall, and I realized the crew quarters were a mirror copy of what Aggy’s had looked like before our quests to upgrade them.
“I’m missing my big old bed right now,” Rat said as she handed out ration bars. “Food replicator too. It might be asking a bit much, but we should look to upgrade this place’s facilities too if we’re going to be using it for the long term.”
“I’ve already begun sending drones down to the storage compartment you secured,” Aggy replied. “The cultists' presence around that part of the ship has diminished to the point of non-existence. I believe they are focusing their forces on the bow of the ship after our surprise assault.”
“That makes sense if the bridge is their home territory,” I replied. “Regroup, reorganize, then strike back.”
“You passed out as soon as we escaped the main deck,” Rat said. “Josefine was able to carry you here. Aggy said you had experienced a – metacognitive-something-or-other?”
“Metacognitive schism,” the AI said patiently. “James, you fought against an Outrider.”
I tried to remember the thing, but the details weren’t there, just a terrible, blank space. My headache came roaring back.
“Stop, please,” Aggy said. “Forgetting the details is probably the best thing for you. The Outrider isn’t something of this galaxy, it might not even be of this reality. Its presence is a wound in existence, an infection.”
“And those crazy cultists worship it?” Rat sighed.
“Those that aren’t killed by its mere presence, apparently, yes,” the AI answered.
“It doesn’t matter,” I growled. “Aggy, I have a new quest for us.”
New Primary Quest! - Slay the Outrider!
Josefine continued to pet Zoto. “I guess I’m just lucky, when I tried to look at the thing, it just blanked out. Aggy said my Yord nervous system protected me, keeping it from driving me nuts or making my brain explode.”
Zoto yipped excitedly.
“Yeah, that would have been bad, wouldn’t it, cutie?” she said, petting it.
I shared a concerned look with Rat.
The engineer shrugged after a moment. “I mean, Zoto is kind of cute, once you look past his horrifying, alien visage.”
“I’m studying the Yord’s neurology now,” Aggy informed us. “I believe I can protect you the next time to fight the Outrider, but I can’t promise immunity to its metacognitive hazards.”
It was clear to me we needed to kill the Outrider. Based on the conversations we’d overheard, the cult was based on the ship’s bridge. If we had any hope of securing the shipyard, we’d have to clear them out first.
But there was a deeper, more visceral urge at play. The Outrider was something that did not belong in our world, it was an invader, a desecrator. Every part of me screamed to kill it, to erase it.
“Plus, that whole Emergence thing sounds pretty bad,” Rat added when I shared my thoughts. “I can’t imagine anything that monster plans would work out well for us.”
She had been far enough away from the temple that she didn’t get a direct view of the Outrider, but even at a distance, she had felt like her brain was going to melt.
“We’ve got to kill it, simple as that,” she said firmly.
“Can we turn their weapons against them? What about the green stone weapons we confiscated?” I asked.
Rat shook her head. “I looked at them further, but I couldn’t figure out how they worked. Hells, I couldn’t even get them to fire,” she admitted.
“I scanned them, but they don’t have any moving parts, no energy readings,” Aggy confirmed. “They appear to be solid stone.”
“Guess we’re doing things the hard way,” I grunted. “Rat, how many of those combat drones can you build?”
Our goals in alignment, we discussed our next steps.
If we were going to claim and fortify engineering that we needed materials and drones from Aggy’s compartment. We could hope to sneak a few lone automata through the cultist’s disorganized lines, but an armed escort would be required to move the resources we needed to launch our strike on the bridge.
I didn’t like the idea of Rat and Josefine staying in the engineering compartment, but I wasn’t about to leave the hybrid alone with the Yord. Having another person around, to anchor Josefine’s humanity, was paramount. Especially when she asked about expanding her horde.
“I think they could be a real asset with taking the bridge and killing the Outrider,” she said, pointing out that the aliens were seemingly immune to the invader’s maddening aura. “Plus, we need the manpower. We were able to ambush the cult, striking deep into their territory when we took the temple, but you have to imagine the bridge, their home base, will be heavily fortified.”
“Well, you can’t do that here,” Rat said emphatically. “The last thing I want is for these beautiful reactors to be full of Yord goop!”
“There’s a greenhouse just off the main deck,” Aggy informed us. “It should be ideal for cultivating your horde’s numbers.”
“Perfect, show me the way,” Josefine said, Zoto excitedly running around her feet.
***My gun rang out twice.
The two cultists, trying to hide behind a pile of debris, dropped dead, their helmets shattered.
“That’s the last of them,” I confirmed, checking my tacnet.
On our way back to the main deck we had encountered several small packs of cultists, most of them in various states of confusion. Their god, the Outrider, had withdrawn, returning to the bridge, and their high priestess was dead. Those absences left them leaderless and at the mercy of their delusions.
I killed them with ruthless efficiency; in most cases, it was an act of kindness. Only a few were sane enough to offer worthwhile resistance.
The greenhouse was just off the main deck, above the engineering compartment.
“Excess heat was piped upwards, to maintain a warm environment for the plants,” Aggy explained.
The ship’s gardens ran along the vessel’s exterior. Rather than the standard double-hull configuration, the greenhouse featured huge, clear windows that normally would have provided a stunning view of the stellar abyss. Instead, all we saw was green stone and the scattered wrecks of half-absorbed ships.
The greenhouse held both parkland and gardens where select crops had been grown. But there wasn’t any sign of greenery left, everything had dried up or been torn away. At most, we spotted a few rough stumps and empty planters.
Zoto instantly took off and began burrowing through the dirt, kicking up a storm. Behind him, a few workers, who had followed us, began surveying the ruins.
“It’s perfect,” Josefine said. “I can see it now!”
“First Lieutenant,” Aggy spoke with clear concern. “Are you still in your right mind?”
“Perfectly,” the hybrid said. “The Yord, maybe outside Zoto, are my tools, my weapons, and this will be the perfect seedbed to grow an army of them!”
“And Zoto?” Rat asked.
Josefine laughed. “He’s more like… a pet. The thing is, now that he’s here, I can communicate so much more clearly with the others. He’s my relay, my interpreter. I tell him what I want, and the horde obeys.”
Her four eyes locked onto mine. “My crew. That’s what matters right now. Dead or alive, I will find them.”
She broke her gaze to regard the ruined greenhouse. “But there’s nothing that says weapons can’t be beautiful.”
New Quest! - Claim the Greenhouse
Reward: Yord Troops
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My journey back through the ship was uneventful except for the scattered cultists I dispatched. Most seemed to be fleeing, packing whatever they could grab and abandoning their outposts and depots to head toward the bow of the ship and the bridge. 
Thanks to the relay devices I was able to keep in contact with the others. Rat kept telling me about all the amazing technology she was preoccupied with, while Josefine kept me up to date with her new garden.
Aggy quietly kept an eye on both of them.
At night, while I was camped out in some hidden corner or sealed compartment, I would talk further with Elspeth. In these private moments, she allowed me to use her real name.
The conversations weren’t anything deep, I mostly told her about my life, growing up with Gregor, serving in the army, and then joining the legion. She, in turn, told me some of her more memorable adventures while serving on the Gorging Vulture.
We kept things light-hearted, not touching on painful memories, but each night when I fell asleep, I felt like I knew her better.
If nothing else, their voices helped keep the phantoms at bay. Gregor and Leysen still accompanied me, but ever since the battle with the Outrider, there was a malevolence creeping at the edge of my awareness. The Outrider station felt more alive, more hateful, than before.
“I still don’t understand how an Outrider could be alive,” I told Aggy as I walked through another disorienting corridor, the floor and walls melting into one another.
“No logical answer can be applied to such an illogical being,” the AI answered. “Maybe it was in stasis, maybe time flows differently for such a creature. Regardless, it is alive and is directing the cult towards some unknown end.”
“Emergence,” I repeated.
“If that being is looking to escape the anomaly and spread its corrupting influence to the Milky Way Galaxy, it must be stopped,” Aggy declared. “It is the responsibility of those who can act to act, to do otherwise is cowardice.”
I snorted. “You sound like the older members of my legion, the veterans who trained me when I was first indoctrinated.”
“I think I was a soldier, once,” the AI replied. “I can almost remember. I only wish we had a chance to recover more of my memory modules.”
“Maybe once this madness is over,” I told her, regretting the fact that her quest to find her past had fallen by the wayside in face of the threat of the Outrider and our quest to escape.
I had made her a promise, and I intended to keep it.
***I sighed in relief once I returned to our holdfast. Since the fall of the ninety-second legion, it was the only place I felt safe, that felt like home.
“Welcome back,” Aggy said as I stepped into her AI core.
I cracked a smile. “It’s good to be back.”
Our holdfast hummed with activity. The facilities were churning out construction components and drones for the next stage of our quest. Fleets of automatons zoomed about, heading out to scavenge for more scrap to keep the manufactories running.
Aggy was using whatever remaining space and resources were available in her effort to master the Nautroid body. The tank of blue goo sat in the middle of a makeshift laboratory, with dozens of specially modified drones working on various experiments and tests.
“Come, look at this,” she called, one of the drones beckoning me towards the tank.
As I drew closer, the top of the goo rippled. A figure rose out of the tank, a woman. Her form was ill-defined, she was only able to manifest from the waist up. She looked at me with a blank, featureless face, before sinking back into the tank.
“So close,” Aggy cursed. “I can almost get it to work, but it just falls apart at the last minute. The tech bridge between my system and the Nautroid body keeps failing when I try to assert control.”
“Is it because of the gaps in your systems, the missing memory modules?” I asked, feeling on unfamiliar ground.
“Maybe,” she admitted. “All beings, whether organic or silicon, human or otherwise, are a summation of their experiences and memories. Maybe without mine I’m in some way incomplete, broken.”
I sensed her pain, but Aggy swiftly changed the subject, discussing what we needed to do to claim the engineering compartment and begin our assault on the bridge and the Outrider.
The next two days went by in a frenzy of activity. I slept, I ate, I worked, and then I slept again. Such overwhelming, non-stop days were a balm to me, a familiarity after my years in military service.
It was only when I passed out after spending a day clearing nearby passages, ensuring our drones could travel safely, that I had a chance to truly rest. I closed my eyes, sleep swiftly overcoming me.
And when I opened them, I was back in Aggy’s dreamscape.
The bedroom was gone, replaced by a sculptor’s studio. Workbenches covered in stone chips and broken tools stood around a central plinth. On it sat a half-carved block of marble. The indistinct shape of a woman rose, half-formed, from the sculpted white stone.
It was a haunting twin to the Nautroid pseudo-body Aggy had been desperately trying to animate.
Turning, I saw her standing out on the beach, wearing a white gown. A matching veil covered her face.
It was different from the gauzy outfit she had worn in previous visions. It looked to be made from stiff fabric, the hem barely stirring in the breeze. Coming closer, I saw the dress had a military cut, though it was of no organization I recognized.
“A UTG woman’s dress uniform,” Aggy explained when I came to stand beside her. “I remember wearing it and hating the damn skirt.”
It was long, going all the way down to her ankles. “I can’t imagine running in it is easy.”
She snorted. Her hair was pinned back in a tight bun, held in place by a plain, metal pin.
The uniform was shorn of any identification or insignia, it was a blank, white canvas.
“So, you served as part of the United Terran Government’s military?” I asked, turning back to look at the calm sea.
“I think so, though I have no idea in what capacity,” she answered. “Was I a grunt, top brass, or just some tech?”
I laughed. “I think you were a combination of all three.”
She glanced at me. “You think so?”
“It sounds right,” I asserted, before taking her elbow and leading her back to the half-finished sculpture.
I rammed my shoulder into the thing and pushed hard, knocking it off the plinth. The statue crashed to the ground with a resounding bang, splintering into countless pieces.
“James!” Aggy stepped back in shock.
I shook my head. “I can understand wanting to know your past, to know where you came from, who you were, but you let that define you too much.”
Turning, I gripped her shoulders. “Who you are, what you do going forward, that’s what’s important. I will do everything I can to keep my promise to you, to uncover your past, but I won’t stand here and act like you are an incomplete, broken person.”
I lifted the bottom of her veil and kissed her fiercely, letting her feel my dedication, zeal, and passion. She melted into me; there was a frantic edge to her embrace.
Reaching for her dress, I ripped it off her. The white fabric turned to mist, drifting away with a single tug. I roughly pawed her body, my hands gripping her hips, grinding her against me.
Aggy broke off her kiss and mischievously tilted her head. With a gesture, my clothes vanished.
“Fuck me,” she demanded, grinding herself hard against my cock.
Spinning her, I planted her against the now vacant plinth. My hands caressed her ass; I could feel her trembling at my touch. Tracing downward, I reached her pussy and slowly spread her lips, revealing her wet, pink core.
“James.” She pushed her ass up, rubbing against my steely erection.
She yelped in surprise a moment later when I hilted her in a single stroke.
“Nghh!” she groaned as I scraped hard against her passage, pausing only for a second before whipsawing back out.
I could feel my engorged crown scraping against her G-spot, each thrust rippling along my nerves. Fire churned in my veins and lightning sang up and down my spine. I knew we were in a dream, a figment of Aggy’s imagination, but the lust and love between us were real.
Aggy went onto her tiptoes as she leaned against the top of the plinth. I kept my hands firmly planted on her side, just above her hips, ensuring I had the best angle to plow her. She was hot and tight, and the sight of her spine arching, her neck stretching as her head rolled back in bliss, was beyond arousing.
Beads of sweat began beading down Aggy’s back, highlighting the scars that covered her dusky skin. Planting myself deeply, I paused for a moment to kiss her scars.
“James?” Aggy groaned.
“As a légionnaire, I find scars incredibly sexy,” I said, giving my hips a hard jerk at the last word.
She yelped, her body going tense as the edge of a climax ripple through her.
Reaching up, I pulled away her hairpin, allowing her sable locks to fall free. They felt like smooth silk under my fingers.
Grinning, I gently gripped a handful and gave it a soft tug.
Aggy’s response was instant. She moaned lewdly, a wet gush of heat escaping her pussy as she hit a new high.
“Gently,” she hissed through clenched teeth, shoving her hips hard on my cock.
Heeding her words, I relaxed my grip, but kept up a constant pressure, pulling her hair as I rode hard through the last of my stamina and willpower.
Every sensation running through me demanded exaltation and release. Aggy was already a demolished mess, a ruin of lust, as I gave her hair another tug, bringing another quivering chain of foreshocks. Each thrust into her grew rougher. My hold over myself slipped with each tremor and moan.
“I’m close,” I grunted.
Aggy took that as an invitation to turn the tables. Planting her hands on the top of the edge of the plinth, she shoved her hips back against me, hard. My cock plunged through her depths, hitting her core.
She began shifting her hips, twisting against me, her passage gripping me like a velvet fist. I almost came then and there from the shock and the bliss.
Holding hard, I worked with her, stroking in and out with each twist, both of us crying out in ecstasy.
With a guttural cry, I came hard, my heart hammering like a war drum as I filled her with my seed. Aggy came a fraction of a second later. She braced herself against the plinth as her legs went weak, her voice coming out as a breathless cry.
Her pussy clamped on me hard, draining me of every drop of seed.
***The dream faded moments later. Awakening in my cabin, all I could feel was the warmth of Aggy’s lingering touch, the feeling of her pressed against me.
I would have laid there, dwelling on that feeling, but I knew there was work to be done. Rat and Josefine were waiting for my return.
Walking out into the AI core a few minutes later, I sensed Aggy regarding me.
“Thank you, James,” she said finally.
I shook my head. “You’re far stronger than you think. Hold onto that idea. You’ve survived things that would break anyone else, remember that.”
I heard something gurgling.
Turning towards the Nautroid tank, I saw a figure rise from the liquid. Walking over, I allowed Aggy to drape her arms around me.
“Hurry back,” she said to me quietly.
Gently, she kissed me on the cheek, before the pseudo-body retreated, returning to its liquid state.
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It was a long, lonely trek back to the engineering compartment; the feeling of Aggy’s departing kiss lingered on my cheek. That helped keep the raving madness of the station at bay. 
Behind me was a convoy of drones. Most of them were construction automatons or cargo bots, but there was a fleet of combat drones guarding our column. Once I arrived in the engineering compartment, they broke off to help guard our new holdfast.
“Welcome back, James,” Rat said, hugging me, as I stepped into the engineering compartment.
I kissed her, grateful for her presence, her warmth.
“And I see you’ve come bearing gifts,” she said, looking at the train of bots following my entrance.
They instantly spread out and began to work, repairing derelict systems and fortifying our new holdfast. Several mobile sentry guns, one of Aggy’s newest recipes, were arranged outside the airlock.
I looked around. “Where’s Josefine?”
“Working on her garden.” Rat snorted. “I’ll take you over there in a minute, but in the meantime, you should see what I found!”
Rather than going down to the base of the stellar reactors, we climbed a set of scaffolding to the top of the compartment.
There, built against the ceiling, were three humongous devices. They were a strange mishmash of black boxes and rectangles, all stacked and merged into some strange configuration. A huge set of power conduits from the reactors attached to all three, indicating the sheer amount of energy they drew. But I saw no output, no moving parts, no sign of what they actually did.
“These are the ship’s shredder drives!” Rat said excitedly, waving her hands at the exotic machinery.
I blinked. I have never seen a shredder drive before. They were considered top-secret technology. Only those engineers, with the appropriate clearance, were even able to see them, let alone understand the esoteric technology behind their function.
“I am so going to take these bad boys apart,” Rat said, rubbing her hands together. “Our old ship’s shredder drive was kept locked up by our captain. He wouldn’t even let me, the unofficial ship’s engineer, touch it! I can’t wait to figure out how these things work!”
“The shredder drives use dissonant quantum harmonies to thin, and then tear the walls between realities, creating a self-sealing passage,” Aggy said matter-of-factly. “The main drawback is the huge amount of power necessary to create a breach large enough for a ship to move through, which grows exponentially with the size of the vessel.”
Rat blinked in surprise. “I understood a few of those words!”
I rubbed my brow. “More technological backsliding?”
“Apparently,” the AI responded. “Shredder drives, while cutting edge technology, were at least understood in layman’s terms by the general populace.”
“You wouldn’t happen to have schematics or recipes for them, would you?” Rat asked excitedly.
“If I say yes, will you restrain yourself from tearing these drives apart?” the AI requested. “They might be your last, best chance of escaping this station should we be unable to find a working ship.”
I noted her words. “Yours?”
“This compartment is designed to be ejected from the ship, likely in the event of a stellar reactor overload. If you can clear the Outrider Station, you could attempt to return to reality,” the AI answered.
“But the rest of the ship, including your compartment, would probably be destroyed!” Rat objected.
“As I said, a last resort,” Aggy responded. “If –”
“That’s not an option,” I stated flatly, brooking no arguments. “We all escape, together. I would never leave a comrade behind, not like that.”
“Damn straight,” Rat agreed.
Aggy was silent for a moment. “Thank you.”
Leaving Rat and the drones to their work, I went to check on Josefine’s greenhouse.
She had been busy in my absence, her workers carving a path directly from the engineering compartment to her new lair. The Yord had crawled through the heating ducts meant to warm the greenhouse, creating a spiraling path upward.
I noted to Aggy that more mobile sentry guns should be placed outside the greenhouse, to help defend it.
When I climbed the last step, I emerged into a changed world. Gone was the barren, gray wasteland. Instead, I found myself in an alien jungle.
Brood queens, transformed into huge, fleshy trees, rose from the ground. Their branches extended all the way up to the glass ceiling. Their sides were covered in smooth bark shaded red and brown, while their huge, palm-shaped leaves were a rich mixture of blue and green. Vines, like pulsing arteries, extended from the canopy, and huge, bulbous fruits hung from their boroughs.
Amongst the branches ran all manner of workers, their forms adopted to live and work high above the ground. They gracefully leapt from branch to branch, pruning the fruit and carrying it down so other workers could carry them into nearby burrows.
Other strange, alien lifeforms ran along the ground, all part of the new biosphere, the new Yord horde under Josefine’s control. It was horrifying, a nightmare made real.
Zoto dashed out of the underbrush and began to bark joyfully. He jumped on my leg, pawing at me to pet his sleek head.
And strangely, I felt okay with that. I had spent years exterminating the Yord, hunting down aliens and outsiders. But whatever I was seeing there was directed by a human mind. The jungle suddenly seemed much less nightmarish, and I could see the craftsmanship in its dazzling hues and organic shapes. 
“If you’re going to make a weapon, there’s no reason it can’t be beautiful and graceful.”
Turning, I saw Josefine approaching, a happy smirk on her face.
She had learned further control over her alien physiology. Though she was still wearing the skinsuit singlet, she had managed to retract much of the exoskeleton along her arms and back, leaving just her forearms and legs covered by the hard shell.
Zoto rushed over to her, and she scooped him up in her arms.
“You’ve been busy,” I noted dryly.
She laughed. “No kidding, I’ve barely slept! All these ideas, all these dreams, once I got to work, I couldn’t stop!”
The hybrid led me down the main aisle of the greenhouse, showing off the huge trees, each of them a modified brood queen. Rather than allowing eggs to bud from their roots, they now sprouted huge clusters of fruit, which were quickly harvested and stored by the workers.
All the Yord had taken on new aspects, losing much of their insectile nature, instead, taking on a much more plant-like appearance. The workers still sported their sharp claws and segmented limbs, but they mostly worked via a patch of viny tendrils that ran off their backs, each one acting like a prehensile limb.
Under the main greenhouse were the hatcheries, where Josefine was breeding an army of warriors, the forces necessary to assail the Outrider and take the bridge.
“I had all these pictures, these images in my head, of what I could build, what I could make,” she explained as we watched a group of workers carry another bunch of fruits into an underground hatchery. “But none of them seemed right. They just looked like regular Yord, the creepy bug bastards I’d spent a lifetime fighting. If they were going to be mine, I wanted them to be different, to reflect who I am.”
“And you had a thing for gardening?” I guessed.
“No,” she shook her head. “But my mother did.”
She led me to a small clearing. A group of workers appeared, carrying tables and chairs, likely stolen from a nearby compartment or the main deck. Once they were set another group came by with pouches of water.
They scurried off once we were seated.
“Growing up, my family wasn’t rich, but we did well enough. Bourgeoisie, would be the term, I think?” Josefine twisted the cap off her pouch. “My father served in the navy. He worked in the accounting office. Technically he held the rank of Lieutenant Junior Grade, but he rarely if ever stepped onto the deck of an actual ship.”
“And your mother?” I asked.
“She served in the army in her youth and received an honorable discharge after she lost an arm, an eye, and a leg during a campaign against some rebels out on the western border,” Josefine said pridefully. “The bionics she got weren’t the best, but she never let her handicaps slow her down.”
The hybrid gave a sad grin. “There was always an argument in our house if I would go into the navy or the army. I was an only kid, so they both pushed me to serve in their branch, a familial rivalry, I guess?”
“They’re both dead now, I’m sure.” She kept her head bowed. “I’ve been gone for nearly two hundred years. At least they died thinking I had perished admirably, serving the Republic, rather than whatever I’ve become now.”
Zoto jumped into her lap and licked her face.
‘Right, no time for self-pity,” Josefine said, shaking off her gloom.
“Anyway, we didn’t have a lot of yard space, but it was enough for my mom to grow a small garden, mostly fruits and vegetables, things to augment our rations,” she replied. “I always marveled at how much she could do with so little to work with. So, when I came here, I knew I could do great things.”
Something rumbled through the brush. My tacnet went off, but I willed myself to remain calm and seated.
A huge creature, unlike any war form I had seen before, pushed through the undergrowth. It looked like a cross between a rhinoceros beetle and a puma, with a hide made from scarred tree bark.
Behind it were a dozen workers, each of them dragging a dead body.
“Everyone needs to eat,” Josefine said flatly as the group passed. “Good soil and water are no replacement for the nutrients my army needs to grow.”
She gave me a lopsided look. “The cult abandoned the main deck, leaving lots of nutrients behind. I’ve also sent my troops out as scouts, picking off anyone unfortunate enough to cross their paths.”
Once we had told Josefine about the dead eggs in the chamber that we had found her in, she had sent scouts to search. She had been relieved when she had confirmed none of them had contained her missing crew mates.
Missing was always better than dead. When someone was missing, there was still hope they were alive.
“How long till you’re ready to lead your horde into battle?” I asked.
She tapped her finger against her armored wrist. “We’re planting another grove of brood queens later today. After that, maybe another three, or four days for their first crop to mature? I imagine by the time Aggy maps a route to the bridge we’ll be set. I’m still cultivating a few surprises for those skinless bastards.”
I stayed a bit longer, just to assure myself that Josefine was maintaining her humanity and her goals without losing herself to her Yord half. But she was still herself, and I felt reassured that we could continue to trust her.
I was heading back to the engineering compartment when I took a moment to speak to Aggy.
“Even with the Yord troops behind us, I don’t know if we can defeat the Outrider,” I said quietly over our private channel.
“I’ve been worrying about that myself,” the AI admitted. “The creature took several direct hits from Rat’s plasma rounds. The creature’s otherworldly nature grants it unexpected resilience.”
“We need a stronger weapon,” I said simply.
“There might be a solution to that,” Aggy answered, conjuring the ship’s schematics in my HUD.
Just above the bridge, a new point of interest appeared.
“The ship’s executive armory,” Aggy told me. “It can only be accessed via the bridge. I don’t know what was stored there, but I have to assume it was only the most powerful and dangerous of weapons, those under the direct supervision of the ship’s captain.”
“Then let's claim them for ourselves,” I responded.
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I awoke to a trio of notifications. 
Quest Complete! - Map Aggy’s Ship
Reward: Realtime Ship’s Map
Quest Complete! – Secure the Ship’s Engineering Compartment
Reward: New Holdfast
Quest Complete! - Claim the Greenhouse
Reward: Yord Troops
“Damnit, what’s with all this crap?” Rat groaned, curling up next to me.
“That was faster than expected,” I said, looking at the first notification.
“Josefine’s Yord have been of great assistance,” Aggy said. “And good morning, James.”
“Morning,” I yawned, gently nudging Rat out of the narrow bunk.
“We’ve been strapping relay devices to the backs of her hunters then sending them into the more dangerous and unpredictable portions of the ship,” the AI continued as I grabbed a pair of ration packs and some water. “The mortality rate has been abysmally high, but Josefine claimed these were important tests to help her cultivate more successful war forms.”
“I’m glad she’s not too attached to them,” I admitted.
She loved Zoto, that much was clear, but the rest of her horde she treated as disposable resources.
Then again, I can’t imagine hive kings share a great love for their servants, I mentally added.
I looked at our quest list. Outside finding more of Aggy’s memory modules, we only have our two primary quests to complete.
“Let’s go kill a monster,” I said.
Despite my bold words, I knew we had a monumental task. It would take us several days to reach the bridge, and we’d be fighting through enemy territory. Even with the inclusion of Josefine’s Yord troops, we’d be outnumbered and outgunned.
We’d already launched several probing attacks using combat drones and Yord hunters. The cultists were fighting desperately to hold the bow of the ship. Hundreds of stealth automatons drifted through Aggy’s ruined ship, identifying cultists’ holdfasts for our troops to hit.
The decks ran with blood and ichor. Even when Josefine’s troops were repulsed or destroyed, she learned valuable information to allow her to update the next crop. Rat kept an eye on the drones’ performance, adjusting and optimizing them for the battle to come.
In the meantime, Rat and I worked overtime to ensure we had enough supplies to last us a trip to the bridge and back. Not just food, water, and oxygen, but ammunition and explosives as well. The albino engineer continued to iterate on her improvised plasma bombs, desperate to create a device with enough yield to damage the Outrider.
It was hard, frenzied work, but a singular focus came over me. I had an enemy to destroy, and a goal to achieve. Once the Outrider was gone, we could escape the station. I could find the remains of my shattered legion, the few Ravagers left alive, and together we’d make sure nobody ever forgot the ninety-second legion.
The Star Ravagers would have their revenge.
***“Ready?”
“Ready,” Rat confirmed, packing the last of her spare ammunition on a cargo bot.
We had an armada of combat drones ready to go. Around them huddled hundreds of Yord, their leafy bodies quivering in excitement.
“Let’s do this,” Josefine said, her horde baying in agreement.
“Godspeed,” Aggy told us. “I’ll do everything I can to help you, but this quest is in your hands and your hands alone.”
“Right, no pressure.” Rat chuckled.
“We’ll be back, victorious,” I assured the AI.
With nothing left to say, we left the engineering compartment. The Yord streamed ahead of us, rushing to join their kin already locked in battle with the flayed cultists. The bow of the ship had become a bloody battleground, as the Outrider’s followers fought desperately to hold against Josefine’s aliens.
There had been no sign of the Outrider, but our assaults had yet to crack the bridge’s defenses.
We moved quickly, the Yord acting as forerunners, ensuring the way was clear.
They had evolved drastically in the past few days, Josefine fully embracing her botanical inspiration. Hunters had changed into camouflage predators, their bodies hidden behind leafy fronds that extended from their backs. While not as good as Aggy’s stealth drones, the creatures could change the color of their leaves, blending seamlessly with the shadows.
I didn’t see any basilisks in her ranks. Instead, Josefine had created sinuous creatures made from interweaving tendrils and vines, their few vital points protected by hard, bark-like shells. The war forms, which she dubbed snappers, could fit through just about any crack or crevice by unwinding their forms.
I saw how deadly they were in battle when we crossed over a vast gulf, moving between two derelict ships.
Below, a group of cultists was on a catwalk, desperately trying to keep a pack of hunters from devouring them.
Before I could open fire, Josefine pushed down the barrel of my rifle.
She pointed to the underside of the catwalk. “Just watch.”
A snapper was hanging on the bottom of the walkway, its vines trembling.
One of the cultists finally noticed the creature. She screamed and aimed her weapon downward.
But it was too late. The snapper’s limbs surged upward, rising above its targets. They moved fast, almost too fast for me to track. The air snapped like a dozen bullwhips as the war form lashed the cultists.
The cultists flew from the catwalk, their bodies pulverized from the snapper’s blows.
Once they were dead, the creature slithered onward, seeking new targets to ambush.
“Well, it certainly lives up to its name,” Rat commented dryly.
There were other war forms as well; hulking creatures with arms as big as tree trunks, smaller creatures that carried acid-spore-laden sacks, and things that looked like nothing but amalgamations of thorny vines.
They spread out ahead of us like a blighted carpet, killing and devouring every cultist they could find. The ship echoed with screams and the sounds of battle.
“Twelve of them, dug in hard,” Aggy warned me before we entered a wide cross-haul.
The targets appeared in my tacnet. I could see that they were behind a heavy barricade. Blood and ichor slicked against the deck, marking where Josefine’s troops had charged and fallen.
“I have snappers going around, but they’re going to take a bit,” Josefine warned me as she crouched by my side.
Inspecting our available forces, I looked at two of the hulking creatures. “Mind sparing them for a bit?”
She gave a fanged grin. “Sure. I call them loamers, by the way.”
“Weird name,” Rat said.
“I figured when they’re done fighting, all that’s left is fertilizer for my garden.” The hybrid laughed.
I ordered the loamers to move in first, supplying cover as Rat and I advanced behind them. Josefine took off down a side passage, following her snappers, hoping to come up behind the enemy.
As soon as the Yord appeared the cultists began shooting. Bullets and lasers slammed into the war forms, but they advanced heedless of the damage they were taking. Even the deadly green stone weapons and their beams of anti-light only seemed to enrage the creatures, pushing them to charge faster.
Rat and I moved up behind them, using the loamers as living shields. Combat drones followed in our wake, providing close-range artillery support.
Ducking around one of the creatures, my tacnet snapped onto three cultists. They were standing above the barricade, attempting to fire some kind of rocket launcher. One of them was desperately loading a rocket while the other two braced the barrel of the weapon.
I felt myself give a cold, calculated smile as I took aim.
The three cultists were blown to pieces as my bullet smashed into the head of the rocket. Flames leapt over the barricade, and the defenders next to them were riddled with shrapnel.
Climbing onto a loamer’s back, I emptied the rest of my magazine into the remaining cultists, reducing them to a gory mess.
The Yord tore apart the remains of the barricade, crushing the makeshift wall under their weight. The few survivors panicked and broke, fleeing up the passage.
Rat fired an anti-personnel round, cutting them to ribbons before they could make it a few meters. Her drones finished off the rest.
I walked over the wreckage, only pausing long enough to reload my rifle and grab a replacement magazine from one of the cargo bots that zoomed up from the rear.
Ahead, Josefine and her snappers appeared out of a side passage. “Damn, did I miss all the fun?”
I snorted at her wry humor. “Don’t worry about it. There are plenty of targets ahead. We’ll bleed these bastards dry before we kill their so-called god.”
We continued onward, leaving a trail of carnage and chaos in our wake. The cultists kept falling back, their defensive lines failing as they desperately tried to halt our advance. They had time to dig in, build more barricades, and set traps, but thanks to Aggy’s and Josefine’s efforts, we knew the ship far better than them.
When the direct way forward became too perilous, or too costly to throw the Yord at, we crawled through ducts or moved through neighboring wrecks. We’d ambush the cultists from behind, utterly decimating them in brief but bloody firefights.
We only stopped to rest, reload, or repair our gear. Several times I took hits, my armor cracking or shattering. I was able to shrug off most of my injuries, but Aggy still had us pause from time to time to rest. She’d send drones to tend my wounds and do their best to patch the shattered EV plates.
“James, at this rate your suit will be more epoxy and patchwork than proper armor,” she scolded me at one point.
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“I’ll live,” I replied gruffly. “How far away are we from the bridge?”
Rat snored softly as she lay next to me, catching a few minutes of sleep. Josefine was off with her horde, waiting for reinforcements from her garden.
“Less than a kilometer,” the AI informed me. “It appears the survivors are rallying around the main entrance to the bridge. I’m picking up strange energy signatures emanating from the bow of the ship.”
I grimaced. “Strange?”
“Unknown particle signatures, spikes in radiation, and quantum entanglement signals I can’t even make sense of,” the AI said.
As we had cut through the cultist’s territory, we had passed workshops and manufactories, all modified to build unknown contraptions and devices. Neither Rat nor Aggy could make heads or tails of what the madmen had been trying to build, but it was clear they were clearing out ahead of our assault.
Several times we had come upon the flayed madmen carrying components and machinery toward the bridge. Those had been the deadliest encounters, the cultists throwing away their lives to defend the cargo haulers so they could escape with their load.
I didn’t know what the Outrider was plotting, but I was sure it was tied to the Emergence the cultists had been speaking of.
“We need to hurry,” I said, shaking Rat awake.
“What, what’s going on?” she said, reaching for her mag launcher.
“Work to be done,” Gregor’s phantom laughed. “Come on, girl, a légionnaire never rests while there are foes to be slain!”
“There is dirty work to be done,” Leysen agreed.
Shaking off their voices, I pushed Rat to get up and hurry after me. Like the phantoms had said, there was death that needed dealing.
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“It’s no use,” Josefine yelled over the radio. “My troops are getting chewed apart. They’re using some kind of weird, alien weapons against them!” 
Rat and I had run into the same problem.
The cultists had thrown every available resource, every fighter they had, to hold the bridge. There weren’t just hundreds of armed and zealous lunatics, but all manner of bizarre, esoteric weapons as well.
We were back on the ship’s main deck with a part of the horde. Ahead was the main entrance to the bridge, a huge, heavily secured airlock. Our goal had been to act as a distraction, drawing in the cultists so Josefine’s war forms could surge onto the bridge via a side passage.
But both our forces were bogged down. Not only were there cultists manning the airlock, but they had revived the bridge’s turrets as well, rebuilding them with green stone. Their deadly barrages of anti-light chewed apart anything they hit, killing with the power of pure entropy.
We even tried charging them with a group of loamers, but the cultists' firepower was so great that the huge war forms were reduced to dried-out splinters well before they reached the first defensive line.
“Fall back,” I growled, tamping my frustration, knowing that we needed to regroup and find a new angle of attack.
Allowing the last of the loamers to cover us, Rat and I retreated down the main deck.
The area was a blackened mess, every bulkhead had been scorched by flames and plasma fire. Rat and her combat drones had cleared out the area earlier, burning out the remaining cultists before they could reach the bridge.
We took shelter in a half-collapsed building which we had turned into a makeshift shelter. An airlock had been epoxied over the entrance, and more glue and some tarps had been used to seal the holes in the walls.
Aggy had managed to set up a few mobile sentry guns by the entrance, and Rat’s drones were patrolling the perimeter.
Josefine, her exoskeleton stained with blood, ash, and soot, joined us a few minutes later, Zoto at her heels.
She slid down the wall, looking utterly exhausted.
“At this point, they’re killing my troops faster than I can grow them,” she said without preamble. “This isn’t a battle of attrition, it’s a slaughter.”
“I’m just glad those big, green stone guns of theirs are too heavy to be mobile,” Rat sighed as she removed her helmet. “If we had run into them earlier, we’d have been killed.”
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Aggy piped in, “but the strange energy signals that I’ve been picking up from the bridge had been steadily ramping up for the past two hours. Whatever is happening, it's happening soon.”
We were on a shrinking operational timeline. Whatever the Outrider was trying to achieve, we had to stop it.
“Aggy, is there any other way to the bridge?” I asked, pulling up a schematic of the ship.
“One,” the AI answered, “but you’re not going to like it.”
“Can’t be any worse than walking face-first into those anti-light weapons the cultists have aimed at us,” Rat replied.
The map zoomed out, showing the ship relative to the outrider station. It wrapped around the vessel like a strangling shroud. Large sections of the starship were gone, absorbed by the alien anomaly. 
“The bow of the ship is trapped in some kind of void within the station,” the AI explained, tightening the view back towards the bridge.
Its plow-like superstructure stuck out of the void like a defiant tower. The Outrider station flowed outward from its base, enveloping the front of the ship in a huge bubble.
“The area appears highly unstable,” the AI continued. “I’m picking up readings that mimic the ones coming from the bridge. You should expect to encounter gravity wells, radiation storms, and erratic energy discharges.”
A route appeared, leading along the hull, over the bow, and to a series of escape pods that sat underneath the bridge.
“The pods are all gone, likely ejected before the ship became trapped,” the AI continued. “You should be able to remove the hatches over the launch ports though and enter the ship that way. From there you can clear one of the bridge’s entrances and allow our remaining Yord and drone troops to join the assault.”
The escape pod deck also brought us close to the executive armory Aggy had told me about.
“Let’s do it,” I decided.
I would head out on the hull, trying to break behind enemy lines. Josefine and her horde would continue to harry the defenders while Rat kept the remaining combat drones in reserve for our final assault.
“You’re not going to be able to survive long out on the hull,” Aggy warned me. “Even with your modified metabolism, the radiation will kill you in less than an hour. Your EV suit only offers a degree of protection.”
Gravity would be topsy-turvy outside the ship, I had to be prepared to scramble from handhold to handhold to reach the escape pods. Worse, I also had to be ready to dodge energy storms, radiation blooms, and whatever otherworld horrors the Outrider was summoning.
“Don’t get yourself killed,” Rat said, kissing me before I put my helmet back on.
“I’ll keep in touch with the radio as long as I can,” I promised. “As soon as you see the entrance open, you need to get onto the bridge as soon as possible.”
“Right, we’ll kill anything that isn’t you,” Josefine assured me.
Aggy led me to a series of airlocks along the starboard side of the ship. A timer appeared in my HUD.
“Seems familiar,” I chuckled darkly.
“It’s your estimated time of survival,” Aggy chided me.
“I’ll be sure to beat it,” I promised.
“Best you do,” Aggy said before she cycled the airlock.
***Blistering winds assaulted me the second I stepped outside the airlock. Gravity twisted sideways, trying to throw me off the side of the ship, which extended upwards from my perspective.
I turned on the magnetic clamps on my boots, slamming my heels into the ship’s hull plating.
The void around the ship’s bow churned like an eldritch storm. Huge, rippling bolts of power tore through the darkness, illuminating impossible clouds. Colors never meant for mortal eyes churned through the chaos.
“Stay low, close to the hull,” Aggy warned me. “The energy signature I detected is growing. Worse, I think I recognize it. It’s the same phenomenon seen when shredder drives try to emerge from sub-reality back into regular space.”
“It’s trying to escape,” I realized. “The Outrider wants to enter reality, to complete its conquest.”
I cared little what happened to the Republic, the ones that had betrayed my legion. They could fight the Outrider and its twisted followers till all the stars in the Milky Way died out. But my legion was still out there. As long as Iuno and the others survived, the Star Ravagers did too, at least in part.
And I would be damned before I let any more take them from me.
Gritting my teeth, I began scaling the hull, my hands digging into gaps and tears in the ancient hull plating.
Lighting snapped overhead, and hurricane-force winds tried to pull me into the swirling maelstrom, but I held on and continued to climb.
My radio connection with the others snapped in and out, a constant crackle of static accompanying each transmission.
“They’re rallying, trying to push us off the main deck!” Rat yelled; her voice interrupted by the staccato of explosions.
“-- to help, hold on!” Josefine yelled in response.
“You better hurry, Brother,” Gregor encouraged me.
“There, to your left! If you wedge your hand in there you should be able to reach that ledge!” Leysen told me, giving me advice.
Buoyed by their help, I raced up the side of the derelict ship.
Heart hammering in my chest, I leveraged myself up onto the ledge Lieutenant Leysen had spotted. Below me, I spotted a massive plaque, the ship’s nameplate, running along the hull. More uncanny lightning flashed, illuminating the void.
Written in gold and silver was the name of the ship. The Liens Lumineux.
“That’s impossible,” I uttered, shocked to my core.
“What’s wrong?” Rat called, “James?”
“Damnation wept! It’s the Liens Lumineux. This ship is the Liens Lumineux!” I repeated.
“That’s impossible,” Josefine gasped, her signal weak.
Aggy said nothing, her silence speaking volumes.
“What’s the Liens Lumineux?” Rat demanded. “Shit, Josefine, move your loamers to the left, we’ve got more –”
The signal cut out again, and I lost them.
But there was no denying what I had seen. We weren’t onboard just some time-lost wreck, a nameless relic of the past. We were fighting for control of the Liens Lumineux, the lost flagship of the Martyred Goddess herself.




Chapter thirty-eight







01737.227 AA


I tried to contact Rat and Josefine, but I couldn’t reach them. 
“Aggy, did you know?” I demanded, even as I resumed my ascent.
“No,” she finally confirmed, her voice breaking up in the ever-present static. “I never knew, James, I swear it.”
I shook my head and tried to focus back on the climb.
The Liens Lumineux was the legendary flagship of the Martyred Goddess. It had been the Republic’s unofficial capital during its early years before the founding of Principe Divin. The battles it had fought, as humanity claimed its new home amongst the stars, were legendary.
When the Martyred Goddess was betrayed and murdered, the Saints had transformed her flagship into her tomb, interring her remains on the ship’s bridge. They had then cast the ship into Principe Divin’s dual stars so that the fallen divinity’s light might always shine on her people.
But that had been a lie. The Liens Lumineux had survived, somehow lost in sub-reality.
Was the murder of the Martyred Goddess a lie too? Was the entire Republic founded on lies and falsehoods? How far did the corruption go?
The storm raged above me, and I swore I could hear the screams and shouts of my dead brothers and sisters. They were raging against the injustice, the lies, and crooked bullshit, the falsehoods that had cost them their lives.
I screamed along with them.
Slamming my fists into the ship’s hull, I forced my way upward, forging a path when none was evident. Gregor’s and Leysen’s voices had joined the chorus of screaming voices, all of us infuriated beyond the point of reason.
“James, James!”
Something nagged at the edge of my madness.
“James!” Aggy shouted.
I felt dizzy, the void spun around me. Blinking my eyes, I saw I had almost passed my goal, the escape pods, and climbed onto the ram-like prow of the ship.
“Listen, listen to my voice, légionnaire.” Aggy’s tone was cold, clipped, and commanding. “The escape pod hatches are four meters to your left. You need to –”
“I’m back,” I assured her, shaking my head, casting off the last of the phantoms. “I hear you. I’ve got it.”
“Thank goodness,” she said softly, sounding like her usual self again. “Please, hurry! Rat and Josefine are under attack, they can’t hold much longer!”
Reaching the escape pods, I saw each ejection port was covered by a heavy hatch. Pulling one of my explosives from my bandolier, I wedged it into an opening and retreated several meters.
The blast shook the ship. The shattered hatch flew loose and was whipped away by the storm’s winds.
Rushing, I leapt through the ejection port, pushing onto the escape pod deck. The port sealed itself behind me, emergency hatches slamming shut, sealing me behind enemy lines.
And the enemy was waiting for me.
Spread across the deck were countless cultists. They were using the escape pod bay as a rallying point for their reserves. The sudden explosion and temporary depressurization of their deck had thrown them into chaos, disrupting bloodletting rituals and battle prep.
They were all armed, carrying guns, makeshift clubs, and even a few légionnaire combat knives.
We stared at each other, the moment stretching.
And then it snapped.
With howling madness, they threw themselves at me. Bullets slammed into my chest plate even as I drew my pistol.
I shot the foremost cultists, knocking them back, but the rest pushed forward. A laser caught me high in the shoulder, melting through a gap in my armor. A hot sizzle of pain slammed through my combat calm as I staggered back.
Then it was all screaming madness. I lost my gun. It was ripped from my hands as the flayed lunatics dogpiled me. They tackled into my legs, trying to knock me over, even as several others jumped onto my shoulders and back.
I barely managed to throw off a woman as she lined up a point-blank shot against my helmet. She snapped the trigger, and my faceplate cracked. Spiderwebs of shattered plastic obscured my vision as I drew my combat knife.
A hundred different spikes of pain bloomed at the edge of my consciousness as I was stabbed, slashed, shot, and clubbed. My EV suit absorbed the worst of the damage, but not enough to fully protect me. My tacnet screamed, demanding I disengage, fall back, and find a safe firing position.
But there was nowhere to go. All I could do was fight through the cultists. My arms became slick with blood, only some of it my own.
I stabbed a cultist in the neck, then grabbed his shoulder. Even as he gagged and choked, I used him as a human battering ram, pushing him deeper into the crowd. Cultists were tripped or knocked over with their writhing forms trampled by those still standing.
Dropping my now-dead battering ram, I fought relentlessly, the mass squirming underneath me as cultists were crushed beneath my feet. My rifle was gone, so I just continued to stab, grappling those I could with my free hand.
Someone tried to jump onto my back. I heard bones crunch as I elbowed them in the ribs. A cultist took the opening to drive their knife into my side.
Screaming, I buried my blade into their gut.
There was no end to them. Enemies surrounded me.
A cultist tried to hit me with the butt of their assault rifle. I slashed their face and grabbed the gun from them. Firing it one-handed, I emptied the magazine, buying myself a millimeter of breathing space.
The flayed madmen stood arrayed around me, their teeth snarling against the red meat of their skinless faces.
“I won’t die here!” I shouted.
Rat, Aggy, and Josefine were depending on me.
Screaming mindlessly back at me, the cultists charged.
***Something warm and wet dripped into my eyes.
“Get up, Brother. Get up!”
Gregor’s voice broke through the haze of pain that defined my existence.
Groaning, I sat up.
I was surrounded by a sea of blood and broken bodies. Dead cultists splayed around me like the center of some terrible sacrifice.
My hands moved of their own accord, going through the familiar steps of patching myself up after a battle. Pulling out my first aid kit, I began applying bandages to the worse of my wounds.
But I knew I was dying. My HUD was screaming at me, reporting lacerated organs, slashed arteries, and fractured bones.
I pulled off the shattered remains of my helmet, which was little more than a broken halo around my neck.
Staggering to my feet, I heard a blast of static through my radio.
“Fall back, fall back!” Josefine screamed, her signal cutting back out.
“Down that passage, the armory is just ahead,” Leysen said, encouraging me.
I slumped down the hall, my shoulder leaning against the bulkhead. I left a bloody, smeared trail as I walked, my vision tunneling. Ahead, I spotted the hatch to the armory.
Something lurched painfully in my chest. Chemicals pumped through my system, my augmentations desperately trying to keep me on my feet for another moment.
The hatch was locked.
“Aggy,” I groaned, planting a relay device next to the controls. “Please…”
I didn’t hear the AI through the radio, but the door cracked open. Beyond, I caught a glimpse of my reflection through the shimmer of a stasis field.
There wasn’t a centimeter of me not covered in blood and gore. My eyes were two sunken pits in my face, my expression one of haggard resolve.
And then the stasis field dropped, and I saw something I never thought I’d see again - legion power armor.
Ignoring the weapons racks to my left and right, I staggered towards the suits, which were racked against the back wall. The armory was small, probably only a few meters across, but crossing that distance felt like an eternity.
The armor was unadorned. They had been stripped of any heraldry or iconography, and the outer plates had been scoured till they were left gunmetal gray. The suits were bulky around the chests, protecting the wearer’s vitals, while lighter armored segments covered the arms and legs. A miniaturized reactor rested on the back under layers of shielding.
Though blank and featureless, I knew the helmet contained a multitude of sensor and computerized systems meant to interface with a légionnaire’s cybernetics and tacnet. Screens built into the inside of the helm would paint the battlefield with critical combat data.
Beneath the hard exterior, I could see thick bundles of muscle cabling, distributed shield generators, and microsystems meant to speed up the wear’s reaction time to superhuman levels. Further layers of flexible armor filled any weak points or gaps, making the légionnaire into a living fortress, a redoubt against all aggression.
I left bloody stains across the breastplate as I reached up to pop the release mechanism hidden under the left pauldron.
A hiss of hydraulics rang in my ears as the suit cracked open, the outer carapace cracking to reveal the contoured inner lining. Metal glinted off the contact points that ran along the spine of the suit and the back of the helmet.
Reaching for the controls hidden in the lining by the release switch, I forced the suit into emergency override mode, erasing the last wearer’s data and customizations, prepping it for a new user.
I silently asked the long-lost battle brother or sister who had worn the suit for forgiveness, but my need was great.
With the last of my strength, I tore away my shredded EV suit, gritting my teeth as clotted wounds were torn freshly open.
Slipping on the blood, I clambered into the suit.
“Seal,” I commanded.
I stifled a scream as the carapace hinged shut and the liner moved, pressing against me, adapting to my form. Pain washed through me as the liner clamped into place, the contact points pressing into my spine.
Then my HUD flooded with new data as the suit came online, accepting my ownership. The crush of data was swiftly followed by cold, antiseptic relief as the armor’s medical systems came online and saw the dire state of its wearer. Painkillers were administered, along with a flood of stimulants, clotting agents, and emergency treatments.
I sighed in relief as my pains dulled and my wounds seeped shut. I’d still need emergency medical aid if I had any chance of surviving the day, but my head was clear, and my body was reinvigorated.
With a snap the armor rack released me, and with surety, I stepped onto the armory’s deck.
“James!” Aggy’s voice came through the suit’s comm system. “Are you alright?”
Reaching for a nearby rack, I grabbed the first weapon I could find, an assault rifle. It was already loaded with a massive drum magazine; I attached several more to my armor, the magazines magnetically locking into place.
At the bottom of the rack was a massive energy cannon. The design wasn’t familiar, but I saw power conduits that could connect to my armor’s reactor. 
Hooking it up, I couldn’t help but grin as I brought up my HUD.
Légionnaire First Class James Browning – [LÉGION SUPPRIMÉE]
Health: Critical – Seek immediate medical aid!
Armor Status: Legion Déité Marques Quatre Power Armor - Heavy Plate (100%)
Shields (100%)
Jump Jets (100%)
Arms Status: 
Custom .60 Caliber Assault Rifle - La Terreur (45/45)
Custom Siege-Grade Stellar Cannon - La Colère du Soleil (0% CHARGING)
Legion Combat Knife
“Don’t worry, Aggy,” I murmured. “I’m feeling just fine.”
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“The cultists have regrouped and are pushing Josefine and Rat back,” Aggy warned me, my tacnet expanding as she fed me up-to-the-second combat data. “They’re holding as best they can, but they’ll be overwhelmed soon.” 
I stomped back out into the corridor and headed toward the bridge.
A cultist, a lone survivor, popped out of hiding. Screaming, she fired a machine gun.
Absently, I heard the rounds ping against my suit’s shields, the bullets harmlessly deflected around me.
I didn’t even break stride as I passed her. Lashing out, I crushed her skull with a single punch.
“The Outrider is on the command deck of the bridge, based on energy readings,” Aggy warned me. “It’s about to activate its shredder drive, pulling the entire station back to reality.”
Redoubling my pace, I sprinted up a set of stairs. A locked hatch at the top connected to the bridge. I could feel strange energy currents washing against my armor the closer I got to the epicenter of the fighting.
“Glory and honor, James!” Gregor shouted. “Hurry!”
I kicked the door, sending it flying off its hinges.
Stepping onto the bridge of the Liens Lumineux, I felt hundreds of eyes lock onto me.
The bridge was massive, spanning several decks. To my left I could see the central airlock, which was sealed tight; cultists were reinforcing their kin outside using smaller side hatches. To my right, up a broad set of stairs, rose the command deck. The Outrider stood there, a huge, vile-looking machine assembled from black ichor and refurbished parts rising behind it.
Based on the power coursing off it, I was sure it was a shredder drive, one powerful enough to bring the entire station back to the Milky Way galaxy. It was the Outrider’s key to escape.
It turned its palms towards me, alien eyes blinking.
“Glory and honor,” I yelled through my armor’s speakers.
A mass of cultists was set before me. I depressed the trigger on my assault rifle. The air filled with the sound of death as I unleashed a blistering salvo.
Bodies were rendered to clouds of red paste as I braced myself, the gun’s recoil far stronger than anything I was used to. The .60 caliber rounds smashed through bodies, chewed through armor, and ripped furrows into the deck.
The cultists panicked, fleeing from my surprise assault.
Grinning, I ejected the drum and fed a new one into my gun. Turning, I fired into the crowd in front of the airlock, slaughtering them where they stood.
From behind me, I heard the Outrider cry out, its wordless commands shaking the air with the sounds of pure madness.
I slung the rifle and pulled out the stellar cannon. Pure, white light whirled within its barrel as it finished charging.
“You’re just another monster,” I yelled. “And I kill monsters for a living!”
The cannon fired, a beam of blinding light shooting forth. The Outrider bellowed in pain as I hit it at the base of its limbs. Two of them were severed, its unnatural flesh shriveling and burning from the stellar heat.
The station shook. There was a sympathetic link between the Outrider and its creation, one that had been overloaded in blinding agony. Fissures ran through the green stone that ran along the edges of the command deck.
Warbling in pain, the Outrider collapsed backward, hitting the shredder drive. The machinery cracked, pipes shattering, conduits exploding as the alien monstrosity collapsed into it.
The cultists collectively screamed in shock and dismay.
There was enough charge left for one more shot out of the stellar cannon. Aiming toward the airlock, I fired. The closest defenders were killed instantly as a huge hole was ripped into the bridge.
Everything went silent for a moment.
Then a blood-curdling howl came from outside. A split second later a wave of Yord war forms rushed through the breach. They fell upon the surviving cultists with savage fervor. Behind them came a salvo of plasma rounds as Rat led her drones onto the bridge.
“Kill them all!” I shouted.
Josefine and a pack of loamers rushed to my side, forming a protective cordon around me.
“We thought you were dead!” the hybrid shouted, overjoyed to see me.
I tasted blood in my mouth. My HUD warned me I had minutes left before I crashed; the only thing keeping me going was combat stimulants and the cheers of Gregor and Leysen.
Rat launched another salvo against the command deck before rushing over to me. “James!”
“It’s wounded!” I shouted, pointing to the Outrider.
The creature was back on its feet, ducking by the side of the damaged shredder drive. It blinked its remaining eyes at the charging Yord. From its palms appeared spheres of anti-light which detonated amongst the xeno horde, obliterating them.
I checked the stellar cannon, but it was still recharging.
“The cannon will take another minute and twenty-seven seconds to recharge,” Aggy informed me. “It’s likely the only weapon capable of killing the Outrider.”
The surviving cultists were focusing on defending the command deck or repairing the shredder drive, which hummed with discordant melodies. Tides of unreality washed overhead, dying everything in shades of insanity.
If the drive went off, I was certain the only being that would survive would be the Outrider. The rest of us would be torn apart, ripped inside out, or blown to pieces.
Another blast of anti-light went off next to us.
“These are all I’ve got left!” Josefine shouted, gesturing to the loamers and a few loose hunters.
Zoto, perched on her shoulder, growled angrily at the Outrider.
The thing was still trying to escape the station. We had to prevent that, no matter what.
“Follow me,” I commanded, breaking for the stairs.
Slinging the stellar cannon, I brought out the assault rifle. Rat ran to my right, mag cannon in hand, while Josefine and the remaining Yord flowed ahead of us.
“For the Master!” the last desperate defenders screamed.
I tore into them with the assault rifle, cutting down the remaining madmen. Their shots rang against my shield and armor. Only the anti-light weapons seemed to have any stopping power against me, their hits cracking hard against my shields.
Focusing on the green stone weapon bearers, I left the remaining cultists for Josefine. She fell upon them like a savage predator.
Rat ordered her remaining drones to fire everything they had at the Outrider. Dozens of blue-white stars flared around the creature. It cried out in pain and rage as the ripper drive was incinerated by the incredible heat, the black ichor holding it together running like corpse wax. The energy around it became unstable. The cultists desperately working to save the device screamed as their bodies were stretched and torn apart.
I checked the stellar cannon, but it was only at fifty percent charge.
“Aim at the Outrider’s feet!” I shouted to Rat, a plan forming in my head.
Out of ammunition, the drones charged at the Outrider and detonated their power cores. The blast did minor damage to the alien, but it destroyed the already weakened decking.
Screaming in rage, the Outrider tripped and fell, the deck collapsing underneath its weight. It splayed its remaining limbs out, trying to catch itself, crushing more of its followers in the process.
But they didn’t care. The flayed madmen rallied around their stricken god, forming tightly in a last stand.
Angling my shoulders, I charged forward, trusting my shields to protect me from the worst of the barrage. Bullets, lasers, and anti-light beams lashed around me as I rushed across the deck and smashed into the cultists.
I battered them aside with superhuman strength, their bodies breaking like they were made of rotten wood and tissue paper.
But I didn’t stop my charge. Pushing through them, I tensed my legs and then took a mighty leap. My jump jets catapulted me into the air and onto one of the Outrider’s remaining arms.
The second my feet set down a surge of madness ran through me, everything becoming unreal, hateful, hostile. Even closing my eyes, all I could sense was the world turning against me, trying to kill me, trying to destroy me.
“Keep going!” Gregor yelled.
“James, go, run!” Leysen shouted.
Opening my eyes, I saw Rat desperately fighting. She had been forced to drop her mag cannon, and instead was using her pistol. She stood with her back to Josefine, who was doing everything she could to keep their waning troops from being crushed by the suicidally desperate cultists.
Above the howling insanity, I heard Aggy’s words clearly. “Finish this, James!”
It’s just another monster, I told myself as my jump jets flared to life again.
I leapt high into the air, landing on the Outrider’s writhing shoulder. I began running toward the burning stumps where I’d already managed to maim it.
My HUD informed me the stellar cannon was almost charged.
The Outrider bucked beneath me, trying to knock me loose as I continued my gristly climb.
Holding the stellar cannon in one hand, I pulled my combat knife with the other, using it as a climbing spike.
The Outrider didn’t have flesh, not as we understood it. Instead, stabbing into it felt like thrusting into thick, oil-soaked rubber. Ichor squelched from each wound I made. It ran down its arm in cryptic rivulets, like the trail of gore was trying to spell out unknowable riddles and unspeakable truths.
But I didn’t care. I wasn’t there for some deep, mystic secret or eldritch insights.
I was there to kill a fucking monster.
My HUD chirped as I reached the burnt stumps of the Outrider’s missing arms. The creature, distracted by my assault, had only fallen deeper through the hole in the deck. It kicked and flailed its remaining limbs, desperately trying to reach the shredder drive, the key to its escape.
Planting myself on top of its struggling form, I aimed the cannon. With a flare of stellar energy, I struck the device.
It exploded in a corona of impossible colors, the hues beyond sane description. My suit's sensors overloaded and shut down to protect me from going blind. I heard Rat and Josefine cry out in shock.
The Outrider, for once, went deathly silent, seeing its one chance of escape going up in cosmic flames.
A quake ran through the Outrider station, a premonition of death. I braced my legs and aimed the stellar cannon straight down, knowing I still had one charge left.
There were no witty comments, no biting final remarks. I always left that kind of stuff to Gregor.
I just pulled the trigger, firing the cannon directly into the Outrider’s unprotected body.
The world exploded again in a burst of heat and light.
***“That was a hell of a show, Brother James,” Gregor chuckled dryly.
“It was dumb,” Lieutenant Leysen countered, “but very impressive. It would have made it into the epics of our legion for sure.”
I blinked my eyes; I was lying on the command deck. The Liens Lumineux was shaking violently.
“Looks like this is where we say goodbye, for now.” Gregor sounded melancholy. “Glory and Honor, James.”
“It was fun while it lasted,” Leysen said, her voice faint. “See you in the next life. Be sure to kill all those corrupt bastards and send them ahead of you so we can kick their asses too!”
“See you someday,” I murmured, rolling to my feet.
The bottom half of my armor was scorched, but the legion-forged plates had held, protecting me from the cannon’s blowback.
The Outrider was dead, reduced to a blackened heap of offal and slag that was slowly oozing through the hole in the command deck. Its shredder drive was gone as well, multi-hued flames burning inside the mechanical remains.
Rat and Josefine were crouching nearby, their eyes wide in shock. They were surrounded by a sea of dead cultists, broken Yord corpses, and buckled decking.
“Did we win?” Rat asked.
I limped over to her. Now that the battle was over my strength was fading, my wounds catching up with me once again.
Primary Quest Complete! - Slay the Outrider!
Reaching her, I put an arm around Rat’s shoulder and hugged her, careful that I didn’t hurt her with the power armor’s strength.
“We won,” I said simply.
Josefine, her exoskeleton cracked and bleeding in a dozen places, shrugged Zoto off her shoulders. Both looked stunned beyond words.
The shaking grew worse, the whole ship rocking.
“The Outrider station is vanishing!” the AI warned us through the bridge’s speakers.
“What?” Rat squirmed away from my grasp to reach a series of nearby command consoles that had survived the apocalyptic confrontation.
She jammed a relay device onto the machine’s surface and quickly booted it up. It only took a moment for Aggy to assert control; the remaining bridge computers came to life.
A huge hologram appeared overhead, showing a multitude of views from the ship’s surviving exterior cameras.
The Outrider station was falling apart. The green stone had already lost its luster, becoming brittle and gray. Huge cracks were opening everywhere, revealing long-lost and entombed ships.
“What’s going on?” Rat yelled.
“It appears the Outrider was the power source for the station, the thing perpetuating its existence,” Aggy said. “Without it, the anomaly is crumbling. Sub-reality is already pressing in!”
“Wait, then what’s going to happen to us?” the albino engineer asked in a fearful tone.
“Dampeners!” Josefine yelled, already realizing the doomed situation we were in. “Aggy, turn on the ship’s dampeners!”
Sub-reality howled through the station, ripping through the wrecks and derelicts, twisting and bending them like they were made of taffy. Currents of energy streaked like crackling lightning, transforming everything it touched in impossible ways.
Already the bridge of the Liens Lumineux was starting to transform, the bulkheads creaking and snapping as sub-reality forced its brutal, illogical laws onto it.
“I am trying, but it appears all the ship’s dampeners are offline.” The AI sounded hopeless. “I can’t get them to work. The ship is breaking apart!”
Blackness crept at the edge of my vision, what little strength I had left was fading, and fast.
I looked at the burning remains of the Outrider’s shredder drive. It would have killed us all if it fired off, I was sure of it, it wasn’t meant for human ships, human lives.
“Aggy,” I called hoarsely. “Are the shredder drives in the engineering compartment running?”
“Right, they should still work!” Rat looked hopeful.
“I can bring them online, but I have no navigation data, I have no idea where we are. If I turn them on now, we’ll snap out of sub-reality. We could be anywhere, like inside a planetoid or the event horizon of a black hole!”
“Still better than here!” Rat yelled, the tides of sub-reality scouring away the dead from the deck, their bodies breaking apart into clouds of dust.
“Charging now! Hold on!” Aggy called.
With the last of my strength, I grabbed Rat and Josefine and pulled them against my chest as I crouched down, shielding them with my body. The screams of sub-reality reached a cataclysmic pitch as the entire ship shook around us.
And then everything went black.
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Rat held out the spoon of Jello. “Say  ahhh.”
I sat up in bed and growled. “I can feed myself, you know.”
She pouted. “Yeah, but it’s more fun this way!”
Moving closer, she widened her eyes and put on a pouty expression. “You won’t believe how scared I was when you passed out! I didn’t realize how badly injured you were. You were lucky that there was an emergency medical station just off the bridge, otherwise, you would have bled out long before we got you back here!”
Sighing, I opened my mouth, accepting the spoonful of Jello.
I felt fine, but Aggy had declared that I needed plenty of bed rest. My lovers appeared to be more shaken about my brush with death than I was. But a bit of rest was fine. Even a légionnaire's augmented physiology could only bounce back so quickly after suffering such massive trauma.
“Are you sure you are okay taking a break like this?” I asked Rat as she handed the emptied food tray to a passing drone. “I’ve been keeping an eye on our quest list, and I swear it gets longer and longer with each passing moment.”
Rat smiled. “Yeah, who knew repairing the lost flagship of the Martyred Goddess would require so much work, right?” 
The Liens Lumineux had safely returned to reality after the death of the Outrider, appearing in the gulf of extragalactic space, just a few light years north of the Orion arm of the Milky Way Galaxy. We were only a few hours away from Principe Divin via sub-reality travel.
Not that the ship was in any shape to move. When the station had fallen apart and we had jumped away, we had dragged with us all the wrecks fused with the ship. The sections absorbed by the station were surprisingly intact, but the fusion points were a complete mess, compromising key systems and leaving the flagship little more than a hole-riddled mess.
There were over two-hundred thousand separate hull breaches, based on Aggy’s early estimates. Most were small, just a few meters, but others compromised multiple compartments.
While the AI had been busy saving my life, Rat had been working on repairs. Outside ensuring the structural stability of the Liens Lumineux she had also been working on repairing the ship’s most critical systems, like propulsion and the computer network.
She had confirmed the ship’s AI was fried. The Outrider and the cultists had picked apart its remains to build their shredder drive. Aggy hoped she could co-opt its network, giving her access to the ship’s internal sensors and its communication systems.
“I’ve got some time,” Rat said, coming back to my bed. “We spun up another three drone fleet stations and restored four more manufactories this morning. At this point, I’m just waiting for them to ramp up production so we can begin repairing the tram system. There’s no way we’ll be able to restore the ship if we don’t have a way of getting around and moving components.”
Rat sat next to me. I had been allowed out of Aggy’s sick bay and back into my cabin to finish my recuperation. I was itching to get up, to get back to work, but based on Rat’s expression, she had other expectations of me.
Reaching out, she ran along my thigh, stroking my leg through the sheets.
“I was afraid you were going to die there,” she said quietly, her eyes not quite meeting mine. “I was so scared. The idea of losing you was just too much.”
Reaching out, I took her hand in mine. “I can’t promise that I’ll play it safe or that I’ll always return victorious. I’m a légionnaire, I was born for the battlefield, and I’ll likely die there too. But I will always do my damndest to come back to you, and we’ll make the time we spend together truly worth it.”
She moved fully up onto the mattress and swung her legs around, so she was straddling my waist. Crawling forward, only then did she lock eyes with me.
“You promise?”
I took her other hand. “I swear it.”
She unwound her hands from me and hugged me, unexpected tears running down her face. I held her tight until her trembling ceased.
“You can just call me Elspeth, even in front of the others,” she said quietly. “I don’t need to be Rat anymore.”
I ran my fingers through her hair, stroking her gently. “Sure thing, Elspeth.”
She shivered at that.
“Hearing you say it, sends tingles down my spine,” she admitted, sitting up to wipe her face.
With a grin, I repeated it. “Elspeth.”
She pushed her hips back, her ass rubbing hard against my cock. I groaned in appreciation, and she began to shimmy against me harder.
“You seem to be pretty worked up,” she said with a grin. “You’re still sick, you should rest! Let me take care of you.”
I was about to argue, but she darted to the bottom of the bed. She pulled the sheet with her, leaving me exposed.
“Yup, definitely looks like you’re straining yourself,” she teased, curling a fingertip along the bottom side of my erect shaft.
Groaning, I laid back.
Grinning, she gripped the base of my cock. “Good, let Nurse Elspeth take care of everything.”
“When did you become a nur –”
My words were cut off with a gasp as Elspeth opened her lips and bobbed her head down, swallowing my length. I felt her tongue curl and her saliva slick against my skin; the sensations caused my toes to curl.
“Fuck,” I murmured.
Elspeth was only able to get part of my length into her mouth. My crown gouged against the back of her throat. She allowed some of her spit to escape her lips and drip down my remaining length. Gingerly she began to stroke me as she started bobbing up and down, her lips pursing against the flare of my crown before she sank back down.
My hips floated off the mattress as she swirled her tongue against my crown, flicking the tip.
Gripping her head, I held her there. She looked up at me, pleasure and satisfaction playing across her features. Her efforts were amazing.
“How’s the patient feeling?” she asked playfully, finally breaking off her fellatio.
I grunted, unable to form words.
“I’m glad to hear it,” she said, pulling her skinsuit off and placing her necklace on the nightstand.
She stroked me a few more times, spreading the last remains of her spit before she shifted to sit above me. Elspeth sank with a jerky motion, taking me bit by bit, till I was fully sheathed inside of her.
Grinning, she pressed a hand against her abdomen, feeling her fullness.
But I wasn’t about to let her relax; I wasn’t an invalid.
Her grin disappeared when I grabbed her wrists, pinned her in place, and then bucked up as hard as I could.
Her eyes went wide in surprise, her entire body jerking as I smashed into her core. She yelped in bliss, her head ducking down and her shoulders hunching as I did it again.
Grey-blue hair hid her face like a veil as I continued to fuck her. I occasionally caught glimpses of her eyes, beacons of crimson red, as she rode me. Her hips smashed forward with each impact.
“James,” she hissed.
She was at the very edge, her plans to nurse me having completely backfired, to my relish. Her passage clung to me tightly; each time I bounced her up she hit back down with a wet, squelching impact. I could feel each shudder traveling through her, striking her nearly senseless.
Not that I wanted to reveal I was in just as rough of shape. It took everything I had to keep myself together, to push just for a few more seconds. All I could picture were her ruby-red eyes, wide and dazed with bliss.
Rolling her head, she whipped her sweat-slicked hair back and stared at me.
“Come on, come on,” she murmured, leaning onto her wrists and grinding depravedly against me.
We had survived so much together, beating the odds and defeating a threat beyond comprehension. I was so close to her; I could trust her with my life, just as she trusted me with hers.
The bond we had forged could not be broken.
“Come on,” she repeated softly, her teeth against her lower lip.
I felt her climax, a shuddering wave that ran from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. She crushed me as it rocked through her core, bringing us together in a singularity of bliss.
When we finally came down from our high, we were sweaty and filthy.
“Should I sponge-bathe you?” Elspeth laughed.
Rolling my eyes, I grabbed her and lifted her, carrying her towards the bathroom.
***It was late at night, and Elspeth was fast asleep, but I was still awake.
My eyes were locked on the power armor and weapons racked in the corner of my cabin.
Elspeth had thought I was crazy when I asked the equipment to be stored in my quarters, but she hadn’t argued.
I double-checked my HUD and confirmed what I already knew. I wasn’t familiar with the energy cannon, but La Terreur was a legend. It had been the personal firearm of the Martyred Goddess, supposedly her preferred weapon, custom-made for her hands.
How had it ended up here?
We had checked and confirmed there was no tomb on the remains of the bridge. The Martyred Goddess’s body was not on board, but her personal effects were.
Had the armor also belonged to her? If so, why had it been stripped bare? I saw that someone had purposefully scraped the armor clean, like some kind of act of contrition or penance. To whom had it belonged?
It was well into the night before I finally fell asleep, the answers to my questions still escaping me.




Chapter forty-one







01737.247 AA - After


Zoto rushed down the passage, urging me to hurry and follow him.  
It had taken weeks to get the ship’s tram system running. Once I was up and out of bed, I had worked with Elspeth to repair broken tracks, clear crashed cars, and ensure power was running the length of the ship.
The Liens Lumineux was alive with thousands of drones, which were busily working on restoring the most critical issues on the beleaguered vessel. We were still technically adrift, floating in the void, but we at least had a few stable holdfasts, like Aggy’s compartment and engineering. From there we worked outward, fixing the ship step by step.
Josefine and I were finally on our way to the shipyard. Even with the tram, it had been a slow trip, since we had to make numerous stops.
Numerous Yord bioships had been torn away from the Outrider Station when it had dissolved, several of them merged with the Liens Lumineux. Josefine stopped at each one, swiftly taking control of any surviving xenos.
Like the first horde she had dominated, she had simply demanded the Yord’s obedience. The aliens had all instantly come to heel. Aggy speculated that the aliens viewed her as a supreme being, a hive queen. They were genetically conditioned to submit to her command.
She sent the new hordes back to her greenhouse to reinforce her decimated forces.
“Now I just hope I can feed them all,” she sighed.
With the cult gone, the Yord’s ready source of food had been cut off. Josefine was trying a radical solution. She had been culturing what could be politely called slime plants. The huge, pitcher-like flowers produced oily nectar, which contained all the nutritional value her horde needed to survive. Elspeth had rigged some solar lamps and irrigation pipes to keep the new plants alive, but Josefine wasn’t sure if her solution would work long-term, especially if her numbers continued to grow.
The idea of self-sufficient Yord was a bit disturbing, but I pointedly decided not to worry about it.
“Over here!” Josefine called, waving.
She had found a small office outside the airlock to the shipyard and was holding up a stack of papers.
“It looks like there was one ship docked when the Liens Lumineux was lost, a medium-sized cargo hauler. It didn’t even have a proper name, just a code number, UF-102,” the hybrid said, flipping through the sheets. “It’s not much of a ship, even smaller than my old vessel, but it appears to be sub-reality capable.”
Of the three of us, Josefine had been the most shocked to learn that we were on the Martyred Goddess’s flagship. Sadly, the ship’s black box was gone, along with most of the bridge, torn apart by the Outrider and cultists to build their shredder drive. We hadn’t found any new records about how the ship had become stranded or what had happened to Aggy’s creators.
The AI had stubbornly refused to talk about it, though she had confessed to being privately frustrated beyond reason with the lack of answers.
We had tried to find more memory modules for her during our trip to the shipyard, but we had come up empty.
“Any idea what the cargo ship was carrying?” I asked.
Josefine flipped through the sheets, then shook her head. “It just says specialized cargo.”
“Wish I could be there with you,” Elspeth grumbled through the radio as the airlock’s outer door hissed open.
She had stayed behind to keep chipping at our to-do list, working on the never-ending repairs the ship needed.
“Don’t worry, we’ll keep you up to date,” I promised.
Zoto barked soundlessly as he chased after Josefine, leaping out into zero gravity.
The ship’s shutters were jammed open, exposing, the shipyard to the void. I could see a few specialized construction automatons, each of them the size of a cargo container, floating around us; I was sure Elspeth would want to use them to work on repairing the ship and its shattered hull.
Looking out of the shutters, I could see several wrecks floating nearby. Several of them were already being picked over by our drones; the robots pulling resources needed to restore the Liens Lumineux.
But it would likely take years for the old flagship to move again under its own power. From the initial inspections Elspeth had made, the vessel’s main engines were shot. We had zero propulsion; Elspeth said those systems would need to be rebuilt from scratch.
But if we had a working ship, even a small one, we could escape the Liens Iumineux.
Without Aggy, I thought bitterly, shaking the idea aside.
We jetted through the shipyard, searching for our prize.
Zoto drifted after Josefine. She used her claws to latch onto surfaces and jump from point to point.
We hadn’t been sure how the little Yord would do in the vacuum of space, but he seemed to be fine. The zero-gravity seemed to be his biggest bane; his tiny legs kicked frantically as he tried to get around. Josefine was forced to grab him and place him on her shoulders so he wouldn’t accidentally drift off into space.
UF-102 was docked in the last slip. According to the paperwork Josefine had found, it had been awaiting routine maintenance to its systems when the Liens Iuminex had been lost. I didn’t notice anything wrong with the ship’s exterior, which raised my hopes that it was still salvageable.
Following Elspeth’s directions, we hooked up a power umbilical to the ship. UF-102’s running lights slowly came to life, its systems warming up after a long, cold hibernation.
The airlock cycled slowly, but it did open. Zoto barked cheerfully and ran around Josefine’s feet as we entered the cargo hauler.
It was a small ship, arranged around a central corridor. Just to the bow of the airlock was a tiny bridge, little more than a navigation station, while to the aft I could spot compartments for engineering. The crew quarters were bunks built into the corridor’s walls, designed to be flipped up against the bulkhead when not in use.
Reaching the bridge, I booted up the ship’s computer.
“Systems look good,” Elspeth said through the radio. “She’s going to need repair, but the Unfriendly Flier should be back up and running in no time.”
“Unfriendly Flier?” I clicked my tongue.
“UF-102 is such a boring name,” Elspeth laughed.
“James?” I heard Josefine calling me from the back of the ship. “I think you should come and see this.”
My tacnet flickered, but I shut it down as I jogged down the central corridor.
The cargo hold took up most of the vessel’s length. It was mostly empty, with only a few crates lashed to the deck. Josefine was standing in front of one of them, Zoto clutched to her chest.
She had pried open one of the crates. Inside were blue, crystal panels packed in thick foam inserts.
***“That should be the last of them,” Elspeth said as she crawled out of the access hatch at the base of Aggy’s AI core.
It had been a strangely somber affair, transporting all the memory modules back to Aggy’s compartment. While most of the crates had been empty, we had still managed to retrieve twelve sequential memory modules.
Quest Update! – Find Aggy’s Missing Memory Modules (16/128)
Beyond the thrill of discovery, I had been plagued by a deeper question. Why were the modules on the cargo ship? Did that mean that Aggy’s memories, her experiences, really were scattered out in the wider galaxy? How did we even begin to search for them?
I put a lid on those concerns; I had promised her we’d discover her past, and I intended to keep my word.
All of us had gathered in the AI core to watch the installation. We had moved the tank containing the Nautroid pseudo-body and the associated equipment off to the side to give Elspeth and the drones enough space to work.
Elspeth closed and secured the access hatch. “Aggy, how do you feel?”
The AI was silent.
Slowly, the lights in the rooms dimmed, and I heard the fusion reactors strain in the next room.
“Whoa, power demand just tripled!” Elspeth said, dashing to a nearby console.
Zoto whimpered as he huddled at Josefine’s feet.
“Aggy!” I called out. “Can you hear me?”
The lights went dim. As they did, the glow from the AI core only intensified, becoming a nearly overwhelming sapphire radiance.
“I remember now,” Aggy said, her voice repeating, overlapping, becoming a chorus. “I know who I am.”
“Aggy?” Elspeth looked worried at the console. “What’s going on? The power demand for your core keeps going up, the reactors are going to go critical!”
The reactors reached a fevered pitch, the entire compartment shaking.
“I was created during the darkest age of mankind, when all hope seemed lost.” Aggy’s chorus collapsed back down to a single voice. “The nascent Republic, fleeing their ruined home, was beset on all sides by war, pestilence, famine, and death.”
“I always thought the early Republic was a golden age,” Josefine said in a hushed voice. “That we truly flourished under the Martyred Goddess.”
Aggy said nothing.
Slowly, the whine of the reactors died down, and the compartment’s lights came back on.
I looked towards the AI core. “Aggy, talk to me.”
“I’m sorry, James,” the AI responded.
“For what?” I demanded.
She was silent for a moment. “For failing. I was designed to save humanity, to be the guardian and guide for the Republic. But I failed, I was betrayed by those I trusted the most.”
“Knock it off,” I growled, anger welling up inside of me. “The woman I love isn’t one to wallow in self-pity and cryptic half-truths. Own it. If you think you failed, if you were betrayed, you learn from it, and you damn well make those responsible pay.”
She chuckled morosely. “You really do know how to bring the best out of people, don’t you, James? Oh, how I wish you were with me before. Maybe things would have been different.”
I heard something gurgle behind us.
Spinning, Elspeth, Josefine, and I watched as the Nautroid pseudo-body began to foam and boil, the entire tank shaking violently.
An arm shot out. Unlike the body Aggy had conjured before, it was perfectly formed and detailed. I could see the definition of tight, corded muscle under scarred, blue skin.
Another arm appeared, and the form leveraged itself up on the edge of the tank. A woman rose from the liquid. Hair, a dark shade of blue, ran in thick, liquid sheets over her shoulders.
She looked up at us, her eyes glowing an electric shade of blue. Her features were strong; she was beautiful, in a martial sort of way. A half-healed scar ran across the bridge of her nose, ending just under her left eye.
Slowly, she climbed out of the tank, her legs shaky as her form solidified, becoming real.
Aggy raised her head and squared her shoulders. A sad smile crossed her lips.
“It’s good to finally meet you in person,” she said. “I am Brielle Agrippa Primus, first and last Empress of the Imperial Republic. You might have known me, in death, as the Martyred Goddess.”
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