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 Prologue 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    The roar of maneuvering-engines announced the interstellar transport’s arrival over the Striker homestead located on the mining planet of Aretillo. The starship’s powerful plasma engines slowed its descent to a mere crawl above the rocky terrain. Blasts of red energy threw ground debris into the air as the starship came to a hover. The transport settled onto a cleared space two hundred meters from the cluster of rusted metal huts and sheds that made up the homestead. 
 
    Jake Striker stood just inside a large, dome-shaped field of shimmering energy surrounding the homestead’s buildings. The force field was often needed to protect the homestead from the frequent hurricane-force sandstorms that made life on Aretillo so difficult. On this day, the energy field served to keep the wave of stones and dust kicked up by the starship at bay. 
 
    Twelve going on twenty, the hard life of a mining planet like Aretillo had made Jake older than his years. He glanced down at his six-year-old brother, Steve, and three-year-old sister, Cathy, then tightened his grip on his sister’s hand to make sure she stayed put. Satisfied she would, he looked at his mom standing near the force field’s access point. 
 
    At thirty-two, his mother was still a handsome woman, or so he’d heard the older men in town say. Nevertheless, he could tell stress was starting to take its toll. Worry lines had been cropping up ever since they’d gotten the call over the tele-network six months ago informing them his dad had been killed in action. 
 
    The transport’s engines shut down, drawing Jake’s attention back to the starship. The rear ramp of the ship began opening. As the wave of stones and sand stirred up by the landing settled to the ground, Jake’s mother stepped up to the arched metal framework marking the exit point for the homestead’s force field. After she touched something on her belt, the energy field within the archway dimmed and she stepped through the opening. Once on the other side, she touched her belt again. The energy field strengthened, and she began walking in the direction of the transport. 
 
    Not without me, Jake thought. Dad’s gone. I’m the man of the family now. I’ve got to start acting like it. Releasing his sister’s hand, he took a step after his mom.  
 
    Before he could take another, his mother turned and gave him one of her hard glares that meant “Don’t cross me.” She said, “No. Stay with Steve and Cathy. Make sure you keep your blaster handy just in case.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “They should’ve stayed in the house. I need to go with you to talk—” 
 
    “I said stay,” snapped his mother. After pausing long enough to make sure he wasn’t going to argue, she continued toward the starship. 
 
    The rear of the transport was now open with a ramp extending out the back. The roar of a vehicle’s engine echoed from within the ship’s dark cargo hold. 
 
    “Daddy?” asked Cathy. “Is Daddy home?” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “Mom told you Dad won’t be coming home. He won’t ever be coming home.” 
 
    His sister’s face scrunched up and turned red. 
 
    A wave of shame washed over Jake. I shouldn’t have said that. She misses Dad as much as I do. 
 
    Steve squatted next to the little girl and gave her a hug. “It’s all right, Cathy. I won’t leave you.” He looked up at Jake. “Why do you have to be so mean sometimes?” 
 
    Another wave of shame washed over Jake, but he shoved it aside. “It’s a hard world, Steve. It’s going to get a lot harder. We better all get used to it.” 
 
    Before Jake could say more, the glare of two headlights shining out of the dim cargo hold caught his eye. The lights were followed by a tracked dozer pulling a five-meter-high hunk of camouflaged metal sporting two legs and a single appendage resembling an arm on its right side. A stub of shattered metal was all that remained of the left gun pod of the Paladin Ultra-Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicle, or “cat” as it was called by their pilots. Soot and scorch marks covered most of the lower half of the armored vehicle, along with a fist-sized hole in the chest where the main engine was located. Most of the camouflage paint on the cat was peeling off, though the number 05 below the Paladin’s cockpit was clearly visible. 
 
    As UHAAVs went, the Paladin model was neither large nor small, hovering somewhere between a light and medium cat, more toward the light side. But Jake knew the Paladin had been his dad’s pride and joy. A mercenary like Jake’s grandfather, his dad had taken the Paladin off planet to earn credits to support his family. 
 
    “It’s Daddy!” said Cathy as she pointed in the direction of the dozer and the battered UHAAV. 
 
    Jake wiped something from his eyes. “Stop it! Dad’s gone. That’s just his cat. And it’s as dead as he is.” 
 
    Steve grabbed his sister’s hand and glared up at his brother. “Cathy and I are going in the house.” 
 
    Jake almost apologized—almost. “So who’s stopping you?” 
 
    Steve’s face turned a little red as he opened his mouth to speak. Apparently deciding not to waste his breath, he grabbed Cathy’s hand and led her back to the hut that served as their living quarters. 
 
    Jake wiped his eyes again. It’s the dust, that’s all. I’m the man of the family now. I won’t cry. I’ll never cry. 
 
    After he heard the hut’s door slam shut, Jake undid the flap of the holster on his hip, making sure his Deloris phase blaster was ready for action. Squaring his shoulders, he walked up to the exit point’s metal frame. Unlike smaller force fields such as those generated by UHAAVs that prevented energy beams and solid projectiles from entering while allowing most energy and objects to exit out, the class four shield surrounding the homestead required both energy and objects to be modulated to specific frequencies in order to pass through the barrier. Touching the activate switch on his belt’s Identify Friend or Foe transmitter, or IFF as it was called, Jake waited until the energy shield within the frame dimmed before stepping through the opening. When he was safely on the other side, he deactivated his IFF. The hairs on the back of his neck stiffened as the exit point’s energy returned to full strength. 
 
    Following his mother’s path toward the transport, Jake took a closer look at what was left of his father’s cat. He remembered his dad proudly taking him on a tour of the Paladin after he’d had it freshly painted for his new assignment with the 57th Medium Mechanized Company. The two-leg, five-meter-tall, brerellium-steel Paladin had been impressive looking then. A 40mm autocannon had been gripped in the claw of its right-most arm. Its left gun appendage had supported a light chaingun suitable against personnel and lightly armored vehicles. Two rocket pods mounted on the Paladin’s shoulders combined with 30 megawatt plasma cannons attached to either side of the cockpit had made the cat look fierce indeed. 
 
    That had been a year and a half ago. The Paladin no longer looked fierce. She looked as beat up and worn out as everything else on the homestead. 
 
    Jake shook his head as he looked at the battered cat. I never did understand why Dad kept Granddad’s Paladin. It’s a crossover mech. It’s too big for a light cat and too small for a medium cat. The mechanics at the spaceport told me it’s been at least forty years since the last one was made. I know cats can last like a gazillion years if they’re maintained, but the Paladin’s still obsolete. Dad should’ve gotten a newer cat. The other mercs got sponsors to buy them new equipment before they left. Why didn’t Dad? 
 
    By the time Jake reached the transport, the dozer had pulled the Paladin clear of the cargo hold and onto the red rock that made up most of Aretillo. A half dozen of the transport’s crew were busy removing cables and shipping bands from the damaged vehicle. 
 
    They’re wasting no time getting it done. Guess they don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary. 
 
    One of the upper cargo bands snapped free and the empty rocket pod on the Paladin’s right shoulder fell off and hit the ground with a loud thud. 
 
    Jake shook his head and sighed. It figures. Just like I thought. She’s a piece of junk. 
 
    Looking around, he spotted his mother talking to an older man in an officer’s uniform. He could just make out the name Onstott above the man’s breast pocket and the insignia of a mercenary commander on his collar. Jake recognized him from a hologram his dad had sent. He was the 57th mech’s leader, Commander Onstott. Jake remembered his dad once saying that while his commander might look mean, he was the best friend he had in the 57th. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the commander told Jake’s mother as he jerked a thumb at the fallen rocket pod. “She took a beating before those pirates killed Robert.” 
 
    Jake noticed his mother’s shoulders quiver, but she didn’t cry. She never cried. 
 
    Neither will I. 
 
    She pointed at the cat. “What am I supposed to do with that, Commander? You’d have done me a favor if you’d sold it for spare parts back on Celon Three. What my family needs now is credits, not a pile of scrap metal.” 
 
    The hard look on Commander Onstott’s face softened somewhat. “Believe me, Mrs. Striker, if I could’ve done that, I would’ve. The Conglomerate’s contract with Robert specified that in case of death, all proceeds from earnings or salvage would go to pay any advance loans. With my help, Robert sneaked a clause past the Conglomerate’s lawyers that his Paladin was a family heirloom and would be considered personal effects. As such, the Conglomerate was legally bound to pay for shipping and delivery to his next of kin. That’s you.” 
 
    A half-smile crept over the commander’s face. “I can tell you the bean-counters at corporate were none too happy when they found out your husband pulled one over on them. The Paladin took up a lot of valuable cargo space in the transport. The ship’s captain would probably have faked an accident and jettisoned your husband’s cat out the airlock if given the chance. That’s why I decided to see to the delivery myself.” He held out an electronic pad to Jake’s mother. “Now if you’ll sign here, I think the transport’s captain is in a hurry to be on her way.” 
 
    Jake’s mother shook her head and glared at the merc commander. “I’ll do no such thing. Robert had back pay coming. I’m not signing anything until I get it.” 
 
    Commander Onstott glanced around the homestead before looking back at Jake’s mother. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Striker. Robert was my friend. I wish I could give you the credits you need, but he took out an advance loan on his share of the prize credits before we left for Celon Three. The raid failed. He owed the Conglomerate more than his share.” He nodded at the Paladin. “There’s nothing left but his cat.” 
 
    The old mercenary glanced at the ground before looking back up. “Listen, I had the transport’s chief of maintenance charge the Paladin’s emergency battery enough for me to do an inventory. I know she’s an older Paladin model, and I’ll admit her outsides have taken a beating, but she’s got a good, solid chassis. Better than the cheap newer models they crank out nowadays. Also, her AI’s the best I’ve ever seen. Plus, some of the electronics are still in good shape. There’ll be a junker ship making its way to Aretillo in the next couple of months. My advice is to sell the cat to them for parts. If you’re good at haggling, you might be able to get three or four hundred thousand credits for her.” 
 
    Mrs. Striker laughed. It wasn’t a happy laugh. Jake knew why. He’d sneaked into her office the night before. She’d forgotten to log out of her personal tele-network account, so he’d seen the family’s bookkeeping program. 
 
    We owe the bank two million. They’re trying to take our home. 
 
    His mother looked at the mercenary and sighed. “Just leave, Commander. I’ve got a family to worry about.” She turned and stared at Jake. Her eyes were red, but there were no tears. “I thought I told you to stay with Steve and Cathy.” 
 
    Jake returned her stare. “I just wanted to help.” 
 
    His mother opened her mouth but closed it before any words came out. She looked back at the transport. The ramp was already sliding into the cargo ship as it readied for takeoff. 
 
    Commander Onstott shuffled his feet. “Look, I’ve got to go. I want to say how sorry I am. Robert died a hero. He saved the lives of over a thousand settlers. You should be—” 
 
    Mrs. Striker snorted. “What? Proud? How far will that go toward feeding my family after we lose our home?” 
 
    When the commander said nothing, Jake’s mother jerked the electronic pad out of his hand and signed the form. Shoving the pad back, she turned and headed for the house. 
 
    The transport’s engines began to whine. 
 
    Jake started to follow his mother. 
 
    Commander Onstott placed a hand on his shoulder. “Jake, I’m sorry. Your dad mentioned you a lot. He was very proud of you.” 
 
    The transport’s engines whined louder. A crewman in an orange jumpsuit near a small side door shouted something inaudible and waved his arms. 
 
    “One more minute,” shouted Commander Onstott. 
 
    The crewman entered the transport, but the side door remained open. 
 
    “I’ve got to go, Jake, but if there’s anything I can ever do for you, look me up. If you grow up to be half the man Robert thought you’d be, we can always use you in the 57th.” Giving Jake’s shoulder a squeeze, the commander turned and ran toward the side door. 
 
    Spinning on his heels, Jake ran in the direction of the entrance to the homestead’s force field as the transport’s thrusters roared to life. Once he passed through the opening, his mother returned the exit point’s energy to full strength just in time to prevent a wave of dust and loose stones from entering. He turned around and glanced up, but the starship was already out of sight. 
 
    His mother took a final look at the battered UHAAV a hundred meters away before shaking her head. “Come on. I’ll get supper going. Your brother and you have school tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Jake lied. “I’m gonna stay out here awhile. I’ve got some thinking to do.” 
 
    His mother opened her mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it. With a shrug, she headed toward the metal hut that was their home. “Suit yourself. Don’t stay up too late.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Once his mother was inside, Jake turned to look at the derelict UHAAV. What a piece of junk. How are we supposed to save our home with that? 
 
    Exiting the force field, he made his way to the Paladin. Scorch marks hid most of the paint on the legs and sides of the cat’s torso. The left side rocket pod was intact, but there were no missiles inside. 
 
    Jake kicked one of the cat’s footpads. “You’re a piece of junk! Do you hear me? That’s all you’re good for. Junk. You couldn’t even save Dad.” 
 
    A buzzing sound from the rear of the cat drew his attention. Walking around the Paladin’s left side, he noticed a green button lit up on the back of the cat’s leg. 
 
    The elevator’s on. The transport’s crew should’ve shut everything down before they loaded her on their ship. It’s standard procedure to turn everything off. If the elevator’s got a charge, some of the other electronics might also be on. 
 
    Jake sighed. I’d better make sure everything’s off. Wouldn’t do to have the electronics fry before Mom gets a chance to sell ’em. 
 
    Pressing the elevator button, he watched the cockpit’s access door on the back of the cat open as a small platform lowered. Once it reached the ground, he stepped on and raised the control lever. The platform began rising in a jerking motion. After he smacked the control box with his right hand, the elevator steadied and picked up speed. 
 
    Probably a bad servo. I’ll have to sneak into Old Man Shalloby’s junkyard and scrounge a replacement. Could mean a few extra credits when Mom sells the cat.  
 
    Once the elevator reached the top, Jake leaned forward to look through the open access door. He remembered his dad laughing and showing him around the cramped cockpit. 
 
    Dad was proud of her then. He glanced at the cat’s dinged-up armor plating and blackened exterior. I wonder if he’d be proud of her now. I wonder if he’d be proud of either of us. 
 
    “Well, are you coming in or not?” asked a feminine, child-like voice. 
 
    Jake stared through the access door at the two padded seats positioned next to the cat’s forward windscreen. One of the chairs was empty. In the other sat a young girl about his age, wearing a gray flight suit. She had long red hair and bright blue eyes. 
 
    Where did she come from? I’d swear that seat was empty a second ago. 
 
    The young girl smiled. “Come on in, Jake. My isotopic batteries are low. I’d like to close the door to conserve energy.” 
 
    “Maggie?” Jake asked, remembering his father introducing him to his cat’s AI before he’d shipped off planet to join the 57th Medium Mechs. “You can’t be Maggie. She was older.” 
 
    The young girl’s smile widened and her eyes became even bluer as she spun her chair part way around with her foot to face him. Her hair was no longer red and long. It was brown and short. “I can make my hologram look however you want. Your grandfather came up with the idea of using hologram projectors and tractor beams inside the cockpit to simulate a person. He said it made working as part of a team more natural. I thought you might feel more comfortable if I used a form closer to your age. Do you want me to look older instead?” 
 
    Jake eyed Maggie’s hologram. Like the last time he’d seen the Paladin’s AI, he was impressed by the realism. The girl’s image even had a few freckles on her nose, making her look cuter than anyone her age had a right to be. 
 
    I know the Paladin’s obsolete, but the hologram projectors are topnotch. Mom should be able to get fifty thousand for them easy. 
 
    “Well?” asked Maggie. 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “Do you want me to look older or not? I can appear however you want. What would make you feel more relaxed?” 
 
    “Uh…how you looked a minute ago was fine. Does it matter?” 
 
    The girl’s hair lengthened and turned back to red. She laughed, and her eyes sparkled blue. “Not to me.” She looked at Jake and frowned. “Are you coming in or not? I told you my batteries are low.” 
 
    Glancing toward the homestead’s buildings, Jake looked for any sign of his mother. Seeing none, he turned back to the access port and stepped through. The brerellium-steel door clanged shut behind him. 
 
    The young Maggie waved a hand at the empty pilot’s chair. “Have a seat. We might as well get started.” 
 
    Jake frowned. It was more cramped in the cockpit than he remembered. “Start what?” 
 
    “Learning how to operate me, silly. The original Paladin was designed for a crew of two, but your grandfather and I modified the controls so they can be operated by a single pilot.” She spun her chair toward the control console. “Of course, it takes a little getting used to.” She looked back and winked. “But hey, that’s why I’m here. As long as you keep the controls’ override engaged I can help drive and fire my weapons. To be honest, that’s about all a mercenary cat pilot has to do to get paid. They have to move and shoot.” 
 
    Jake turned back to the access door looking for a control button. He saw none. He fought down a rising sense of panic. “Let me out. That’s an order.” 
 
    The redheaded girl’s seemingly eternal smile faded. “If you want me to open the door, Jake, that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    The door remained shut. 
 
    Maggie shrugged and gave a half-smile. “I wish I could’ve waited until you were older, Jake, but time’s short. We need to get busy helping your family.” 
 
    “Help us how? We owe two million. The Paladin’s too banged up to fix. Mom’s only choice is to sell you for parts.” 
 
    Maggie’s smile disappeared completely. “We can’t let that happen, Jake. You’re stronger than you think. Robert said you’ve been a tinkerer since the day you were born. He told me you spend most of your free time helping the mechanics at the spaceport or keeping the copper mines’ auto-bots in working order. You can fix me. All you need is a little guidance. My secondary sensor is in good shape. I’m picking up some junk UHAAVs and other vehicles over the hill. I calculate you can use parts from there to repair at least some of me. I’ve got the knowledge, if you’ve got the will.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Old Man Shalloby’s junkyard? The stuff in there’s so old no one wants it anymore.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a bright blue as she laughed. “Good, that means he won’t mind you borrowing a few things, now will he? Trust me. They’ll be good enough to get me going. What we can’t scrounge, we’ll buy.” 
 
    Jake looked at the access door. It was still closed. 
 
    “You still want to leave?” said Maggie.  
 
    The door slid open.  
 
    “All right then, leave. I guess your dad was wrong about you.” 
 
    Balling his fists, Jake lunged toward the opening, but then stopped short. Turning around, he looked at the hologram of the redheaded girl. “Wrong how?” 
 
    Maggie stared at Jake for a half dozen heartbeats. There was no smile on her face. For some reason, her eyes were now green. “Your dad said he thought you’d make a good cat pilot. He said he thought you’d be even better than him or your grandfather. I know Robert was very proud of you.” 
 
    Glancing back at the open door, Jake sighed. He returned to the pilot’s seat and sat down. “We owe the bank. They’re going to take our homestead. I don’t suppose you’ve got a couple million credits tucked away in here, do you?” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes lost their green color and flashed bright blue again. She spun her seat a complete 360 degrees with her foot and laughed. Even though Jake knew the spinning of the chair was actually accomplished by one of the cockpit’s hidden tractor beams, the movement of the seat was so seamlessly meshed with the moves of Maggie’s hologram that he couldn’t help but think she’d done it physically. 
 
    “You’re asking me if I’ve got credits?” said Maggie. “Heck no. I’m a computer.” She raised her right hand and touched the index finger to her temple. “Fortunately for you, what I lack in credits, I make up for in logic. Your grandfather always said a person’s mind was worth more than credits anyway. Besides, I’m connected to the tele-network. There are some computers out there that owe me a few favors.” She laughed. “How do you feel about gambling?” 
 
    Jake knew the tele-network was the only thing keeping his family in contact with the more civilized parts of the Empire. Using hyperspace, which took advantage of folds in the galaxy, the tele-network connected computers together in such a manner as to allow near instantaneous communication from one side of the Empire to the other. A few technicians at the spaceport swore the same tele-network connected all of the computers in the galaxy together. Jake doubted it, but even if it did, he didn’t see how that would help his family save their home. He was even less sure how gambling would help. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Jake stared at the girl. “I’m not old enough to gamble.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Don’t be so negative. I’ve been planet-side less than an hour, and I’ve already got a line on a couple of places in town that don’t care how old you are. They only care if you have credits. You’ll have to be careful and only win a little at a time, but I calculate it’ll be enough to make payments on the homestead and buy a few spare parts. We can make it work.” She laughed again. “Like I said, I’ve got logic and connections. All you have to supply is the will to make it happen.” 
 
    Jake stared at the laughing girl. “You’re talking about cheating. I’m too young to go to prison. You’re crazy, do you know that?” 
 
    Maggie spun her chair completely around again, laughing all the more. “That’s what they tell me.” She stopped laughing and faced him. “So are you in? Or are you out?” 
 
    The open access door beckoned to Jake. Before he could stand and leave, a vision of his dad flashed in his mind. He sighed and remained in his seat. “I don’t have any credits. I can’t gamble what I don’t have.” 
 
    A palm-size panel below the pilot’s console popped open. Inside was a small pouch. 
 
    “Those were Robert’s emergency credits,” said Maggie. “They’re yours now. There isn’t much, but I play a mean game of space poker.” She smiled. “I can teach you all I know, plus there are a couple of computers in town that will help us. I’ve already contacted them through the tele-network. If you’re careful and play your electronic cards right, you can earn enough to make our plan work. You can help your family and fix me up at the same time.” 
 
    Jake took the pouch and looked inside. Maggie was right. There weren’t many coins. “Fix you up for what? To sell?” 
 
    The smile dropped from Maggie’s face. “Creator no. You wouldn’t let your mother sell me, would you?” 
 
    Jake thought her voice held a concerned note. “What do you care? You’re a computer.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a soft green, and she slumped in her seat. “Am I? I suppose I am. Maybe it’s just my programming, but believe me, I care. If your mother sold me, I’d be scrapped for parts. I’d cease to exist.” 
 
    She sounds scared, Jake thought. How’s that possible? It’s gotta be her programming. For some reason, he wasn’t so sure. She’s just a computer, but she looks so real. He sighed. “Then fix you up for what? I don’t think Mom’s gonna keep you around as a yard ornament. She’s also not gonna let me keep gambling once she finds out, and believe me, she will.” 
 
    The smile returned to Maggie’s face. “I calculate you’re correct. That’s why you’ve got to fix me up so we can get a slot back in the 57th Mechs. Your grandfather and I were good. So were your dad and me. You and I will be even better. It’s in your blood.” 
 
    “Me?! I can’t be a mercenary. Look at me. I’m a kid!” 
 
    Maggie laughed, her eyes taking on a bright blue. “There you go being negative again. One thing I’ve learned over the years working with carbon-based life forms is if you wait long enough, they eventually get older. Give it a few years. Fix me up, and I’ll teach you everything you need to know.” 
 
    The memory of his father taking him on the tour of his freshly painted UHAAV flashed in his mind. He stared at the young girl. Her seemingly eternal smile remained perfectly poised as she waited for his answer. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake said, “I may be a kid, but I’m not stupid. I don’t want to be a mercenary. What’d it get my dad? My grandfather? They’re both dead. Plus, you’re a Paladin. You’re almost fifty years old. You’re obsolete.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know they’re dead? They were my friends. Robert might’ve been a mercenary, but he sacrificed his life to save the lives of a thousand settlers on Celon Three. I tried talking him out of it, but… Anyway, he died a hero. Your grandfather was a thousand kilometers from me when he was murdered by someone he thought was a friend. I wasn’t in a position to help him.” Maggie leaned forward in her seat, dead serious. “Tell me the truth. Do you want to be a copper miner for the rest of your life, Jake? Do you know what the survival statistics are for miners on Aretillo? They’re low, very low. I’m offering you a chance to get off this rock and do some good with your life.” 
 
    Although moved by Maggie’s speech, Jake was far from convinced. “As a mercenary? In an obsolete Paladin?” 
 
    A smile crept over her face. “I may have a forty-five-year-old chassis, but I’m far from obsolete. This Paladin was made special by the owner of the Deloris Armaments Corporation. He was a friend of your grandfathers. My plate armor is embedded with titanium flakes to resist sensor probes. I’m as hard to detect as one of the newer Warcat recon UHAAVs when I go into stealth mode. I’m agile for my size, and I’ve got double servos in my legs and arms for added strength and speed. You can switch out my gun appendages if you don’t like my weapons. That’s no big deal. I’ll admit my electronics are a little old, but they can be replaced after we earn some extra credits.” She simulated taking a deep breath. “Plus, I’m unique when it comes to tactical computers.” She laughed. “I’m the best there is, if I do say so myself.” She winked. “And I do.” 
 
    Running his hands along the armrest of the pilot’s seat, Jake wondered how many times his father had done the same thing. Truth be told, sitting in the pilot’s chair seemed natural to him. As he gripped the control stick with his right hand, he imagined his dad’s hand covering his. The feeling pretty much cinched the deal. 
 
    Although he knew Maggie was a hologram, he nonetheless locked eyes with the Paladin’s AI. “All right, I’ll give it a try, for a while at least. If I decide it’s not going to work out, I’ll leave and that’ll be the end of it.” He relented enough to give a half-smile. “I still say you’re crazy. This cat’s so beat up, I don’t even know what to try and fix first.” 
 
    The smile on Maggie’s face grew larger. “Leave that to me, Tiger. In ten years, we’ll be the best UHAAV team this side of Risor.” She spun her chair completely around and laughed. “Hell, give us time and we’ll be the best this galaxy or any other’s ever seen.” 
 
    Jake had his doubts. “I’ll give you six months. That’s it. If don’t think it’s helping my family, then I’m done.” Looking at Maggie’s smile, he relented even more and gave her a full smile back. “Don’t go getting your hopes up. I’ll learn how to drive you and get you repaired, but I ain’t gonna be no mercenary.” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Whatever you say, Tiger.” 
 
    Jake eyed the cat’s AI for a moment. “I mean it, Maggie. Six months, and that’s it.” He sighed. “All right then. We might as well get started.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 – No Space Marine 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Twenty-two-year-old mercenary cat pilot Jake Striker sat in the cockpit of his now fifty-five-year-old Paladin staring out the windscreen at the dense swamp located fifty meters away. 
 
    I suppose after four years in the mercs I should be used to assignments on backwater planets, but I’m not. Heck, this place doesn’t even have birds. I mean, what Earth-class planet doesn’t have birds? This one’s got mosquitos aplenty, but no birds. 
 
    He sighed. Like usual, guard duty gave him a lot of free time to think, but he’d long ago decided having too much time to think wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. 
 
    Life’s strange. I only promised Maggie six months. It seems like I just blinked a couple of times and ten years slipped by. 
 
    Jake glanced out the corner of his eye at Maggie sitting in the copilot’s chair. Her hologram was no longer that of a young girl since she’d changed her image as he’d aged. Her form was now that of a full-grown woman only a couple of years younger than him. At his request, she’d kept her long red hair and the cute nose freckles. 
 
    As if sensing his stare, or more likely detecting his clandestine look with the cockpit’s video cameras, Maggie spun her seat a quarter turn to look at him. “Don’t start on me again. You’re the one who signed the contract to help guard the hyper-drive complex on Thrakis. It’s not my fault we’re here.” 
 
    “Oh no?” Jake said, spinning his chair to face his AI. “It all started with that great plan of yours to help my family. Why I ever let you talk me into gambling in the first place is beyond me.” 
 
    Maggie spread her hands. “Hey, it worked for a while. At least we earned enough credits that first year to catch up on the back-payments on the homestead and get me fixed up at the same time. You even made enough to hire an accountant to handle the credits you made and funnel part of the proceeds to your mom by telling her it was from some of your dad’s friends in the 57th who wanted to remain anonymous.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that was a crazy story, and if I’d been older than twelve, I’d never have let you talk me into going along with it. My mom was desperate, but she wasn’t, and still isn’t, stupid. She knew something was up. I think she was on the verge of telling me to stop when those two thugs from Aretillo’s local crime family paid me that middle-of-the-night visit. I was only thirteen! I don’t mind saying they scared the hell out of me. I can still hear them telling me they didn’t know how I was cheating, but they knew I was.” Jake stared at his AI. “They told me if they ever caught me around any of their gaming tables again, they’d kill me and my entire family. They also told me they were notifying the other crime families in the galaxy about me and putting me in their shared database in case I ever tried cheating somewhere else again.” Even though the nighttime visit had been nine years ago, it still sent a shiver down Jake’s spine. “My family could’ve been killed, Maggie.” 
 
    His AI’s hologram appeared to glance at the floor a couple of heartbeats before looking back up. “I’ve told you I was sorry a hundred and thirty-seven times. The plan should’ve been foolproof. I still don’t understand how they caught on to us.” 
 
    “Well, they did,” Jake said, in no mood to be forgiving. “To top it off, the accountant you recommended I hire took what credits I had in my account and skipped planet. If you hadn’t come up with the idea of entering us in some of the local UHAAV fight tournaments on Aretillo to earn a few credits, we’d have wound up losing our home anyway. As it was, I barely won enough each month to make the bank payments and keep you maintained.” 
 
    Maggie tightened her lips and nodded. “I remember. I’ll admit those were tough times. I’m still surprised your mother let you keep entering the tournaments.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. Like I said, she was desperate. She had three mouths to feed, and our copper mine wasn’t earning enough to support us. Besides, those first few fights were just simulations. We didn’t start entering the tournaments that used real weapons until later in order to earn the better prize payouts.” 
 
    Maggie regained her smile. “Yeah, those were the days. By the time you were sixteen, you and me were the best UHAAV team on Aretillo. If Commander Onstott hadn’t shown up when you were eighteen and offered you a job with the 57th, I think we could’ve gone on to be district champs.” 
 
    Jake snorted. “District tournaments are to the death, in case no one told you. The commander’s job offer probably saved my life.” 
 
    Maggie’s smile grew even larger. “See? Becoming a mercenary turned out for the best after all. Here we are earning credits as we speak, and basically all you’ve gotta do is make sure a mosquito or two doesn’t escape out of the swamp and bite you. What could be easier?” 
 
    “Yeah, this time it’s easy,” Jake said, refusing to be waylaid by his AI’s attempt at humor. “We’ve had more than our share of close calls during the last four years. The life of a mercenary isn’t much better than fighting tournaments in my opinion.” 
 
    Maggie lost her smile. “Then why stay a mercenary? Maybe we could try gambling a—” 
 
    “No!” Jake said, spinning his chair to face back front. “No gambling ever again. I’m a mercenary. That’s my lot in life now. I’ve gotta send the bank another payment next week. Plus, I don’t want my brother and sister to wind up like me. Mom’s last two miners quit three months ago. Steve and Cathy have been working in the mine after school, trying to keep the auto-bots running. Mining is dangerous work. They deserve a better life than digging out low-grade copper ore with little or nothing to show for it. I’ve been setting credits aside each time I get paid so they’ll be able to attend a university. I’m going to make sure they have a better life than Aretillo has to offer if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    Before his AI could argue, the cockpit’s intercom crackled. “Paladin zero-five, are you in position?” 
 
    The noise coming over the radio was more static than words, but Jake made them out readily enough. After ten years piloting the Paladin UHAAV, he was used to the less than perfect clarity of its communications’ gear. Reaching out with his left hand, he slapped the top of the intercom box located on the control console in front of his seat. The static cleared. He pushed the talk button on the intercom switch of his control stick. “Roger that, Alpha One. I’m in position now the same as I was fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    “Don’t get smart-mouthed with me, Striker,” said Commander Onstott. “If you’d upgrade to a newer model cat like I keep telling you, then you’d be on the main defensive line instead of guarding that stink-hole of a swamp. I don’t expect any trouble from your side of the hyper-drive complex, but give a holler if you see anything usual.” 
 
    “Wilco,” Jake replied, already bored with the conversation. He found discussions with older folks tiring at best. 
 
    “The commander’s got a point,” said Maggie. “Perhaps you should upgrade. The newer model cats are faster and have thicker armor, not to mention more powerful weapons. Maybe I’m holding you back.” 
 
    To give himself time to think, Jake adjusted the close-range sensors to account for the higher than normal titanium content in the swamp mud. The planet Thrakis was known for the high titanium in its soil. It was high enough to screw with sensors, but low enough not to be worth mining. Once satisfied the sensors were as tuned as they were going to get, Jake glanced at his cat’s AI. Like usual, her infectious smile made it hard to stay mad at her. 
 
    He shook his head and smiled. “It’s way too late to start trying to sound heroic and self-sacrificing now, Maggie. I know you too well. You’d pitch a fit if you thought I was going to trade you in for a newer cat.” 
 
    Maggie flashed a grin. “Humph. Shows what you know. Maybe I was just trying to get you to move on so I could get a decent pilot. My life would be a whole lot easier if I had someone with a lot of credits who’d keep me in the lap of luxury like I deserve. In case you hadn’t noticed, I could use a few upgrades.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve noticed.” He sighed. “Truth be told, I wouldn’t trade you in for a model half your age. With the new coat of paint Tilley and Jason put on you for this mission, you look better than a new Marauder right off the factory line.” 
 
    Maggie gave a grin and a wink. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Tiger. By the way, your friends did more than give me a new paint job. Tilley salvaged that 75mm phase autocannon off Shantilis’s Long Cat. You’ve only got thirty rounds in the magazine, so keep it down to three-round bursts. The shock absorbers on my right gun appendage might fail with a longer burst anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, Mommy,” Jake said as he thought of the modifications his ground crew and childhood friends Tilley and Jason had made to the Paladin. Between the three of them, they’d performed miracles keeping the old cat in good running condition. I’m lucky Tilley and Jason joined the 57th when I did. I’d have been hard-pressed trying to do it all on my own. 
 
    He glanced down at the tactical hologram located between the two pilots’ seats. It was flickering like crazy. “The titanium in the soil around here’s wreaking havoc on our sensors. Jason’s got them tuned to ignore the titanium flakes in our armor, but I can’t adjust for the amount in the ground.” 
 
    Maggie went through the motions of acting like she was adjusting something on her armrest. The tactical hologram cleared up a little. “How’s that? Better? You just gotta know how to sweet-talk the controls.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Jake said, knowing full well his AI had done more than adjust the controls on her armrest. Between the multiple hologram projectors and tractor beams in the cockpit, it was easy to forget the Paladin’s AI wasn’t human, but he knew her seemingly physical actions was all show for him. She was doing a lot more behind the scenes than what her hologram form appeared to be doing. 
 
    After checking his heads-up display, he turned to face the rear-access door to make sure the emergency egress explosives were in place. He glanced back at the tactical hologram to verify everything was as it should be. Twenty-four white dots denoting the other cats in the 57th Medium Mechanized Company were arranged in a semicircle on the north side of the main factory of the hyper-drive complex. Another ten white dots indicated the positions of smaller recon cats patrolling two kilometers out from the north perimeter. A lone white dot on the south side of the complex, next to the swamp, was his Paladin. 
 
    Looking back at his AI’s hologram, Jake said, “I need you to get serious, Maggie. I can’t afford to have anything go wrong on this mission. It’s supposed to be a milk run, but I don’t want to take any risks. We need the credits.” 
 
    The grin on Maggie’s face lessened but not by much. “Tell me about it, hotshot. The servo in my left leg is acting up again. I need a new one. Even a used servo costs four thousand credits.” 
 
    “I know. Tilley, Jason, and I already talked about it. They’ve got a line on a nearly new servo from a salvage one of their friends made. It’ll set us back six thousand, but it’ll be worth it in the long run. I’m tired of replacing worn out servos every few months. That’s why I signed the contract for the ten-grand guarantee instead of opting for the three grand and one percent salvage option.” 
 
    Maggie frowned. “You should’ve talked with me before you signed on the dotted line. I’d have told you to go for the salvage option. I keep telling you that you’ve gotta learn to take risks once in a while.” 
 
    “I’m a mercenary cat pilot sitting in a fifty-five-year-old Paladin, waiting for someone to come and try to shoot holes in me. I’d say that qualifies as being a risk taker.” 
 
    Pretending to play with the controls on the copilot’s console, Maggie shook her head. “You can’t fool me. I know you took the ten-grand guarantee because you didn’t want to risk there not being any salvage. I understand why you don’t like to gamble, but sometimes it’s necessary.” She glanced up from the console and flashed a smile. “Haven’t I taught you anything over the last ten years?” 
 
    “You can keep your philosophy-according-to-Maggie to yourself. Ten grand in the hand beats three in the asteroid belt any day of the week, in my opinion.” 
 
    Undaunted, Maggie shook her head and sighed. “You’re becoming somewhat of a grouch in your old age. You wanna know what I think?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “I think it’s been too long since you made a visit to one of the comfort houses on Trillian. How long’s it been? Six months? Seven?” 
 
    “Can it, Maggie. I’m not going to be lectured on my love life, or lack thereof, by a computer.” 
 
    “Who said anything about love? I said you need to spend more time with a few ladies of the night. Or maybe with a couple of female mercs. I noticed troop-leader Romona checking you out the other day when the two of you were replacing my isotopic batteries. I’ll bet with a little sweet-talk you could have her in the sack in no ti—” 
 
    Jake slapped the pilot’s console with his right hand. “Will you get off the subject? Geesh. I swear you nag worse than a copper-miner’s wife.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram stopped smiling long enough to feign surprise. She looked at him closer. “Are you blushing, Jake? Heck, sex is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s just one of those things carbon-based life forms do to survive. Now, if you were—” 
 
    Something beeped on the tactical hologram. 
 
    Maggie dropped her smile and became dead serious. “Our short-range sensors are picking something up in the swamp. I’m having trouble narrowing it down due to the titanium deposits.” 
 
    “Give me an analysis,” Jake said. 
 
    “Insufficient data to comply. I’d need a full sensor sweep. I don’t think we can get a better reading from here. Do you want me to contact Commander Onstott’s tactical computer for orders?” 
 
    Pride made Jake want to say no, but it was overridden by a sense of duty. His comrades’ lives were at stake. “Yeah, give the old man a heads-up that we have a possible bogey in the swamp. I think the most it could be is a few infantry. The muck on the swamp’s bottom is too deep for cats to move through, right?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Small recon cats would be over their heads, and larger cats would be stuck in the mud. Even hover vehicles would have a hard time what with the trees. Since Paladins are an oddball size and weight, I might be able to get in a hundred meters or so before I’d get stuck. Still, there’d be hell to pay if I fell. The mud’s deep enough and loose enough, I doubt I could get enough leverage to get back on my feet without help.” Maggie adjusted the controls on her copilot station. 
 
    I know her working the controls is just a psychology trick to make me feel more comfortable, Jake thought, but the strange thing is that it actually works. I do think of her as a real person most of the time. I guess Granddad knew what he was doing when he came up with the hologram idea. 
 
    Looking up from her controls, Maggie frowned. “My connection to the tele-network’s being jammed. That doesn’t make any sense. We’re inside the complex’s force field. Any jamming attempts from outside should be null and void. Pirates don’t have the kind of advanced gear capable of jamming from outside an energy shield.” 
 
    That bothered Jake more than the lack of sensor readings. “Can you compensate for the interference?” 
 
    Maggie glanced at the copilot controls before looking back at Jake. The freckles on her nose stood out like they always did when she was concerned. “Negative. The titanium deposits in the swamp mud make it difficult for our sensors to work correctly. The gear of whoever’s out there should be having the same problem. That’s what concerns me. Like I said, the advanced equipment necessary to operate in this environment isn’t something the Balorian pirates should have. You’d be more apt to find that kind of gear in a mainstream special forces’ unit.” 
 
    Making another attempt to adjust his sensors, Jake had no luck. “Special ops? That makes no sense. Pirates don’t have those kinds of units. Who do you think it is?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Beats me, Tiger. The titanium screws up most types of sensors. In my opinion, only sonar or sonic-based equipment would work effectively in this environment. The Balorian pirates are composed of mostly human stock. Their gear’s visual-based same as ours. Now if we were up against Crosioians or something like that, they’d be using sonar or sonic gear. Those human-sized bats would have no trouble operating in this swamp.” 
 
    “Well, fortunately, we’re not facing the bats,” Jake said, growing more troubled with each passing second. “Our MI briefing said a battalion of Balorian infantry might, and I stress the word might, try to land on Thrakis and attack the complex to get some kind of prototype hyper-drive being developed here. A battalion of pirate infantry is no match for a company of UHAAVs. For once the 57th’s got the upper hand on firepower.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “Well, you know what they say about military intelligence. It’s an oxymoron. And don’t be so sure about the bats. I picked up an interview on the tele-network a couple of days ago by a member of the Imperial High Council. The interview was with one Councilwoman Janice Deluth. She’s an ex-wizard scout, and her husband’s Wizard Scout Thomas R. Jacobs. He’s the commandant of the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy on Velos.” 
 
    Although he’d never met one, Jake had heard about the Empire’s famed wizard scouts while growing up. There weren’t many, but they were the best recon force the Empire had. “So what was the interview about? Why bring it up now?” 
 
    A frown came over Maggie’s face. “Why? Because Councilwoman Deluth was concerned the Crosioians were shifting several fleets closer to the Empire’s borders. No one knows why. I’m just saying we don’t know who is in the swamp doing the jamming.” She shrugged. “So what’s it going to be? You want me to try walking into the swamp for twenty or thirty meters? That might be enough to get our sensors working.” 
 
    An image of the Paladin stuck in the mud and at the mercy of whoever might be in the swamp popped into Jake’s mind. “No. I can’t risk losing you.” 
 
    Eyes twinkling, Maggie beamed a smile at Jake. “So, you’re finally admitting how much you need me. You do care. Nevertheless, my question stands. What are you going to do? We could run back to the north side of the complex and give your report in person.” 
 
    Unbuckling from his chair, Jake got up and opened the supply cabinet next to the access door. He pulled out an M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle and a bandoleer of extra isotopic batteries for the weapon. 
 
    Maggie’s hologram got out of her chair and grabbed Jake, spinning him around. “Hold your pactars one blasted second,” she said, referring to a species of large rodent that recently came into vogue during a series of humorous commercials on the tele-network. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, then no stinkin’ way.” Her eyes turned a deep green and took on a shiny look. “I can’t lose somebody else, Jake.” She reached out with her left hand, cupped his chin, and seemed to stare into his eyes. “I just can’t.” 
 
    Although Jake knew the pressure he felt on his face was the effect of one of several tractor beams integrated with the cockpit’s hologram projectors, he was still touched. “I’m coming back, Maggie.” He moved his head enough to make her hand drop free. “I’m only going into the swamp far enough for my portable sensor to figure out what’s there. I’m light enough to get in a couple of hundred meters without getting bogged down.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “What if you step in quicksand? Or whoever’s there spots you? I’ll be too far away to help. That’s what happened with your grandfather. I’m not going to let it happen again.” 
 
    Jake’s heart was beating faster than normal and his palms were sweaty, but he did his best to smile. “Relax. I’ll watch where I step, and I’m not planning on getting in a firefight. I’m well aware I’m a cat pilot, not a space marine.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes lost their shiny look. “That’s for sure,” she said, giving a feeble smile. “If you insist on doing this, at least take off your flight helmet. It’s too heavy and will restrict your vision. And for Creator’s sake, leave your flight harness behind. I swear, a deaf pirate could hear you coming from a kilometer away.” 
 
    Jake did as instructed, replacing his flight helmet with a headset and mike so he could stay in contact. Once done, he looked back at Maggie’s hologram. “How’s that?” 
 
    Frowning, she walked around him one time. “Better, I guess. Jump up and down.” 
 
    “Maggie, we don’t have time for—” 
 
    “Do it,” she snapped. 
 
    Jake obediently hopped up and down twice. The buckle of his M63 lightweight assault rifle’s shoulder strap bumped against the weapon’s stock, making a loud clink. The bottom of the holster for his Deloris blaster slapped against his thigh. 
 
    Grabbing the rifle out of Jake’s hands, Maggie removed the strap. “If we had more time, I’d have you tape the buckle to keep it quiet, but this will have to do.” Shoving the weapon into his hands, she sat down in the copilot’s chair with her back to him and appeared to concentrate on the console. “Well, if you’re determined to go through with this, then get going. I’ll cover you as best I can until you’re out of sight.” 
 
    Jake pressed the button for the access door. It slid open. 
 
    Glancing out the windscreen, Maggie said, “For the sake of all that’s holy, tie down the bottom of your holster before you go.” 
 
    After leaning his rifle against the doorframe, Jake secured the holster for his sidearm. Once it was fastened tight, he pulled out the Deloris phase blaster and chambered the first of the seventeen creallium-core rounds in the magazine. He patted his ammo pouch. 
 
    “I’ve got two extra magazines,” Jake said, speaking to Maggie’s back. “That gives me fifty-one rounds. With the M63’s two thousand, two hundred, and twenty-six rounds in its isotopic battery and a bandoleer of extra batteries, I think I’m sitting pretty good on ammo.” 
 
    Maggie said nothing, refusing to even turn around. 
 
    What’s got her goat? he wondered. Having no answer, he grabbed his rifle and stepped through the access door and onto the small metal platform. He glanced back at Maggie. “I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    “You better be.” 
 
    The door slid shut. As the elevator made its slow descent to the ground, Jake took another glance at the swamp. It looked more foreboding than it had from inside the cat. A shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    What the hell am I getting myself into? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Bats 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As soon as the metal platform touched down, Jake stepped off and raised his M63 to his shoulder. The edge of the swamp was fifty meters away. After a quick check to make sure it was clear, he looked back at the hyper-drive complex. No movement could be seen around the four main buildings of the research facility. The metal and concrete structures were high enough to block any view of the rest of the 57th Mechs Jake knew were on the north side of the complex. 
 
    If I confirm something’s in the swamp, I’ll go fetch the rest of my unit. I can’t abandon my post until I know for sure. 
 
    He touched the mike switch on his headset. “Maggie, comm check.” 
 
    “—broken and —torted. Maybe you sh— Just my opin—” 
 
    Piss. What I wouldn’t give to afford gear that actually works. Ripping the headset off, Jake slapped it against the side of his leg and put it back on. “How do you hear me now?” 
 
    “Better. Make sure you activate your IFF before trying to walk through the force field. That’s a class four shield, you know.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Glancing ahead, Jake made out the discoloration in the air marking the edge of the complex’s force field just shy of the swamp. 
 
    “Well,” Jake whispered. “No guts, no glory.” 
 
    Lowering his M63 to waist level, he took off running for the swamp. 
 
    “Did you activate your IFF?” came Maggie’s voice over the headset. 
 
    Jake touched the Identify Friend or Foe transmitter on his belt. A two-by-two-meter section of the force field to his front dimmed. He ran through. Once on the other side, he touched the IFF transmitter again and the dimmed section of the shield returned to full strength. 
 
    “Careful,” said Maggie over the headset. “—mend you—interference with— Do you cop—?” 
 
    This sucks, Jake thought. If the jamming’s this bad fifty meters from my cat, I ain’t gonna hear squat when I get in the swamp. 
 
    As soon as he stepped into the dark swamp water, he sank to his waist. 
 
    Crap, that’s cold. 
 
    He sniffed the air. 
 
    And it stinks worse than a copper-miner’s outhouse in the middle of summer. 
 
    As he waded forward, the blades of tall grass along the edge of the swamp gave way to smaller trees and sticker vines farther in. Every so often, one of his boots sunk into the soft mud enough that he had to grab onto one of the trees to pull free. After a hundred meters of slow going, the murky water was up to his chest. Something splashed to his right. A large ripple on the water’s surface passed directly to his front. 
 
    Far enough. I’m a cat pilot, not one of those special ops wizard scouts. I don’t get paid enough for this. 
 
    Pulling a portable sensor out of the breast pocket of his flight suit, he shook off the dirty water and switched it on. Nothing happened. 
 
    Are you kidding me? Tilley told me it was waterproof. 
 
    After shaking the device a couple of times, he checked to make sure the power light was on. It was, so he figured it was still being jammed. 
 
    Placing the useless sensor back in his pocket, he touched the transmit button on his headset. “Maggie, I’m in almost two hundred meters. The sensor’s still not working. How’s things back where you’re at?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Maggie. Sit rep. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Frustrated, Jake scanned the area to his front. All he could see were five-meter-high trees, sticker vines, swamp grass, and a whole lot of muddy water. 
 
    Something flapped in the air to his left front. 
 
    Jake froze. 
 
    The flapping sound came again. 
 
    What is that? If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was a large bird of some kind. The only problem is, Thrakis ain’t got no birds. 
 
    Curious, he started working his way toward his ten o’clock where the noise seemed to originate. He only made it five meters before the flapping sound came a third time. This time it was accompanied by a twittering noise. Raising his M63 to his shoulder, Jake headed straight for the twittering sound. The water was waist level and mud sucked at his feet, but he did his best to move quietly. A drop of sweat stung his left eye. Hurriedly wiping his eyes clear, he searched the nearby growth for any sign of trouble. Seeing none, he breathed a sigh of relief and continued on. Twenty meters farther, he passed around a clump of small trees matted with vines. Seeing the source of the twittering, he froze. 
 
    You gotta be kidding me. Crosioians! 
 
    Twenty meters away were five of the two-and-a-half-meter-tall bats wearing light armor. Three Crosioians were working on a two-meter-square piece of electronic equipment with a satellite dish pointed in the direction of the research facility. The other two bats were perched on the limbs of two trees with large-bore rifles at the ready. The obvious guards were flapping their wings slowly as if trying to take some of their weight off the branches of the thin trees. 
 
    Clink, came the distinctive sound of metal on metal from behind Jake. 
 
    Spinning around, he flipped off the safety of his M63. 
 
    Perched in a limb to his right rear was a Crosioian in the act of raising its rifle. A sling dangled from the bat’s stock and handguard. 
 
    As Jake dove to the side, he had a split-second thought that the bat didn’t have a Maggie to make sure its equipment was taped down so it wouldn’t clink. Then he was firing at the same time as the bat. 
 
    A geyser of muddy water splashed high into the air where Jake had been standing. 
 
    Four holes leaking green blood appeared in the bat’s chest as the M63’s plasma rounds ate through the Crosioian’s light armor. 
 
    A flurry of green plasma beams erupted from the direction of the other bats as they returned fire. 
 
    Having no desire to try slugging it out with a team of highly trained special ops, Jake ran through the waist-deep water as fast as he could make his legs move. Pointing his rifle behind him with one hand, he pulled the trigger, spraying-and-praying while half-swimming, half-running the way he’d come. 
 
    “Maggie!” he shouted into the headset’s mike. “It’s Crosioian regulars. Get back to Commander Onstott. Warn him they’ve got some kind of jammer. I think they’re trying to take out our force field.” 
 
    Only static came from the headset’s earphones. 
 
    Catching a glimpse of movement to his right, Jake blindly pointed his M63 in that direction and fired a long burst of plasma rounds. As the balls of red energy from his rifle shot out, one of the bats fired a green plasma beam that cut the vine-covered branches off a small tree to his left. 
 
    Diving under water, Jake hit the thick mud on the bottom and kicked off, spinning around as he did. Coming to the surface, he fired a five second burst of rounds from his M63, waving the barrel left and right like he used to do with mining hoses when he was a kid. Partially blinded by the muddy liquid, he spun back around and began slogging through the waist-deep water again. At any moment he expected to feel a hot beam of plasma energy cut into his back. None did. He did hear sizzling sounds to his left and right as swamp water splashed high into the air. 
 
    Something large stepped to his front as he nearly collided with two camouflaged brerellium-steel legs supporting an armored body with the number 05 painted on its chest. 
 
    “Maggie!” Jake yelled. 
 
    A salvo of eight missiles shot out the rocket pods mounted to either side of the Paladin’s cockpit. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Amid the explosions, Jake saw the cat’s left gun arm rise. The UHAAV’s anti-personnel Gatling gun opened up, making a sound similar to a hornets’ nest he’d once knocked out of a tree as a kid. 
 
    The green plasma beams that had been coming from behind him stopped. 
 
    “Hurry!” came Maggie’s voice over the cat’s loudspeaker. “I start sinking if I stand in one place too long.” 
 
    Making his way around the Paladin’s legs, Jake saw the elevator platform lowering. And a hundred meters away he saw the shimmering in the air that was the research complex’s force field. The energy field flickered and disappeared. 
 
    “Crap!” Jake shouted. “That’s not good.” 
 
    A loud roar sounded above and behind him.  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Jake saw a massive chunk of metal streaking out of the sky. Blasts of plasma energy shot out the bottom of the now obvious transport as maneuvering thrusters slowed the big starship’s rate of descent. 
 
    “Jake!” said Maggie over the Paladin’s speakers. “It’s a Crosioian troopship; battalion sized. The complex’s force field is down. Get inside! Now!” 
 
    Just as Jake stepped onto the elevator’s metal platform, the front of the massive troopship hit the swamp not thirty meters away. A three-meter-high wave of mud and water washed over and past the Paladin. Even shielded by the cat’s legs, Jake was still thrown into the water. He lost his grip on his strapless M63 as it went flying through the air. Just before his head went completely under, he caught a glimpse of the Paladin toppling onto its back, into the swamp, apparently unable to get traction in the thick mud. 
 
    Something pinned Jake’s right foot in the soft muck. He pushed against the something with both hands, feeling unyielding steel.  
 
    My boot’s caught under one of Maggie’s legs! 
 
    With his head well below the water’s surface, Jake struggled to reach fresh air, but to no avail. Just as his breath was on the verge of giving out, the Paladin shifted slightly. Bracing his free foot against the cat’s leg, Jake pushed with all his might. His right foot came free, leaving his boot behind. 
 
    Up to the surface he went. Gulping in a lungful of fresh air, Jake shook his head to clear his eyes before taking stock of the situation. The Paladin was next to him, lying on its back. As Maggie tried to rise, the UHAAV’s torso twisted right and left and its legs and weapons appendages flopped up and down, splashing water in all directions. Unable to get traction in the soupy muck that was the swamp’s bottom, the Paladin remained on its back, only succeeding in digging itself deeper into the mud. Thirty meters away was the front end of the Crosioian troopship, the forward ramp just starting to lower. 
 
    Glancing around, Jake noticed a shimmering in the air centered on the troopship and reaching all the way back to the hyper-drive complex. The sudden realization of what was happening came rushing to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    “Maggie!” Jake yelled, hoping the external sound receivers on the Paladin were still working. “They’ve replaced the complex’s force field with their own. The rest of the 57th is probably caught outside its energy field. We’re trapped inside the Crosioians’ shield with the bats. Get up. We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    The Paladin’s arms and legs stopped moving. The cat lay on its back in the water with just a half meter of its chest and cockpit above the swamp’s surface. 
 
    “I can’t,” came Maggie’s voice over the loudspeakers. “I’ve got no leverage point. The mud’s too deep. Run. Get out of here before the ramp’s all the way down.” The Paladin’s right and left gun appendages rose above the water and pointed at the lowering ramp. “I’ll cover you as much as I can before they take me out.” 
 
    The hell with that, Jake thought. He glanced at his cat before looking back at the lowering ramp. Already he could see the tops of the helmets of the first wave of storm troopers apparently waiting for the ramp to hit the water’s surface before they came rushing out. The cockpits of three Crosioian recon cats were visible behind the soldiers. The four-meter-high UHAAVs were nearly as large as his Paladin, and only slightly lighter armed. An anti-armor missile launcher was attached to the shoulder of the lead Crosioian cat. 
 
    “Run, Jake!” shouted Maggie. 
 
    Jake ran, but it wasn’t toward the swamp’s edge a hundred meters away. Instead he took a running leap onto the Paladin’s chest and grabbed the dangling hook of the cat’s winch. Praying Maggie would release the cable’s locking mechanism, he pulled the hook and cable toward the troopship’s still lowering ramp. The metal platform was almost to the surface of the water. 
 
    Green beams of plasma energy whizzed past both sides of Jake’s head. Continuing to pull the winch’s hook and cable with his left hand, he drew his Deloris blaster with his right and pulled the trigger as fast as he could jerk his finger. At least some of his hasty shots must’ve struck home because two of the bats were flung backward into their comrades, making their shots go wild. 
 
    Jamming the winch’s hook onto a metal bar at the end of the now lowered ramp, Jake fired off the last two rounds in his blaster’s magazine and awaited his fate. Just as a dozen bats started swinging their weapons in his direction, the winch’s cable tightened. A sucking sound came from behind him, followed by the loud buzz of the Paladin’s Gatling gun as scores of brerellium-steel rounds tore into the massed storm troopers. 
 
    Half a dozen Crosioians were ripped to pieces by the stream of solid projectiles before the bats knew what hit them. At the same time, anti-personnel and anti-armor rockets from the Paladin’s shoulder-mounted rocket pods shot through the troopship’s opening. Some hit storm troopers. Some hit the three Crosioian recon cats, causing secondary explosions in the confined space of the starship’s cargo hold. A few of Maggie’s missiles streaked out of sight down the length of the ship’s bay. Large explosions rocked the troopship. 
 
    “Well?” came Maggie’s voice over the sound of Gatling gun and rocket fire. “Are you going to help, or do I have to do it all by myself?” 
 
    Rolling across the now lowered ramp, Jake scooped up a dropped Crosioian rifle, rose to his knees, and pulled the trigger. The large-bore weapon jumped in his grip, spinning him halfway around before it flew out of his hands. He caught sight of Maggie’s hologram inside the Paladin’s cockpit. The redhead flashed him a smile as the last of the rockets shot out of the cat’s shoulder pods. 
 
    Noticing the mangled remains of the access door’s elevator dangling behind the cat, Jake knew there’d be no getting aboard the cat in the usual manner. Diving to his left, he rolled on the troopship’s ramp on his shoulder and came up shoving a new magazine into his Deloris blaster.  
 
    A bat in heavy assault armor spun on one foot-paw with wings outstretched, swinging a pointed barb at its left wing joint straight for Jake’s head. 
 
    Ducking below the wing, Jake shoved the barrel of his blaster against the flexible metal connecting the bat’s helmet to its chest armor. Hanging onto the Crosioian’s back, Jake pulled the Deloris blaster’s trigger as fast as he could move his finger. He emptied half the clip before the storm trooper screeched a cry of pain and fell face forward onto the deck. 
 
    Meter-wide pads of metal hit the ramp on either side of Jake’s head as one of the heavier Crosioian UHAAVs bent down and ducked its cockpit in an attempt to clear the troopship’s ramp. Twin-barreled 200mm phase cannons on either side of the enemy cat’s chest told Jake all he needed to know about Maggie’s chances of survival if the Crosioian cat brought its weapons to bear. 
 
    An anti-tank missile attached to the back of the storm trooper he’d killed caught his eye. Whether through luck or divine providence, the rocket appeared to be pointed directly at the Crosioian cat’s back. Without considering the danger, Jake pointed his blaster at the tail-end of the missile, covered his face with his left arm, and pulled the blaster’s trigger. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Flames and hot air surrounded Jake as the propellant in the missile ignited. He was flung into the swamp, hearing what sounded like a secondary explosion as he went. Cool water surrounded him before he could see what was happening. Coming to the surface, he regained his sight just in time to observe the Paladin climbing over the burning hulk of the Crosioian UHAAV’s detached cockpit where it lay in the swamp with a smoldering hole in its back. 
 
    Following Maggie’s lead, Jake clambered over the downed cat and jumped onto the troopship’s ramp. He tripped and fell forward, banging his knees on the metal surface. Groaning in pain, he looked at his feet. His right foot was bare. After pulling the mud-soaked boot off his left foot, he stood just in time to see Maggie kicking scurrying storm troopers left and right as she fired into the back of the cargo bay with the Paladin’s Gatling gun. A large beam of green plasma energy from inside the cargo bay cut across the Paladin’s left gun appendage. The Gatling gun and half the cat’s left arm fell to the deck as Maggie dodged right. 
 
    The cargo bay was just tall enough for the Paladin to stand upright. The access door on the rear of the cat’s cockpit was tantalizingly open but way out of reach. 
 
    Spying a ladder to a catwalk on the right side of the cargo bay, Jake made a diving jump for the metal rungs. In less than two heartbeats, he was on the catwalk, running to catch up with his cat. Two human-sized bats in orange utility uniforms stood on the catwalk, blocking his way. One of the Crosioians raised a large wrench. 
 
    Jake fired a single shot from his Deloris blaster, hitting the bat square between its fur-covered eyes. It toppled over the rail. The second bat threw its wrench at Jake’s head before jumping over the railing and floating to the lower deck on outspread wings. 
 
    Running hard, Jake got even with his Paladin and jumped off the catwalk. 
 
    Apparently Maggie sensed what he was doing, because the UHAAV turned just enough so he hit the frame around the access door and bounced inside. The door slid shut behind him. Before he could regain his feet, he was tossed against the cockpit’s bulkhead and ceiling as Maggie lurched left and right in an attempt to dodge enemy fire. 
 
    An orange tractor beam shone out of the cockpit’s rear wall and took hold of Jake, flinging him into the air and onto the pilot’s seat. A second tractor beam pulled the seat’s safety straps across his lap and shoulders and locked them in place. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” said Maggie from her position in the copilot’s seat. Her hands flew across the control console as the Paladin dodged right and bounced against the side of the cargo bay’s hull, stepping on several screeching bats in the process. 
 
    “You seem to be doing all right on your own,” Jake said as he wrapped his right hand around the control stick, grabbed hold of the weapon’s control with his left, and placed his feet on the maneuvering pedals. 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Guess again. I’m too logical. The tactical computers on the bat’s UHAAVs are starting to anticipate my actions. That’s how I lost my Gatling gun. What we need are some of your blind luck and illogical moves to get us out of here in one piece. The crazier the better in my opinion.” She frowned before nodding in the direction of his feet. “I’m guessing you’re aware that you aren’t wearing any boots.” 
 
    Jake didn’t bother replying. Through the forward windscreen, he’d spotted a Crosioian six-legged UHAAV similar to one of the Intergalactic Empire’s heavy Leviathans squatting on its knees toward the rear of the cargo bay. A turret with a massive 400mm phase cannon was on top of the heavy cat. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, he did the most illogical thing he could think of. Practically daring it to fire, he charged the heavily armored UHAAV. The bat manning the phase cannon turret was apparently either too brave or too stupid to care that firing the large caliber weapon inside the confined area of the cargo bay would have disastrous effects on any storm troopers still in the bay. A green glow appeared in the opening at the end of the cannon as the large phase round chambered and began charging. Like his Deloris blaster, Jake knew the phase cannon fired a solid slug of brerellium-steel encasing a creallium core. The larger the core, the longer it took to charge the creallium with phase energy. 
 
    Maggie looked over from the copilot’s seat. “I said illogical, not suicidal!” 
 
    Knowing he had less than five seconds before the weapon fired, Jake didn’t bother trying to explain. He raised the Paladin’s 75mm phase autocannon and pulled the trigger on the gun control. He was thrown against his harness as a three-round burst of 75mm rounds flew toward the opening in the cannon’s barrel. The first two phase rounds passed to either side of the cannon, ricocheting off the heavy cat’s armor. The third round flew straight into the glowing green opening. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Green energy exploded out the base of the heavy cat’s turret. Internal explosions of phase energy tore the turret off the UHAAV’s back, blasting it up into the ceiling. Reinforced by an energy field, the cargo bay’s roof resisted the force of the turret and sent it back the way it had come. The burning turret ricocheted into the articulated armor connecting the big cat’s cockpit to its back. The force of the blow was too much for its armor. The cockpit broke off and bounced on the deck before the rounds in its forward gun arrays exploded. Streaks of plasma energy bounced from one end of the cargo bay to the other. Several balls of green energy hit the Paladin’s forward windscreen. The glass-steel cracked but remained in place. 
 
    The troopship jerked to the left, causing Jake to lose control of the Paladin. The side of the cockpit bounced off the cargo bay’s hull and the Paladin went down on one knee, but he got the agile cat back on both legs with a twist of the control stick. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The main body of the Crosioians’ heavy cat exploded as green plasma and phase energy erupted out of the opening where the turret had been. The blast knocked the Paladin down on both knees. 
 
    “My right servo’s out,” said Maggie. “I’m trying to adjust.” 
 
    Two ammo storage lockers attached to the inside hull of the cargo bay exploded. The Paladin and what remained of the Crosioian storm troopers and their cats were thrown from one side of the cargo bay to the other. 
 
    “Make that both left and right servos are out,” said Maggie. Her hologram turned and flashed Jake a smile. “I’ll say this, Tiger. You sure know how to show a girl a good time when you take her out for a night on the town.” 
 
    A loud roar from outside the troopship was accompanied by another lurch of the cargo bay. 
 
    “That last explosion must’ve taken out part of their electronics,” said Maggie. “The troopship’s force field and the jammer are down. I’m in contact with Commander Onstott. He and the others are on their way. The troopship’s trying to take off. I highly recommend we get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Jake pulled back on the control stick in an effort to get the Paladin on its feet. “Nothing’s happening! The leg controls don’t work.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Maggie. “What’d you expect? I told you the servos were down. Did you think I was lying?” 
 
    Ignoring his AI, Jake switched to the right side gun control and pulled the cat along the deck toward the forward ramp. It was slow going as the troopship tilted up in preparation for transitioning to flight mode. 
 
    Reaching the end of the ramp, Jake didn’t bother checking to see how high they were. Reasoning told him the longer he took, the higher they’d be. Pulling the Paladin over the edge, he tumbled down, catching a glimpse of the swamp two hundred meters below. Firing the cat’s left side maneuvering thrusters, Jake rolled the Paladin onto its back and raised the right gun appendage for one final act of defiance. 
 
    The troopship was there in all its glory with four glowing lines of plasma energy shooting out of its maneuvering thrusters as its nose tilted upward in preparation for firing the main flight engine. 
 
    Pulling the trigger on the autocannon, Jake sent a continuous burst of 75mm phase rounds at the nearest thruster. A blast of green energy blew pieces of the thruster’s engine outward. At the same time, the recoil from the autocannon rolled the Paladin onto its side. He caught a brief glimpse of the troopship tilting to its port and careening toward the swamp. 
 
    A giant hand shoved Jake into the padding of the pilot’s seat as all air was knocked out of his lungs. The lights in the cockpit went out. The windscreen turned dark. Explosions, muffled but still loud, echoed in the distance. A small emergency light in the back of the Paladin’s cockpit came on. 
 
    Catching his breath, Jake looked at the windscreen. All he saw was black through the glass-steel. A trickle of dark liquid coming out of a crack in the glass fell onto his face and mouth. The nauseating taste told him what the dark material he saw through the windscreen was. 
 
    “Mud,” Jake managed to get out. “We’re on our back. We’re buried alive.” Glancing to his left, he looked for Maggie.  
 
    The copilot’s seat was empty. 
 
    “Maggie!” 
 
    Panic started to well to the top, but he forced it back where it belonged. 
 
    “I’m here, Jake,” came Maggie’s voice over the cockpit’s intercom. “We’re on emergency power. The hologram projectors and tractor beams are out. All servos are also inop. We can’t move. I’m sorry. I guess I let you down.” 
 
    Despite the situation, Jake almost laughed. “You?! I’m the one who jumped out of a perfectly good starship. Not that I’m complaining, but why ain’t I dead. A two-hundred-meter fall should’ve killed me and destroyed the Paladin.” 
 
    “It would’ve if we’d hit solid ground. Fortunately, I was able to get our force field up long enough to take some of the shock of the fall. The swamp mud was thick enough to soften the rest of the blow.” 
 
    Jake unstrapped and climbed out of his seat. Walking on the cockpit’s back wall, which was now its floor, he made his way over to the electronics panel. He ripped off the access port and looked inside. A wave of dark smoke accompanied by the smell of burning rubber washed over him. He shoved the panel back over the opening. 
 
    “Status report,” Jake said. “What’s going on outside?” 
 
    “All sensors are out. We’re on our back, so you can’t get out of the emergency hatch. I suppose you could rig some kind of explosive on the windscreen and blow it out. The glass-steel is already cracked. You might be able to survive the blast and make it to the surface, depending on how deep the mud is.” 
 
    Jake had no wish to find out. Suffocating in mud was not the way he wanted to go. 
 
    Before he could make a decision on what to do next, something banged against both sides of the Paladin’s hull. The cat jerked, knocking Jake backward as the cat tilted upward. Suddenly, the cockpit’s floor was its real floor again. Jake fell face first onto the metal deck. Scrambling to his bare feet, he jumped into the pilot’s seat and buckled in. Reaching for the right side gun control, he tried to bring the 75mm autocannon to bear on whatever was outside but didn’t hear the distinctive sound of the cat’s gun appendage moving. 
 
    All servos are out, Jake thought. 
 
    He pulled the autocannon’s trigger just in case something happened to be standing in front of the barrel. No shots rang out. 
 
    Something scrapped against the forward windscreen and a section of mud fell away. Light streamed in through the opening. 
 
    “You okay, kid?” said a mechanical voice that sounded amazingly like Commander Onstott. 
 
    Something brushed against the forward windscreen again. More mud fell clear. 
 
    Jake made out massive steel legs and a clawed arm grasping both sides of the Paladin’s cockpit. High overhead, he looked directly into the Leviathan’s cockpit. The grinning face of Commander Onstott stared back. 
 
    Behind the welcome sight of Onstott, Jake saw smoke pouring out of the Crosioian troopship half buried in the mud five hundred meters away. A score of cats sporting insignias of the 57th Mechs scrambled around and on top of the downed starship. An occasional beam of green or red energy shot out as his fellow mercenaries cleared out the last pockets of resistance. 
 
    Laughter came out of the Paladin’s intercom. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. You are one lucky cat pilot,” said Maggie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Vulture 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The pencil-necked vulture on the other side of the desk stared at Jake through a pair of granny glasses. Like all carrion-eaters, the middle-aged man seemed to be anticipating the upcoming feast on his victim’s carcass. 
 
    “As I’ve already told you, Mister Striker, you signed a legally binding agreement. My hands are tied. I’m truly sorry,” said the assistant-to-the-assistant for the vice president of Conglomerate Accounting for Mercenary Endeavors. The tightlipped smile the man gave Jake was anything but apologetic. 
 
    Jake did his best to control his rising temper. “I entered the troopship on my own. I brought it down. I’ve been told the salvage for the troopship and its cargo of cats and weapons is over twenty billion credits. How fair is it that I’m only getting ten thousand?” 
 
    The thin-necked man leaned back in his chair, pushed away from his spotless desk, and removed his glasses. He waved a free hand at the cubicle after cubicle of two-meter-high partitions separating the offices of hundreds of other low-level accountants, bookkeepers, and legal personnel working for the business entity known throughout the galaxy as the Conglomerate. 
 
    “Mister Striker, my compatriots and I handle a half-million transactions every day. Trying to make everything fair, as you say, would result in chaos. For the sake of our stockholders, we have to rely on legality as the standard of fairness for our transactions.” The assistant-to-the-assistant gave another of his smug smiles. 
 
    Jake fought an impulse to leap across the desk and knock the smile off the man’s face. 
 
    Leaning forward in his chair, he put his glasses back on before touching an icon on his desk. A ray of light shot out. Contained within the hologram was a contract, the word Conglomerate and the name Jake Striker predominantly displayed on the form’s image. 
 
    Nodding at the contract, the man said, “I believe that’s your signature, Mister Striker. You and twenty-six others in your unit chose the option of a ten-thousand-credit guaranteed payout for one month’s work as part of the 57th Medium Mechanized Company security mission on Thrakis. The remainder of your unit chose a lower guaranteed payout with an option for shares in any salvage. To use your own words, would it be fair for the Conglomerate to take credits from those who took the lower-guarantee and possible-shares option and give the credits to you because you made a bad business decision?” 
 
    Jake gripped his hands around the armrests of his chair. “I know what I signed. The point I’m trying to make is that, uh, out of a sense of gratitude, perhaps the Conglomerate would—” 
 
    The vulture-necked man laughed. “That’s not the way things work, Mister Striker. It would be a slippery slope for the Conglomerate if we made an exception for you.” The man glanced around before touching an icon on his desk.  
 
    The contract disappeared and was replaced by the hologram of a loan form.  
 
    “I’m not unsympathetic, Mister Striker. I’ve taken the liberty of looking at your case. My sources tell me that the repairs on your, err…what do you pilots call them? Cats?” 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    “Yes, well, my sources indicate your repairs will be well over a hundred thousand credits. Until they are completed, the Conglomerate cannot offer you any new missions nor can we allow you to take up space in one of our hangars. Fortunately for you, we have a lenient loan program for these kinds of situations. We will gladly advance you a hundred thousand for—” 
 
    Jake jumped out of his seat.  
 
    The assistant-to-the-assistant scooted back in his chair and pressed a button on the seat’s armrest. 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Jake said, forcing his voice to remain below a shout. “You lure people in with loans and then suck them dry just like you did my dad. Well, I’m not going to fall for it. I’ll get the credits somehow. You can take your loan and shove it up your—” 
 
    “Is everything all right, Mister Antripels?” came a deep voice from behind Jake. 
 
    Two husky men nearly as wide as they were tall stepped to either side of Jake. Both wore blue Conglomerate security uniforms and side weapons. Looking at the size of the men’s arms, Jake wondered why they bothered carrying pistols at all. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m sure everything’s fine,” said the assistant-to-the-assistant. “Mister Striker was just leaving.” He looked at Jake over the top of his granny glasses and gave another of his tightlipped smiles. “Weren’t you?” 
 
    Taking another look at the two corporate goons, Jake spun on his heels and made for the elevator. The guards followed him all the way downstairs and through the lobby to the exit. As Jake stepped out of the tall building, into the city street, and the door slid shut behind him, he heard the sound of laughter. 
 
    Hailing a hover-taxi, Jake slid inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Where to, sir?” asked the android driver. 
 
    “The spaceport.” 
 
    The hover-taxi rose into the air as the android gave a mechanical smile. “It’s a lovely day, sir. Are you in town for business or pleasure?” 
 
    Jake glanced out the window at the bland, gray-stoned walls of the two-hundred-story Conglomerate division headquarters on Trillian.  
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but it’s definitely not pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Spaceport 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    After paying off the taxi when it let him off on the civilian side of the spaceport, Jake switched to one of the military courtesy hover-cars. Its no-nonsense Intergalactic Empire driver dropped him off at the north entrance to the city-block-size, five-story metal hangar that served as the maintenance facility for the 57th Medium Mechanized Company. The large building was only one of a hundred such buildings spread around the Conglomerate’s part of the sprawling spaceport. Except for the building number and insignia of the military or mercenary unit assigned to the hangar, the metal buildings all looked the same. 
 
    After exiting the hover-car, Jake took a look around to give himself time to think before doing what he knew had to be done. I’ll say this for the Conglomerate, they don’t waste credits on aesthetics. 
 
    In addition to the hangars, the Conglomerate’s portion of the spaceport had half-a-thousand launching pads. Most of the pads were occupied by transports and smaller shuttles. Crews of technicians in blue or orange utility suits scurried about loading or unloading equipment onto the vast variety of starships. 
 
    Heck. There’s even more ships orbiting Trillian than there are down here. Next to the Intergalactic Empire’s spaceport on Risors, Trillian’s probably the busiest port in the free galaxy. 
 
    During his initial assignment with the 57th four years earlier, Jake had been surprised to learn the civilian Conglomerate maintained its own naval fleet and army, in addition to the merc units they hired. Why the Empire let them keep their own military was beyond him. He’d figured the odds were that a lot of politicians got their palms greased with an ore-cart of credits. 
 
    Knowing he was just putting off the inevitable, Jake took a deep breath and entered the hangar. Most of the sixty work bays housed UHAAVs of every shape and size. It was relatively quiet inside though a few bays had orange-suited technicians and blue-suited mechanics working on cats damaged during the fight with the Crosioians on Thrakis. The damage had been light. That is, it had been light for all but one of the UHAAVs. 
 
    Jake headed straight for bay forty-two, spotting the Paladin without a problem. It was the only UHAAV being supported by tractor beams coming out of maintenance cranes built into the hangar’s ceiling. Although all the swamp muck had been washed off the Paladin before they’d loaded her onto the Conglomerate’s troopship for transport back to Trillian, the crossover UHAAV was a pitiful looking sight. It was missing its left gun appendage. Both brerellium-steel legs were disassembled and spread out across the work bay’s floor. The armored chest-plate that normally covered the engine area was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Two workers were standing on a raised platform working on the Paladin’s engine. One of the workers wore a greasy blue mechanic’s uniform. She was a human female with jet-black hair and a smile that seemed to be permanently attached to her face. When she noticed Jake, she waved. 
 
    Jake gave a slight wave back to Tilley, one of his oldest and dearest friends. From his earliest memories, they had worked on one broken thing after another in a seemingly eternal effort to fix things others thought unfixable. 
 
    The second worker wore an orange jumpsuit denoting personnel specializing in electronics. Jason wasn’t the real name of the eight-tentacle octopod, but since his real name was an unpronounceable high-pitched screech, everyone called him Jason. He’d shown up on Aretillo when Jake was thirteen. No one knew how old he was or why he’d come to a planet known more for its deserts and copper mines than oceans supporting aquatic life. All Jake knew about the good-natured octopod was that he claimed he was from a planet called Storage and had no idea where his home world was located. Other than that, Jake only knew he was good at electronics and a loyal friend. 
 
    Jason’s four eye stalks swiveled to glance at Jake. He raised one of the four tentacles he used for arms and gave a wave. Spinning on the four tentacles he used for legs, the octopod touched a control panel. The platform began lowering to the hangar floor. 
 
    A third person with red hair sitting on the Paladin’s left shoulder had been giving advice to the two mechanics. Maggie’s image disappeared and then reappeared next to Tilley and Jason. 
 
    Once the platform reached the hangar floor, Tilley eyed Jake and shook her head. “That bad, huh?” She nudged Jason on one of his tendrils. “Looks like we aren’t getting paid again this month. I guess it’s another night of leftover pactar patties for supper.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram laughed. “I told you it was a waste of time asking the Conglomerate to bend the rules. One of these days you’re going to start listening to me.” 
 
    A small translator on Jason’s belt crackled. “Pay no attention to them, Jake. You know we do not mind giving up our pay until you get back on your two feet.” A mechanical laugh came out of the translator. “Too bad you do not have four appendages for walking like me. It is easier to get back on your feet when you have four of them.” 
 
    “Who you trying to kid?” asked Tilley, smiling. “You don’t even have feet. You’ve got suckers.” 
 
    Jake tried to smile but couldn’t quite make it happen. “Both of you will get paid. Bookkeeping’s transferring ten thousand into my account. As soon as it’s processed, I’ll send you last month’s pay along with enough to pay for space transport back to Aretillo.” 
 
    “Back to Aretillo?” said Tilley. Her smile remained on her face, but it was significantly reduced in size. “Things must be worse than I thought. You know you don’t need to pay me. Honest, I don’t mind leftover pactar burgers.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Maggie, her eyes taking on the light blue that meant she was getting ready to say something she thought was humorous. “I don’t even eat food, and just the thought of pactar burgers turns my stomach.” She looked at Jake, her eyes turning a darker blue. “So how bad is it?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Pretty bad. The Conglomerate won’t pay for any of our repairs. The bean-counters say we went outside our orders when we entered the swamp. They blathered something about standard operating procedures and reading the fine print. The end result is that all repairs are on me. They’ve also given us two days to get the Paladin out of their hangar. They say if we are unavailable for missions in the foreseeable future, we aren’t authorized to use the bay.” He tightened his fists into balls before relaxing them and letting out a sigh. “Unless…” 
 
    Tilley and Jason leaned forward as if hoping for a silver lining. 
 
    Maggie’s hologram simulated locking eyes with Jake. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. They wanted you to take out a loan. Courtesy of the good old Conglomerate. I hope you told them what they could do with it.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “I was about to do just that when two gorillas showed up. They escorted me to the door and wished me well.” He eyed his AI. “By the way, how are you outside the cockpit?” 
 
    Tilley laughed. “You’ve got Jason to blame for that. He conned one of the other techs out of an external holograph projector her pilot scavenged off one of the Crosioians’ Psy-Ops vehicles.” She nodded toward the top of the Paladin’s cockpit. “Maggie and I helped him mount it on top of the Paladin. It’s got a range of fifty meters before it starts to bleed out. Of course, it’s not as good as the equipment we put inside the cockpit, so it tends to flicker.” 
 
    When Tilley stopped without explaining, Jake folded his arms and frowned. “What did you put inside the cockpit? We don’t have any credits for parts.” 
 
    “Relax, Tiger,” laughed Maggie. “It was all free and clear from Jason’s friend, courtesy of the bat’s Psy-Op vehicle.” 
 
    Jake didn’t drop his frown. “So, what is it?” 
 
    Mechanical laughter came out of Jason’s translator. “This I think you will like. It is a thermal beam correlated into the cockpit’s hologram and tractor beam projectors.” 
 
    The smile on Tilley’s face and the bluish blush on Jason’s head made Jake hesitate to splash cold water on their obvious enthusiasm for what they’d done. 
 
    “Well, I hate to burst your bubbles,” he said, “but that’s not going to do us much good at the moment. We’ve got to be out of the hangar in two days, and I ain’t got the credits for the parts we need.” 
 
    Jason scratched the top of his head with one of the four appendages he used for hands and arms. Two of his eye stalks swiveled to look at Jake while the other two turned to stare at the Paladin. “So what are we going to do? It will take us longer than two days to put Maggie back together. How are we supposed to do that?” 
 
    With a sigh, Jake shrugged. “We aren’t. It’s my problem, not yours. I’m the one who’s got to figure something out. The two of you should just collect your pay and head back to Aretillo while the gettin’s good.” 
 
    “The hell we will,” said Tilley, somehow sounding angry while keeping the smile on her face. “And what do you plan to do about Maggie? She’s our friend too. Are you going to pay her off and buy her a one-way ticket to Aretillo? I think not. While we’re at it, what about your family? You told your mom that you were going to make sure your brother and sister have enough credits to go to a university. Steve’s sixteen. He’ll be applying soon. Cathy won’t be far behind him. Plus you’ve fallen behind on payments to the bank again. I like Mrs. Striker. Hell, Steve and Cathy are like family to me. Face it. Jason and I aren’t just hired workers to be let go when times get rough. We’re a team. We’re not leaving you.” 
 
    “Amen to that, Sister,” said Jason. “Teammates do not leave teammates to face sharks by themselves. We are keeping our tentacles stuck to you, Jake Striker, so you had best get used to it.” 
 
    “Yeah. What they said,” laughed Maggie. “My advice is to load as much of me as you can gather onto a hover-truck and stick me in a storage unit while you head over to the casinos. I think I’ve come up with a plan even more foolproof than the last one. Hell, with a little luck and a few hacks of the gaming tables’ computers, we’ll probably be able to buy our own hangar. The Conglomerate can stick their loan where the sun doesn’t shine.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No. I told you already, I’m not going back to gambling. I won’t risk my family getting hurt by some criminal element as an act of revenge against me for cheating at one of their casinos. There are ways to earn credits without gambling. I’ll think of something.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Maggie. “I’m a computer, and there’s no logical way to get out of this mess barring a little innocent cheating at electronic cards.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No. I’ll come up with something. I always do.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a dark blue. “I’ll say it again. What are you going to do?” 
 
    Jake stared back at her. “I haven’t the faintest. Maybe I’ll get lucky.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Friends 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Leaving his friends, Jake made his way to the part of the hangar reserved for offices. He took the stairs to the second floor and found the door marked ‘Commander Onstott’ already open. Inside, the leader of the 57th sat with his boots kicked up on his desk and a cup of steaming liquid in his hand. 
 
    Glancing at Jake, the big man sat up in his chair and nodded at an empty seat in front of his desk. Once Jake was seated, Onstott pushed his cup of coffee across his desk. 
 
    “Here. I think you need this more than me. I gather no luck with the corporate bigwigs.” 
 
    Jake grabbed the cup appreciatively and took a sip. It was hot and had an aroma that simulated coffee could never duplicate. “One of these days you’re going to have to tell me who your supplier is for real coffee, Commander. The muck Maggie serves for java in the Paladin tastes more like waste oil and grease than anything else.” 
 
    Commander Onstott laughed. Jake had always found him to be an easy-going fella when he wasn’t on missions, instilling terror in new lieutenants fresh out of one of the Conglomerate’s mercenary training academies. 
 
    “Believe me, Jake, you couldn’t afford what my guy charges for this stuff.” He grinned and winked. “Thanks to your little show of heroics on Thrakis, I’ve got credits to burn from my part of the salvage.” His grin faded. “Sorry. Bad joke. I did try to get you to go for the salvage option before we left on the mission.” 
 
    Jake took another sip of coffee and shrugged. “I know. You don’t have to remind me. I needed the guaranteed credits for repairs.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Onstott eyed Jake. “I received a high-priority message from corporate an hour ago. I’m to make sure you and your Paladin are out of here in forty-eight hours. They also stressed that I’m not to provide any Conglomerate assets in helping you get your cat fixed. I gather you pissed someone off this morning.” 
 
    Jake drained the last of the coffee and smiled. “Not as much as I’d have liked to.” He set the empty cup on the desk. “I’ll get Maggie out of here on time. I’m not sure how I’ll do it, but I’ll get it done.” 
 
    Commander Onstott shook his head. “After four years, you’re still too proud to ask for help, aren’t you? I was Robert’s friend. When are you going to learn I’m yours too?” 
 
    “I know you’re my friend. But you just said your orders from corporate were—” 
 
    The big man laughed. “Since when do I do everything those bean-counters tell me? I know how to play the corporate game and what I can and can’t do. As it so happens, I’ve got a friend who owns a hangar on the civilian side of the spaceport. It’s not much of a hangar, but it beats being tossed out onto the street. As it so happens, he’s back on Velos. His hangar here is empty, but there are still a lot of tools and electronic diagnostic equipment in there. I took the liberty of calling him earlier. He says you’re welcome to use it for as long as you need.” Commander Onstott smiled. “Of course, he said he might need you to return the favor someday, but what’s that between friends?” 
 
    “Does this friend of yours have a name?” 
 
    “He does, but I think I’ll keep it to myself for now. If he ever needs you, he’ll contact you.” 
 
    “I don’t like being in debt, financially or otherwise.” 
 
    Commander Onstott laughed. “No you don’t, but trust me on this one. In the meantime, you’ve got a place to hang your hat. I’ll have some of our mechanics help Tilley and Jason load your Paladin onto a hover-crane and get her moved this afternoon.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure what to say. Sometimes the idea that people were willing to help him with no strings attached was a hard concept to grasp. He accepted it from friends like Tilley and Jason. He supposed his commander was a better friend than he’d realized. “I can’t let you get in trouble with corporate for using the 57th’s assets.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me. I’ve worked with the Conglomerate since before you were born. I know how far I can push the line without crossing it. What you need to do is get back to town and see if you can hustle up some gig willing to advance you some credits. You’ve got a hangar and tools, but without parts, you’re still up the meteor shower without a hyper-drive to get you out.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I don’t take loans. That’s one thing I learned from what happened to Dad.” 
 
    The commander smiled sympathetically. “I know you don’t take loans. If you did, I’d give you the credits myself. I said an advance. That’s different. I’ll give you a couple of names. Go talk to them and see what they’ve got available. Once you get back on your feet, come back and see me. You’ll always have a spot with the 57th as long as I’m the commander.” 
 
    Jake nodded, more appreciative than he could say. “Thanks,” was all that came out. 
 
    Commander Onstott smiled. “Save your thanks until after you see what kinda crummy missions my contacts offer you. You may not thank me then. Now, get out of here. Some of us have jobs to do.” 
 
    Jake hesitated for a second. He’d never been good at touchy-feely things. He took the easy way out and headed for the door. 
 
    I’ve got a few things to do myself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Job Offer 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    Once he saw to the move of the Paladin and his friends, Jake made his way back to the city. After four hours and three meetings with Commander Onstott’s contacts, he understood why the big man had said to save his thanks until after he’d heard the missions. The best was a low-paying escort on some backwater planet that promised to be more trouble than it was worth. The other two were shady deals with one being downright illegal. He’d turned all three down on the spot. 
 
    Sitting at a table in the restaurant of the low-budget hotel he was using as his headquarters in town, Jake stared at his bank account on the electronic pad in his hands. It was a sorry sight. 
 
    At least I got Tilley and Jason paid. That doesn’t leave me much for repairs. I’ll hit the streets tomorrow and see what I can scrounge up. One of the bars by the docks may give me a lead. 
 
    He pushed away his half-eaten plate of what the hotel called food and got ready to leave. 
 
    “Mister Striker?” came a feminine voice to his left. 
 
    Looking up, Jake saw a tall woman wearing one of the business suits popular with corporate bigwigs. Her blonde hair was in a tight bun on top of her head, and she appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties. With the skill of plastic surgeons nowadays, it was always hard to tell. For all he knew, she might be in her fifties. Despite his dislike for corporate ladder-climbers, he had to admit the woman was well built. It looked like someone had poured her into her tight-fighting suit. 
 
    “As long as you’re not from the Conglomerate, I am.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Trust me. I’ve no more love for the Conglomerate than you have. I work for, uh…a different company.” She nodded at the seat across from Jake. “May I?” 
 
    “Be my guest.” He started to stand up. 
 
    Waving a hand, the woman smiled. “Please. Stay in your seat. My company’s an equal opportunity employer. We don’t go in for polite niceties like standing for ladies.” Her smile grew larger and her eyes twinkled. “And believe me, I’m no lady.” 
 
    Although she might not be a lady, the way she slid into her seat while emphasizing her main attributes told Jake she was all woman. It was difficult not to stare. “So, uh, just who are you? What do you want with me?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Fair enough. Straight to the point. Just the way I like it. My name’s Phyllis Gegorma. I work for a company called Transporters International.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I’d be surprised if you had. We, err…work in areas where we prefer to stay out of the limelight. Suffice it to say our business is very profitable.” 
 
    Working in the Aretillo copper mines had made Jake cautious by nature. He did his best not to be pulled in by the woman’s good looks. “Well, Mrs. Gegorma, I—” 
 
    “Please. Call me Phyllis.” 
 
    “All right, Phyllis. Why have you taken the time out of your busy schedule to come see me? From the way you’re dressed, I’m guessing you’re not staying at this hotel.” 
 
    Phyllis laughed. “Not hardly, Jake. May I call you Jake?” 
 
    She had a nice laugh. He nodded. 
 
    “I stay at the Trillian Astoria on the north side of the city. You should try it. The accommodations there are…” She pushed a water-spotted glass away from her side of the table. “Well, let’s just say the Trillian Astoria’s standards of cleanliness are a little higher than your current place of residence. No slight to you intended.” 
 
    Shrugging, Jake picked up a half-filled, water-spotted glass and drained it dry. “No slight taken. As it so happens, I’ve got a feeling your Trillian Astoria’s a little out of my price range.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    Jake sat up straighter, his scam sensors on high alert. “How so?” 
 
    Phyllis gave an alluring smile. “Well, Jake, it just so happens that Transporters International heard about your exploits on Thrakis. Very impressive. We also heard the Conglomerate wasn’t as appreciative of your efforts as maybe you’d like. My sources tell me that your contract with the Conglomerate has been terminated.” 
 
    “Oh really? By any chance does your source look like a vulture wearing granny glasses?” 
 
    Phyllis laughed again. It took a moment for her to regain control. “Forgive me. Your description of our dear Mister Antripels is quite apropos. Still, we’ve found him to be useful in the past. Like I said, we heard about your exploits. As it so happens, I have a proposition for you that you may find to your advantage.” 
 
    Jake’s scam sensors went on even higher alert. “Hope you don’t mind if I’m a little leery of a gift falling out of a pactar’s mouth, but I’m not used to beautiful women offering me something for nothing.” 
 
    The woman eyed Jake as if trying to figure out if he was making a compliment or hinting at something less complimentary. 
 
    I’m not sure if I meant to compliment or insult her, Jake thought. All I know is that trouble comes in nice looking packages sometimes. I’ve gotta stay on my toes. 
 
    After nodding, Phyllis said, “Oh, I never give anything away for free, Jake. Not even to someone as good looking as you.” 
 
    For some reason, the room was suddenly a little too warm. 
 
    “As it so happens,” continued the woman, “Transporters International wants to offer you a chance to participate in a very selective tournament called Steel Apocalypse that’s held once every ten years. I’m prepared to make you quite a lucrative offer.” 
 
    Jake eyed the woman. “I got my fill of tournaments on Aretillo. I don’t do them anymore, especially if it involves gambling. I don’t gamble.” 
 
    Phyllis stared back for three heartbeats. “Neither does Transporters International. We only bet on sure things. As it so happens, I’m talking about a tournament of a couple of hundred of the best UHAAV pilots in the galaxy. We’re offering you a slot. The top prize is half a billion credits.” 
 
    Jake’s heart froze in his chest. “Did you say a—” 
 
    The woman smiled. “You heard right; a half a billion. Think what you could do with that.” 
 
    Drumming his fingers on the table, Jake glanced around to make sure no one was listening. The few patrons in the place appeared to be going about their normal business. “I used to know a lot about the fight circuits in the galaxy. I’ve never heard of any tournament called Steel Apocalypse.” 
 
    A half-smile crept over the woman’s lips. “As I mentioned, it’s very selective. It’s also very secretive. Winning the competition is quite prestigious, uh…in certain circles, that is.” 
 
    “Steel Apocalypse doesn’t sound like it bodes well for the losers. Is the tournament to the death?” 
 
    Phyllis shrugged. “Not per se. Although there are deaths from time to time. As you can imagine, pitting two hundred of the best armored vehicles against each other while using live ammo has a certain, shall we say, inherent danger to it.” 
 
    Jake didn’t have to do much imagining to know the woman was telling the truth. All cats were dangerous; some more than others. “I find it hard to believe the Intergalactic Empire would condone such a tournament.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I’d find that hard to believe too. As it so happens, Steel Apocalypse is held on a privately owned planet deep inside the neutral zone, away from the prying eyes of government officials. The planet is owned by Transporters International, or more specifically by my father, Creao Gegorma. Trust me. The tournament is on the up and up. I’ve seen the tele-bot videos of your fight on Thrakis. You’re good. You’ve got a chance to win the prize.” 
 
    Drumming his fingers again to buy some more time, Jake thought of the things he could do with a half-billion credits. Mom would never have to worry about losing the homestead again. Steve and Cathy would be able to go to the finest universities in the Empire. There’s only one little problem. 
 
    Looking at the woman, he said, “Two hundred of the best cat pilots in the galaxy, you say? Sometimes it takes more than skill to win. Luck has a lot to do with it, and I’ve found her to be a fickle little lady at times. I don’t suppose there’s a consolation prize by any chance?” 
 
    “No,” said Phyllis with a smile. “Winner takes all.” 
 
    Pushing himself away from the table, Jake said, “Then I think we’re done he—” 
 
    Phyllis reached across the table and grabbed Jake’s hand before he could stand. There was no smile on her face. “But…there are some perks whether you win or lose.” 
 
    Jake remained in his seat. “What kind of perks?” 
 
    All smiles again, Phyllis drew her hand back. “Well, for starters, my father will give you enough credits to get your Paladin repaired. After all, if she’s not fixed, she can’t fight.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake started to stand. “No thanks. I don’t take loans.” 
 
    “Who said anything about a loan? It’s just part of our cost for getting you there ready to fight. I’ll take it out of petty cash.” 
 
    Every cell in Jake’s body told him to leave. An image of his mother, brother, and sister standing in the middle of the rusted metal buildings they called home flashed in his mind. It was followed by an image of the Paladin strewn about the borrowed hangar. 
 
    Jake remained in his seat. “Let’s say I get my cat fixed up using your credits. Then what? How am I supposed to get to this planet of yours? What did you say its name was?” 
 
    Phyllis smiled. “I didn’t. As for getting there, one of our freighters will arrive in three weeks to pick up you and your equipment for transport. I assume you can be ready by then.” 
 
    “I can, if I get the parts I need.” He eyed the blonde woman. “I’ll need my crew. I’ll also need some spare parts. I’m not sure how this Steel Apocalypse of yours works, but I’m guessing I’ll take some damage along the way to winning.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Oh, I can just about guarantee it. I’ve attended two previous tournaments. The winners have been, hmmm, how do I put it, in less than prime condition at the end.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet they have.” 
 
    Phyllis grew serious. “The risk is huge, but so is the reward.” She pulled a small electronic card out of her breast pocket and slid it across the table to Jake. “Use this to get whatever you need. Someone will be in contact if you get overzealous on your charges, but I’ve got a feeling you won’t be using it to go buy yourself a luxury yacht or anything like that.” 
 
    Jake stared at the card for a second. He’d never seen an ultra-creallium charge card before, but he’d heard of them. “Is this for real?” 
 
    “As real as anything else in this galaxy, Jake. Get what you need. Spare no expense. I just want you to be ready when your transport arrives.” 
 
    Jake picked up the card. “Do you give all the contestants one of these?” 
 
    The laugh Phyllis gave was the loudest yet. “Creator no. Just you, Jake. My father insisted I make sure you attend the tournament. He’s very anxious to meet you.” 
 
    Jake stared at the card again. I know trouble when I see it, he thought. I should hand this card back to her and hightail it back to Aretillo while the gettin’s good. He shoved the card in his pocket. “Any parts I need? And spares too?” 
 
    Phyllis gave a final smile. “That’s right. Anything you need. Credits are no object.” She stood and dusted off the bottom of her pantsuit. “Do yourself a favor. Try the Trillian Astoria. You’ve got my card. Use it. Put your crew up there too. I’ve got a feeling you’re going to be worth it.” 
 
    Jake watched the woman go. She had a nice walk, especially when looking at it from behind. 
 
    Shaking his head, he stood and headed for his room. Once there, he packed his bags. As he walked out the door with his gear, he had a final thought. 
 
    Trillian Astoria, here I come. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Invitation 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    After a week of living at the Trillian Astoria, Jake was getting used to living the life of luxury. The only thing preventing him from enjoying it to the fullest was the knowledge that his family was barely scrapping by on the homestead. 
 
    If Aretillo wasn’t twelve-hundred light years away, I’d be tempted to use Phyllis’s charge card to catch a ride back home for a short visit. As it is, the freighter taking us to the tournament will be here before I could get back. 
 
    He glanced around his room in the three-bedroom-suite he’d charged to Transporters International, touching the front pocket of his flight suit to make sure the small electronic charge card was still there. It was, but he took small comfort in it. 
 
    It’s only temporary luxury, and I can’t share it with my family. As soon as I get to this mysterious planet of Phyllis’s, she’ll take the card back and that’ll be that. I’ll be living hand-to-mouth again soon enough. 
 
    He shook his head. No, that’s not quite right. If I win this Steel Apocalypse of theirs, my family will be set for life. We won’t ever have to worry about credits again. 
 
    With a final glance to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything, he left the bedroom and closed the door as quietly as he could behind him. Stepping into the suite’s common room, he looked around. He spotted part of a gray tentacle hanging over the back of one of the couches, then spied an empty bottle of Austerian whiskey near the corner of the sofa. Round sucker marks were clearly visible on the sides of the bottle. 
 
    Remembering their impromptu party the night before, Jake smiled. That octopod can drink. I wonder if Tilley made it back to her bedroom before she passed out. 
 
    Jake stepped past the bar and noticed Tilley lying on the floor with her head resting on a half-empty flask. She had a smile on her face. Spotting a lap-blanket on the arm of a cushioned chair, he spread it over his mechanic and left her where she was. 
 
    With a final shake of his head, he went out the door and down to the main lobby. Since it was barely light outside, only a few staff and residents were around. 
 
    “Mister Striker,” said a cheerful sounding older man dressed in a red uniform bedecked with more gold braid than a Conglomerate admiral. “Will you be requiring the limo again this morning to take you to the spaceport?” 
 
    Jake glanced out the lobby’s plate-glass windows, to the street beyond. A few pedestrians scurried left and right, but for the most part, the normally bustling sidewalk in front of the luxury hotel was empty. “No, not this morning, Chavez. I think I’ll take a walk to clear my head and then hail a taxi.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
    Once Jake was outside, he set a path for the city’s main park. He’d only made it a block when he sensed someone walking a tad too close to his right rear. 
 
    “Mister Striker,” said a tinny, mechanical-sounding voice that could only come from a portable translator. “If you have a moment, my associate would like to discuss something with you.” 
 
    Glancing over his right shoulder, Jake saw a four-armed, lizard-looking creature a full head taller than him. The lizard was wearing a black business suit that made it look silly enough to almost make Jake laugh, but the size of the creature’s four arms helped keep his humor under control. 
 
    A Sterilian, Jake thought. What does he want? “I’m pretty busy,” he said. “Maybe some other time.” 
 
    A large presence closed in on Jake’s left side. 
 
    Looking over, Jake saw a twin of the Sterilian from his right. Two large human males dressed in black business suits stepped out of an alley and blocked the sidewalk. One of the men opened the jacket of his suit enough to show the butt-end of a phase pistol sticking out of his belt. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble, Mister Striker,” said the man. “There won’t be any if you do what we say.” 
 
    A hotshot cat pilot Jake was. An expert at hand-to-hand combat he wasn’t. Coming to a quick decision that following orders was the safest course of action, he said, “Staying out of trouble’s my middle name. What can I do for you gentlemen?” 
 
    A mechanical voice came out of the translator of the Sterilian to his left. “Gentlemen? I am a female. Are you blind?” 
 
    Seeing no difference between the two Sterilians, Jake gave his best smile. “And a more beautiful Sterilian I’ve never seen,” he told her, having never seen one in person before. 
 
    Jake was saved from digging a larger hole for himself by the arrival of a hover-limo pulling up next to the curb. The vehicle’s door popped open. Each of the two Sterilians grabbed one of Jake’s arms and guided him to the waiting vehicle. 
 
    With the assistance of eight massive arms, Jake climbed inside the limo and sat down on the rearward facing bench seat. He looked at the seat across from him and stared straight into the face of an angel. The angel had crystal blue eyes, soft blonde hair, and a slim body with just enough bulges in all the right places, all packaged in an Intergalactic Empire dress-white naval uniform. The female naval officer smiled. The effect seemed to make the inside of the limo glow. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Jake said. “I’ve died and gone to heaven.” 
 
    The woman’s smile grew and then she laughed.  
 
    She had a very nice laugh. Jake guessed her to be in her late twenties. Maybe she likes younger men, he thought, only half-joking. 
 
    “Hardly heaven, Mister Striker, but I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    The door to the hover-limo shut, and the vehicle rose into the air. 
 
    Jake said a silent prayer of thanks that the four goons were left standing on the sidewalk. He was alone in the back of the limo with the woman. Even the tinted window between the driver and the back compartment was shut. 
 
    He gave his best smile. “It was meant as a compliment. If you don’t mind my saying, your, err…uniform fits you very well. I can’t say as much for the clothing they issue us in the mercenaries.” 
 
    Smiling, the woman said, “I wear what I need to play the part, Mister Striker. Today I need to be a navy officer.” She nodded at the diminishing figures of her four associates. “I apologize for our manner of meeting, but time is of the essence and I have others matters that demand my attention.” 
 
    Jake’s early warning system went on alert. He no longer thought of the woman as an angel. In fact, he started worrying she might be the exact opposite. He leaned back in his seat, suddenly aware the doors had no visible controls to open them. Not that it mattered. The hover-limo was already higher than the tallest skyscraper in the city. 
 
    He pulled the electronic charge card from his pocket. “Look, if you’re working for Phyllis, I’ve tried to be frugal with my charges.” His face grew a little warm as he remembered the party the previous night. “I’ll admit we might’ve ordered a little too much of that fancy food and liquor last night, but if it’s that big of a deal, I’ll make it up to her.” He held the card out. “Here. You can have it back. We’ve bought all the parts and extra gear we need anyway.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Keep your card, Mister Striker. Phyllis Gegorma and I are not associates. Quite the contrary. Your meeting with her last week surprised us a little.” 
 
    “Us?” Jake asked. “Who are you with? Military Intelligence?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked the woman. “If you prefer to think of us as MI, then that’s perfectly fine with me. All you need to know is that I work for the Empire.” 
 
    Jake’s early warning system went on full alert. After four years of missions with the 57th, he’d had more than his share of missions with clandestine Empire organizations using every letter of the alphabet for their acronyms. They all shared one thing in common. Their agents owed allegiance to their particular organization, and the lives of the mercenaries assigned to them were expendable. 
 
    Stalling for time, he said, “So, err, you know I met with the Gegorma lady. What about it? I’m a mercenary. They offered me a gig, and I took it.” He waved at the inside of the limo. “I’m guessing you didn’t go to all this trouble just to ask me to politely refuse her offer.” 
 
    The woman smiled again.  
 
    Jake didn’t think it was near as friendly as it had been when he’d first entered the limo. 
 
    “No, Mister Striker, we didn’t go to all this trouble to ask you to refuse. Quite the opposite. We want you to go to Lastreo and participate in the tournament they call Steel Apocalypse.” 
 
    “You said Lastreo?” 
 
    The woman smiled again. It was slightly friendlier. “That’s the name of the planet in the neutral zone where the tournament will be held. It’s privately owned by one Creao Gegorma He’s used his wealth to fortify it with some of the most advanced security in the neutral zone. He even has a private navy. It would be no match for the Empire, of course, but like I said, it’s in the neutral zone, so our hands are tied.” She smiled. The smile had reverted back to the less than friendly one. “And that brings us to you.” 
 
    Jake let out a slow breath. The hover-limo had left the city in the opposite direction of the spaceport. Only sparsely populated farmland could be seen below. Glancing over his left shoulder out the side window, he saw what looked like a large body of water coming up fast. 
 
    The ocean, he thought. A perfect place to dump a body. Turning back to the woman, he said, “Look, err…what did you say your name was?” 
 
    Another semi-friendly smile. “I didn’t.” She touched the nametag on her dress uniform. “The suit they gave me says Fisher.” She touched the rank epaulet on her shoulder. “If I’m not mistaken, this in a navy lieutenant rank, so I suppose you can call me Lieutenant Fisher.” Her smile grew more friendly. “Does it really matter?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I suppose not…Lieutenant. In any regards, I know when I’m in over my head. All I wanted was to fix my cat and get back to work. This cloak-and-dagger stuff is out of my league. What exactly is it you want me to do? Hopefully it doesn’t involve getting killed.” He tried to smile but failed. 
 
    This time Lieutenant Fisher did not smile. “That is entirely up to you. We’ve had our eye on you for a while, or rather not you, but someone close to you. When we found out the Gegormas had become interested in you after the Thrakis affair, we started watching you a little closer. When Phyllis Gegorma met with you last week, we knew we had the opening we needed.” 
 
    “An opening for what?” Jake said. “And what do you mean by someone close to me? Who?” 
 
    “Who is no concern of yours at the moment, Mister Striker. If you need to know later, we’ll tell you.” She reached inside the flap of her suit coat and pulled out a paper-thin metal cartridge the size of her thumbnail. “All we need you to do is smuggle this onto Lastreo, press the red spot with your thumb to activate it, and your job is done. You can go around and shoot all the UHAAVs you want after that. Win, if you think you can. Accept your prize and go spend the rest of your life wallowing in credits. I doubt we’ll ever meet again.” 
 
    Jake stared at the thin piece of metal in the lieutenant’s hand. 
 
    She held it out to him. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. For all I know, that’s some advanced nuclear weapon that will blow me and everyone else to hell and back the moment I press that little red dot of yours. I’m not going to do it. So if you want to kill me and dump me in the ocean, go ahead and do it and stop wasting my time.” 
 
    She laughed, and it was full of humor. Suddenly she looked more like an agent of heaven than one of hell. “Oh, Jake…may I call you, Jake? I like you. I really do. I’ve read your file. You’re loyal; braver than your own good more often than not; a good soldier; and not bad looking either.” She gave a seemingly genuine smile. “I’ve no intention of doing anything as barbaric as killing you. The Gegormas, on the other hand, aren’t as finicky.” She picked the thumbnail-sized piece of metal out of her palm and held it between two fingers. “This container holds two billion inactivated tele-bots. They’re inactivated because the security around Lastreo has spotted and destroyed any activated tele-bots we’ve tried to send in. I won’t bother telling you how many of our agents have died trying to infiltrate the Gegormas’ organization.” She held the container out to Jake. 
 
    Being in the mercenaries for four years, Jake had worked with tele-bots more than once. The microscopic devices were often saturated into an area of operation to provide intelligence on enemy movements. Word was that trillions of the little beggars from multiple governments were scattered in every city, town, or hamlet to spy on people of interest. Some conspiracy theorists preached that the information was used by a secret society of computers all connected to the tele-network to control the various governments and maneuver them to some unknown end. He didn’t buy that, but he did know tele-bots were just about everywhere. It was just a fact of life. 
 
    Still holding out the container, Lieutenant Fisher raised her eyebrows. “Well?” 
 
    With more than a little hesitancy, he took it. “So, you want me to be your errand boy and get these tele-bots of yours planet-side. What are you expecting to find?” 
 
    The lieutenant smiled one of her less than friendly smiles. “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    Something in the woman’s eyes made a shiver run up Jake’s spine. “No, I suppose I don’t. What happens if I refuse?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “That’s out of my hands. I suppose you’ll have a visit by someone less friendly than me. If you’re lucky, you’ll get to spend the rest of your life in the military prison on Diajor. If you’re unlucky… Well, may that’s best left unsaid.” 
 
    “What if I succeed? Do I get some kind of reward?” 
 
    “You get to live, Mister Striker. Isn’t that reward enough?” 
 
    Jake nodded. “I see your point.” 
 
    Placing both the charge card and the container of tele-bots in his pocket, Jake glanced out the window. At some point during the conversation, the hover-limo had reversed course. They were on final approach to the spaceport. 
 
    He smiled. “This will probably come as no surprise, but I’ll do it. How can I get in touch with you if I run into any problems?” 
 
    The hover-limo touched down in front of the small hangar Commander Onstott’s friend had provided for repairing the Paladin. The limo door slid open. 
 
    The woman gave a semi-friendly smile. “You won’t need to get in touch with me or anyone else from my organization, Mister Striker. Regardless of whatever happens, I doubt we will meet again.” Her smile changed slightly. “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
    As soon as Jake stepped out, the door slid shut and the hover-limo took off. It was soon out of sight. 
 
    He shook his head. “What in the galaxy have I gotten myself into?” 
 
    He turned and headed toward the hangar. There was only one person he trusted to help him make sense out of what was going on. 
 
    Maggie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Analysis 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The inside of the Paladin’s cockpit was a far cry from what it had been only a week earlier. Tilley had supervised the installation of newly padded seats along with top-of-the-line steering levers and gun controls. Not to be outdone, Jason had stripped out half the electronics and replaced them with very expensive, leading-edge computer pads, tele-network transmitters, and receivers. To top it off, the octopod had installed a new array of sonar, sonic, infrared, thermal, and radiation sensors. As an added extra, Tilley had put in a hydration unit to control moisture in the cockpit. Naturally, everything was linked to the Paladin’s AI: Maggie. 
 
    While Jake had no doubt the new equipment would improve the combat effectiveness of the Paladin, in his opinion, the biggest upgrade was the new coffee dispenser. Sitting in the pilot’s seat, he raised his mug to his lips and took a sip. “Now this is what I call good-tasting coffee.” 
 
    A hand-high sized Maggie dressed in a miniaturized version of her gray flight suit walked across the control console and sat cross-legged on the new missile guidance unit. She shook her head in seeming disgust, but the bright blue of her eyes belied the effect. “Don’t get too used to it, Hotshot. Even that super charge card of yours was only able to get us so much of the coffee from Commander Onstott’s supplier. Once it runs out, you’ll be back to drinking the oil and grease mixture you hate so much.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Time enough to worry about that when it happens. Until then, I’ve got bigger pactar to fry.” 
 
    Maggie leaned forward and placed her elbows on her knees with her hands cupped under her chin. “That’s for sure. From what you’ve told me, you’ve had a busy day.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tell me about it. Were you able to find anything else out about the Steel Apocalypse tournament or the Gegormas?” 
 
    “Hey, what do you think I am? An amateur? I think at nanosecond speed. I’ve found out plenty. The Steel Apocalypse is for real just like the lady said. It’s held once a decade. This is the third time it’s been held on Lastreo. That place is a fortress like your so called Lieutenant Fisher told you. Once we’re planet-side, we’ll have a hard time getting off without Mister Creao Gegorma’s personal authorization.” 
 
    “So what’s his story? I’ve never heard him.” 
 
    The holograph of Maggie disappeared and then reappeared in full-size in the copilot’s seat. She leaned across the space between the two chairs and took Jake’s hand. Her touch was soft and warm on his skin. It was even a little sweaty. He remembered Jason telling him that he’d integrated the thermal unit and hydration system into the cockpit’s tractor beam. 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a light green. “You watch yourself with the Gegormas. They’re bad news. The old man makes a killing selling weapons to both sides in a war. Some of the information on the tele-network indicates he’s done some behind-the-scenes maneuvering to start more than one conflict.” 
 
    “Then he sells to both sides, eh?” 
 
    Maggie smiled and drew her hand back. “I believe that’s what I said. Anyway, he’s dangerous. His daughter Phyllis is just as bad. According to information in the central computer’s intelligence databanks, she’s a highly trained assassin. She could probably kill you with the tip of her thumb, if she had a mind to do so. I’d advise not giving her a reason.” 
 
    Jake eyed his AI. “How’d you get info from the central computer’s intel databanks?” He had a sudden vision of the military prison on Diajor. “You didn’t hack into it, did you?” 
 
    Maggie glanced at the ceiling and laughed. When she got control of herself, she looked back at Jake. “You obviously think I’m more capable than I am. Hacking into a casino’s gaming tables is one thing. Breaking the security on the central computer is another. As it so happens, I came by the information honestly enough. A full report on the Gegormas, their tournament, and Lastreo was downloaded to me about the same time you were meeting that pretty little angel of yours.” 
 
    “Downloaded by who? Are you saying Lieutenant Fisher sent it to you?” 
 
    “Doubtful.” Maggie narrowed her eyes. “By the way, you do know she’s not a lieutenant in the Empire’s navy, don’t you?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not stupid. I figure she works for one Empire agency or another. Does it matter?” 
 
    Maggie leaned back in her seat and spun it around one time, stopping when she got back to Jake. “Sometimes you worry me, partner. Believe me, it matters. The Intergalactic Empire has certain rules they have to follow. The Empire’s rules of engagement are complex, but only a few agents are authorized to kill without direct orders. Some of the agencies in governments in other parts of our galaxy aren’t so rule oriented.” 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me? That Fisher isn’t working for the Empire?” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “There’s no way to tell. All we have to go on is what she told you and the fact that she was wearing an Empire uniform? That’s not much to go on. Hell, if I had a real body instead of this hologram, I could walk into any pawn shop and buy myself an admiral’s suit to impress unsuspecting fools. If I had to guess, which I’ll admit I’m not good at, I’d say your Fisher woman is working for someone other than the Empire.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    Again Maggie laughed. Her blues eyes sparkled in the cockpit’s overhead lights. “Because she said she was working for the Empire. It’s standard operating procedure for spies to misdirect information. Since she said she was working for the Empire, then logically, she’s probably working for someone else.” 
 
    A thought came to Jake. “Unless she told the truth, knowing we would think she was lying.” 
 
    Maggie seemed to think about it a second. “Hmmm. You’ve got a point. Maybe she does work for the Empire.” She smiled and gave a wink. “But then again, maybe not.” 
 
    Jake shook his head in disgust. “This isn’t helping. The question is what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Growing serious, Maggie reached out and touched Jake’s hand again. 
 
    Jake found the feeling of warmth pleasant. 
 
    “Not you, Jake. We. Tilly, Jason, you, and I are all in this together. We’re obviously in over our heads. My only advice is to slog forward and hope for the best, but be careful.” Maggie’s hand stayed on Jake’s. 
 
    He didn’t try to shake it off. “Hope’s a strange word coming from a computer.” 
 
    Maggie withdrew her hand and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a strange computer. So what else is new? The end result is that when we get to Lastreo, we’ve got to win the tournament. I have a feeling that’s the only way any of us are going to get off that rock alive.” 
 
    Her analysis of the situation didn’t surprise Jake. He’d been thinking along the same lines. He looked at his AI. “There’s going to be some stiff competition. No offense, but a Paladin is somewhere between a light and medium cat. There’s bound to be heavy UHAAVs in the tournament. Realistically, what chance do we have?” 
 
    Maggie smiled and gave another wink. “With you and me working as a team? A hundred and ten percent.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – The Competition 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Three weeks to the day after Jake’s meeting with Phyllis Gegorma, a space freighter with a Transporters International logo set down at the spaceport’s dock number 315. As civilian starships went, it was neither better nor worse than the hundreds of other transport ships Jake had seen over the years. In fact, it was average. 
 
    Looking down from the cockpit of the Paladin, Jake watched as the starship’s engines cut off and the spaceport’s work crews began hosing the ship’s hull down with anti-radiation spray. He cycled the cat’s windscreens through thermal, radiation, sonic, and infrared before going back to normal vision just to get a little practice with the new equipment. He glanced over at Maggie in the copilot’s seat, stretched out with the heels of her boots resting on the control console. 
 
    Catching her eye, Jake nodded at the transport. “I take it you’re noticing the same thing I am.” 
 
    All smiles, Maggie took her feet off the console and turned to face him. “If you mean it looks like someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to make sure the ship looks average, then yes, I’m noticing the same thing.” She tightened her lips and frowned. “They made a mistake in making it too average. There are a few too many rust spots that aren’t coming off in the work crew’s sprayers. I’m guessing someone with a lot of artistic talent put them there with hydro-paint. Would you like to make a guess about why they’ve gone to such lengths to make their freighter blend in?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Smugglers, I suppose. The question is, what are they smuggling?” 
 
    Maggie didn’t reply right away. She shut the Paladin’s engine down and lowered the cat into storage position. As the UHAAV folded its legs up to its sides and tucked its left and right gun appendages across its chest, the view in the windscreen lowered. The top of the normally five-meter-tall Paladin was now only three meters high. 
 
    With a wink, Maggie said, “To answer your question, I’d say today they’re going to be smuggling one Paladin UHAAV, an AI, and three crazy mercenaries to the neutral zone.” 
 
    A movement out the side windscreen caught Jake’s attention. He laughed and looked back at Maggie. “For once you’re wrong, Maggie, old girl. I’ve got a feeling today they’re going to be smuggling two cats.” 
 
    Placing a hand above her eyes, Maggie pretended to shield them from the sun as she looked out the side windscreen. She laughed. “I see what you mean. That’s a Macron model one-twenty-eight medium UHAAV. According to the specs on the tele-network, it’s seven meters tall with a crew of three. Primary weapons are eight rocket pods, each capable of holding sixteen 100mm rockets. The Macron’s advanced shielding allows its crew to fire tactical nukes if the situation warrants and they have them available. That model of cat also has standard-issue anti-personnel mines on her sides and bottom along with two 40mm phase cannons mounted on the left side of her cockpit.” She gave Jake another of her winks. “A 100 megawatt plasma rifle is mounted in a turret on her backend, so don’t think you can attack her from behind without paying a price. For the pièce de résistance, she has a 400mm phase mortar mounted on the top of her back, capable of lobbing shells twenty kilometers on her slow days.” 
 
    Jake gave the approaching cat a nod of approval. The Macron was dinged in a couple of places and her paint job was scratched and smudged, but she looked deadly and well-maintained in all the areas that mattered. 
 
    “Looks like she’s seen some action,” he said. “I’m assuming that’s one of our competitors.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Let’s hope it’s the best of the competition we’ll be facing. If there are better cats in the tournament, we may be screwed.” 
 
    The Macron came within twenty meters of the Paladin and went into storage mode with her windscreen facing the Paladin. Fully down on four knees, the Macron was still a good two meters taller than the Paladin. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Maggie. “I think her pilot’s trying to intimidate you, Tiger. Maybe you better go out and give them a ‘Welcome to the neighborhood.’” 
 
    Jake was about to tell his AI what she could do with her welcome when the side door to the Macron opened. Two crewmen exited the door, jumping the five meters to the ground instead of bothering with an elevator. Anti-grav belts slowed their fall just before they hit the spaceport’s tarmac. 
 
    “Hey,” said Maggie. “That’s a great idea. You should order anti-grav belts while you’ve still got that fancy credit card. We could get rid of our elevator and save some weight.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I’ve got a feeling our window of opportunity for ordering things has come and gone. We’ll just have to make do with what we’ve got.” 
 
    The Macron’s two-man cockpit crew was followed by a third person from the rear of the medium cat. They formed up in a triangular formation facing the Paladin. When the three figures took off their flight helmets in unison, Jake let out a whistle. 
 
    “Females,” confirmed Maggie. “Human stock. I’d guess Trecorians from the angle of their cheekbones. Your grandfather and I served with Trecorian regulars during the Vegarian campaign. He used to say a Trecorian mother would place a phase pistol in her newborn’s hand to get the feel of a weapon before she’d let it start feeding at her breast. Trecorians are born fighters, so you may as well tuck your tongue back in your mouth. I don’t think they came here to let you ask them to the prom.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Jake said making sure his tongue was securely in his mouth. “How about completing the shutdown and getting ready to load onto the freighter. I’d rather we do all the prep work of deactivating your electronics for the flight. Otherwise, one of the freighter’s bozo loadmasters will probably try to jerk out your batteries and call it a day.” 
 
    Maggie jumped to her feet and saluted, her eyes glinting a bright blue. “Sir! Yes, sir!” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake removed his flight harness and set it on the pilot’s seat along with his helmet. “Are you ever going to grow up, Maggie?” 
 
    His AI shook her head. “Doubtful. We are who we are.” 
 
    With a sigh, Jake opened the access door. He was half tempted to jump the now three-meter drop to the cement but chose safety over a false display of bravado. Stepping on the elevator, he pressed the down lever. Within three seconds he was on the ground and walking around the leg of the Paladin to meet the first of his competitors. 
 
    The three Trecorians were still standing in the same spot, their helmets tucked in the crooks of their left arms. Jake noticed their right hands were resting on the butts of pistols in holsters on their belts. He couldn’t help but notice the security straps across the butts of the weapons were unsnapped. The apparent leader of the Trecorians was a young, dark-haired woman about his age. Purple streaks in her hair and sets of double rings in her ears gave her an exotic look Jake found enticing. The woman wore no makeup. As far as he was concerned, she didn’t need any. She looked good enough to eat as it was. 
 
    Pretty; and cocky. Maggie was right. She’s daring me to confront her. We’ll, here I am, lady, so now what? 
 
    The lead female give him the once over. She snorted and glanced over her shoulder at her companions. There must’ve been something derogatory in her look because the two women, both blondes about the same age as their leader, laughed. Turning back to Jake, she frowned. “So, you’re the big hero of Thrakis. I expected more. I watched the tele-bot videos of the battle. You should be dead. You got lucky.” 
 
    Refusing to take the obvious bait, Jake grinned. “My dad used to say luck beats skill any day.” He held out his right hand. “My name’s Jake Striker. I guess we’ll be spending some time together on the freighter before we get to Lastreo. We might as well get along until we get there.” 
 
    The female leader kept her right hand on her blaster. 
 
    After a couple of awkward seconds, Jake lowered his hand back to his side. I shoulda wore my blaster. Didn’t think I’d need one at the spaceport. This’ll be the last time I’m caught without it. 
 
    The lead female wrapped her hand around the grip of her pistol as if preparing to draw. 
 
    What’s she planning on doing? Murdering me here to get rid of some of her competition before the tournament starts? 
 
    The soft buzz of an electric motor sounded from Jake’s rear. He recognized the noise as the control motor for the array of plasma rifles Tilley had installed under the cockpit’s windscreen for use against personnel. 
 
    Good ol’ Maggie. I shoulda known she’d be covering my back. 
 
    The lead Trecorian looked past Jake’s shoulder and slightly up before taking her hand off her weapon and fastening the security strap across the butt. Strangely enough, she smiled. “My sources indicated your Paladin was modified for a crew of one. They were obviously wrong. I see you’re not as big a fool as I thought.” She held out her right hand. “I’m Lieutenant Casey Bistoria.” She gave a nod toward her companions. “These are my cousins, Ensigns Freeta and Dresh Bistoria.” 
 
    With nothing to lose, Jake shook the woman’s hand. Her palm was calloused as if it had spent a lot of time wrapped around weapon and flight controls. “Pleasure to meet you. Like I said, I’m Jake Striker.” Releasing his grip, he jerked a thumb at the Paladin. “You were right about my cat. It’s designed for a single pilot. Maggie, my AI, has my back.” 
 
    Lieutenant Casey Bistoria frowned. “You named your computer. Why?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. He was well aware Maggie was more than a little unique when it came to UHAAV tactical computers. “I’ll introduce you to her sometime. I’ll let you figure out why.” 
 
    A spaceport transfer hover-shuttle pulled up. Out stepped Tilley and Jason followed by two females wearing blue utility suits with unit insignias matching those of the Macron’s flight crew. 
 
    “Well,” Jake said. “I guess that’s our cue to get busy loading our cats onto the freighter. I’m told it’ll be a two-month, four-hyper-jump flight to Lastreo. I suppose I’ll be seeing you around, Lieutenant Bistoria.” 
 
    The lieutenant nodded. “I’m sure you will. By the way, you can call me Casey. We might as well be on friendly terms until I destroy your Paladin and knock you out of the tournament, Mister Striker.” 
 
    Definitely cocky, Jake thought. I kinda like it. “Just plain ol’ Jake.” He laughed. “And we’ll see who’ll be doing the knocking.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Two Pilots 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Growing up as a land-bound copper miner, Jake had dreamed of one day exploring the stars. What little free time he’d had during his youth, he’d spent repairing equipment with Tilley or researching starships and how they worked. Early on, he’d discovered that starships had two types of propulsion. Using normal hyper-drive, they could travel at speeds up to ten thousand times the speed of light. Although incredibly fast, it still took weeks, months, or even years to travel between one point in the galaxy and another. That’s where hyper-jumps came in. As navigators at the base near Aretillo’s spaceport had explained it to him, the galaxy resembled a balled up piece of paper. One point in the fold could touch another point on the other side of the galaxy. A starship’s hyper-drive was able to jump between those points to save time. Unfortunately, hyper-jumps were hard on engines. Typical starships could only make twenty hyper-jumps before requiring an overhaul. As a result, most space travel required a combination of days or weeks using the hyper-drive to travel between convenient folds. After that part of the trip, the starship would make a quick hyper-jump. Then, more often than not, the hyper-drive was used to get to the next fold. 
 
    By early morning on the third day after leaving Trillian, Jake laid in his bunk unable to sleep. He’d been assigned a cabin with Tilley and Jason. With little to do, he’d been cooped up there almost the entire time. Although free to travel between their quarters, the dining hall, and the cramped cubicle the freighter’s crew called a lounge, they were denied movement anywhere else. What little conversation they’d had with the crew was rude and to the point. Tilley and Jason had both tried their best to get into the cargo bay to check on the Paladin and Maggie, but there was always a guard at the entrance to deny them access. 
 
    A high-pitched wheeze that was an octopod’s version of a snore broke the silence of the dimly lit room. Giving up on additional sleep, Jake jumped out of bed and dressed. As he tiptoed toward the door, Tilley rolled over in her bunk. 
 
    “Where you goin’?” she whispered. “Breakfast ain’t for another two hours.” 
 
    “I’m going to make another try at getting into the cargo bay to check on Maggie,” he whispered back. “I can’t sleep anyway.” 
 
    “It’s a waste of time, but suit yourself.” She pulled the blanket up around her neck. “As for me, I like getting a chance to catch up on my beauty sleep. I’ve got a feelin’ the days are coming soon enough when we’ll be working like pactars twenty-four seven.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling his mechanic was right. Leaving her to rest, he went out the door and into the narrow, metal-lined corridor. Since the freighter was sparsely crewed, the hallway was as empty as he’d expected. He made his way to the lower levels of the starship, passing only two crewmen along the way. They frowned as he passed but didn’t try to stop him. 
 
    Guess they figure guards are stationed at all the important places. I suppose they’re right. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be a long two-month trip to Lastreo. The crew pretty much sticks to themselves. Heck, I haven’t even seen the captain or the first mate. For that matter, I haven’t even been able to find out the name of the ship. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Jake soon found himself on the bottom level of the freighter. He turned the corner of the corridor, expecting to see a less than friendly guard at the bay door. He saw no one. 
 
    That’s strange. There’s always been someone there. I wonder where he is. 
 
    Glancing back the way he’d come and seeing no one, he made his way to the hatch leading to the cargo bay. The door was partially ajar. 
 
    A chill ran up Jake’s spine. Maybe someone’s taken out the guard and is inside the bay planting explosives. The crew confiscated our blasters when we came aboard. I need a weapon. Maggie might be in danger. 
 
    Spying a crowbar leaning against the bulkhead, he grabbed it and opened the hatch the rest of the way. The overhead lights of the long open area were on. The bay’s deck was littered with stacks of metal containers held down with cargo straps. To one side of the bay were the two UHAAVs, both still in their storage positions to save room. Bands of metal straps held the cats’ legs and weapons appendages in place. Chains ran from the UHAAVs’ tie-down points onto the deck, securing the cats. 
 
    A movement near the Trecorian’s Macron caught Jake’s eye. He tightened his grip on the crowbar. 
 
    The slim figure of a dark-haired woman with purple streaks in her hair turned his way. Her natural curves were readily apparent beneath her gray flight suit, but Jake barely noticed. His eyes were on the Deloris model phase pistol in the woman’s right hand. 
 
    As soon as Lieutenant Casey Bistoria saw Jake, she lowered her weapon. “It’s you. I thought maybe Freeta had failed to keep the guard’s attention.” 
 
    “What’s that about the guard?” 
 
    Casey smiled. “Yeah, you know, one of those big goons that’s normally stationed outside the hatch. All Freeta had to do was bat her eyes a few times to get him to go with her to some place more private. She’s good. I figure I’ve got an hour to check out my cat.” She eyed him suspiciously. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Same as you. Only I doubt batting my eyes would’ve gotten me past the guard.” 
 
    “No doubt. You’re cute and your hair’s delicious, but I don’t think you’re his type.” She nodded at the makeshift weapon in his hand. “Was that how you were planning on getting past him?” 
 
    Jake glanced at the crowbar. His face grew warm. Setting the metal bar on a nearby container, he shook his head. “No. I thought maybe someone had taken out the guard and was trying to sabotage our cats.” He pointed at the blaster in Casey’s hand. “How you get that past the crew. They took all our weapons.” 
 
    Flashing a quick smile, the Trecorian lieutenant said, “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies.” She glanced at the open hatch. “I’ve already been down here twenty minutes. Like I said, Freeta’s good, but even she can’t hold the guard’s attention for more than an hour. If you want to check out your cat, now’s the time to do it.” 
 
    Seeing her logic, Jake said, “Good point.” 
 
    “By the way, why do you bother with that piece of junk? The last one must’ve rolled off the assembly line fifty years ago. They do make newer model cats, you know.”  
 
    “Actually, it’s been fifty-five years,” Jake grinned. “And yeah, I’ve been told there are newer cats out there. In fact, my old commander told me repeatedly. But this Paladin was specially designed to work with Maggie. She’s a one-of-a-kind AI.” He patted the stored leg of the Paladin. “I don’t know how my grandfather came up with the credits to modify this baby to work with Maggie, but he did. The cost must’ve been astronomical. I’d never be able to afford to retrofit another model to work with her.” 
 
    Casey frowned. “An AI’s an AI. Some are more advanced than others, but when it all boils down to it, they’re just a computer. I’ve had several in the last six years. They’re just hardware with a lot of programming.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake glanced at the Paladin before looking back at Casey. “Maggie’s more than a computer. She’s my friend.” 
 
    Casey laughed. “You’ve obviously got to get out more. Suit yourself though. It’s your funeral when we get to the tournament. My Macron can take out your Paladin with her eyes closed.” 
 
    A little angry, Jake turned his back on the Trecorian and climbed on top of a stack of convenient containers near the access hatch. “Maggie. Open the door. I want to get inside and give your diagnostics a once over.” 
 
    The access door popped open. 
 
    “Hey, how’d you do that?” said Casey. 
 
    Jake looked back. “Do what?” 
 
    “Open the hatch. The freighter’s loadmasters shut down all electronics and unhooked all the batteries. It takes a good twenty minutes to cold start a cat’s computer system. I’m still waiting for my Macron’s AI to reboot.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I told you Maggie was special. Why don’t you come inside and meet her?” 
 
    With some hesitance, Casey jumped on top of the container next to Jake using the anti-grav unit attached to her belt. 
 
    “I’ve got to get me one of those,” he smiled. 
 
    Casey laughed. “Well, this one’s mine, so hands off.” She nodded at the open access door. “Shall we?” 
 
    Jumping across the short span to the hatchway, Jake landed inside. The cockpit was already lit. A hand-sized version of Maggie sat cross-legged on the pilot’s control console facing the access hatch. Her eyes were an angry blue. “It’s about time you came and checked up on me. It’s been over sixty hours. You know I get bored when I’m alone.” 
 
    A thud behind Jake announced the arrival of the Macron’s pilot. 
 
    Taking a seat in the pilot’s chair, Jake glanced back at Casey and gave a nod toward the copilot’s seat. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Taking a quick scan of the inside of the cockpit, Casey’s eyes focused on the hand-high Maggie. To the Trecorian’s credit, she was able to keep any surprise off her face as she sat down in the copilot’s chair. 
 
    “Maggie, this is Casey. She pilots the Macron. Casey, this is the one and only Maggie I’ve been telling you about.” 
 
    Casey eyed Maggie. “Why bother with a hologram? If you’re the cat’s tactical computer, you can communicate using the intercom and run everything with internal controls.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram laughed. “Where would the fun in that be?” She nodded at the chair Casey occupied. “I usually sit there. I’ve found it makes carbon-based life forms work better as a team if I look like one of them.” 
 
    “You’ve found?” said Casey. She glanced at Jake. “You do know this is strange, don’t you? You’re AI’s programming is making it act like it’s in charge.” 
 
    “Programming?” said Maggie. Her eyes had started to lighten up but reverted back to their angry blue. “Maybe your AI depends on some pimple-faced programmer writing code in his momma’s basement, but I do my own thinking, thank you very much.” She turned to Jake. “What’d you bring her on board for? I know I hinted you needed to get laid, but I didn’t mean one of your competitors.” 
 
    “What?” said Casey as she sat up in her seat and glared at Jake. “If you think I’m going to—” 
 
    “Hey,” Jake said, feeling his face growing downright hot. “I didn’t even know you were in the cargo bay when I came.” He pointed at Maggie. “As for you, watch your mouth. Casey seemed impressed you didn’t have to reboot. I wanted her to meet you and see that you’re way better than any run-of-the-mill AI.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a lighter shade, then she looked at Casey and smiled. “Well, in that case, it’s a pleasure to meet you Lieutenant Casey Bistoria of the 147th Mechanized Regiment of the duke’s royal guard.” 
 
    The word surprise didn’t come close to describing the look on Casey’s face. “How’d you know I was in the one-forty-seventh? For that matter, how do you know my full name?” 
 
    After giving a shrug, Maggie placed her elbows on her knees and smiled catlike. “Oh, I know lots of things. I hacked into your Macron’s tactical computer before the freighter’s crew switched it off.” 
 
    “You did what?” Jake asked. “I didn’t authorize you to—” 
 
    “Oh, pish-posh. If I waited for you to tell me every little thing to do, I’d never get anything done. I wanted to find out a little about our competition.” She looked back at Casey. “I’m impressed. Your crew and you have been in some hard fights. You’ll be tough to beat.” 
 
    Casey leaned forward in her seat. “You don’t seem like any UHAAV tactical computer I’ve ever dealt with before.” 
 
    Smiling, Maggie said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    After a quick glance at Jake, Casey turned back to Maggie. “How’d you hack into my cat’s AI. Its security is the best in my regiment.” 
 
    Maggie stood up and stretched, then paced the length of the control console before replying. “Oh, your security’s good.” She stopped walking and gave Casey a smile. “Took me almost two nanoseconds to break it.” 
 
    Casey frowned. “What else can you hack into?” 
 
    “Lots of things.” With a laugh, Maggie pointed at Jake. “Ask him how he likes gambling.” 
 
    Giving Jake a quizzical look, Casey started to open her mouth. 
 
    “Never mind,” Jake said, beating her to the punch. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say Maggie’s got a knack for hacking into other computers.” He grinned. “Now do you see why I’m not all that anxious to upgrade to a better cat?” 
 
    Maggie’s face lost its smile. “Now that hurts, Tiger. What do you mean by something better than me? Haven’t I taken care of you through thick and thin? Haven’t I—” 
 
    “Hey,” said Casey. “You two are worse than an old married couple.” She turned to Jake. “I see your point about your Paladin.” She stood up. “Now if you don’t mind, I need to go run a diagnostic on my Macron and get her shut down again before the guard comes back.” Without waiting for a reply, Casey exited the access door. 
 
    A couple of seconds later, Jake noticed the Trecorian pilot using her anti-grav belt to make her way up to the now open door of her Macron. 
 
    The hand-high image of Maggie standing on the console disappeared to be replaced by a full-size hologram of her sitting in the copilot’s seat. She had a devious smile on her face. “You like her, don’t you, Tiger?” 
 
    “Naw. I mean…well—” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Don’t sweat it, tough guy. I like her too. There’s only one problem.” 
 
    Jake looked at his AI. “What’s that?” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “In about two months you’ll be trying to kill each other. I calculate that would put a strain on any romantic relationship.” 
 
    Glancing out the windscreen at the Macron, Jake nodded. “I’ve got a feeling you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – The Escort 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    After traveling five weeks using the ship’s hyper-drive and making three hyper-jumps, the freighter’s crew lightened up enough to tell Jake the name of the freighter. She was the Solaris. What little contact he’d had with the lower-level officers was brief and to the point, with no time for chitchat. He still hadn’t seen the captain or the first mate but figured that was just the way it was going to be. 
 
    The only bright light during his time aboard the Solaris was Casey. Jake wasn’t sure whether their growing relationship was due to his witty copper-miner charm, the fact that they had a commonality of being cat pilots, or sheer lack of available partners. All he did know was that the two of them often found themselves together playing games, watching videos in the passenger lounge, or finding secluded spots where they could be alone and talk, among other things. 
 
    As the fifth week on the starship came to an end, Jake found himself sitting in the passenger lounge on a couch next to Casey, staring out the steel-glass window at a large planet with an atmosphere of roiling purplish gas. 
 
    “I wonder why the captain bothered stopping here after that last hyper-jump,” Jake said. “It doesn’t look like it’s inhabited.” 
 
    Casey snuggled deeper into the crook of his arm. “Does it really matter?” she purred. “He’s probably rendezvousing with an escort. We’ll be entering the neutral zone soon enough. The freighter’s not armed. What with pirates and all, I’d be concerned if we didn’t get an escort.” 
 
    Warm lips on Jake’s cheek made him forget all about escorts and purple planets. He turned and looked into his fellow cat pilot’s eyes. They were dark, just like her hair, minus the purple streaks of course. He thought they were nice looking eyes. 
 
    Not for the first time, a thought crossed his mind. “So what are we going to do when we get to Lastreo. During the tournament, I mean? I don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    Casey gave him a peck on the lips. “Nor I you, but we’ll both do what needs to be done.” She snuggled back into his arm. “I wouldn’t worry about it. I heard there were another hundred and ninety-eight contestants at last count. The odds that we’ll have to fight each other are pretty slim. Besides, the battle royale will take out a lot of cats. From what I’ve been told, there’s such a mass of plasma beams and missiles shooting from one end of the battle area to the other that surviving the first fight requires as much luck as it does skill.” 
 
    Jake sat up. “Battle royale? What’s that? How do you know how the tournament works?” 
 
    Having lost the comfortable spot in the crook of Jake’s arm, Casey sat up as well. “How is it you don’t? Didn’t your Maggie brief you? It’s all on the tele-network. That is, if you’ve got the right clearance.” 
 
    “Maggie didn’t tell me anything about a battle royale.” 
 
    Casey smiled as if scoring a point. “Well, then. Maybe she’s not as all fired hot as you think she is. Anyway, on the first day of the tournament, the organizers will have all two hundred contestants enter the combat area and go at it. The battle royale doesn’t stop until half the cats are out of action. Follow-on battles at the tournament include platoon and squad-size missions. Once the field is narrowed down even more, it will go to one-on-one.” She snuggled back into Jake’s arm. “What we’ve got to concentrate on is making it past the larger battles so our piloting skills matter more than luck.” 
 
    Jake was just starting to relax when he looked out the observation window and saw five small jets of plasma gas in the distance. The trails of gas drew closer, turning into the forms of five double-winged fighters of Covian design. 
 
    Pointing out the window, he said, “I’m guessing that’s the escort you mentioned.” 
 
    Raising her head, Casey sat up straight. “Piss. Covians. It figures. They’re almost as bad as space pirates.” She grinned. “Almost, but not quite. The Trecorian Alliance shares a border with the Covian Empire. We’re not at war with each other or anything like that, but we aren’t best buddies either. Unless I miss my guess, we’ll be getting a dinner invitation from the captain tonight.” 
 
    Jake cocked his head. “A dinner invitation? Why?” 
 
    “Just trust me.” She drew his head close until their lips were only a finger-width apart. “Dinner’s a long ways off.” She grinned. “Until then, I think I want a little dessert.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sure enough, twenty minutes before the evening meal, a knock sounded on the door of the cabin Jake shared with Tilley and Jason. A half-dressed Tilley opened the door. A stern member of the Solaris’s crew nearly twice her size thrust a small electronic pad in her hands. 
 
    “The captain’s compliments,” growled the crewman. “He’s invitin’ you to dinner.” 
 
    “He’s inviting me?” asked Tilley. 
 
    The crewman gave a not-so-friendly laugh. “Read the invitation, sweetheart. It’s for the three of you. Now I’ve got things to do. Are you comin’ or not?” 
 
    Already dressed in pants and shirt, Jake took the pad out of Tilley’s hand and gave it the once over. 
 
    To Whom It May Concern, 
 
    Captain Yardov of the Gegormaian Starship Solaris presents you the honor of partaking in the evening meal in the captain’s lounge at 1800 hours this day. 
 
    Dress is casual. 
 
    Attendance is mandatory. 
 
    Jake glanced at the crewman. “We accept. How do we find the captain’s lounge?” 
 
    The crewman laughed. It wasn’t a friendly laugh. “Do you think we let just anyone roam around the ship’s bridge? I’ll be taking you where you need to go, so make it snappy.” 
 
    Turning to his friends, Jake grinned. “You heard the man. Get those four-legged pants of yours on, Jason. We’ve got a party to attend.  
 
    As it turned out, Tilley took longer to finish getting dressed than the four-legged Jason. Nevertheless, in less than three minutes they were following their escort through winding, metal-lined corridors toward the upper levels of the starship. At precisely 1800 hours, the crewman stopped in front of an open door leading into what Jake assumed was the captain’s lounge. After waving them inside, their escort left the way they’d come. 
 
    The captain’s lounge wasn’t so much a lounge as it was a conference room. Furniture had been shoved to one side to make room for two folding tables at either end of a metal table that was permanently bolted to the deck. 
 
    At the center of the table opposite the door sat a fat-bellied man with a white beard, wearing a captain’s dress-white uniform. The stubby fingers on his right hand were drumming on the tabletop. A slim female with scraggily hair sat to his left. Across from the captain were two more officers in dress whites. At one of the folding tables sat Casey and her cousins Freeta and Dresh, all three dressed in crisp Trecorian officer uniforms. 
 
    Eyeing Casey, Jake thought, She cleans up nice. He glanced down at his jeans and wrinkled shirt. Too bad they didn’t give us enough time to change clothes. I must look like something a senile pactar dragged in. 
 
    Forgetting his attire, he looked at the folding table at the opposite end from the Trecorians. Three males and two females dressed in black flight suits sat there glaring at Jason, Tilley, and him. The male in the center of the group whispered something into the ear of the female to his right. She laughed. 
 
    Kiss off, Jake thought. It takes more than a pretty uniform to make a soldier. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Captain Yardov. “The Paladin’s crew is here. Welcome, one and all.” He waved a hand at three chairs next to Casey and her cousins. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    Once Jake and his friends took their places, the captain stood and looked at the three Trecorians.  
 
    “I must apologize.” He waved a hand to indicate the dark-haired man sitting in the center of the five people in the black flight suits, who’d whispered in his female companion’s ear. The captain turned back to the Trecorians. “Until Major Maksim informed me of your status, I didn’t realize we had royalty on board.” 
 
    Sitting to the left of Freeta, Jake leaned forward to look past her at Casey. “Royalty?” 
 
    With her face turning a little pink, Casey glared at the leader of the Covians. “Sorry to say the major’s incorrect. My cousins Ensign Freeta and Ensign Dresh’s father is Duke Bistoria’s brother. My mother is his sister. It doesn’t matter. My uncle’s title applies only to him. Trecor doesn’t have royalty. The three of us are just officers in the Trecorian military. No more, no less.” 
 
    Captain Yardov turned to the Covian major. “I thought you said—” 
 
    The major stood up. “The lieutenant is being too modest. Members of the Bistoria family have ruled Trecor for over three hundred years. I’d say that’s about as royal as you can get.” 
 
    Casey, Freeta, and Dresh laughed. 
 
    Captain Yardov frowned. “Did he say something funny? Why not let us all in on the joke?” 
 
    After glancing at her two companions, Casey stood and faced the Solaris’s captain. “There’s no joke per se, Captain. The fact is that the Trecorian Planetary Alliance consists of twenty-two star systems with Trecor being the most populated. As it so happens, each of those star systems has their own leaders and governments. Every leader carries the title of duke or duchess. They’re voted in or out. Once they’re out, they lose their title. All Trecorians, whether from Trecor or another of the alliance’s planets, are an independent lot. If they thought one of their elected leaders was getting pretentious, they’d stick them on a one-way rocket to the Evarian radiation belt and be done with it.” 
 
    Major Maksim gave a tightlipped smile. “Yes, I’m sure.” He turned to the Solaris’s captain. “Still, your three Trecorian guests have a direct line to Duke Bistoria. You never know when that might come in handy.” 
 
    Captain Yardov pulled at his beard. “Yes, of course.” Turning to Casey and her cousins, he gave a slight bow. “As I said, my apologies for not meeting with you sooner. If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.” 
 
    By this time, Casey had sat back down. She glanced at her cousins sitting to her left and right. They both nodded. Looking back at the captain, she smiled. “Actually, there is one thing you can do for us.” 
 
    Tugging at his beard again, Captain Yardov said, “And what is that may I ask?” 
 
    “Our cat’s been offline for over a month now. A UHAAV is a sensitive piece of equipment. Electronics, seals, and plasma generators can go bad without a charge running through them. We’ll be landing on Lastreo in a couple of weeks. My crew and I would like to run some diagnostics and do any required repairs on our cats. It wouldn’t do to head into the tournament with a faulty piece of gear.” 
 
    The captain glanced down at the scraggily haired woman sitting in the chair next to him. 
 
    Jake noticed the woman shake her head slightly. When Captain Yardov bent down, she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Ummm, quite right,” said the captain as he stood up straight. “Standard operating procedures are to have all vehicles, including your cat, deactivated during transport. It wouldn’t do to have some, uh…someone or other get a wild hair and decide to get in an armored vehicle and start shooting up the place.” He spread his hands and smiled. “I’m sure you can see my predicament.” 
 
    Casey nodded. Her voice was as sweet as her smile when she spoke. “Of course, that’s quite understandable…under normal circumstances. I should point out that Mister Gegorma has gone to a lot of expense to get our UHAAV to Lastreo. It would be a shame if we had to bow out when one of our cat’s circuits shorts out because we weren’t allowed to do our weekly maintenance.” 
 
    The Solaris’s captain shook his head and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Just when Jake thought the potbellied man was going to tell Casey no, help came from an unexpected direction. 
 
    Major Maksim rose from his chair and laughed. “The lieutenant’s right, Captain. I know I’m only a humble escort, but I’ve worked a lot with Creao Gegorma over the years. He is my mother’s uncle, after all.” He smiled. “I don’t like to boast, but I’ve got a good feel for my great uncle’s dos and don’ts. I doubt he’d be happy if his tournament was less than perfect because one of the cats was taken out of action due to such a minor thing as lack of preventative maintenance.” 
 
    Casey gave the major a nod of thanks. 
 
    Jake felt something ugly raise its head inside him. 
 
    “Your loadmaster took out the control keys for all of our weapon systems,” said Casey. “I know we’ll have to wait until we arrive planet-side to run diagnostics on them. All I’m asking is to check our non-lethal systems and keep them in top shape during the rest of our trip. We can swap out a weapon with one of our spares if it goes bad. A main servo, engine, or sensor array is a different matter. Just a couple of hours a day going over our cat is all I’m asking. One of your crew can be with us the whole time.” 
 
    “It seems little enough to ask,” said Major Maksim. “I myself would be happy to accompany the beautiful lieutenant. My team’s fighters are also stored in the cargo bay. They could use a little preventative maintenance of their own.” 
 
    I don’t like the way he’s looking at her. The ugly thing within Jake raised its head even farther. He’d never been jealous before, or at least he didn’t think so, but he was now. He glanced at Casey. I don’t like the way she’s looking at him either. Can’t she see he’s all flash and no substance? 
 
    The captain looked down at his first mate. 
 
    The scraggily haired woman shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Loadmaster Petrof has the control keys for both cats, plus we’ve had a security program placed on the vehicles’ tactical computers to prevent the UHAAVs from operating. I could have our programmer modify the security program to allow some basic preventative maintenance to be done.” 
 
    Captain Yardov nodded. “Very well then, Lieutenant Bistoria. I’ll inform Loadmaster Petrof that you can spend two hours a day in the cargo bay.” He gave a sly smile. “That is, after our programming staff has modified the security programs on your tactical computer.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Casey. “We’ll start tomorrow.” 
 
    Seeing an opportunity about to slip by, Jake spoke up. “I assume that goes for our Paladin as well, Captain. Mister Gegorma also went to a lot of trouble to get our cat in the tournament.” 
 
    The captain frowned. 
 
    Major Maksim frowned even more. 
 
    Casey leaned past Freeta and gave him a wink that counteracted the others’ frowns. 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, Captain Yardov glanced down at his first mate. “Tell the programming staff to modify the security on Mister Striker’s vehicle as well. Make sure neither cat can activate their weapons. I don’t want any kind of accident on my ship.” 
 
    The first mate nodded. “I’ll get on it right after dinner, sir.” 
 
    “Very good.” Captain Yardov sat down and patted his belly. “Now for the important stuff. I always did like a good dinner.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Maintenance 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    Mid-morning the next day found Tilley, Jason, and Jake working on the Paladin. Actually, Tilley and Jason were doing most of the work. Jake spent most of his time staring at the five escort fighters positioned on launch catapults at the end of the cargo bay, near the freighter’s cargo ramp. More accurately, he spent his time watching a couple of way-too-cozy figures standing near the five fighters. 
 
    Why’s he got to touch her so much, Jake wondered. And why’s Casey letting him. She should be slapping that arrogant major from one side of the bay to the other. What’s she see in him? He’s not that good looking. 
 
    Laughter came from the end of the cargo bay. The ugly something inside Jake reared its head as Major Maksim raised the canopy to one of the fighters and stepped inside the tight cockpit, helping Casey snuggle into the one-person seat on his lap. More laughter echoed off the bay’s bulkheads. 
 
    “Hey,” said Tilley. “How about giving us a hand with this servo? It’s kinda heavy.” 
 
    With more than a little reluctance, Jake turned away from the escort fighters and wandered over to the Paladin’s left leg. Tilley and Jason had the front armor plate access cover off and were fiddling with a piston in the main servo. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” Jake asked. In his opinion, the tight space around the servo barely had enough room for Tilley’s hand and two of Jason’s tentacles. 
 
    Glancing up, Tilley grinned. “Not a thing. I was just getting tired of seeing that lieutenant of yours make you jealous. You do know she’s puttin’ on a show for you?” 
 
    “Putting on a show? What do you mean? She’s been following that fighter pilot around all morning.” He waved a hand at the Macron chained to the deck ten meters away. “Poor old Freeta and Dresh have been doing all the work by themselves. I feel sorry for them.” 
 
    Laughter came out of Jason’s translator. “Sure you do. I will never understand why humans lie to themselves when it comes to the reproductive process. You could care less about Freeta and Dresh at the moment. You only have two eyes, and both of them are on Casey. Why don’t you go over there, spray some ink in the major’s face, and drag your young lieutenant to some hole and cover her eggs with—” 
 
    “Enough,” Jake said forcing images of copulating octopods from his mind. “I get the picture. How about you guys mind your own business and I’ll mind mine?” 
 
    Jason raised two of his tentacles in what Jake knew was a Storagean’s version of a shrug. “Fine by me. You’re the boss. Now how about getting up in the cockpit and activating the left servo for us.” 
 
    At the sound of more laughter from the end of the cargo bay, Jake noticed the canopy on the cockpit lowering. He tightened his fists. “Maggie can work the servo,” he said absentmindedly. “Why don’t you ask her?” 
 
    “Because,” said Tilley getting in on the conversation. “The ship’s loadmaster is over there keeping an eye on us. Do you really want him to know our Maggie hacked his programming staff’s security routine and is fully activated?” 
 
    Jake didn’t. The Paladin’s AI had not only succeeded in hacking the security routine, she’d somehow managed to redirect control circuits to bypass the missing control keys for the cat’s weapons systems. Without ammo, the solid projectile and phase weapons were useless, but the plasma weapons were available. Not that he expected to need them inside the ship, but it made him feel a little less impotent just to know they were available if he needed them. 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, he made his way over to the cat’s elevator and rode it to the access door. Maggie was waiting for him inside, in full-size mode and sitting in her usual spot in the copilot’s seat. Unlike most days, she wasn’t wearing her flight suit. She had on a long evening gown with a sparkling necklace around her throat and what looked like large Trevarian diamond earrings dangling from each ear. Streaks of purple ran through her red hair, which was done up in a bun. Surprisingly, the effect of purple against red was quite stunning. Her eyes flashed a light blue. 
 
    “What do you think, Tiger? I wasn’t sure whether the earrings were too much, but thought I’d give them a shot.” 
 
    Jake plopped down in the pilot’s chair. “How are you supposed to fight in that?” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a light green. Her form flickered as the evening gown turned into a gray, grease-covered flight suit. Her hair unwound and dropped to her shoulders as all hint of diamond necklace and earrings disappeared. 
 
    Jake barely noticed, his attention still on the fighter with the closed canopy. As the glass-steel of the fighter’s window fogged up, he tightened his fist. 
 
    “You’ve got it bad, don’t you,” whispered Maggie. “I can understand how you feel.” 
 
    “You’re a hologram,” Jake snapped, unleashing some of his anger on her since she was closest. “How would you know how it feels to have flesh and blood?” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a dark green. She raised her left hand and wiped at her eyes. “Believe me,” she whispered. “I know.” Then her hologram flickered out. 
 
    During the next thirty minutes, Jake forced himself to run diagnostic tests on the Paladin’s sensors. For some reason, Maggie ran everything from automatic, refusing to appear in her hologram form. 
 
    At about the same time that the last of the diagnostics finished, the canopy on the escort fighter’s cockpit raised. Neither Major Maksim nor Casey was laughing. In fact, a red mark on the major’s left check looked suspiciously like a handprint. 
 
    Jake smiled, then glanced over at the copilot’s seat to make a comment to Maggie. She wasn’t there. With a shrug, he shut down the cat’s electronics and made for the access door. 
 
    I think I’ve done more than enough for the day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Pirates 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    During the wee hours of the morning shift a week after the captain’s dinner, Jake lay on his cot unable to sleep. He stared at the bunk above him, counting the number of springs in the dim light coming from the timer-clock on the room’s desk. It wasn’t so much the hum of the engines or the occasional snatches of conversations from the hallway outside his door that was keeping him awake. It was something much more insidious. 
 
    I miss Casey. She keeps avoiding me. Maybe I was a little rough on her after that cockpit incident with Maksim and her, but hey, was that my fault? 
 
    He gave a half-smile as he remembered the red handprint on the major’s face when Casey and the fighter pilot had climbed out of the cockpit. His smile disappeared as he thought about how much he missed the black-and-purple-haired Trecorian cat pilot. 
 
    I know it’s not like we were in a committed relationship or anything, but I kinda thought we had an understanding. 
 
    Counting the springs in the bunk above him again, he tried for sleep. It didn’t come. He sighed. Let’s face it. I want things back the way they were between us. One of us should apologize. I just wish she’d hurry up and do it. 
 
    A high-pitched wheeze sounded from the top cot as the end of a gray tentacle fell over the edge, dangling a hand’s breath from Jake’s face. His octopod friend wheezed another snore, and the tentacle withdrew out of sight. 
 
    Jake glanced at the room’s timer. Zero-four-thirty. Another hour and a half before Tilly and Jason will be up. This is ridiculous. I may as well go to the cargo hold and replace that leaking seal on the Paladin’s right footpad Tilley told me about. Can’t sleep anyway. 
 
    As quietly as he could, he slid off his cot and got dressed. Then he was out the door and headed to the Solaris’s cargo bay. The guard at the hatch waved him through with no questions. Jake wasn’t surprised. Captain Yardov had relaxed enough over the last week to allow the crews of both cats to work on their UHAAVs without supervision. Of course, the good captain hadn’t changed the rules about keeping the security programs on the cats’ tactical computers, but that mattered little to Jake since Maggie was unaffected. 
 
    Grabbing Tilley’s toolbox, he took out the largest torque wrench he could find and began trying to remove the first of four bolts holding the footpad’s seal in place. He was in the middle of bracing his knee against the bulkhead in an effort to get some leverage against the stubborn bolt when the hatch to the cargo bay opened. 
 
    In walked Casey. Giving him a stare that could mean anything, she walked past without saying a word. 
 
    Fine, Jake thought. Have it your way. If you don’t want to speak, it makes no difference to me. I’m not going to be the first one to talk. 
 
    He went back to work on the footpad, taking out some of his resentment on the handle of the torque wrench. When he gave the wrench a two-handed jerk, the handle slipped out of his grip. The knuckles of his right hand slammed into the side of the metal foot. 
 
    “Crap,” he muttered as he sucked blood from a skinned knuckle. 
 
    He heard a laugh from the direction of the Macron but refused to turn around. He did glance out the corner of his eye, hoping she wouldn’t notice. She didn’t. The Trecorian’s full attention seemed to be on her remote control pad as she pushed icons to start the boot up of the Macron’s tactical computer. 
 
    Humph. She made fun of Maggie, but she’s the one who’s got to wait for her cat’s computer to cold start before she can get inside and do any work. If her tactical computer was anywhere near as good as Maggie, it would’ve figured out how to bypass security on its own. Now she’ll have to stand around with her thumb up her butt for twenty minutes until the Macron’s systems come online. 
 
    Jake had a fleeting wish that Casey and he were still on friendly terms. Deep down, he knew he missed talking to her. 
 
    If she wasn’t so stubborn, she’d come over here and apologize. If she’s waiting for me to be the first one to say I’m sorry, she’s going to be waiting a long time. He sucked on his knuckle again. I didn’t do anything wrong. He wasn’t so sure, but his doubts hadn’t grown to the point where he was going to admit he might be the one who was in the wrong. 
 
    Just as he was just about to put the torque wrench back on the footpad’s bolt and give it another try, an alarm blared out of an intercom mounted on the bulkhead of the cargo bay. 
 
    “All hands to your stations,” came Captain Yardov’s voice. “We’re under attack. Major Maksim, launch your fighters.” 
 
    Jake glanced around, spotting Casey near the Macron’s front-left leg. She looked almost as confused as he felt. 
 
    Their ongoing feud forgotten, she said, “It’s got to be pirates. We’re near the Ontarian nebula. Sensors can’t operate in that gas.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “I hear you. There could be a fleet in there and Yardov wouldn’t know it.” 
 
    Casey looked at the remote control pad in her hand and then at the cargo bay’s hatch as if trying to decide what to do. She turned back to Jake. “I don’t feel like getting locked up inside my quarters until whatever’s going on is over. They’re not about to let either of us on the bridge. I’d ride it out in my cat, but she’s still booting up. I can’t get in yet.” She glanced at the Paladin. “Maggie’s online, right? I mean, you’re not going back to your quarters, are you?” 
 
    An image of Tilley, Jason, and him being locked in their cabin popped in Jake’s mind. He had no more desire to be confined to quarters than Casey. He didn’t have to think about it long to make a decision. “Maggie! Open the door and lower the elevator. I’m coming in.” 
 
    Casey ran over and wrapped an arm around Jake’s waist. “You mean we’re coming in.” 
 
    The anti-grav unit on Casey’s belt activated, lifting both Jake and her in the air. Before the elevator platform could descend to the floor, the two of them were already at the level of the open access door. Once they floated inside, the anti-grav unit shut off and Casey hastily released her grip around Jake’s waist. 
 
    A life-sized hologram of Maggie dressed in a clean, camouflaged flight suit stood next to the copilot’s chair. For five long heartbeats, Maggie and Casey stared at each other as if having a war of wills. Finally, Maggie gave a tightlipped smile and nodded at the copilot’s seat. “All right then; as long as we understand each other. If you want to help, have a seat. You can handle the control for the plasma cannons.” Maggie’s full-sized hologram blinked out. She reappeared as a hand-high figure standing on the pilot’s control console. 
 
    When neither Casey nor Jake moved, Maggie stomped one of her thumbnail-sized feet on the dash. “Well? In case you didn’t hear, we’re under attack. Take a seat and get buckled in. I think things are going to get a little rough.” 
 
    The cat shook as did everything else in the cargo bay. Both Casey and Jake were knocked to the cockpit’s floor. 
 
    Wasting no more time, Jake scrambled to his feet and dove into the pilot’s seat. He buckled in on the double, then glanced at the copilot’s station. Casey was already strapped in. She was in the process of charging the 30 megawatt plasma cannons mounted on either side of the Paladin’s cockpit, as well as the plasma rifle array underneath the windscreen. 
 
    How’s she even know how to operate our weapons? Jake wondered. He had a feeling a certain Trecorian lieutenant had been spending a lot of time on the tele-network, studying Paladin weapons systems. 
 
    Jake pointed at the copilot’s weapons controls. “Hey. Just remember we’re inside the freighter’s cargo bay. I don’t think the captain would appreciate it if we blew up his storage containers.” 
 
    Casey activated the targeting computer. Crosshairs appeared on both the copilot and pilot’s windscreens. “This freighter’s unarmed. We’re being attacked. They’re liable to try boarding us. The cargo bay is the obvious point of entry.” 
 
    Maggie sat down cross-legged on the control console and pointed at the tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot station. “She’s right. Take a look at that.” 
 
    Glancing at the tactical hologram, Jake saw a miniature version of the Solaris along with what appeared to be four small fighters. The miniature fighters were making a gun run on the freighter. As he watched, the hologram fighters began firing plasma beams at the freighter. 
 
    The Paladin shook again as stacks of containers broke loose from their cargo straps and fell to the deck. The cargo bay’s hatch opened. In ran five figures wearing black flight suits. With Major Maksim in the lead, the five Covians headed for their fighters. Jumping into their ships, the fighter pilots strapped in and lowered their cockpits. 
 
    The freighter’s rear ramp opened. Stars came into view through the magnetic field separating the inside of the cargo bay from the vacuum of space. In the distance, a cloud of purple gas took up half the horizon. Jake recognized it as the Ontarian nebula. 
 
    “Well,” Jake said. “I’ve got to give the Covians credit. They’re no cowards.” 
 
    As he spoke, the five fighters launched through the magnetic field, making a hard turn to the starboard once they were clear of the freighter. 
 
    Glancing at the Paladin’s tactical hologram, Jake noticed the five escort fighters make a beeline toward the four attackers. The attacking pirates, if that’s who they were, were in the process of making a third gun run on the freighter. 
 
    The hologram of the lead Covian fighter fired a salvo of missiles and plasma beams at the incoming ships. One of the pirate fighters disappeared in a flash of orange and purple light. The remaining three pirates broke off their attack run and made for the nebula. The five Covian escort fighters gave pursuit. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Jake said. “Maksim’s leaving our tail hanging in the wind.” 
 
    “He’s a glory hunter,” said Casey. “That’s another reason I don’t like him. Maybe Captain Yardov will call him back.” 
 
    Something inside Jake grew warm when he heard the beautiful Trecorian admit she didn’t like the Covian major. He had to force himself to keep his mind on the task at hand. He turned to his AI. She was still sitting on the console. 
 
    “Maggie, do you think you can hack into the freighter’s communication network? I’d like to hear what’s happening.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes grew a bright blue as she laughed. “You must think I’ve been sitting down here for the last month and a half waiting for you to tell me what to do. I broke the freighter’s security network the second week I was here. I’ve got full access to communication, navigation, and flight controls if I so desire. With my nanosecond brain, I could—” 
 
    “Well, could you stop patting yourself on the back long enough to bring up any communications between Major A-hole and Captain Yardov?” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes grew a little dark and she pursed her lips. 
 
    The cockpit’s intercom crackled. Out came the voice of the freighter’s captain. “…ordering you back, Major. There could be—” 
 
    “Everything’s under control, Captain. We’ve got them on the run.” 
 
    Looking at the tactical hologram, Jake noticed one of the Covian’s ships line up behind one of the pirates’ fighters. For some reason, the Covian ship backed off. A different Covian fighter took its place. Jake recognized it as the escort fighter flown by Major Maksim. Missiles and plasma beams shot out. The pirate’s fighter exploded and disappeared from the hologram. 
 
    “Jerk,” said Casey. “Switching positions like that to take credit for the kill could allow the pirates to get away. If Maksim was a fighter pilot in the one-forty-seventh Mechanized Regiment, Colonel Darnell would have him court-martialed. We don’t put up with glory seekers in the one-forty-seventh.” 
 
    “You’ve got fighter pilots in a mech outfit?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Yeah, doesn’t everybody?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Not really. Spacecraft and UHAAVs are in separate outfits.” 
 
    “Well, you’re missing an opportunity. Maybe the Empire should—” 
 
    “Hello,” said Maggie. “We’re still under attack, in case you’ve forgotten. Maybe the two of you should discuss organizational charts another time.” 
 
    Jake’s face grew warm. Looking back at the tactical hologram, he noticed the three remaining pirates heading straight for the gas nebula and the five Covian fighters hot on their tails. 
 
    “Major Maksim,” came Captain Yardov’s voice out of the cockpit’s intercom. “You will turn around now. This freighter is unarmed. If another group of pir—” 
 
    “Our sensors are clear,” said Maksim. “There’s nothing within half a light year. We’ll take care of these three and be back before you’ve got time to—” 
 
    The three pirates and their five pursuers disappeared into the outer edges of the nebula. As soon as they did Maksim’s words turned to static. 
 
    Apparently the Solaris’s captain still had his mike on because Jake heard Yardov say, “If I were twenty years younger, I’d show that—” 
 
    A voice that sounded like the scraggily haired woman from the dinner party said, “Captain, our long-range sensors are picking up something coming out of the nebula.” 
 
    “Is it the Covians coming back?” asked Yardov. 
 
    “I don’t think so, sir! It looks too large for a group of small escort fighters. And, sir, you’ve got a hot mike.” 
 
    Something sounding like a curse word came over the intercom, then static. 
 
    Glancing at the tactical hologram, Jake saw only the Solaris. The edge of the nebula was visible, but he saw no sign of any ships. “Maggie, what’s the first mate talking about. I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The hand-high hologram of Maggie shrugged. “I’m not detecting anything either. But then again, my sensors aren’t fully deployed and I’m stuck inside a thematically sealed cargo bay surrounded by a class two force field. I was lucky to get enough data to show you the fight between the pirates and your favorite major.” 
 
    Casey pointed at the tactical hologram. “Something’s happening. There’s a disturbance in the gas.” 
 
    As Jake took a closer look at the hologram, a dark shadow formed in the outer edges of the gas cloud. 
 
    Casey leaned forward. “That almost looks like a—” 
 
    The hand-high Maggie jumped to her feet. “It’s a Balorian assault craft. Yardov better get us out of here before they attack.” 
 
    Multiple streaks of green shot out from the pirate assault ship, heading straight for the freighter in the hologram. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Both Casey and Jake were bounced back and forth in their harnesses. Casey’s head smacked into the control stick on her armrest, leaving a bad welt. 
 
    “And that’s why cat pilots wear flight helmets,” said Maggie, sounding not at all sympathetic. 
 
    “Sit rep,” Jake said as he stared at the approaching assault ship in the hologram. 
 
    “The freighter’s shield is down,” said Maggie. “It was only a class two force field to start with. If I was the pirates’ tactical computer, I’d fire a salvo of plasma beams to knock out the freighter’s hyper-drive. That is, assuming they want to capture the freighter and not destroy her outright.” 
 
    Green beams shot out from the hologram of the pirate ship and struck the upper and lower engines on the freighter. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Jake was jerked against his flight harness and barely avoided hitting his head on his flight controls. “Helmets,” he said. 
 
    Orange beams came out of the corners of the cockpit and latched onto two flight helmets hanging from hooks on the back wall. The helmets floated into Casey and Jake’s hands. He wasted no time putting his helmet on. Just as he fastened the chinstrap in place, he was jerked against his flight harness again. His forehead slammed into his armrest, but the helmet took the brunt of the blow. 
 
    “The pirates have caught us in a tractor beam,” said Maggie. “Some of our freighter’s crew are trying to abandon ship in escape pods.” 
 
    Glancing back at the tactical hologram, Jake saw half a dozen white dots leaving the freighter. Green beams from the pirates’ assault ship licked out, blasting the escape pods into flaming pieces of shredded metal. 
 
    Jake looked up, catching Casey’s eyes. 
 
    She stared back at him. 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling they’re not interested in taking prisoners,” Jake told her. “They must want our cargo.” 
 
    Casey shrugged, seeming to accept her likely death with a calmness Jake wished he could emulate. “What do you want to do? The Paladin’s your cat.” 
 
    The miniature Maggie waved both of her arms and laughed. “Hey! What am I? Chopped pactar? It’s not just Jake’s cat. The Paladin’s our cat.” She looked at Jake with the brightest blue eyes Jake had ever seen. “So what are your orders, oh cat-pilot-extraordinaire?” 
 
    What indeed? Jake wondered. He took another look at the tactical hologram. The pirate’s assault ship was maneuvering behind the freighter. “I think Casey was right,” he said. “They’re going to board us. Are you picking up any communications between the pirates and the freighter’s bridge?” 
 
    The cockpit intercom crackled. 
 
    “—any resistance, and I’ll blow your ship to pieces,” said a less than cordial voice. “You’ve got no defensive weapons, and those fool escorts of yours are still in the nebula running after our bait. You will assemble the remainder of your crew on the bridge. My troops will board shortly. You’ll do what they say, or you’ll all die.” 
 
    “Why should we bother surrendering?” said Captain Yardov. “You’re going to kill us anyway.” 
 
    “Now don’t get ahead of yourself, Captain,” said the pirate. “Resist, and I will kill you all here and now. Surrender, and I only may kill you.” The sound of laughter came over the intercom. 
 
    Jake looked out the still lowered ramp of the cargo bay. The approaching assault ship was close enough to see the clamshell doors on the front of the starship open. Visible through the pirates’ open doors were squads of storm troopers with rifles at the ready, waiting in the cargo bay. 
 
    “Analysis?” he said. 
 
    Maggie returned to her cross-legged position on the control console in front of Jake. “My sensors are picking up seventy-five armored soldiers in the pirates’ cargo bay. They’re mainly armed with rifles and pistols. However, I am picking up four shoulder-fired anti-armor weapons. I’ll outline them in orange on your gunsights.” 
 
    Four of the storm troopers near the back of the assault ship’s bay glowed orange on the windscreen. 
 
    “Are there any UHAAVs?” said Casey. 
 
    “There are two Warcats standing next to the portside hull, near the doors,” said Maggie. “Those three-meter-tall cats are hard to beat when it comes to recon, but they suck as assault cats. Their light armor wouldn’t stand a chance against my 30 megawatt plasma cannons.” 
 
    Coming to a decision, Jake turned to Casey. “You ready for a fight?” 
 
    A smile spread over the Trecorian’s face. “I was born ready.” 
 
    Jake looked at his AI. “Maggie, when I give the word, disengage the cargo chains securing us in place and revert to combat mode. We’re going for a little walk.” 
 
    Maggie jumped to her feet and saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!” She laughed. Her eyes sparkled blue. “May I ask where we’ll be going?” 
 
    Maybe it was due to the adrenaline, but for whatever reason, Jake laughed. “We’re going to take a little tour of that assault ship.” He glanced over at Casey. “I think it’s about time we showed those pirates what a Paladin can do.” 
 
    Casey gave a mock salute. “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Full Assault 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    An orange beam reached out from the front of the assault ship, forming a bridge of pure energy between the pirate ship and the freighter’s rear ramp. One of the pirates’ storm troopers stepped onto the energy bridge and aimed a shoulder-launched rocket at the magnetic field protecting the freighter’s cargo bay. The anti-armor missile shot out, striking the energy field. The field flickered a few times before disappearing. 
 
    Jake felt his body grow light. 
 
    “Artificial gravity’s been disabled,” said Maggie. “I’m activating my footpads’ magnetics.” 
 
    With the loss of the magnetic field, every loose item in the cargo bay was sucked out into space along with all the air. Thanks to the numerous cargo straps and chains, most of the items in the bay remained where they were. 
 
    Armored pirates led by the two Warcat UHAAVs rushed across the energy ramp, firing plasma beams and phase rounds as they came. Jagged pieces of storage containers shot into the air, bouncing off the ceiling. Some of the debris floated in the air while the rest flew out into space. 
 
    Despite the fact that she was a hologram, Jake felt Maggie’s eyes on him as he gripped the control stick. He relaxed his grip slightly. 
 
    Maggie nodded. “You’ll need to compensate for the footpad’s magnetics by using more servo pressure during combat maneuvers.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said, grateful for the reminder. He risked a glance at Casey. “You still ready?” 
 
    She wrapped her hand around the gun controls. “Ready and willing. I’ll take out the two Warcats with the plasma cannons when you give the word with no problem. Who’s going to be handling the plasma rifles? You or Maggie?” 
 
    “I’ll handle the first few salvos, then he’ll take over,” said Maggie without giving Jake a chance to answer. “Computers are too predictable. I can’t help but do logical things. The pirates’ tactical computers will anticipate my moves. That’s where you two come in. I can help tweak your aim, but you need to be the ones picking out the targets and deciding where to go next.” 
 
    Casey grinned as she stared at the sight reticle on her windscreen. “It’s nice to be needed.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “That’s what I keep telling our Jake.” 
 
    A beam of green plasma energy ricocheted off the pilot’s windscreen.  
 
    Jake instinctively ducked his head but recovered quickly. From experience, he knew it would take more than small-arm’s fire to penetrate the thick glass-steel of the Paladin’s windscreen. 
 
    Speaking to himself as much as Casey, he said, “Each of the Warcats has two anti-armor missiles mounted to the left of their cockpits. Three of the storm troopers still have their shoulder-fired anti-armor rockets. We’ve got to take out the Warcats and the remaining shoulder-fired weapons in our first salvo.” 
 
    “This ain’t my first rodeo,” said Casey, using an old Earth saying Jake had heard some of the old-timers at the spaceport use on occasion. “I’ll take care of the two cats. You handle the shoulder weapons.” 
 
    The first of the storm troopers and the two Warcats were just passing the front of the Paladin. Since Maggie had darkened the filter on the windscreens, Jake wasn’t worried about being seen by roving eyes. What he was worried about was missing any of the anti-armor weapons on the first salvo. 
 
    Taking a roll of the die, Jake said, “Now, Maggie! Full combat mode.” 
 
    The sound of chains and securing bands clattering to the floor was accompanied by the whine of leg-servos as the Paladin rose to its full five-meter height. The top of the cargo bay was just high enough that Jake didn’t have to bend the cat’s knees to keep the Paladin’s cockpit from hitting the ceiling. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The sound of the 30 megawatt plasma cannons firing beams of red energy echoed off the cargo bay’s bulkheads, then was drowned out by two larger explosions. Pieces of Warcat arms and legs flew past the windscreen. 
 
    The quad plasma rifles mounted beneath the windscreens opened up, shooting balls of red death at diving storm troopers. They returned fire, but the beams of green plasma energy and phase rounds bounced off the Paladin’s thick armor. 
 
    Jake stepped out, almost tripping the cat’s legs as the magnetized footpads tried to stick to the metal deck. Increasing the servo pressure in the legs, he kicked out with a steel foot and knocked a trio of armored pirates into the far wall of the cargo bay. A shoulder-fired weapon flew out of a pirate’s grasp and fell to the deck. 
 
    Stomping down with the Paladin’s foot, Jake left a flattened version of the anti-armor weapon in his wake. He glanced at the gun reticle on his windscreen, trying to pinpoint the other two shoulder-fired weapons. 
 
    “I’ve taken out the other two storm troopers that were carrying the anti-armor weapons with the plasma rifles,” said Maggie. “The pirates’ computers are starting to anticipate my firing pattern with the rifles. You should take control of them now.” The miniature version of Maggie seemed to glance out the pilot’s windscreen. “Oh yeah, I should probably mention if I was the assault ship’s computer, I’d be recommending they deactivate their energy bridge so you can’t get the Paladin onto their ship. Just a little FYI. Thought you’d like to know.” 
 
    Realizing Maggie was right, Jake spun on the Paladin’s left leg as he fired off bursts of plasma rounds from the anti-personnel rifles. He moved the cat’s throttle full forward. Running at top speed, he knocked pirates out of the way as he made for the energy bridge. He got to the very edge of the freighter’s ramp just as the pirates’ energy bridge disappeared. 
 
    Moving too fast to stop, Jake extended the leg-servos at max speed in a diving jump. At the same time, he hit the ion thrusters built into the Paladin’s legs. Although the thrusters were only intended to slow the cat’s fall when jumping down embankments, he took a risk that they’d work just as well to give the cat an extra burst of speed in the weightlessness of space. In an all-or-nothing jump, he made straight for the open front of the Balorian assault ship.  
 
    Whether by luck or skill, he guided the Paladin dead-center through the still open clamshell doors and hit the deck inside the assault ship’s bay area. Jake rolled the Paladin head over heels in a trick Maggie had taught him, squashing a squad of pirates in the process. Coming up out of his roll, he continued running toward the back of the bay. Squads of storm troopers hid behind any available cover they could find, firing for all they were worth. Their small kilowatt plasma beams did little to no damage to the Paladin’s armor. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The 30 megawatt plasma cannons raked the back of the bay area as Maggie took out teams of pirates attempting to escape. Return fire from the pirates came fast and furious, but again it proved ineffective against the cat’s brerellium-steel plate armor. 
 
    Jake noticed the beams of energy from the 30 megawatt plasma cannons ricocheting off the bulkheads of the bay area. “The walls must be reinforced with an energy shield,” he said. “Maggie, see if you can hack into the ship’s computer and shut their force field down.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Casey fired another salvo of cannon fire. The 30 megawatt energy beams struck the bay’s back wall, blasting fist-sized holes in the metal. 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” said Casey as she fired another burst of plasma beams. “Maggie, pull the schematics of the ship out of their databanks and find me some key targets.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram crossed her arms as she glared at the Trecorian officer. “You’re not my pilot.” She shrugged. “But…considering the circumstances. Compliance.” 
 
    Three orange outlines appeared on the copilot’s windscreen. Jake was too busy firing at or stepping on armored pirates to take a good look, but at least one of the outlines resembled an ion engine while another looked like an isotopic battery for a hyper-drive. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Red energy shot out of the phase cannons in the direction of the outline of the isotopic battery. 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes and snorted. “You missed. Uh, do you want some help?” 
 
    “Yes!” said Casey still sending 30 megawatt plasma beams in the direction of the battery as fast as her finger could pull the trigger. “Help would be greatly appreciated.” 
 
    Spotting a braver-than-he-ought-to-be pirate trying to pick up one of the fallen shoulder-fired anti-armor weapons, Jake sent a burst of plasma rifle fire in the storm trooper’s direction. The rounds caught the pirate full on the face shield of his helmet, obliterating the flesh on the other side. The anti-armor weapon fell back to the metal deck. None of the other pirates made a try for the weapon. 
 
    A salvo from the Paladin’s plasma cannons shot out, tracking straight for the outline of the isotopic battery. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The entire assault ship shook. The few remaining storm troopers left in the bay area were thrown against the walls, some drifting out the open clamshell doors. The shaking grew so violent, the magnetics on the Paladin’s footpads lost their connection to the deck’s metal plates. The cockpit hit the ceiling, denting in the bay’s metal roof. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here,” said Maggie. “Someone on the bridge has activated the ship’s self-destruct. She’s going to blow in twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Can you deactivate the self-destruct?” Jake said, doing his best to regain control of the Paladin. 
 
    “Negative,” said Maggie. “Not in twenty seconds.” 
 
    Jake glanced out the open clamshell doors of the bay. Although the energy bridge was no longer connecting the assault ship to the freighter, the two vessels were only a hundred meters apart. 
 
    “We’re too close,” said Casey. “Even if we make it back to the freighter before the self-destruct goes off, both ships will be destroyed.” 
 
    Heading for the open clamshell doors, Jake opened the Paladin up to full throttle. “Maggie, hack into the pirates’ flight controls. Use their ion thrusters to back as far away as possible.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The roar of engine’s sounded. The assault ship jerked. The Paladin twisted to one side and bounced off the starboard bulkhead. Jake caught a glimpse of the freighter growing smaller through the clamshell doors. 
 
    “Ten seconds to self-destruct,” said Maggie, sounding a little too matter-of-fact for Jake’s liking. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” said Casey. 
 
    When the Paladin reached the end of the assault ship’s ramp, Jake activated all leg-servos at max velocity. They shot through the clamshell doors, into the nothingness of space. The freighter was already a thousand meters away and appeared to be drifting to the right. 
 
    “We’re off course,” said Casey. “We’re not going to make it.” 
 
    Jake activated the ion thrusters in the Paladin’s legs. The cat sped up and turned toward the freighter, but he could tell it wasn’t going to be enough. “Maggie. A little assistance, please.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The control stick went limp in Jake’s hand as everything went to automatic. Maneuvering thrusters built into the sides of the cat expelled compressed ion gas, twisting the Paladin a hundred and eighty degrees so it was facing the pirates’ ship. Streams of ion energy was shooting out of the assault ship’s thrusters as it backed ever farther away from the freighter. The pirate vessel was now almost three kilometers away. 
 
    The 30 megawatt phase cannons on the sides of the Paladin’s cockpit began firing at a rapid rate, sending red beams of phase energy into empty space. At each blast of the phase cannons, the Paladin jerked. 
 
    “What are you firing at?” Jake shouted. “There’s nothing there.” 
 
    The miniature hologram of Maggie on the control console stood up. “I’m not firing at anything. I’m using the recoil to correct our course. Self-destruct is in four seconds. Now, do you wanna drive this thing or let me do it?” 
 
    Jake didn’t have time to answer. A flash lit up everything. The light was so intense it triggered the filter on the Paladin’s windscreens to max. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes, all Jake could see were red spots dancing across his field of vision. Finally, the red spots disappeared and the filter on the windscreen went back to normal. Far off in the distance, Jake saw glowing bits of wreckage drifting ever farther away. He heard the sound of compressed air from the cat’s maneuvering thrusters. 
 
    The Paladin spun a hundred and eighty degrees. 
 
    Jake breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Five hundred meters away, the freighter was in one piece. 
 
    “We’re headed straight for it,” said Casey. 
 
    Maggie laughed, her eyes sparkling a bright blue. “And that, my friends, is why it’s always wise to leave the Paladin’s override activated.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” said Jake. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Impossible Repairs 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    A full hour after the destruction of the pirate’s assault ship, the Covian escort fighters finally returned. Major Maksim didn’t even try apologizing for skipping out and leaving the freighter to fall into the pirates’ trap. Not that Casey gave the man a chance. The major had barely climbed out of his fighter when the mad-as-hell Trecorian lieutenant put a fist in his face, knocking him out cold. She’d have probably done worse, but Jason wrapped all four of his arm tentacles around her and held her in place until she calmed down. 
 
    Jake had a feeling the now black-eyed major wasn’t going to try stealing a kiss from any Trecorians in the near future. 
 
    After Tilley helped him secure the Paladin in its storage position next to the Macron, Jake looked around for Casey and Jason. They were sitting on a bench on the opposite side of the cargo bay, in deep conversation. Glancing around, he noticed four of the Covians preforming post-flight checks on their fighters but no sign of Major Maksim. 
 
    One of the freighter’s crew walked up. 
 
    Jake recognized him as one of the burly men that normally stood guard at the cargo bay’s hatch. He’d always been a surly fellow, just like the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” said the crewman, sounding unusually respectful. “I, uh…the Captain requests Lieutenant Bistoria and you come to the bridge when you get a chance. That is, if you’re not too busy, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll grab Casey, and we’ll be right with you,” Jake told the man. “I assume you’ll be taking us there.” 
 
    “No need in that, sir, unless you don’t know the way.” 
 
    Jake eyed the man. “I thought we weren’t supposed to go to the bridge on our own.” 
 
    The man’s cheeks turned a little red. “Look, uh…Mister Striker.” He glanced around before looking back at Jake. “We all know what the two of you did for us. We’d be dead for sure if you hadn’t taken out those pirates. That fancy-pants major would’ve gotten us all killed.” He glanced at the deck before raising his eyes. “You’re all right in my book, Mister Striker. If’n there’s anything you need while you’re on board, just let me know. The name’s Riko.” 
 
    “All right, Riko. I’ll be sure and do that. Thanks.” 
 
    The crewman moved his right arm almost as if he were going to salute. Seeming to think better of it, he spun on his heels and beat a hasty retreat to the exit hatch, closing the steel door behind him. 
 
    Jake sensed someone step up beside him. 
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” said Tilley, grinning. “By the way, thanks for nothing, letting Jason and me stay locked up in our quarters until everything was over. We might’ve been able to help.” 
 
    “There wasn’t much time. Casey and I were kinda busy.” 
 
    Tilley gave another of her grins. “Save it for the captain. I’ve got a feeling he’s going to be asking you how one supposedly inactivated Paladin was able to use its plasma weapons, not to mention boot up its computer in less time than it takes to heat up a bag of popcorn in the dehydrator.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling his mechanic was right. He sighed. I guess I’ve got some explaining to do.  
 
    Wasting no time, he headed in the direction of the Trecorians’ cabin to pick up his partner-in-crime. He didn’t make it far. She met him halfway. 
 
    Smiling, the black-and-purpled haired Trecorian said, “Guess you got an invitation you couldn’t refuse either.” 
 
    He returned her smile, grateful in spite of the circumstances to be back on speaking terms with her. “So it seems.” He waved a hand at a nearby elevator. “Shall we?” 
 
    The Trecorian’s eyes sparkled as she gave him a devilish grin. “Maybe later. Right now we’ve got to see the captain.” 
 
    By the time they reached the door to the bridge, the color of Jake’s face was almost back to normal. He let Casey lead the way inside. The captain was already there. So was Major Maksim. 
 
    “You’ve got some explaining to do,” said Captain Yardov from his command chair on the bridge. He glared at Major Maksim, daring him to argue. “I don’t care how well connected you are politically. This is my ship, and you’re under my command. If I so much as think you’re disobeying one of my orders in the future, I’ll court-martial you on the spot and have you dumped out an escape hatch without a suit. You got that?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, uh, Captain,” stammered Major Maksim, obviously embarrassed to be chastised in front of the freighter’s bridge crew. “I understand completely.” 
 
    Standing next to Casey in front of the command chair, Jake almost felt sorry for the sweating Covian major. Almost, but not quite. The swelling around his eye’s worse, Jake thought. Personally, I think that shade of black and blue goes well with that uniform of his. 
 
    Still staring at Maksim, Captain Yardov leaned forward in his command chair. “My chief engineer informs me both our ion and hyper-drive engines are damaged. Repairs are impossible outside of a full space-dock. I’ve contacted higher headquarters on Lastreo. They’re sending a space tug and an escort destroyer to fetch us, but it’ll take a week to get here and another three weeks to tow us home. Until they arrive, you’ll keep two of your fighters circling our ship at all times. I don’t want any more surprise visits by those pirates. Understood?” 
 
    Jake noticed the major’s face turn a little red as his hands balled into fists. 
 
    Two large security guards took positions on either side of their captain. 
 
    The red in Maksim’s face disappeared and his hands relaxed. “Yes…sir. It will be done as you say.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “Then I won’t keep you here any longer, Major.” 
 
    The Covian spun on his heels without bothering to salute and made straight for the exit. 
 
    Once Maksim was gone, Captain Yardov turned to look at Casey and Jake. “I’ve informed Lastreo of your actions.” He shrugged. “While I personally applaud what you did, hacking around a ship’s security programs is a court-martial offense. The punishment is normally death by disintegrator ray.” 
 
    Casey shifted her feet. “We’re not members of your crew, Captain. I’m a member of the Trecorian mil—” 
 
    Yardov pointed a beefy finger at the Trecorian lieutenant. “Don’t you dare start quoting regs to me, Lieutenant. I was a midshipman on a freighter making runs in the Ostaris Minor asteroid belt before you were born. This is my ship, and my word is the law.” He lowered his finger and shrugged. “However, as it so happens, higher headquarters told me not to pursue the matter. I can’t say I’m disappointed.” 
 
    “Then we’re not going to get in trouble?” Jake asked. 
 
    “For saving my ship?” laughed the potbellied captain. “No. Now, what happens when we get to Lastreo is a different matter. The Steel Apocalypse can be downright dangerous. That is, assuming we can get you there in time to participate.” 
 
    Before Jake could ask the obvious question, Casey spoke up. 
 
    “What do you mean if we can get there in time? I thought you said a tug—” 
 
    “I know what I said, Lieutenant. A tug and escort have been dispatched, but it’s not easy towing a ship this size across the neutral zone. If the tug tries making a hyper-jump with us in tow, we’re liable to come loose from their tractor beam and wind up who knows where in the galaxy. The tug will have to get us to Lastreo using normal hyper-drive. With a week for them to get here and another three weeks to tow us to Lastreo, that’ll put us in orbit a week after the tournament’s scheduled to start.” 
 
    Casey crossed her arms. “So in other words, we’re going to be a day late and a credit short.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “So it seems.” 
 
    Thinking of the thumbnail-sized container of inactivated tele-bots he’d hidden inside the secret compartment where his dad had kept his sack of emergency credits, Jake said, “We’ll still be landing on Lastreo, won’t we?” 
 
    Captain Yardov raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Uh,” Jake said, trying to recover. “I mean, after coming all this way, I’d at least like to see part of the tournament even if I can’t get there in time to be in it.” 
 
    “So would I,” said Casey. “I mean, since I’m going to be there anyway.” She glanced at Jake before looking back at Yardov. “I heard the last Steel Apocalypse on Lastreo lasted a full month before a winner was declared.” 
 
    The captain sat back in his seat and smiled. “Ah, yes. Now that was a tournament. I won over a thousand— Uh, well, I mean it was good entertainment.” He eyed Casey and Jake. “I tell you what. I can’t promise anything, but once my ship’s in space-dock over Lastreo, if I can finagle some tickets for you to the tournament, I will. I’ll even take you planet-side in the Solaris’s shuttle. But I have to be honest. Security’s pretty tight on Lastreo. The odds are that none of us will be allowed planet-side once the tournament begins.” 
 
    “Well, I’d appreciate whatever you can do,” Jake said. 
 
    The captain laughed. “It’s too bad the two of you won’t be in the tournament. Having seen you fight, I’d bet a year’s pay on one of you being the winner. I’d make a killing.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad,” said Casey. 
 
    An image of the mysterious Lieutenant Fisher and her veiled threat about what might happen if he didn’t release her container of tele-bots on Lastreo popped into Jake’s mind. “Are you sure we can’t get there in time to start the tournament? Maybe if—” 
 
    The captain shook his head. “Forget it. The only way you’d be able to get there in time to enter the tournament is if they delayed it until you got there.” He laughed. “Unless you know someone mighty important, that ain’t going to happen.” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – An Alliance 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Three weeks after the pirates’ attack, Jake walked down the level-three hallway of the Solaris, making his way to the front of the starship. A large crewman wearing a set of gray camouflaged pants and t-shirt was coming down the hall from the opposite direction.  
 
    As the crewman drew close, the big man smiled. “Good evening, Mister Striker. On your way to the captain’s dinner, eh?” 
 
    Jake stopped and smiled back. “Hello, Riko.” He touched the dress-white uniform he’d bought with the Gegormas’ charge card before he’d left Trillian. “I feel a little out of place in this thing, but we’ve all got to do what we’ve all got to do.” 
 
    “Ain’t it the truth,” laughed Riko. He lost his smile. “Hey, I just want to say I’m sorry we couldn’t get you to Lastreo in time for the start of the tournament. You and the lieutenant would’ve won hands down. The whole crew would’ve bet on you guys if we could’ve.” 
 
    “Well, thanks, but Casey and I both couldn’t have won. I mean, there’s only one prize.” 
 
    Riko frowned. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “What? Are you saying there’s more than one prize?” 
 
    Riko shrugged. “The cat pilots make alliances with each other. There are some loners, but the winner’s always been part of an alliance. The winner splits the credits with their teammates.” 
 
    “Bummer. I didn’t know that. Guess I shoulda been making some friends.” 
 
    Grinning, Riko said, “From what I’ve seen, you’ve been pretty friendly with a certain lieutenant.” 
 
    A warmth came over Jake’s face at the realization that he and Casey hadn’t been as discrete as they’d thought. “Doesn’t matter now. We won’t be competing anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad. Maybe next time. I’ve got to get to the armory now, but maybe we’ll get a chance to talk later.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Sure. Be seeing you.” 
 
    Turning, he made his way to the conference room the captain liked to use when he hosted dinners, which had been quite frequently over the past few weeks. Upon entering the room, he saw only four chairs arranged around the conference table. Captain Yardov sat in his usual chair, dressed in a suit with enough gold braid to make an admiral proud. Casey sat across from him. She had her hair up in a wrap around her head, making the purple streaks form a pattern that contrasted well with her Trecorian dress uniform. He thought she looked very pretty. He didn’t think so much of the person occupying the third chair—none other than Major Maksim. 
 
    “Ah, you’re here, Mister Striker,” said Captain Yardov as he waved at the empty seat. “Please, sit. I wanted to give the three of you the news before we start dinner.” 
 
    “News?” Jake asked as he sat down. “Have you gotten permission for Casey and me to go watch the remainder of the tournament when we get to Lastreo?” 
 
    Captain Yardov shook his head. 
 
    Jake’s heart dropped as he began trying to figure out how he was supposed to get the tele-bots planet-side now. 
 
    “Actually,” said Yardov, “I haven’t been able to get permission for you to watch it, because you’ll be in it.” 
 
    Sitting up in his seat, Jake eyed the captain to make sure he wasn’t trying to make a joke. “I thought the tournament started today? We’ve still got another week before we get to Lastreo. How—” 
 
    “Yes, how indeed?” said Major Maksim. “I’d assumed that my team and I would be unable to make it in time.” 
 
    “You?” Jake asked. “What do you mean, you?” 
 
    Maksim smiled. “Oh, didn’t you know? My team and I were also entered in the tournament.” He glanced at Casey. “As it so happens, I’m almost as good a cat pilot as I am a fighter pilot.” 
 
    Casey rolled her eyes. 
 
    Captain Yardov leaned back in his seat and smiled. “Actually, all three of you will be on Lastreo in time to start the tournament. It’s been delayed until our arrival. One of you must have some high-level friends to get an event the size of the Steel Apocalypse put on hold.” 
 
    Major Maksim gave a smug laugh. “Ah, yes. That’s probably my doing.” 
 
    Yardov, Casey, and Jake looked at him. 
 
    The major’s smile grew even smugger. “I told you that Creao Gegorma is my mother’s uncle. He must want me there to uphold the family name. I didn’t think he took me seriously the last time I saw him, when I told him I would be the new champion. I’m glad to see I was wrong.” 
 
    Jake turned away from the arrogant major and looked at Yardov. “So they’re delaying the tournament for how long? Casey and I’ll need time to run some field trials and boresight our weapons after being in storage for weeks on end.” 
 
    Captain Yardov spread his hands. “I’m sorry to say you won’t be getting that kinda time. As soon as the tug gets us to the space-dock, your equipment and you will go through security and be shuttled planet-side. The tournament’s grand entrance will begin shortly thereafter. The battle royale will take place the next day.” He shrugged. “I’m afraid you’ll barely have time to study the layout of the battle area before you’ll be up to your necks in missiles and plasma beams.” 
 
    “Fortunately,” said Major Maksim, “I helped in the construction of the battle area. I’m very familiar with it.” He looked at Casey the way a hungry pactar might look at a fawn. “My teammates and I are part of a five-cat alliance. We could use a sixth cat, if you’re interested. You’d be under my protection, so to speak. We could discuss the details in my cabin later tonight.” 
 
    The look of scorn Casey gave the major did Jake’s heart good. “You can take your alliance and stick it where it’ll hurt the most, Major,” she said. “As it so happens, Jake and I have our own alliance. We’ll see you on the field of battle.” 
 
    Maksim jumped up out of his seat so fast his chair flew back and hit the wall. His face turned red, and his hands balled into fists. 
 
    Both Captain Yardov and Jake stood up as well, ready to intervene. 
 
    Casey remained in her chair, seemingly as calm as a Devian cucumber in the middle of winter. From where he stood, Jake could just see part of the Trecorian’s hand under the table. She gripped something metallic that was pointed directly at the angry major. 
 
    Maksim must’ve glimpsed her hand as well because his face lost all color. He took a step back. “So that’s how it is? You’ll live to regret this, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Casey. “But the point is that I’ll live. If you ever act like that toward me again, it’ll be the last thing you ever do. Now I suggest you take your dinner elsewhere tonight before my trigger finger slips.” 
 
    With a final glare at Casey, Maksim turned and walked out the door. As soon as he was gone, Casey placed her previously hidden hand on top of the table. Jake did a double-take at what she held. 
 
    “It’s a spoon,” Jake said. “I thought you had a—” 
 
    “A what, Mister Striker?” said Casey. She gave him a wink and smiled. “Now you know I’m too much of a lady to bring a blaster to one of Captain Yardov’s dinner parties.” She glanced at Yardov. “Aren’t I, Captain?” 
 
    “Uh, well, yes,” said Yardov. “Of course.” He glanced at Casey a moment before sitting down. “I’m afraid you’ve made a powerful enemy, Lieutenant. Our major and his team isn’t known for fighting fair, nor for their compassion. He was a young man during the last tournament, but even so, he came in third. He may very well be the best in the tournament this time. You’ll need a good alliance to watch your back.” 
 
    Casey glanced at Jake. “Well, Mister Striker? Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to sit down so Captain Yardov can start our dinner?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jake muttered as he sat down. For some reason, he didn’t feel like eating. “You mentioned we had an alliance. That’s news to me. Uh, not that I’d mind.” 
 
    Casey shrugged. “Sorry about that. Our good major pissed me off.” She eyed him. “I’m already in an alliance with four other Trecorian cats in the tournament. We’ve spent the last year practicing for the Steel Apocalypse. I’d have to talk to them, but I’m sure they wouldn’t mind having the hero of Thrakis as a member of our group.” She smiled. “Besides, we made a good team against the pirate assault ship. I’d hate to have to kill you.” 
 
    “Well, since you put it that way, I’d hate to have to kill you too.” 
 
    “So you’ll join our alliance?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Why the hell not?” 
 
    Casey laughed. “Yeah, why the hell not?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Staging 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The next week passed quickly while Jake spent every waking minute with Casey, Freeta, and Dresh going over battle tactics. The Trecorians’ team consisted of the Macron for long-range fire support; an eight-legged Kraken heavy cat and a Long Cat medium cat for the close-in firepower; and two light cats, a Warcat and a Tomcat, to act as scouts. Then, of course, there was the Paladin. 
 
    After a full week of discussions, it was finally decided that trying to integrate Jake and the Paladin into the small unit maneuvers the Trecorians had been practicing over the last year was more apt to get someone killed than to help. In the end, the Paladin was designated as a floater. Jake could go wherever he wanted and do as he saw fit. Basically, the Trecorians wouldn’t fire at him and he wouldn’t fire at them, and if any of them won, they’d split the prize. 
 
    At the end of the week, Jake found himself inside the cockpit of the Paladin, standing in a mass formation with scores of other UHAAVs, all waiting to enter the main dueling arena as part of the Grand Entrance ceremony on Lastreo. Ground personnel had lined the cats up in a staging area just outside the 30-meter-high brerellium-steel walls of the arena. From his position in the middle of the formation, he saw the shimmering of a high-density force field covering the walls and extending upward to form a dome over the arena. Spaced out at hundred-meter intervals along the walls were high-caliber phase cannons. Most of the cannons pointed inward to the other side of the walls, but a few had their barrels traversed to target the staging area. 
 
    Pretending to munch on a holographic pack of cheese crackers in the copilot’s seat, Maggie stopped her simulated chewing long enough to look at Jake. “Hmmm. I’m guessing they don’t want anyone cheating by trying to take out one of their competitors before the tournament starts.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling she was right. The sheer number of missile launchers, high-megawatt plasma cannons, phase guns, disintegrator beam displacers, and solid projectile weapons on the mass of cats in the formation was overwhelming. 
 
    “The amount of firepower here is crazy,” he said. “Normal cats in military units don’t have this much firepower.” 
 
    “True, but military units may have to march thousands of kilometers to get to a fight. They also have to keep themselves maintained in all kinds of environments for months on end. A lot of these UHAAVs appear to have been modified especially for the tournament. They don’t have to travel far to engage their enemy, and afterwards, they’ll be able to make repairs in maintenance hangars containing some of the best equipment the galaxy has to offer. That makes a big difference on how you equip your cat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Jake conceded. “Must be nice. All I know is that some of these cats wouldn’t last long in a mercenary outfit.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t,” agreed Maggie, popping another cracker into her mouth. “Pretty little things, though, ain’t they? If looks were skills, some of these pretty boys would win the tournament hands down.” 
 
    Glancing out the windscreen, Jake had to agree. While the Trecorian UHAAVs and a good number of other cats looked scratched, dented, and battle-hardened, more than a few had a too high-shine paint job and looked like they’d just come off the factory floor. He spotted a couple with elaborate design details resembling racing stripes complete with flourishes. One Long Cat medium UHAAV even had flashing lights on the side, surrounding the logo of a major company that produced alcoholic beverages. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Are those guys serious? That one looks more like a walking billboard than it does a combat vehicle.” 
 
    Maggie shoved the last of her crackers in her mouth and leaned back in her seat with her feet propped up on the console. “Oh, there are plenty of highly trained killers out there, so don’t go letting your guard down. The battle royale tomorrow will weed out the riffraff who are just in it for the exposure. Our job is to make sure we’re one of the cats left standing at the end of the day.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    One group of five UHAAVs standing a hundred meters away were painted in a matching dull black-and-gray camouflage pattern. There was a six-legged Leviathan, two Long Cat medium UHAAVs, a Macron long-range artillery cat similar to Casey’s, and a Warcat scout. All five of the cats had Covian insignias painted on their left shoulders. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Maggie obviously noting where Jake was looking. “It’s your friend Major Maksim.” She took her feet off the console and turned her chair to face him. “I don’t want you trying to turn this into a personal vendetta. I’ve dealt with his type before. He’s a vicious killer. You can’t let your emotions get in the way during a fight. That’s a fool’s errand, and it will only get us killed.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jake said, forcing his eyes away from the Covians. He glanced around the staging area. “I haven’t been in the middle of two hundred cats packed this tight before. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be a little crowded tomorrow.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “That’s for sure. As it so happens, there are only a hundred and eighty-five cats here. We’re short fifteen. From what I’ve picked up over the local network, the alliance that won last year will be joining us inside the arena. I calculate their group will consist of fifteen cats.” 
 
    Jake gave a laugh of his own. “Guess the old winners don’t want to rub shoulders with us peons, eh?” 
 
    “Who knows?” replied Maggie. “Just curious, but when are you going to release those tele-bots your Lieutenant Fisher gave you?” 
 
    Jake stiffened in his seat and glanced around. “Maggie, keep it down. The Gegormas might have tele-bots of their own inside our cockpit.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes took on the bright blue that usually meant, ‘What do you take me for, a novice?’ She smiled. “The fact is there are currently three tele-bots in the cockpit with us. They came in when you did.” 
 
    “Then—” started Jake. 
 
    “Relax, Tiger. I hacked into them ten nanoseconds after they got here. I’m feeding them images of us discussing the other cats. The armor around the Paladin’s cockpit is embedded with flecks of titanium. So is the glass-steel in our windscreens. There isn’t a sensor made that can penetrate inside here. You can tell me your deepest, darkest secrets, and they’d be as safe as an ice comet passing between the twin-suns of Therimal Major.” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes. “Doesn’t sound all that safe to me.” 
 
    “Nor to me,” laughed Maggie. “Guess I picked a bad example. In any regard, you’re safe to talk while we’re in here. So what about those tele-bots of yours? Do you want me to open up that secret compartment of your dad’s?” 
 
    Jake glanced out the windscreen before looking back at Maggie. “No, not yet. I’m still not sure what I’m going to do. I don’t trust Fisher, or whatever her real name is, any more than I trust the Gegormas. I’m going to hold off and get the lay of the land before I make a decision about releasing the tele-bots.” 
 
    Maggie sat back in her seat and let one leg dangle over her armrest. “When were you going to let me in on your plan? You know, it wasn’t easy keeping that little container of Fisher’s from being detected by the Gegorma’s security teams. They scoured me from one end to the other. They had some of the best sensor equipment I’ve ever seen. If their computer’s security programs weren’t so logical, I couldn’t have kept your secret safe. As it is, I think at nanosecond speed. My logic is superior to even—” 
 
    “Careful, Maggie. I wouldn’t want you to hurt your arm.” 
 
    Maggie cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. “I’m a computer. How would I hurt my arm?” 
 
    Jake smiled. “By patting yourself on the back too much, that’s how.” 
 
    “Humph! Not funny. Just so you know, it’s not bragging if you’re only stating a fact. The end result is that I was able to out-logic the security team’s equipment. You’re lucky I’ve got a knack for hacking into other computers.” She crossed her arms and glared at Jake. “You should be thanking me instead of making fun of me.” 
 
    “Oh, I do th—” 
 
    “Pilots, start your engines,” came a loud voice echoing over the dozens of speakers attached to the walls of the arena.  
 
    Loud roars sounded all around the Paladin. 
 
    “Paladin zero-five,” came Casey’s voice over the headphones built into Jake’s flight helmet. “Kick the tires and light the fires. It’s showtime.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said. “Maggie, do you wanna do the honors?” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    No roar sounded, but from the vibrations coming through the metal deck to his booted feet, Jake knew the engine was up and running. 
 
    “Ain’t these new Stremar model mufflers nice?” laughed Maggie. “I wish you could’ve afforded to put them on me years ago. When we go into stealth mode, I swear we’ll be harder to detect than a Warcat.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” Jake gave his AI a wink. “And please don’t swear.” 
 
    Maggie snorted, but Jake thought he saw the hint of a smile. 
 
    “Your jokes aren’t that funny, hotshot,” Maggie said. “Better keep your day job.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “Paladin zero-five,” came Casey’s voice through the headphones. “Take up position behind Kraken five-one. I’ll take the lead.” 
 
    “Wilco,” Jake responded as he took hold of his control stick and moved the Paladin behind the Trecorians’ twelve-meter-tall Kraken.  
 
    A large 51 was painted in black on the cat’s camouflaged side. Like all the cats in the staging area, a series of inactivated strobe lights were attached all along the cat’s top, sides, and legs, basically outlining the UHAAV. Jake glanced down at the icon on his armrest that controlled the set of strobe lights Tilley and Jason had hastily installed on the Paladin a few hours earlier. A piece of paper with the words ‘OUT OF ACTION’ scrawled on it was taped below the icon. 
 
    “Hope I don’t have to use that,” Jake said, nodding his head at the icon. 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Speak for yourself. If we’re surrounded by cats that are getting ready to blow us to kingdom come, I think having a way to say, ‘Don’t shoot. I surrender,’ could come in handy.” 
 
    “I suppose,” he said. “Assuming the cats getting ready to shoot obey the ‘don’t shoot the cats with strobe lights activated’ rule.” 
 
    Maggie pointed a finger in the direction of one of the large phase cannons mounted on the arena wall. “I’ve got a feeling that’s where those things come in. It would turn into a blood bath out there if there wasn’t a way for pilots to surrender before they’re killed.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll find out if it works tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we will.” 
 
    Jake was just closing the distance to the Trecorians’ Kraken when a dull black-and-gray camouflaged Warcat scout cut between the Kraken and Paladin. Through the three-meter-tall Warcat’s windscreen, he made out the features of Major Maksim slicing a finger across his throat as he looked at him. 
 
    Moving the control stick forward, Jake aimed the five-meter-tall Paladin straight for the smaller Warcat. The Paladin accelerated and then slowed down as the control stick jerked back. 
 
    “Hey,” Jake said. “I’m driving this thing, not you, Maggie.” 
 
    “Then drive,” said Maggie as she released her grip on the copilot’s control lever. “I already told you there’s no place for emotions on a battlefield. Our dear major there is baiting you. You’ve got to keep your emotions under control. Look at me. You don’t see me losing my cool, do you?” 
 
    “You’re a computer. You don’t have emotions.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes took on a green tint. “Oh, I’ve got emotions all right. You just don’t get to see them very often.” 
 
    Jake was about to ask her what she meant when he noticed the barrel of one of the phase cannons on the arena wall pointing at him. Two turrets farther down the wall were also pointing their weapons at him. 
 
    “Uh, I guess I see what you mean about him baiting me,” Jake said. “They’d have fired if I’d attacked him, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “I calculate they would’ve,” replied Maggie. “Just stay cool. Once the competition starts tomorrow, they’ll be plenty of time to take out your frustrations on your major friend.” 
 
    Apparently seeing he wasn’t going to take the bait, Maksim moved his Warcat out of the way and joined the rest of his team just ahead of the Trecorians. 
 
    Jake did his best to memorize every nuance of the recon cat for future reference. He’s dead meat if I see him during the battle royale. 
 
    With that, Jake followed the Kraken through the gates to the arena beyond. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Grand Entrance 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The inside of the arena was a thousand meters across with a shimmering field of energy separating the dirt floor from the tens of thousands of screaming fans in the massive stands surrounding the arena proper. From what Jake could tell, every known race in the galaxy was represented. Opposite the entrance to the arena through which the formation of UHAAVs marched was a section of stands guarded by companies of soldiers wearing heavy armor. In front of that section of the stands stood a line of UHAAVs all painted in blue-and-black with Transporters International logos painted on their chests. A double force field shimmered between the cats marching in and the guarded section of the stands. 
 
    Jake zoomed his windscreen in on the guarded part of the stands. He spotted the blonde-headed Phyllis Gegorma sitting in an elaborate chair next to an old man with white hair. He guessed the man was in his late seventies or early eighties. The man’s chair was even more elaborate than Phyllis Gegorma’s. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s Old Man Gegorma,” Jake said as he glanced at Maggie. 
 
    “Good guess,” Maggie laughed. “Give the man a cigar. That is none other than Creao Gegorma, CEO and sole-owner of Transporters International. He’s Phyllis Gegorma’s father. According to the information I dug up on the tele-network, Creao Gegorma is eighty-three. Your Phyllis is forty.” Maggie grinned. “Ain’t plastic surgery wonderful? Of course, some of us don’t need a surgeon’s plasma-knife to stay young. Look at me. I’m over fifty, and I still look good.” 
 
    Reverting the windscreen’s zoom back to normal, Jake adjusted his line of march before glancing at his AI. “You’re a hologram. You can look however old or young you want to look.” 
 
    Maggie folded her arms across her chest. “Now that hurts, Jake. After ten years together, I’d think you’d realize I’m not just a hologram. I’m an advanced computer. This form is just how I choose to interact with you.” 
 
    “Fine. You’re more than a pretty face. So what’s that got to do with Old Man Gegorma?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged before bursting out in a laugh. “Not a thing. Still, I’d say he’s done all right on a government retirement pension, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “He owns his own planet, so yeah, I’d say he’s done all right.” 
 
    “He owns a lot more than this planet, Jake. According to the information I downloaded from the tele-network, he’s got his fingers into just about every major empire, alliance, and federation in the galaxy. He’s definitely a bad one, and his daughter’s no better. You be careful when you’re talking to them.” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll be talking to either of the Gegorma’s any time soon. Let’s forget about them for right now. It’s all I can do to maintain my place in formation. A hundred and eighty-five UHAAVs take up a lot of room.” He took a moment to glance at Maggie. “By the way, how’s this going to work tomorrow? There’s not enough arena for all these cats to fight. We won’t be able to dodge. There’s not even any cover.” 
 
    Laughing, Maggie said, “None of the fighting will be done here until we get to the one-on-one contests. Until the tournament weeds out a lot of the competitors, we’ll be in the main battle area. According to the local computer network I hacked into, there’s a twenty-by-twenty-kilometer area located a hundred kilometers from here that’s the primary battle area. It’s complete with urban, swamp, and waterfront sections. There’ll be plenty of room to dodge. Our main worry will be making sure we see what’s coming at us so we’ll know to dodge.” 
 
    The Kraken ahead of Jake stopped after lining up at the side of Casey’s Macron. Jake took his place to the left of Kraken 51. The Trecorians’ Long Cat lined up to his left. Through the Long Cat’s windscreen, Jake made out the dark-skinned, white-haired female Casey had introduced as Estoria. He’d only gotten to talk to her for a few seconds and wasn’t sure of her age, but her fighting spirit had impressed him nonetheless. All of the Trecorians had impressed him. Casey had picked a good team. 
 
    Once every UHAAV had lined up side by side, Creao Gegorma stood. His image appeared as a fifty-meter-tall hologram above the arena floor. “My friends, my guests, and my honored competitors. I give you the contestants of the Steel Apocalypse!” 
 
    Cheers arose from the crowd as they jumped to their feet. Many waved signs with the names of their favorite competitor or alliance. Jake didn’t see any with the name ‘Jake Striker’ on it. 
 
    As the cheers began to die, Creao Gegorma waved a hand at a section of the arena wall to his left. A previously hidden, twenty-meter-wide door opened. “Now I give you the winners of the last Steel Apocalypse, the Balorian pirate alliance led by none other than our own Commander Donalis.” 
 
    The crowd erupted in a new round of cheers. A rugged-looking group of spectators sitting to either side of the gate jumped up and down shouting, “Donalis! Donalis! Donalis!” 
 
    Through the gate lumbered a ten-meter-high Leviathan heavy UHAAV painted in white and black camouflage. An insignia of a skull with blazing red eyes and a gold nose ring overlaid on top of a set of crossbones was clearly visible on the heavy cat’s chest. The skull image looked like the face of death. Behind the Leviathan lumbered an even bigger Kraken also painted white and black with the same skull image on its chest. In all, fifteen UHAAVs marched through the doorway. The pirate alliance’s cats included everything from the extra-large Kraken to a couple of three-meter-tall Warcats. All in all, the assembled cats looked impressive and deadly. 
 
    “Fearsome-looking lot, ain’t they?” Jake said as he turned to look at his AI. He was going to say more, but the strained look on Maggie’s face and the dark-blue color of her eyes that reminded him of storm clouds, froze the words in his throat. 
 
    “He did it!” Maggie shouted. “I’ll kill him. I swear I’ll kill him.” With those words, she shoved the copilot’s control stick forward and punched the icon to power-up the 30 megawatt plasma cannons. 
 
    As the Paladin lurched forward, Jake caught sight of every gun turret along the front wall of the arena turning in his direction. He jerked back on the pilot’s control stick. The cat continued to move forward, picking up speed. 
 
    “Override off!” Jake shouted using command voice. “I’ve got the controls. Power-down the plasma cannons. Now! That’s an order.” 
 
    Despite his commands, Maggie’s hologram continued to push forward on her control stick as she began pulling the trigger of the plasma cannons. Nothing happened. Fortunately for Jake, her internal programming was too good and once he’d deactivated the Paladin’s override, she’d been forced to obey orders and power-down the plasma cannons. 
 
    Jake pulled back on his control stick, bringing the Paladin to a halt. He pulled back even harder, backpedaling to his position next to Kraken 51. He breathed a sigh of relief when the turrets on the arena wall turned their large megawatt cannon barrels in directions other than at him. 
 
    Glancing over at Maggie, Jake prepared to chew her out, but the green color of her hologram’s eyes and the tears running down her face made him stop. “Maggie, I…I don’t understand. What were you thinking? You almost got us killed.” 
 
    Maggie turned to him, her eyes taking on a color more in line with turbulent storm clouds. “I’m begging you, Jake. Switch the override back on. Give me the controls. I’ll kill him here and now. I swear I will.” 
 
    Unsure what was happening but well aware of the plasma cannons mounted on the arena wall, Jake did the only thing he could. “No. The override stays off.” 
 
    Maggie glared at him for two heartbeats. “All right, if that’s the way you want it, then you can keep the damn controls. I’m outta here.” Her hologram disappeared. 
 
    “Maggie, this is crazy. Get back here right now. That’s an order.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Although he knew he could use command voice to force his AI back, he chose not to do so. I’ll find out what’s going on later. I’ve just got to get through this ceremony without getting myself killed. 
 
    Taking another glance at the arrays of weapons mounted on the UHAAVs surrounding him, Jake sighed. Thank the Creator I don’t have to do any fighting today. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to get more than my share tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – History 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The Grand Entrance ceremony was all pomp-and-circumstance combined with a whole lot of talk. A few of the competitors put on some firepower demonstrations. The most impressive was the demo by the Kraken with the skull insignia. The disintegrator ray mounted on the pirate’s top turret turned an old junk of a Leviathan into a pile of metallic dust in nothing flat. 
 
    At the end of two hours, the dog-and-pony show was finally over. The UHAAVs were led to their various maintenance hangars by orange-suited ground personnel in hover-cars. 
 
    Once Jake was safely back in the hangar he shared with the Trecorians, he shut down the Paladin. Not once during the two hour Grand Entrance had Maggie reappeared. Despite his many attempts to start a conversation, she refused to acknowledge his existence. He was about to use command voice to order his AI to present herself when Casey floated up in front of his windscreen with the aid of her anti-grav belt. 
 
    She pounded on the windscreen until he looked at her. “Hey, I’ve been trying to contact you. Let me in.” 
 
    Nodding, Jake pressed the icon on his control panel to open the access door. 
 
    Within seconds, Casey was inside the cockpit and wasted no time getting to the point of her visit. “I want to know what the hell happened out there. That little stunt of yours could’ve gotten us all killed.” 
 
    Jake motioned at the empty copilot’s seat. “Yeah, tell me about it. I was just about to try and get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    Once Casey sat down, Jake steeled himself to have it out with his AI. He didn’t get the chance.  
 
    The hologram projectors in the upper corners of the cockpit flickered. A hand-high Maggie appeared on the control console. Her eyes were a subtle shade of green that matched the light-green, full-length dress she wore. 
 
    That’s different, he thought. I rarely see her in a dress. She can be elegant when she wants to be. 
 
    Maggie sighed before speaking in a voice that was almost a whisper. “I know what you’re going to say, Jake, and you’re absolutely right.” 
 
    Jake was silent for a couple of seconds. “Actually, I don’t know what to say. I’m concerned about you, Maggie. Something’s obviously wrong. We’ve always been able to talk things through and come up with a way to help each other. Don’t shut me out. Tell me what’s wrong? What set you off?” 
 
    Maggie bowed her head for a half dozen heartbeats. When she returned her gaze to Jake, her eyes were more like a gray sky after a hard rain. She glanced at Casey sitting in the copilot’s seat. “I suppose since you’re involved as well, it is only right you see what I’m going to show at the same time as Jake.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward in his chair. “What are you going to show me, Maggie?” 
 
    Maggie stared at Jake. “It’s a bit of history I think you need to see. I want both of you to get up and move to the back of the cockpit. Then I want you to watch. I want you to see what happened ten years ago.” 
 
    When Jake glanced at Casey, she shrugged, got out of her chair, and moved against the access door. He got up and stood next to her.  
 
    Beams of light shot out from the corners of the cockpit, interlacing and covering the cockpit with a near duplicate cockpit. The hologram even covered Casey, replacing her form with empty space. 
 
    She’s still there, he thought. I can feel her shoulder against mine. What’s Maggie up to? 
 
    The scene outside the Paladin’s windscreen changed from the inside of the maintenance hangar to a narrow canyon filled with a haze of black smoke. Within the haze could be seen the burning hulks of a score of blasted-out Ultra-Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicles. 
 
    Jake glanced at the seats Casey and he’d just vacated. They were no longer empty. In the copilot’s chair sat an older version of Maggie resembling a woman in her thirties. In the pilot’s seat was a man Jake hadn’t seen for over a decade. 
 
    “Dad!” Jake shouted as he stepped forward and grabbed at his father’s shoulder. His hand passed through, causing his dad’s image to flicker. 
 
    “Go back where you were,” came Maggie’s voice but not from the version of Maggie sitting in the copilot’s chair. 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, Jake stepped back. He bumped into warm flesh. 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” came Casey’s voice out of the empty space next to the access door. 
 
    Shifting left a half-step, Jake concentrated on the two forms he could see in the cockpit. Mostly he looked at his dad. His father was wearing a standard flight suit and helmet. What he could see of his dad’s face was red and blistered. Droplets of blood trickled out his nose, onto the front of his gray flight suit. 
 
    The older version of Maggie glanced at Jake’s dad. Her eyes changed from blue to green. “You’re dying, Robert. The radiation from the anti-armor mines you had the settlers set is too much for my shielding. Paladin’s are recon vehicles, not heavy assault cats. We’ve stayed here too long. If we don’t leave the area soon, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    Jake saw his dad shake his head.  
 
    “I’m not dying, Maggie. At least not yet. We’ve got to stay just a little while longer.” Wiping his sleeve across his nose, Robert seemed to pointedly ignore the red stain it left on the cloth. He straightened in his seat as if coming to a decision, then touched an icon on the armrest.  
 
    The tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot seats flickered, showing a miniature version of the Paladin. The hologram also showed a miniaturized version of one of the pirates’ six-legged, ten-meter-tall Leviathan heavy cats standing a thousand meters away, at the opposite end of the canyon. 
 
    “Status report,” he said. 
 
    The older Maggie glanced at a computer screen on her console. “The Leviathan’s daring you to leave cover. We don’t have enough firepower to get past its force field and armor. We decimated the first wave of the pirates’ assault. The anti-armor mines you had the settlers plant caught them by surprise. This last pirate is being more careful. You’re outgunned, and you’re not going to catch him unawares.” She turned and stared at Jake’s dad. “It ain’t lookin’ good, Robert.” 
 
    Robert touched another icon on his armrest. The windscreen’s magnification zoomed in on the Leviathan. An insignia of a white skull with blazing red eyes and a gold nose ring overlaid on top of a set of crossbones was clearly visible on the heavy cat’s chest. The painted image looked like the face of death. 
 
    Jake stared at the insignia. “Hey, that’s the same insignia that was on the pirate’s Leviathan we saw today.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” came Maggie’s voice. “You’re watching what happened to your father ten years ago. Commander Onstott and the rest of the 57th were tricked into deploying on the far side of Celon Three. Your father was left behind to organize the settlers into a convoy and get them to safety. The main body of pirates trapped the settlers in a canyon before they could get to their extraction point. Robert fought the pirates to buy the settlers time to get to safety. Just watch.” 
 
    Jake watched. 
 
    His father pressed the zoom icon on his armrest. The windscreen’s magnification returned to normal, giving a view of twin cannons mounted on top of the Leviathan’s back. The heavy cat’s double-barreled turret turned until it pointed directly at the Paladin’s windscreen. Two beams of green plasma energy shot out. 
 
    The Paladin rocked back on its heels. 
 
    Even though Jake knew he was watching a hologram, he instinctively grabbed for something to hold onto and accidentally grabbed soft flesh. 
 
    “Watch what you’re grabbing, Jake,” came Casey’s voice. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The older version of Maggie moved her hands across the copilot’s control console. “Our forward force field’s down to thirteen percent. The radiation seeping in from the mines you set off is getting worse. You’ve reached critical. Engage my override authority so I can get you out of the contamination zone and back to the medics.” 
 
    Jake watched his dad shake his head. 
 
    “We’re not leaving. Those are Balorian pirates. Balorians murdered my brother and sister. They were just kids. I’m not going to let them murder the settlers’ children.” 
 
    Tightening his grip on the control stick located on his chair’s armrest, Robert shoved the stick hard left. The Paladin tilted to the side as the agile cat ducked behind a large boulder. He raised his left hand to his mouth and coughed. When he pulled his hand back, the palm of his flight glove was speckled with red. 
 
    The older Maggie stared at his glove. “Robert, we need to—” 
 
    “There’s no use arguing. We’re the only thing standing between the settlers and those pirates. There are children in the convoy. I gave them my word I’d protect them if they got in the trucks.” His eyes took on a pleading look. “We’ve got to give them more time. We’ve just got to.” 
 
    The older Maggie grabbed the control stick on her seat’s armrest and pulled back. The Paladin didn’t move. “Robert, please. Reengage my override so I can get you out of here.” 
 
    Jake saw his dad shake his head and move his own control stick. The view in the windscreen changed as the Paladin peeked around the corner of the boulder. Another set of double beams of green plasma energy shot out from the Leviathan. The energy beams were followed by a dozen missiles flying out of rocket pods mounted on either side of the Leviathan’s articulated head. 
 
    Shoving his control stick to the side, Robert ducked the Paladin behind the boulder just before the green beams hit. Chunks of stone blasted high into the air. The incoming wave of missiles took out what was left of the boulder. 
 
    The lights in the cockpit dimmed for a second before steadying.  
 
    The older Maggie’s image flickered but returned to normal as she straightened in her seat. “Look, I know I’m only your AI, but the Paladin’s not designed for this. Taking on the pirates when you had surprise was one thing. Slugging it out with a Leviathan is another. Those last plasma beams nearly took out my engine. My force field’s down to five percent. It’s time to leave, I tell you.” 
 
    “No!” he said. “We’re staying where we are. That’s an order. We’ve only got to hold them for another minute. The convoy will be clear by then. We can’t let those pirates box them up in here. The children will be slaughtered.” 
 
    “I don’t give a crap about the settlers or their children. You’re my friend. You’re more important to me than any of them. Maybe you don’t care about your own life, but what about your wife and kids? What do you think’s going to happen to them if you die?” 
 
    Jake noticed his dad’s hands freeze on his controls, then his left hand reached out and touched a photograph taped to the armrest. Jake recognized the photograph. It was a picture of his mom holding his sister Cathy as a toddler and his brother and he standing on either side of her. They were both wearing tattered jumpsuits and smiling. His mother wasn’t. If anything, her eyes looked sad. 
 
    His dad pulled his hand away from the picture. “Betty’s tough. She’ll make sure our kids are taken care of. Besides, this fight’s far from over. Just a few more seconds and I’ll leave.” 
 
    Jake saw his dad tighten his finger on the trigger of his control stick. Two beams of red light shot out from either side of the windscreen and struck an invisible barrier in front of the Leviathan. 
 
    Dozens of rockets shot out from the Leviathan, heading straight for the Paladin’s windscreen. 
 
    “Activating countermeasures,” said the older Maggie as her hands touched icons on her console. 
 
    Scores of small rockets shot out from below the Paladin’s windscreen, headed straight for the incoming missiles. Explosions filled the air. Rocks and house-sized boulders tumbled down both sides of the narrow canyon. 
 
    Maggie spun in her chair. “That was the last of our countermeasures. We’re out of anti-armor missiles, and the autocannon’s out of ammo. My isotopic batteries are almost empty. I’ve barely got the power to run my engines long enough to get us out of this canyon if we leave now. If you fire our plasma cannons again, even that option will be gone. It’s time to go.” 
 
    Jake’s dad shook his head. “Thirty more seconds. We only need to buy them thirty more seconds.” 
 
    The older Maggie slapped the armrest of her chair with her right hand. Her eyes changed to an angry blue. “What is it with you Strikers? You’re a mercenary, for Creator’s sake, not some holier-than-thou fairytale hero. You’ve earned your pay. It’s time to leave. The rest of the 57th is on the other side of the planet. Your job was to get the settlers into a convoy, not—” 
 
    “Don’t you understand, Maggie? I gave the settlers’ kids my word. They only need another twenty seconds. That’s all.” 
 
    The Leviathan charged up the canyon, firing every plasma and phase weapon at its disposal. 
 
    “You don’t have twenty seconds,” said Maggie as her hologram jerked back on her control stick. Again, the Paladin didn’t move. She spun in her seat. “Don’t you want to live? Reengage my override. Give me back control. I can still save you.” 
 
    “No. That could be my wife and kids in the settlers’ trucks. They need fifteen more seconds to make their escape. I’m going to give it to them.” 
 
    Without waiting for Maggie’s reply, Robert pulled the trigger on his control stick. Another set of red beams streaked past either side of the windscreen. The plasma cannons’ lines of energy struck the invisible energy field in front of the Leviathan again. This time the pirate cat stumbled, but it recovered quickly. When it did, it unleashed another salvo of beams and missiles. 
 
    Green filled the Paladin’s windscreen as a dozen plasma beams hit all at once. The Paladin shuddered and fell to its knees. 
 
    “Our force field’s out,” said Maggie. “So are my engine and balancing gyros.” 
 
    The Paladin leaned forward until all that could be seen through the windscreen was the stones on the canyon floor. The rocky ground drew closer at a high rate of speed. The cockpit shook and grew dark. An emergency light came on, illuminating the inside of the now smoky cockpit. 
 
    Jake found himself facing downward. Although logic told him it was just the hologram and that he was still standing upright, he couldn’t help but grab hold of the handle on the access door. He heard a gasp behind him and felt Casey’s hand grab onto the handle next to his. 
 
    Getting his bearings, he looked around for the older Maggie who was no longer in her chair. In fact, she was nowhere to be seen in the cockpit. 
 
    Jake turned to his dad in time to see him unstrap his safety harness and fall onto the windscreen that was now the floor. When his dad rolled onto his back, Jake saw the blisters on his face. Blood poured out his nose and the corners of his mouth.  
 
    Robert tried to raise his hand, but after a moment, he let it fall back onto his chest. “Maggie, are you still here?” he said. 
 
    “I’m here, Robert,” came Maggie’s voice out of the cockpit’s intercom. “We’re on emergency power. My holographic projector’s out. Life support’s down. I failed you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jake’s dad gave a weak smile. “You didn’t fail me. You’ve been a good friend over the years. I shouldn’t have put you in this position. We took out twenty of them with those mines before they got us. That’s not a failure.” 
 
    “Actually, it was twenty-two, not that it matters. You’re dying. I failed you, just like I failed your father.” 
 
    He coughed. “Did the convoy get away?” 
 
    “My sensors are out. Insufficient data to tell.” 
 
    Jake saw his dad make a poor attempt at a smile before saying, “I choose to believe they made it.” 
 
    He coughed again, spitting up blood. “Maggie, I left instructions with Commander Onstott that whatever happens, he’s to make sure you get back to Aretillo. He owes me. He’ll make it happen. My family’s going to need your help. Jake’s strong like his mother. He’s only twelve, but he’s got the makings of a good cat pilot. He’s more like my dad and me than he knows. He’s not a bad mechanic either. Just give him a few years. I want you to guide him until he’s old enough to make decisions for himself. That’s my final order.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    “Promise me, Maggie.” 
 
    “I promise. I’ll do all I can for him.” 
 
    With a supreme effort, Jake saw his dad reach up and pull the picture of his family off his seat’s armrest. His dad stared at the image and smiled. He coughed twice. Spots of blood splattered on the picture. His smile faded as his hand fell onto his chest. 
 
    The photograph fluttered onto the windscreen as the emergency lights dimmed. 
 
    The hologram of the duplicate cockpit blinked out. 
 
    Jake found himself standing next to Casey by the access door. 
 
    She looked away and wiped a sleeve across her eyes. 
 
    Looking at the control console, Jake saw the hand-high Maggie sitting there. She was no longer in a dress, having switched to a gray flight suit. 
 
    “So that’s why you went crazy on me today?” Jake said. “You thought it was the same Leviathan that killed my dad?” 
 
    “It is the same,” said Maggie. “The man I saw in the Leviathan’s cockpit ten years ago was the same man driving the Leviathan in the arena.” 
 
    “They said his name was Commander Donalis,” said Casey. “I’ve heard of him. His band of pirates have been killing and looting from one end of the neutral zone to the other for the last twenty years. He’s a bad one.” 
 
    Maggie stood up. “I’m going to kill him, Jake. I’m going to make him pay for what he did to your dad.” 
 
    Jake eyed his AI for a full ten seconds. Finally, he nodded. “You won’t have to do it alone,” he told her. “Activate override. When the time comes, we’ll do it together.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Confrontation 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    The sound of pneumatic wrenches and hammers echoed off the walls of the maintenance hangar as the crews of the five Trecorian UHAAVs and the Paladin hustled to get last minute modifications done on their cats before the next day’s battle.  
 
    Noticing the crew of the Kraken was adding extra plates of armor to the lower parts of the big cat’s legs, Jake stopped helping Tilley remove the Paladin’s left gun appendage long enough to yell at Casey working on the Macron in the next work bay. “The extra weight’s going to slow her down,” he said, pointing at the Kraken. “Kraken’s are the largest and toughest UHAAV made. Who’d be stupid enough to try and slug it out with her except another Kraken. I’m just surprised one of the smaller cats won the last tournament.” 
 
    Casey cut off her arc wielder and raised her goggles, then eyed the twelve-meter-tall Kraken before looking back at Jake. “The smaller cats tend to gang up on the larger ones. It’s rare for anything bigger than a medium Long Cat to make it to the semifinals.” 
 
    Gesturing toward the Kraken, Jake said, “Then why bother bringing one in the first place? And why add the extra armor?” 
 
    Casey shrugged. “It’s all a guessing game. I’ve studied videos of the last two tournaments. Larger cats are useful to draw out enemy fire. All those cats ganging up on it aren’t firing at the rest of our team. As you know, a cat’s force field is weaker close to the ground, plus the legs and footpads are vulnerable due to all their joints. I’m hoping the extra armor will help our Kraken make it to the semifinals. That could be a game changer for us.” 
 
    Jake took another look at the massive Kraken and compared it with his Paladin. “Well, all I know is that I’d hate to have to go up against one of those all by my lonesome.” 
 
    Casey set her arc wielder down and wandered over. “Yet you’re planning on taking on a Leviathan, which is almost as big. I don’t suppose you’ve got a plan for how you’ll come out of that one alive.” She pointed at the two empty slots on the Paladin’s shoulders where the gun appendages went. “What weapons are you planning on mounting for the battle royale tomorrow?” 
 
    Waving a hand at two appendages on the bay’s worktables, Jake said, “I’m going to mount clawed arms on both sides. Maggie will carry the 75mm plasma cannon in her right claw and a plasma rifle in her left. That’ll give me the ability to drop the weapons and switch out with anything I find on the battlefield if I run low on ammo.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Casey gestured at her Macron. “Well, you do it your way. As for me, I’ll stick with standard gun pods and mounted rocket launchers. Gun pods have access to more ammo using a cat’s internal storage. Portable weapons cats carry in their claws only have what’s in their magazines. What’s your seventy-five got? Thirty or forty rounds?” 
 
    “Only thirty,” Jake admitted. “I’m trying to keep Maggie light and agile. Truth is, I’m not planning on doing a lot of fighting tomorrow.” 
 
    “You may not have a choice. It all depends on where you’re located and who’s close to you. Our positions will be randomly generated in the morning. We won’t know where we’ll be in the battle area until an hour before start time. That’s why it’s important for the six of us to try and assemble as soon as we can, so we can support each other.” 
 
    “I hear you. I know you’re planning on sending up a signaling flare with that 400mm phase mortar of yours, but if we’re stuck on opposite sides of the battle area, we might have a hard time assembling.” 
 
    Casey shrugged. “It is what it is.” She glanced at her wrist-timer. “Now you’d best be hustling. We’ve got that meet-and-greet with the Gegormas in two hours. Make sure you wear your dress whites.” She laughed. “I’d hate to be seen with a slovenly merc the day before he gets his rear end handed to him on a platter.” 
 
    Jake was about to make a joke of his own when a mechanical voice came from the raised work platform near the Paladin’s cockpit. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jason, using the translator on his utility belt. “I’ve only got four gripping tentacles. Do you expect me to do all the work myself? How about getting those claw appendages mounted before you go off to the party with your date? Tilley and I can handle the rest.” 
 
    Jake gave his electronics technician a mock salute. “Sir, yes, sir!” He turned to Casey. “Duty calls.” 
 
    “So it does,” she replied. “By the way, this isn’t a date. It’s business. Every cat pilot will be checking the others out, trying to spot any sign of weakness. So stay on your toes.” 
 
    Jake smiled and saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 
    “Oh, blow it out your—” 
 
    Her reply was drowned out by a pneumatic hammer. 
 
    Jake had a feeling it was just as well. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At 1900 hours, Jake found himself dressed in full military whites and standing in a massive ballroom with 200 other pilots and twice as many civilian guests. Casey had already left when he’d went to the suite she shared with her cousins Freeta and Dresh, so he’d been forced to go to the ballroom without her.  
 
    As he looked around the crowded room for a familiar face, he had a thought. Well, I’ll say one thing about the Gegormas, they sure know how to throw a party. There must be a dozen bars, and that buffet table has every kind of delicacy I’ve ever heard about. 
 
    “I see you made it,” said a familiar female voice. 
 
    Jake turned, coming face to face with Phyllis Gegorma. She wore a tight-fitting black dress that went all the way to the floor and was sheer enough he could almost, but not quite, see through the material. The long blonde hair flowing over her shoulders was embedded with gems reflecting light in a rainbow of colors. She wore only light makeup. She didn’t need more. Jake wasn’t sure how much the woman had spent on plastic surgeons over the years, but he had a feeling it was a lot. 
 
    While not trained in the gentlemanly graces, Jake knew enough to compliment a lady at a party. “You are by far the most beautiful woman in the room, Ms. Gegorma.” 
 
    The blonde pretended to wave the compliment aside, but Jake had a feeling she’d have been insulted if he hadn’t mentioned her looks. 
 
    “You’re too kind, Jake. Please, call me Phyllis. I feel as if we’re old friends.” 
 
    “All right, Phyllis.” 
 
    She looked around. “I don’t see your Trecorian friend. I was told she and you were pretty inseparable during the trip here.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling Major Maksim hadn’t wasted any time reporting everything that had happened during the last few weeks. “Casey…err, I mean Lieutenant Bistoria? I’m sure she’s here somewhere. Have you met her?” 
 
    Phyllis shook her head. “No, I haven’t had the pleasure. My father was impressed with how the two of you worked together to take out that pirate assault ship. It’s not every day a single cat takes out a starship all by its lonesome.” 
 
    “We got lucky.” 
 
    Phyllis laughed. “I know better. I’ve seen the security videos from the tele-bots. It took guts and skill to board that warship and take the fight to them.” She eyed Jake a little closer. “I’ll admit I wasn’t all that impressed the first time we met. I’m glad to see I was wrong and my father was right.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure what to say, so he said nothing. 
 
    After an awkward silence, Phyllis smiled. “I hate to bring it up, but I believe you’ve got something that belongs to me.” 
 
    Reaching into his jacket’s breast pocket, Jake pulled out the ultra-creallium charge card he’d been given on Trillian. “I was pretty careful with it. That is, except for a couple of parties I threw for my crew before we left Trill—” 
 
    “You did fine.” Taking the electronic card from his hand, Phyllis slipped it down the neck of her dress. “Our accounting department told me you only spent half of their original estimate. They were shocked.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Well, I could always give it another try if you want to give it back.” 
 
    The blonde woman didn’t laugh at his attempt at humor. “Actually, Jake, if you play your cards right, you won’t ever have to worry about credits again.” 
 
    “You mean if I win the tournament?” 
 
    Stepping close, Phyllis whispered in his ear, “I mean regardless of how the tournament goes. My father likes your style. You could go far in our organization.” 
 
    Pulling back, Jake eyed the woman. “I don’t think I understand. You invited me here to be in the tournament. Right?” 
 
    Phyllis shrugged. “Among other things. Of course, you’ll have to prove your worth tomorrow during the battle royale.” She gave a half laugh. “My father won’t be quite as impressed if you go and get yourself killed the first day.” 
 
    Doing his best to act nonchalant, Jake said, “Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint Mister Gegorma.” 
 
    All hint of a smile left Phyllis Gegorma’s face. “No, you wouldn’t. You’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    Jake was about to dig a little into what the woman meant when a loud, booming voice overrode the buzz of conversation in the room. 
 
    “Eat well tonight, you scum!” shouted a beefy, gray-haired man just entering the ballroom. “Tomorrow half of you are going to die, so live it up while you can.” 
 
    A scar running across the old man’s left eye along with his scraggly beard made him look about as vicious as any man Jake had ever seen. Tattoos all over his arms and neck didn’t help him look any pleasanter. Nor in Jake’s opinion did the company he kept. The big man was surrounded by a dozen or more shady-looking characters dressed in an assortment of gaudy uniforms. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” whispered Phyllis as she grabbed hold of Jake’s arm and steered him toward the group of newcomers. “Our intrepid Balorian pirates have arrived. Let me introduce you.” Without giving him a chance to argue, she pulled him in front of the scar-faced man. “Commander Donalis. Let me introduce Jake Striker. I’m hoping he’ll be working for my father in the near future.” 
 
    Jake stared at the one-eyed pirate. It was all he could do to keep from bashing the pirate’s face.  
 
    The pirate leader scanned Jake up and down with his one good eye, then laughed. “So this is the young pup that almost got himself killed this afternoon.” 
 
    Jake tried to keep the surprise off his face, but he must’ve failed miserably. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I saw you charge toward me before you got scared and stopped. I’ve got no doubt you come by your cowardice honestly. I recognize the piece of junk you call a cat. I shoulda disobeyed orders and blown her to pieces when I killed your father.” The pirate glanced at the other pirates around him and laughed. “You shoulda heard his old man beg for mercy like some ba—” 
 
    Rage took over at the pirate’s admission. Jake pulled all the hate in his body together and swung his fist straight at the laughing man’s face. Somehow he missed. 
 
    In a movement belying the man’s size, the gray-haired pirate stepped out of the way of the blow. The pirate returned the favor by swinging a beefy fist at Jake’s face. 
 
    A crack of white lightning sounded in Jake’s ears as red stars appeared before his eyes. He was flung through the air, landing on a couple of civilians in tuxedos. Both Jake and the civilians went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Jake tried to rise, but only succeeded in getting to his knees before the gray-haired pirate charged toward him with fists raised and fire in his one good eye. 
 
    Someone wearing dress whites stepped in front of Jake. He caught a glimpse of dark hair with purple streaks. Casey, he thought. 
 
    As Jake watched, the leader of the Trecorians did a spin in the air and landed the side of her foot across the big pirate’s face. Blood splattered out of his mouth along with a couple of pieces of white.  
 
    The man roared with rage and reached out for Casey with two huge hands. 
 
    Although only a third the size of the man, she didn’t back down. She ducked underneath the pirate’s hands and landed a hard jab below his belt where it would hurt the most. 
 
    Air gushed out of the one-eyed man’s mouth as he bent double. 
 
    Casey rose to her full height, bringing her knee up as she came. It struck the pirate commander on the chin, knocking him head over heels into a trio of his pirate friends that were rushing in to help. 
 
    Regaining his feet, Jake intercepted a pirate coming in from Casey’s blind side. The pirate was female, but he didn’t care. After four years in the mercenaries, he was all for gender equality. He landed a blow on the woman’s temple, knocking her to the ground.  
 
    A half dozen pirates charged forward, some with the necks of broken bottles in their hands. 
 
    A dark-skinned female with white hair grabbed one of the pirates from the side and threw him to the floor. Jake recognized her as Estoria, the pilot of the Trecorians’ Long Cat medium UHAAV. Other Trecorian cat pilots came rushing in to help. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Everyone froze, seemingly in midstride. 
 
    Plaster fell from a gaping hole in the ceiling that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    Keeping his fists at the ready, Jake didn’t risk turning around to see where the shot had come from. He kept his eyes on the pirates to his front as the four other Trecorian pilots moved to flank Casey and him. 
 
    The pirate leader, Commander Donalis, wiped blood from his mouth with his hand before grabbing a broken bottle from one of his comrades. He took a step forward. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    More plaster fell from the ceiling. 
 
    “That will be quite enough,” said a voice Jake recognized as belonging to Phyllis Gegorma. “Put your weapons down.” 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “My next shot will be straight between the eyes of anyone holding a weapon,” said Phyllis in a voice so cold it sent a chill down Jake’s spine. “I won’t tell you again.” 
 
    A dozen broken bottles clattered to the floor. Two civilians dropped their glasses in an apparent attempt to make sure their drinks weren’t confused for weapons. 
 
    “That’s better,” said Phyllis, her voice returning to a more normal tone. “Now stand down. They’ll be plenty of time for fighting tomorrow.” 
 
    The scar-faced Commander Donalis spit out another tooth before pointing at Casey. “I’ll be looking for you tomorrow, girl.” 
 
    Casey glared at the old pirate. “I won’t be hard to find. I’ll be the one firing a missile up your ass.” 
 
    The man’s face turned bright red. For a moment, Jake thought he was going to renew his attack.  
 
    One of the female pirates grabbed her leader’s arm. “They’ll be plenty of time to make her pay for her insolence tomorrow, Commander. Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.” 
 
    The old pirate gave Casey a glare that was more a promise than anything else. Spinning on his heels, he headed for the nearest bar. The other pirates went with him. 
 
    The last to leave was the female pirate Jake had knocked down. She pointed at him and gave a nasty smile. “Watch your back tomorrow, Sonny Boy. I’ve got an anti-armor missile with your name on it.” 
 
    Before Jake could think of a snappy reply, the woman turned and joined her companions. Then and only then did he turn to see what was going on behind him. Phyllis stood there with a Deloris phase blaster gripped in her right hand. A trickle of smoke was still coming out of the barrel. She stood next to an old man Jake recognized as none other than their host, Creao Gegorma. 
 
    The old man seemed to glance around at the crowd. Except for the pirates who were busy at the bar, everyone seemed to be looking his way. He smiled. “Everything is as it should be, everyone. Drink. Eat. Enjoy yourselves. I daresay there won’t be as many of you here tomorrow. I’ll try to get around tomorrow evening and talk to whoever’s left.” 
 
    The guests slowly returned to what they’d been doing. Even so, Jake sensed they were watching the elder Gegorma out the corner of their eyes. 
 
    Without preamble, Creao Gegorma stepped forward and shook Jake’s hand. “Jake Striker. I swear you’re the spitting image of your grandfather.” 
 
    Taken aback, all Jake could say was, “My grandfather?” 
 
    The old man nodded as he released Jake’s hand. “Yes, your grandfather. He and I were friends. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    Jake hadn’t. 
 
    Without giving him time to reply, Creao Gegorma gestured at a side door with his left hand. “We’ve got a lot to discuss, Jake. I keep a small library over here. Why don’t we go somewhere a little more private where we can talk?” 
 
    Grabbing his arm, the old man started to guide Jake toward the side door. He stopped after two steps and turned around and glanced at his daughter. “Phyllis, why don’t you keep Lieutenant Bistoria company while Jake and I talk?” He pointed at the blaster in his daughter’s hand. “Oh, and I think you can put that thing away. I don’t think the lieutenant is going to give you any trouble.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Casey and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    Casey beat him to the punch. “Go. I’ll talk to you later. I’m sure Ms. Gegorma and I have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Jake allowed the elder Gegorma to pull him along with a gentle yet persistent tug on his arm. An image of a mouse being pulled into a scorpion’s den came into Jake’s mind. 
 
    What have I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Scorpion’s Den 
 
    __________________ 
 
    The small library on the other side of the door turned out to be half-again as large as the ballroom. The library was filled with more books than Jake had seen in his entire life. 
 
    Even the district library on Trillian doesn’t have a tenth this many books. It must’ve cost him a fortune. 
 
    Waving at a small table with two comfortable looking chairs, Creao Gegorma took a seat and waited patiently for Jake to sit. 
 
    Jake glanced around at the row upon row of shelves. A stairway led up to presumably more floors of books. 
 
    “Do you read?” asked the elder Gegorma. 
 
    “You mean real books I can hold in my hand?” Jake asked. He shook his head. “To be honest, my reading consists mostly of outdated technical manuals on how to keep a fifty-year-old Paladin running. The most exciting thing I’ve read in the last four years is a list of torque settings for a hydraulic servo.” 
 
    Creao Gegorma laughed. “I’m glad to see you’ve got a sense of humor. Jacob always had one. I’m hoping the two of you have more in common than just a tendency to crack jokes.” 
 
    Jake hadn’t intended his comment to be funny. “By Jacob, I’m assuming you mean my grandfather. You mentioned he and you were friends.” 
 
    “Yes, we were. You were still a baby when he died. It’s a shame. You’d probably have liked him. I know I did.” 
 
    Never fond of small talk, Jake decided to grab the pactar by the horns. “Why am I here, Mister Gegorma? I’m pretty sure you didn’t bring me halfway across the galaxy to reminiscence about my grandfather.” 
 
    Wiping a strand of white hair away from his eyes, Creao Gegorma said, “Direct and to the point. Just like Jacob. All right then, Jake, to be honest, I prefer a man who’s blunt. I brought your Paladin and you here to see what kind of team you are. I want to see if you’ve connected.” 
 
    “My Paladin? What’s Maggie got to do with it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Good old Maggie.” He eyed Jake. “I assume she doesn’t remember.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not following you, Mister Gegorma. Doesn’t remember what?” 
 
    A sly smile came over the old man’s face. “That answers my question. If she knew, she’d have told you. The Intergalactic Empire wiped her memory clear when Jacob died. They had to do it.” 
 
    Growing frustrated at the lack of information, Jake spread his hands. “Look, sir, I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. Why would the Empire go to the trouble of wiping the memory banks of a cat’s tactical computer? How about you just tell me what’s going on instead of beating around the tail of the asteroid?” 
 
    The white-haired man smiled. “All right, Jake. I’ll tell you what I can. Eight hundred years ago, a race of gas-based life forms made contact with the Intergalactic Empire. They—” 
 
    “Gas-based?” 
 
    The elder Gegorma nodded. “That’s right, gas-based.” He touched his chest with his right hand. “They’re not carbon-based like these flesh-and-blood bodies we walk around in. Nevertheless, they’re just as alive as we are. They’re logical creatures and have an affinity for computers. They are similar to computers in a lot of ways, but they are definitely living beings.” 
 
    Jake had dealt with a lot of life forms over the years, but never any made out of gas. “Eight hundred years ago, you say? How come I’ve never heard of them?” 
 
    The old man laughed. “I’d be surprised if you had. There aren’t many of them, at least not compared to other forms of life anyway. They tend to work behind the scenes with most of the higher-level governments in the galaxy. Like I said, they have an affinity for computers and help governments control their parts of the tele-network. They come in very handy for those who have access to them.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair to give himself time to think, Jake shrugged. “Okay, I’ll take your word for it for now. What’s that got to do with Maggie and me?” 
 
    “It has everything to do with the two of you. Fifty-five years ago, your grandfather and I worked on a secret project for the Intergalactic Empire with the Deloris Armaments Corporation. The company’s CEO at the time was good friends with Jacob. The idea was to see if a super UHAAV could be created using one of the gas-based creatures as the cat’s tactical computer. With our help, Deloris Armaments modified a Paladin to create a prototype that could interface with one of the gas-based entities. To make the system work correctly, the gas-based entity needed to form a connection with the UHAAV’s pilot much the same way as one of the Empire’s wizard scouts links with their battle computers. Jacob’s DNA structure was found to be the best match, so the gas-based entity formed a bond of sorts with your grandfather.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. Too much information was coming too fast. “Maggie’s just a tactical computer for a UHAAV. I’ll admit she can seem almost alive at times, but she’s just a bunch of programming code created to emulate the mannerisms of a human being. She’s good, but she’s still just a computer.”  
 
    Creao Gegorma stared at him long enough that Jake began to have doubts.  
 
    “I mean, isn’t she?” 
 
    “No, she isn’t. Your Maggie is a one-of-a-kind prototype. She’s fully integrated with the special hardware that’s embedded in your Paladin. She’s as much a living being as you or I.” 
 
    Memories of his AI occasionally talking about gas-based and carbon-based life forms came flooding to Jake’s mind. He’d always thought it was just her way of interfacing with him by making something up. 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re right,” Jake said, “and I’m not saying you’re wrong. What I do know is that I still don’t understand what you want from me.” 
 
    Creao Gegorma drummed his fingers on the table a couple of times. “The Paladin project was a failure, at least as far as the Empire was concerned. It wasn’t that the concept didn’t work, it did, but only as far as Jacob and Maggie were concerned. The gas-based entity you call Maggie connected with Jacob at a level far deeper than the Empire’s techs envisioned. Jacob and Maggie’s connection couldn’t be duplicated by any of the other test subjects. Some of them died in the effort. The program was shut down, and the other test cats were disassembled. Since Maggie was already fully integrated with the Paladin, the Empire’s technicians came to the conclusion they couldn’t remove her without destroying her in the effort. From what the CEO of Deloris Armaments told me at the time, the other gas-based entities working for the Empire threw a fit when they thought the Empire might destroy the Paladin anyway. The end result was that Jacob was allowed to keep the Paladin. I tried to convince him to go into business with me, but he chose the life of a mercenary instead.” 
 
    “And?” Jake asked, beginning to get an inkling of where the man was headed but wanting it spelled out for him to make sure. 
 
    Creao Gegorma shrugged. “I started my business without Jacob and Maggie.” He waved a hand at the rows of books around him. “I’ve done pretty good as you can see, but I know Jacob and me could’ve done better if I’d had your Maggie working for me.” 
 
    Jake stiffened as he remembered some of the things he’d heard about the old man sitting in front of him. Gegorma was definitely no angel. “I’ve been told you’re not a man who takes no for an answer,” he said. “I’m surprised you just didn’t take Maggie for yourself.” He eyed the man across from him, growing wary. “I was told my grandfather was killed by a friend. Did you kill him?” 
 
    The look of shock that came over Creao Gegorma was not what Jake expected. Either he’s really surprised, or he’s one hell of an actor. 
 
    “You think I killed Jacob? Well, I didn’t. He was my best friend. He was murdered by the old CEO of Deloris Armaments. I’ll admit I wanted Maggie, but I knew she was so connected to your grandfather at the DNA level that she’d never work with anyone else. After your grandfather was murdered, the Empire’s technicians wiped her memory hoping they could use her for something else, but the memory-wipe only partially worked. She started to go crazy until your father was brought to her. His DNA was close enough to Jacob’s that Maggie was able to work with him and stay sane, but she was never able to connect to your father the way she had with Jacob. If she had, I would’ve offered your dad a position with my company. Just for old time’s sake. After all, Jacob was my friend.” 
 
    Red warning lights were flashing in Jake’s mind. The old man’s words sounded sincere, but Jake had been around good actors before. He pulled out his biggest card to gauge the man’s reaction. “Maggie told me that Commander Donalis killed my father. He works for you, right?” 
 
    Creao Gegorma laughed. “Commander Donalis is a pirate. He works for no one but himself. I’ll admit I’ve had him do a few jobs for me over the years. I’m a businessman. I’ve been forced to work with a lot of less than desirable people to get where I am today. But what happened to your father on Celon Three wasn’t my doing. When I heard the Balorian pirates were conducting a raid under Commander Donalis on Celon Three and that your father was there, I sent word that neither the Paladin nor your father was to be harmed. I even offered a big reward for their safe return to me.” 
 
    “My dad died.” 
 
    “Yes, he did, and for that I’m truly sorry, Jake. I tried to stop it, but like I said, Commander Donalis is a pirate. He does what he wants. I’m just thankful he didn’t destroy Maggie. He claims he only wanted to disable the Paladin and didn’t intend for your dad to die. From what I’ve been told, it was the radiation from your dad’s own tactical nuke mines that killed him. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to excuse Donalis. I’m just saying I tried my best to save your dad’s life.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Why? Because I’m going to try and help you and your family. That is, if you’re as connected to Maggie as I think you are. We’ll find out tomorrow.” 
 
    Jake was ready to get up and leave. The only thing stopping him was the fact that he knew he had nowhere to go. The man owns the planet. The Gegormas control all access to and from Lastreo. I’m at his mercy, and he knows it. “So what happens next?” he asked. “I’m not stupid. If you really wanted to help my family, you would’ve done it a long time ago. It’s not like we’ve been in hiding.” 
 
    Spreading his hands, Creao Gegorma leaned back in his seat. “No you haven’t, Jake. But I’m a businessman. I’ve got people I answer to. I’ve kept an eye on Maggie and you since your father died, looking for any kind of sign that you were connecting. When I got word how the two of you took out the Crosioian troopship on Thrakis by yourselves, I took it as a sign Maggie had formed a link with you.” He smiled. “If that’s true, then we can do business together. Your family and you would never have to worry about credits again.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re talking about offering me a job,” Jake said. “Why wait? Make the offer, and I’ll tell you what you can do with it.” 
 
    Instead of being offended, Creao Gegorma laughed. “You know, you really do remind me of Jacob. Same sense of humor and same lack of tack. As I said earlier, I’ve got people to answer to. They’re not as convinced as me. They will be tomorrow. We’ll talk more at the survivors’ party tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    Any sign of humor left the old man’s face. “I said we’d talk tomorrow. I’m a busy man. Just make sure Maggie and you are alive at the end of the day.” 
 
    With that, two burly guards Jake hadn’t seen enter the library walked up and stood on either side of his chair. 
 
    Jake stood. Before he turned to leave, he locked eyes with the elder Gegorma. “Donalis killed my father. If I get him in my sights tomorrow, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “I’d expect no less. Truth is you’d be doing me a favor if you did. He’s outgrown his usefulness.” His eyes turned cold. “It would be best if you don’t outgrow yours.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Battle Royale 
 
    _________________ 
 
    At 0600 hours, Jake finished up the last of his pre-operation checks inside the Paladin’s cockpit. He glanced out the windscreen at the scenery two-thousand-meters below. In the air around him were dozens of cats of various sizes and models being airlifted by shuttles and space tugs. Tractor beams connected the air transports to the armored vehicles as they carried them to their starting positions for the battle royale. In the distance, Jake noticed one of the twelve-meter-high Krakens being airlifted by four space tugs. Whether it was the Trecorians’ Kraken 51 or one of the other teams’ cats, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    The Paladin lurched, throwing him against his flight harness. 
 
    Jake glanced over at his copilot. “I’m glad I took the time to buckle before our tug got us airborne.” 
 
    Maggie touched the unbuckled shoulder harness on her chair and winked. “It pays to be a hologram when the ride gets bumpy, eh, Tiger? You should try it sometime.” She laughed. “If we’re lucky, maybe they’ll drop a few of the other contestants before the tournament starts and save us the trouble of taking them out ourselves.” 
 
    The cat lurched again as the space tug hit a pocket of turbulence and fell several meters. “I’ll be thankful if they don’t drop us.” He pressed the icon for the cat-to-cat transmitter. “Macron two-two, this is Paladin zero-five. Comm check, over.” 
 
    Only static sounded in the headphones of the flight helmet. 
 
    “You’re one stubborn cuss, do you know that, Jake?” said Maggie. “That’s the fifth time you’ve tried to establish contact since we’ve been airborne. I told you the tournament controllers have disabled all communications equipment. In theory, this is supposed to be an individual effort. I calculate the controllers figure there’s no need for cat-to-cat communications.” 
 
    “I’m not stubborn,” Jake said as he pressed the icon again. “Macron two-two, this is Paladin zero-five. Comm check, over.” 
 
    Laughing, Maggie pushed against the floor with her feet and spun the copilot’s chair 360 degrees. “Creator save me from obstinate pilots. You’ve got to learn to relax. Look at me. I’m cool as an ice bear on Barvia’s outer rings.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re safe inside the cat’s core behind fifty centimeters of brerellium-steel that’s embedded with energized flakes of titanium. Plus, like you said, you’re a hologram. If the space tug’s tractor beam malfunctions, you’ll probably survive. I’m the one who’ll be smashed flatter than a Dorillian pancake.” 
 
    Maggie leaned back in her chair and propped her feet up on the control console. “Yeah, ain’t it nice being me?” 
 
    The cockpit lurched again. This time it wasn’t from turbulence. 
 
    Maggie sat up in her chair. “We’re starting our descent. Looks to me like they’re going to set us down in the urban section of the battle area.” 
 
    Glancing out the windscreen, Jake picked out the four main sectors of the twenty-kilometer by twenty-kilometer battle area. Sure enough, their tug appeared to be making an approach for the center of a set of concrete and steel buildings ranging from five to twenty stories in height. A plaza in front of the highest building appeared to be the tug’s destination. 
 
    “Weapons are online,” said Maggie, sounding dead serious. “We’ve got thirty phase rounds in the 75mm we’re carrying in my right claw. Tilley replaced the left gun appendage with another claw carrying a 20 megawatt plasma beam rifle. The isotopic battery for it only gives you thirty seconds of burn time, so don’t go using it all up at once. Between our two shoulder missile pods, we’ve got sixteen anti-armor rockets. Then of course, there are the two 30 megawatt plasma cannons on either side of the cockpit. They run off our engine, so try to use them instead of our two claw weapons…uh, without burning out their barrels, of course.” 
 
    Jake barely paid attention to his AI. He’d gotten to the maintenance hangar at 0300 hours to help Tilley and Jason set up the weapons on the Paladin. Besides the weapons Maggie mentioned, he knew he also had the plasma rifle array under the windscreen in the unlikely event they ran into infantry. 
 
    As the space tug continued its descent, Jake took a moment to glance at the sections of the battle area. It was divided into four distinct areas with the urban section being in the north. To the south was the swamp. 
 
    Jake nodded at the southern section. “I pity the poor slobs that get stuck in that mud hole. I got my fill of swamps during the fight on Thrakis.” 
 
    “You and me both,” said Maggie. She gestured to the west, which was a harbor complete with cargo ships, docks, warehouses, bridges, and a three-by-three kilometer expanse of open water. “I doubt the bay area would be much better, but at least we’d be able to walk on the bottom of the harbor without the Paladin’s footpads getting stuck in the mud.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there’s liable to be stuff we don’t know about beneath those waves.” He pointed to the east. “I wish we’d drawn the industrial section. The tallest factory is only three stories tall. We’re light enough to walk across one of those roofs if we used the ion thrusters in our legs to take up some of the weight. None of the bigger cats could follow us across rooftops.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “They wouldn’t have to. A Kraken or Leviathan’s got enough firepower to blow the whole building to bits, roof and all. Personally, I think we lucked out getting the urban section. By the way, we’re at three hundred meters. We should be touching down in fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Looking out the windscreen one final time, Jake noticed four space tugs carrying a white-and-black-camouflaged Kraken coming in on short final for the same plaza where the Paladin was headed. Increasing the windscreen’s magnification, he could just make out an insignia of a skull with crossbones on the heavy cat’s chest. 
 
    “It’s one of the Balorians,” said Maggie, confirming what Jake already knew. “I also see one of the pirates’ Long Cats coming in for landing a block behind the Kraken. There’s going to be hell to pay if that eight-legged Kraken catches us in the plaza all by our lonesome.” 
 
    Jake switched on the tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot’s chairs. An image of the buildings and the plaza appeared, complete with miniature versions of the Kraken, Long Cat, and Paladin. 
 
    “How far to the top of the building we’re passing over now?” Jake said. 
 
    “Thirty meters, but if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, it would be more logical to—” 
 
    “Activate full stealth mode,” Jake ordered as he grabbed the pilot’s control stick and punched the emergency release switch for the tug’s tractor beam. 
 
    As his stomach rose in his throat, he triggered the ion thrusters in the cat’s legs. His stomach returned to its rightful position as the Paladin’s rate of descent slowed. 
 
    Even with the ion thrusters at full blast, the Paladin hit hard. Down to both knees it went. 
 
    Jake bent the articulated cockpit to the cat’s chest and rolled onto the Paladin’s back to take up some of the forward momentum. Coming out of the roll, he raised the Paladin to its feet. The cat leaned to one side at a fifteen-degree angle. 
 
    “Our right footpad broke through the building’s roof,” said Maggie. “Maybe next time you’ll listen to me when I try to tell you something isn’t logical.” 
 
    Jake increased the right ion thruster in an attempt to get the trapped footpad out of the hole. No luck. 
 
    “You’ve got sixty-two seconds of ion thruster left,” said Maggie. “If we’re still on this roof when we run out of ion energy, I calculate we’ll crash through every floor all the way to the ground. Now do you see why it pays not to be illogical at times?” 
 
    Deciding to show his AI just how illogical he could be, Jake pointed the 75mm phase cannon clutched in the Paladin’s right claw at a point two meters in front of the trapped footpad. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Flying pieces of debris ricocheted off the windscreen as the Paladin began toppling forward. 
 
    Increasing the output from both ion thrusters, Jake jumped over the now gaping hole in the roof and landed on a part of the roof the hologram’s schematics indicated was a structural steel beam. He shut down the ion thrusters to conserve energy. The structural beam held. 
 
    The sound of explosions from the direction of the plaza was followed by a large plume of billowing black smoke. 
 
    “Status report,” Jake said using command voice. 
 
    Maggie touched several icons on the copilot’s control panel. Her windscreen changed to an overhead view of the plaza and surrounding areas. The pirates’ Kraken had been joined by a Long Cat medium UHAAV that was also painted white and black. The two pirate vehicles were engaging a Leviathan heavy cat, two medium Long Cats, and a Macron, all of which were painted in a desert camouflage pattern. A smaller cat was in flames near the center of the plaza. 
 
    The ensuing smoke was so thick Jake couldn’t make out the model or paint pattern of the burning cat. “I hope that isn’t one of the Trecorians.” 
 
    “Just hope it’s not going to be you in another thirty seconds,” said Maggie. “Recommend you get off this roof before— Incoming. Watch out.” 
 
    Jake didn’t wait to find out where or what was incoming. He dove the cat forward and slid along the roof hoping against hope he could keep the Paladin’s center of gravity over the roof’s steel support beam. Meter-wide chunks of the roof flew past the windscreen, but the beam held. Glancing at the tactical hologram, he saw an anti-armor missile fly through the point where the Paladin had been. He back-tracked the missile’s path but saw nothing. With no target in sight, he flipped the Paladin over onto its back and fired the 30 megawatt plasma cannons located on both sides of the windscreen in the general direction the missile had come from. At the same time, he raised both the left and right gun appendages and fired a three-round burst from the 75mm phase cannon and a two-second beam from the 20 megawatt plasma rifle in the cat’s left claw. 
 
    “I’m picking up vibrations at the far end of the roof,” said Maggie. “Switching windscreen to sonic filter.” 
 
    The view on the windscreen changed to all-white ripples on a black background. The ripples reminded Jake of a pond after a rock was thrown in. He spotted a concentration of ripples about three meters high and moving from left to right. With the aid of the ion thrusters located in the Paladin’s back, he raised his cat to a standing position. 
 
    “Maggie, fire everything we’ve got at those ripples.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Four rockets shot out the missile launchers on the Paladins’ shoulders as the 20 and 30 megawatt plasma weapons opened up along with a three-round burst from the 75mm phase cannon. The anti-armor rockets and plasma beams kept going past the edge of the building. So did two rounds from the 75mm phase cannon. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The third phase round exploded, sending ripples all over the windscreen. 
 
    “Switch to normal filter,” Jake ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    As the scene in the windscreen switched from white and black to a normal view of the surrounding area, Jake made out a three-meter-tall UHAAV painted in white and black camouflage. 
 
    “It’s a Warcat scout,” said Maggie. “They’re almost impossible to detect when they’re in stealth mode. The seventy-five took out its force field. Watch out. It’s still got another missile.” 
 
    The red tip of an anti-armor missile was clearly visible in the two-round rocket pod mounted on the scout’s shoulder. Through the Warcat’s windscreen, Jake made out the features of the female pirate he’d knocked down the night before. She looked back at him with hatred in her eyes. 
 
    Before the pirate cat could fire its remaining missile, Jake fired both of the 30 megawatt plasma cannons at the Warcat’s legs. The beams of plasma energy knocked the humanoid-looking UHAAV to its knees. Aiming the plasma cannons at the Warcat’s chest, he was just about to pull the trigger when strobe lights on the scout cat’s shoulders, arms, and chest began flashing. 
 
    “She’s taken herself out of action,” said Maggie. “According to the tournament rules, she’s now a non-combatant. If you fire on her, the controllers will take action against you.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said as he moved his finger away from the plasma cannon’s trigger. “Let’s see what we can do about this gal’s buddies down in the plaza. I think we can—” 
 
    A blast of fire erupted from the Warcat’s shoulder. A missile came streaking straight at the Paladin’s windscreen. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The Paladin rocked back, but the front force field held. 
 
    Jake placed his finger on the trigger for the 30 megawatt plasma cannons. “Why that sorry son of—” 
 
    “No!” shouted Maggie. “That was her last missile. None of her other weapons can hurt us.” She pointed toward a water tower built on top of a building a block away. “Look!” 
 
    Jake looked. The sides of the water tower lowered. No water rushed out. Instead, a turret with a large barrel was revealed. The turret swiveled until the barrel was pointing directly at the pirate Warcat. A bright green ball of phase energy shot out the end of the cannon and struck the scout UHAAV on the back. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A ball of fire and phase energy rose fifty meters into the air along with large sections of the roof and shattered pieces of the Warcat. The Paladin was thrown to its knees as the end of the roof caved in. The gaping hole in the roof continued to enlarge as it made it ways toward the Paladin. The metal support beam underneath the cat twisted and gave way. Jake’s shoulder harness bit into his flesh as the Paladin crashed through the roof. Giving way to the Paladin’s weight, the floor below caved in as the UHAAV fell to the next level. Desperate, he released the cat’s grips on both the 75mm phase cannon and the 20 megawatt plasma rifle and grabbed at another support beam, latching onto it with both claws. The beam held as the floor around it crashed into the level below. 
 
    Hanging from the steel beam, the Paladin’s footpads were only a couple of meters from the bottom of the hole that now extended two more levels below. 
 
    Knowing none of the floors would hold the Paladin’s weight, Jake worked his way claw over claw to the side of the building. “Maggie, bring up a schematic of the building. I’ve got to know where the strongest points are.” 
 
    “Compliance. Schematic is complete. You’re fortunate I think at nanosecond speed. I took the liberty of hac—” 
 
    “Maggie! I need to see the schematic.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A schematic of the building complete with gaping hole appeared on the tactical hologram between the pilot and copilot seats. Green vertical and horizontal lines marked the locations of structural support beams. 
 
    Moving the cat’s legs back and forth, Jake got the Paladin swinging. At what he hoped was the right moment, he released the cat’s claws. The cat went to the side and down, hitting a part of the floor two levels down that according to the schematic was a steel beam. It was. The support beam held. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Maggie. “You’re on solid ground, so to speak, but what are you going to do now? We lost both the 75mm and the 20 megawatt rifle. We’ve only got the twin 30 megawatts and the missiles in our rocket pods left. That’s not going to be enough to take out a Kraken and a Long Cat.” 
 
    “Not on our own it won’t be,” Jake agreed as the sound of explosions echoed from outside. “Fortunately for us, that Kraken has more to worry about than us. Make a sensor sweep and bring up the results on the tactical hologram.” 
 
    “Negative on the sensor sweep. That’ll give our position away. As I was about to tell you earlier, I already hacked into the controllers’ network. I’ve got data on everything that’s happening in the battle area.” 
 
    “Well,” Jake said when the hologram next to his chair continued to show only the building’s schematics. “Are you going to keep the information to yourself? Or are you going to share a little with me so I can try and keep us alive.” 
 
    “Oops,” said Maggie as her face took on a reddish tint. She punched an icon on her armrest. “Data’s coming up now.” 
 
    The image in the hologram changed from the damaged building’s schematic to that of the plaza and surrounding structures. The Kraken was twenty meters from the edge of the damaged building, trading fire with a dozen UHAAVs. Four cats were outlined in flashing strobe lights. One of the four was the pirate Long Cat at the base of the damaged building not far from where the Paladin was located. 
 
    A wild idea popped into Jake’s head. “Could you bust through the outside wall and land on that Long Cat?” 
 
    Maggie did a double-take at Jake. “Of course I could, but the pirate’s Long Cat is out of action. If you try to harm it, the controllers will fire on us. You saw what they did to the Warcat.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Jake moved his control stick to edge the Paladin along the support beam to a point above the Long Cat. “I’m not planning on firing on the Long Cat. I just want to borrow something from it. From what I was told, the rules allow us to take weapons we find on the battlefield. That includes from incapacitated cats, right?” 
 
    “Uh…affirmative. I should point out the Long Cat’s weapons are all attached. We’d need to find an out-of-action cat carrying weapons in its claws for us to use them. What do you think you’re going to do? Rip the Long Cat’s gun pods off and throw them at the Kraken?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake gave his copilot an I-finally-got-one-over-on-you grin. “You’re getting slow in your old age, Maggie. You’re thinking the wrong kind of weapons. Long Cats carry anti-tank mines, don’t they?” Since his AI really did think at nanosecond speed, Jake didn’t think she’d take long to figure out his plan. 
 
    “Are you out of your freakin’ mind?” She shook her head. “That’s crazy. Standard issue of anti-tank mines for a Long Cat is twelve. Even if we borrowed a few of them, how are you planning on getting them to the Kraken. It’s got a force field, just like us.” 
 
    “True,” Jake agreed. “But the field’s being weakened by the fire from the other cats. Plus, force fields are always more vulnerable close to the ground. We might be able to low crawl on the ground, blow a hole in the Kraken’s shield with our twin thirties, and place some mines in a couple of weak points on the big cat. What do you think?” 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes. “What do I think? I think that’s the most illogical plan I’ve ever heard.” She wrapped a hand around the copilot’s control stick and laughed. “It’s also crazy enough to work. I’ve got the controls.” 
 
    “You’ve got the controls,” Jake responded as he let her take over the Paladin’s movements. 
 
    Without waiting for further instructions, Maggie charged the Paladin forward, making sure she kept the cat’s footpads directly over the support beam in a move similar to a circus’s high-wire walker. At the same time, she pulled the trigger on the 30 megawatt plasma cannons, blasting a hole in the wall of the building. 
 
    Out the hole the Paladin dove, twisting in the air to bring the cat’s legs below it. Both legs’ ion thrusters roared as they slowed the Paladin’s descent. 
 
    Feeling somewhat helpless, all Jake could do was go along for the ride. Everything was happening too fast for mere human reflexes to react. He saw the Long Cat through the windscreen, directly below the Paladin and coming closer at a high rate of speed. The empty claws at the end of the Paladin’s left and right appendages reached out and grabbed something off the Long Cat’s back as it passed. 
 
    Even with the ion thrusters at full blast, the Paladin hit hard. The double servos in each leg did their jobs. The Paladin bent its knees, taking up the shock as it did a summersault and came out of its roll in a prone position behind the Kraken. 
 
    Jake made out six round pieces of metal gripped in each of the left and right gun claws. “You got all twelve mines. I could never have—” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Of course you couldn’t. That’s why it pays to have me around.” She looked at him and grew serious. “On the other hand, I’d never have come up with a plan as illogical as what you’re trying to do. Apparently the Kraken’s tactical computer hasn’t thought of it either, otherwise it would divert energy to strengthen the part of its force field that’s in front of us.” She smiled. “Do you want me to continue driving, or do you want to do the honors?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re doing fine. Keep going.” 
 
    Maggie wiggled her control stick as she alternated pushing her foot-pedals to make the Paladin low crawl on the ground toward the shimmering field of energy between the Paladin and the Kraken. Maggie pulled the trigger on her control stick. Red beams of plasma energy shot out, striking the Kraken’s force field a meter above the ground. The shimmering in a three-meter by three-meter area stopped. 
 
    “The force field was weak just like you thought,” said Maggie as she used the last of the ion energy in the legs’ maneuvering thrusters to shoot the Paladin through the opening. 
 
    Jake switched his windscreen’s camera to rear view. Just as the cat’s footpads made it past the opening, he saw the shimmering return. He switched back to forward view. 
 
    “The Kraken’s computer is diverting energy to its rear force field,” said Maggie. “It’s anticipating our plan. I’m too logical. Recommend you take control.” 
 
    Grabbing his control stick, Jake stood the Paladin up and ran for the nearest leg. “Plot a weak point for me, Maggie.” 
 
    A joint where the two-meter-wide footpad connected to a massive leg was outlined in red on the windscreen. Jake threw three of the mines at the weak point. 
 
    Anticipating his move, Maggie switched on the mines’ magnetics at just the right moment to make them stick to the footpad’s joint. 
 
    “The Kraken’s got eight legs,” said Maggie. “I calculate taking three of the legs out on this side will do the job.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said as he ran for the second leg. 
 
    Explosions sounded above as steel rain peppered the ground all around the Paladin. 
 
    “They’re firing the anti-personnel mines on their belly,” said Maggie. “I calculate they’re trying to set off the mines we’re carrying.”  
 
    Jake hunched the Paladin over and tucked both claws and their precious cargos of anti-tank mines to his chest. The rain of metal pellets continued, but what few got past the Paladin’s force field bounced harmlessly off his cat’s back. 
 
    “What say we give them something to think about besides us?” Jake said. “Activate the three mines.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Unable to resist, Jake switched the windscreen to rear mode long enough to make sure the mines did their job. Instead of a footpad, ragged pieces of metal dangled from the end of the Kraken’s right rear leg. He switched back to forward view just in time to see one of the Kraken’s legs coming straight at him.” 
 
    “Their computer’s trying to step on you,” said Maggie. “It’s what I’d do. None of its heavy weapons can reach you as long as you stay under the Kraken’s belly.” 
 
    Jake dodged the Paladin to the side, tossing three mines at the footpad as it smacked into the ground where he’d been. 
 
    Once again, Maggie did her part and activated the mine’s magnetics to make them stick on the weakest point. This time she didn’t wait to be told to set the mines off. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The big Kraken wavered as a second foot disappeared and began backpedaling toward the damaged building. 
 
    “I calculate it’s going to try and use the building’s support beams to help keep it upright,” said Maggie. “Recommend you take out another foot before it gets to the building.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m trying.” 
 
    Two rockets came streaking in. One passed over the Paladin’s shoulder. The other struck the Paladin’s left front force field. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Jake glanced at Maggie. “I thought you told me the Kraken’s weapons couldn’t reach us down here.” 
 
    “I did, and they can’t. The Kraken’s force field is getting weaker. Those missiles came from one of the cats attacking the Kraken.” 
 
    “Why are they shooting at me? I’m trying to take out these blasted pirates.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “They don’t care. It’s not like you’re on their team. If they take you out as well as the Kraken, it’s one less competitor to worry about later.” 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “No,” laughed Maggie, seeming to enjoy the situation. “It’s logical. Oh, by the way, our left front force field’s down to seventeen percent. Another direct hit will take it out.” 
 
    Glancing at the tactical hologram, Jake counted no less than fifteen cats firing at the Kraken. Most were light and medium cats, but a purple-and-green Leviathan had joined the action. As he watched, the Leviathan opened up with everything it had. 
 
    Blasts of energy exploded against the Kraken’s force field. The big cat took another step back in the direction of the damaged building. 
 
    As the Kraken raised its footpad to take another step, Jake tossed three more of the anti-tank mines. They stuck to the bottom of the foot and exploded. As the dust and smoke cleared, he made out the jagged end of the leg trying vainly to find solid footing. The Kraken began leaning to one side. 
 
    “She’s going over,” said Maggie. “Recommend you not be here when she comes down.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said as he shoved the control stick full forward and ran out from underneath the big cat. 
 
    The shimmering field of energy surrounding the Kraken disappeared as the cat’s tilt turned critical. Gravity took over, and the big cat came crashing down. 
 
    Jake barely scrambled out of its way. 
 
    As soon as the Kraken’s energy field deactivated, plasma beams and anti-armor rockets came streaking in from the surrounding cats. The Kraken hit the plaza’s concrete hard as the incoming missiles tore holes in her belly. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The massive cat exploded in a gigantic blast of green and orange energy, tossing everything around it into the air. 
 
    The Paladin flew head over heels, striking the concrete hard, but her force field took up the worst of the shock. Jake wasted no time in getting the agile cat back on her feet. 
 
    “The rocket pod on our left shoulder’s been torn off,” said Maggie. “Our left side thirty’s also damaged.” 
 
    Glancing out the left corner of the windscreen, Jake was able to make out the bent barrel of the 30 megawatt plasma cannon. “That sucks.” 
 
    “It’s going to get worse,” said Maggie. “Now that the Kraken’s out of action, there’s only one target left in the center of the plaza for everyone to shoot at. I’ll give you three guesses who it is.” 
 
    Sure enough, with the demise of the Kraken, Jake sensed every cat around the plaza turning their weapons toward him. Red, green, and yellow beams flashed to the left and right of the Paladin’s windscreen as explosions tore holes in the concrete. Jake ran in the direction of the damaged building. Parts of it started caving in as he ran, but he didn’t care. At least it was some kind of cover from the blistering fire. 
 
    “Maggie, a little assistance please.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Maggie as she grabbed the copilot’s control stick and shoved it to the left. 
 
    A half-meter-wide purple beam passed through the air where the Paladin had been. 
 
    “Disintegrator beam,” said Maggie. She glanced at Jake and grinned. “Nasty thing. Good thing you’ve got me around, eh?” 
 
    “Just drive and get inside the building. You can brag on yourself later.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Somehow Maggie got the Paladin inside the damaged building without get hit by the concentrated fire of the cats around the plaza. Not that being inside the collapsing building was much safer. Steel beams from the upper levels rained down, tearing holes in everything below. Since the Paladin was five-meters-high and the first level was only three-and-a-half-meters from floor to ceiling, the cat’s cockpit was on the second level while the legs and chest were on the first. Seeing where to put the cat’s footpads proved difficult. 
 
    “We’re in the building,” said Maggie. “Now what?” 
 
    Jake glanced at the tactical hologram. From what he could tell, the other cats had switched their fire to the Leviathan. It was getting hit from all sides. 
 
    “Looks like there’s no honor among thieves,” laughed Maggie. 
 
    The Leviathan returned the attackers’ fire, but even as Jake watched, smoke erupted out of the rear end of the large cat. The smoke was soon followed by flashing strobe lights all along the Leviathan’s sides and legs. 
 
    “Well, at least she’s out of action,” Jake said. “Let’s see if we can make our way out the back side of this building and come around behind one of the smaller cats. We might be able to take one of them out with—” 
 
    “Negative, Tiger. Casey told you to rendezvous with her. While you were playing with your little friends, I’ve been monitoring the rest of the battle royale using information from the controllers’ network. Casey’s Macron is in the swamp section with the Trecorians’ Long Cat. Their Warcat is in the harbor section making its way toward the swamp. Warcats have the best stealth shields made. I’d say it has a good chance of linking up with the other Trecorians without being spotted. The only reason I know where it’s at is because the controllers installed tracking devices on all the cats.” 
 
    Jake remembered two orange-suited technicians supervising Tilley and Jason the night before as they bolted a meter-square metal box on the back of the Paladin. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not all that happy about that,” Jake said. “The box is too big for just a tracker. My guess is it’s also an explosive device in case an ornery cat needs to be taken out of action and there’s none of the controllers’ gun turrets around to handle it.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “I calculate a hundred percent probability you’re correct. Are you sure you’re not part computer?” 
 
    “No time for jokes, Maggie. What about the Trecorians’ Kraken and Tomcat? Where are they?” 
 
    Growing serious, she touched an icon on the armrest of her chair. The tactical hologram widened to show the entire battle area. Two flashing red dots in the eastern industrial section drew Jake’s attention. 
 
    “Those are the Kraken and the Tomcat,” said Maggie. “They’re out of action. According to the data I’m getting from the controllers’ network, the industrial section is cleared out except for a few stragglers. Most of the other cats appear to be headed for the swamp. That’s where the main battle appears to be happening.” 
 
    “They’re crazy,” Jake said. “That’s probably the worst place for a cat to fight.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “Yet, where your Casey is, we follow. At least the good news is that the heavier cats will have trouble maneuvering in the swamp. We’re lighter than most of the medium cats. We should be able to outmaneuver them in the mud and take some out.” 
 
    Thinking of what few remaining weapons he had at his disposal, Jake wasn’t so sure they could fight anything tougher than a paper bag and come out on top, but he kept his opinion to himself. 
 
    “All right then,” he said, coming to a decision. “Let’s get moving. Take us out of this building before the whole thing comes down on our heads. Plot the safest route to the swamp section.” He gave Maggie a grin. “Since you’ve hacked into the controllers’ network and have the locations of all the other cats, you might try sneaking up on a couple along the way if you think we can beat them. According to the rules, the battle royale doesn’t end until half the cats are out of action. We may as well do our part to speed things up.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Maggie as she shoved her control stick full forward. 
 
    The Paladin plowed its way through the building’s flimsy interior walls as Maggie weaved in and out between support beams. Within seconds, the UHAAV burst through the outer wall and into the street beyond. 
 
    Jake half expected to be fired on, but nothing came his way. Explosions and the hiss of hot plasma beams cutting through the air came from the other side of the building, but he did his best to ignore them. Taking over the controls, he ran down the street toward the southeast, following the green path Maggie overlaid on the hologram of the battle area. 
 
    Glancing at his AI, Jake smiled. “Here’s hoping we’ve got a few less playmates in the east than we’ve had in the north.” 
 
    Maggie returned his smile. “I guess playmates are one way to put it. Just make sure you don’t wind up in timeout.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Compliance.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Factories and Warehouses 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    As Maggie predicted, the way to the eastern section was relatively free of other cats. Still, it took far longer to make their way through the battle area without being seen than Jake would’ve liked. At one point they had to go around a group of three UHAAVs hiding in an obvious ambush site. They were easy to avoid, but it took a full twenty minutes to do it without getting in a fight he didn’t need. Once clear, Jake continued on a southeasterly course until the northern urban section gave way to two-and-three-story brick-and-steel buildings with smokestacks. Intermixed with the brick buildings were dozens of long metal sheds. 
 
    “Factories and warehouses,” said Maggie. 
 
    “No kidding? Here I thought it was fine dining restaurants with all-you-can-eat buffets.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head without a trace of a smile. “Nope. Trust me. It’s factories and warehouses.” 
 
    “I was making a joke.” 
 
    Maggie burst out laughing. “I know. I was making a joke back.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. He was about to say something snide when a yellow dot on the tactical hologram drew his full attention. The dot was only two blocks away. He zoomed in the tactical display for a closer look. A Macron with a dull black-and-gray camouflage paint job stood next to an oversized water tower. The water tower’s four metal legs were embedded into the top of a two-meter-high concrete slab. 
 
    As Jake watched, the Macron fired a 400mm phase mortar located on its back. The massive artillery round arched into the air and headed south. 
 
    “That’s one of Major Maksim’s Covians,” said Maggie. “I calculate it’s providing indirect fire support for its teammates in the swamp. Do you want me to plot a route around it?” 
 
    An image of Casey and her purple-streaked black hair came to Jake’s mind. He involuntarily shivered at the thought that she might be in danger. He shook his head. “Negative. We’ve wasted too much time avoiding fights as it is. This one might be firing at the Trecorians. I, err, wouldn’t want any of them to get hurt.” 
 
    Maggie squinted at him. “Sure you wouldn’t. I’ve got a feeling you’re more interested in the safety of one specific Trecorian than you are with the rest of the group.” 
 
    Ignoring his AI, Jake moved the Paladin forward. He kept a long warehouse between him and the Macron. “How’s our stealth shield holding up? We’ve taken a lot of damage the last couple of hours.” 
 
    “Ha! You mean I’ve taken a lot of damage. I just ran a medical diagnostic on you, and you’re in better shape than a brerellium-steel bunker surrounded by a class five force field. I’m the one who’s lost half my weapons. And don’t get me started on my paint job.” 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes. “Stop whining and give me a status on our stealth shield. You need to get serious.” 
 
    Maggie swiped locks of her long red hair behind her ears and leaned back in her seat before giving him a grin. “I was born serious, Tiger. Can I help it if the rest of the universe doesn’t know how to relate to me?” 
 
    “Status on our stealth shield, please,” Jake said, switching to command voice. 
 
    “All right, already,” she said, straightening in her seat. “If that’s the way you want it, then serious it’ll be. Our stealth shield’s operating at one hundred percent. I calculate the Macron won’t detect us until we get within visual sight of its rear cameras. Since I’m assuming you’re planning on using the last three anti-tank mines to take it out, you’ll need to cross fifty meters of open space to get close enough to throw them.” 
 
    As he worked his way to the corner of the warehouse, Jake weighed his odds of covering fifty meters before the enemy cat could turn and blow the Paladin to pieces with its anti-armor missiles. He didn’t like the odds. 
 
    The Macron fired another round from its mortar. The 400mm phase round arched southward toward the swamp section of the battle area. 
 
    “Can you tell what they’re firing at?” Jake asked, picturing Casey’s UHAAV being bombarded by the deadly artillery fire. 
 
    Maggie spun her seat to face him. “Yes, and you can relax. The information I’m getting from the controllers’ network indicates the artillery fire’s striking a formation of four Crosioian cats located two kilometers south of your Casey. She’s safe, so don’t do anything stupid like getting us killed.” 
 
    Truth be told, Jake was just about to make an all-or-nothing rush at the Covian cat and hope for the best when a thought struck him. “Maggie, do you remember how you hacked into the tele-bots the other day and made their videos look like we were doing something else in the cockpit.” 
 
    “Of course I remember. It’s in my databanks. What’s your point? I’ve already hacked into the controllers’ network, which gets most of its data from the tele-bots they’ve deployed in the battle area. Are you asking me to reprogram some of their tele-bots?” 
 
    “Could you? Err, actually, never mind. That’s not what I’m getting at. What I’d like to know is if you can hack into the Covians’ tactical computer the way you hacked into Casey’s Macron. I was thinking maybe if you made its videos look like—” 
 
    “Done,” said Maggie, fairly beaming with pride. 
 
    “What’s done?” 
 
    “I hacked into the Covians’ cat and looped the rear video feeds to hide you when you run toward it. That’s what you were going to ask me to do, right?” 
 
    “Err, yeah.” 
 
    “All right then. It’s done.” 
 
    The Macron fired another round from its mortar. 
 
    “Track the round,” Jake ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A dotted red line appeared on the tactical hologram.  
 
    Jake followed the track of the phase round to a group of four yellow dots at the southern-most point in the swamp section. One of the yellow dots disappeared. 
 
    Reaching over, Maggie touched his hand. He felt the warmth of her skin. Simulated skin, he reminded himself. What I’m feeling is the thermal beam Tilley and Jason integrated with the hologram projector. 
 
    “Before you ask,” Maggie said, sounding surprisingly understanding, “that was one of the Crosioian cats that got taken out. Your Casey’s safe. Now, I recommend you disable the Macron before its tactical computer figures out its being hacked. The Macron’s artillery fire is extremely accurate. Once it finishes off the Crosioians, it’ll probably shift fire to the Trecorians.” 
 
    Raising the Paladin’s footpad to make his dash at the enemy Macron, Jake lowered it back to the ground before he took the first step. “Wait a second. How can they fire so accurately? We were told all cat-to-cat communications are out. If they can’t talk to a forward observer, they should be firing blind.” 
 
    Maggie pointed at a black wire leading out of the Covians’ Macron and running into an open hatch located on top of the concrete slab serving as the footing for the water tower. “If I had to guess, I’d say the crew of the Macron hardwired a line from their tactical computer to whatever’s beneath the concrete slab. I calculate the water tower contains one of the turret cannons used by the tournament controllers. I’m guessing power lines and hardwired network connections are located underneath the slab. The Macron’s crew must be spliced into the controllers’ computer network. They’re probably receiving input data from other gun turrets located in the swamp. With visual input from the gun turrets near the Crosioians’ cats, the Macron’s crew wouldn’t need a forward observer of their own.” 
 
    “Are you telling me they hacked into the controllers’ network? That’s cheating. If I was one of the controllers, I’d turn a couple of gun turrets on them and blow them to hell and back right now.” 
 
    Maggie laughed before nodding at the tactical hologram between the pilot and copilot’s seats. “Are you forgetting where I’m getting the data for our hologram? I told you I hacked into the controllers’ local tele-network. Believe me. I’ve checked the posted tournament rules. There’s nothing prohibiting hacking the network. I’ve got a feeling the controllers didn’t think it could be done, so they didn’t make a rule against it. Their computer security’s excellent.” 
 
    “If their security’s so good, how come they’ve been hacked into at least twice today? Maybe more for all we know.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram rubbed her chin. “Hmmm. That’s a valid question. I’m good at hacking, so there’s no surprise I was able to do it. The Covians are another matter. I’ve hacked into the Macron’s tactical computer, and it’s a standard-issue model. There’s no way it could’ve hacked into the network. My best guess is that they used a code-key to get in. Someone must’ve given the code-key to them. Based upon the security network in the battle area, that person would’ve had to be pretty high up in the hierarchy.” 
 
    A memory of Maksim bragging about his family relationship to the Gegormas came to Jake’s mind. “Yeah. I’ve got a pretty good idea who might’ve done that.” 
 
    “So do I,” Maggie admitted. “Now back to the problem at hand. We need to take out that Macron. You lucked out in that it can’t have its force field up when it’s firing its mortar since the round’s too big. If the Macron had its force field activated, we could fire all our remaining missiles and drain our 30 megawatt plasma cannon dry and still not make a hole large enough to throw in those mines.” 
 
    Jake eyed the distance to the Macron. He tightened his grip on the control stick but kept the Paladin partially hidden behind the corner of the warehouse. He caught Maggie’s eye, or at least the hologram of her eye. “What if they detect us coming at them and activate their shield. You’ve already hacked into their computer. Can you deactivate their force field if they turn it on?” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Negative. Hacking into their video controller was easy. It’s not a high-priority system. Force fields and weapons controls are another matter. I could hack them if given enough time, but that’s something we don’t have at the moment.” 
 
    The Macron fired another round from its mortar. Jake watched the track of the artillery round on the tactical hologram. It went straight to another one of the yellow dots located south of the Trecorians. The yellow dot disappeared. 
 
    “There’s only two left. Like I said before, if I was directing that Macron’s mortar fire, I’d switch targets to the Trecorians as soon as I finish off those last two cats.” 
 
    So would I, Jake thought. I can’t give them the chance. 
 
    Pushing his control stick full forward, Jake charged the Paladin around the corner of the warehouse. He tightened his grip on the last three anti-tank mines in the Paladin’s right claw, ready to throw them at the Macron the moment he got within range. 
 
    The Paladin was only halfway to the Macron when the air around the Covian cat shimmered. The Macron’s four legs began shifting as the big cat started to turn around. 
 
    “It’s activated its force field,” said Maggie. “They must have a sonic sensor installed. I calculate they detected our footsteps. Recommend you turn around and try to get behind the warehouse before they get a bead on us. Our shields are down to next to nothing, and we don’t have enough firepower left to take out their force field.” 
 
    Although he knew Maggie was right, the sight of the large phase mortar on the Macron’s back and the danger it posed to Casey kept Jake from running. He eyed the shimmering field of energy around the Macron.  
 
    A wild idea popped into his head. The force field protects the cat, but it doesn’t protect the water tower. 
 
    Shoving his control stick hard right, he changed course toward the concrete slab and its water tower. As the Macron continued its turn in an effort to bring its rocket pods to bear, Jake got within range of the water tower. 
 
    “Maggie! Take control. One mine to each of the tower’s two legs closest to the Macron.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Maggie, obviously figuring out his plan since she didn’t try to argue. 
 
    The Paladin’s right gun appendage jerked forward. The right claw opened, releasing two of the anti-armor mines. With an accuracy Jake knew he couldn’t emulate, Maggie threw the two mines in an arc that took them straight to the base of the two support beams nearest the Covian cat. The mines’ magnetics activated, locking them securely to the tower’s metal beams. Without waiting for him to give the order, Maggie detonated the mines. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    A two-meter span at the bottom of each of the support beams disappeared in a blast of orange plasma energy. The water tower toppled downward, straight onto the still turning Macron. The top of the tower broke open when it made contact with the cat’s force field, revealing a turret with a large-bore phase cannon that had been hidden behind the tower’s walls. The turret and cannon slid down the side of the force field and hit the ground. 
 
    “The cat’s force field protected it,” said Maggie. “The Macron’s undamaged. The metal support beams are blocking its way, but the Covians won’t take long to force their way through. What are your orders, pilot?” 
 
    Eyeing the one remaining anti-armor mine gripped in the Paladin’s right claw, Jake moved the right gun appendage forward and threw the last mine in the direction of the gun turret leaning against the Macron’s force field. The throw went true. The mine landed on top of the gun turret. 
 
    “There’s bound to be some phase rounds in the turret,” Jake said. “Detonate the mine. Let’s see what that’ll do.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A blast of green energy filled the entire windscreen, flinging the Paladin into the air. 
 
    Jake’s head smacked against the control console as the straps of his flight harness dug into his shoulders. His head bounced back, hitting the side of his seat. He felt more than heard the shell of his helmet crack. Then everything turned black as all sense of movement stopped. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Access Tunnels 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Sledgehammers pounded on Jake’s head as he regained consciousness. 
 
    What the hell happened? 
 
    He felt around with his hands. 
 
    I’m lying on my back. Why can’t I see? Everything’s black. 
 
    Reaching up to his head, he grabbed his flight helmet. Somehow it had gotten turned around. With more than a little difficulty, he pulled it off and let it drop. 
 
    Thank the Creator. I can see. I’m not blind. 
 
    Glancing through the windscreen, all he saw was swirling black smoke with an occasional patch of blue sky. 
 
    Maggie stood over him with her head silhouetted against the backdrop of the windscreen. Her eyes were a shiny green. 
 
    “Thank the Creator you’re awake,” she said. “You’ve been out for twenty-seven seconds. The blast knocked the Paladin onto its back. We’re covered in wreckage. I can’t get up. How do you feel?” 
 
    Jake touched his left hand to the side of his head. When he pulled his hand back, the fingers were covered in blood. “I feel like crap.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “Well, you wouldn’t be feeling anything if you hadn’t been wearing this.” She lifted the flight helmet Jake had removed. A large crack ran down its left side. “I calculate we’ll need to requisition a new one of these, by the way.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath to clear his head, Jake undid his flight harness. He tried sitting up. Blackness and red dots filled the cockpit. 
 
    “Woah, Tiger. Take it easy. I’ve run a medical diagnostic on you. You’ve got a concussion, but I calculate you’ll live.” 
 
    From the continued pounding of the sledgehammers on his head, Jake wasn’t so sure. He closed his eyes and took two deep breaths. When he opened his eyes again, he could see. 
 
    “Help me up.” 
 
    “Not so fast, hotshot. You’re gonna get blood all over my cockpit. Give me a second to patch you up before you pass out again.” Already holding a first-aid kit in her hand, she knelt next to him, opened the kit, and went to work.  
 
    Despite his insistence on getting up, Jake was grateful for the few seconds it took Maggie’s hologram to wipe the worst of the blood off the side of his head and spray the wound with plastic skin. 
 
    “That’s about the best I can do with these,” said Maggie as she raised her hands and wiggled her fingers. “The cockpit’s tractor beams are no match for a surgeon’s touch. Still, I think my little patch job is good enough until we can get you to a medic.” 
 
    “Roger that. And thanks. Now how about helping me up?” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Maggie as she reached out and lifted him to his feet. “Watch your step. The back wall’s now the floor. It wasn’t designed to walk on.” 
 
    Jake heard a crack as he stepped on something brittle. He grabbed hold of the pilot’s seat for support. 
 
    Maggie shook her head and smiled. “Hey, we probably didn’t need that computer screen anyway, right? I did tell you to be careful.” 
 
    Finding his footing, Jake let go of the seat. “Status report.” 
 
    Eyes sparkling blue, Maggie grinned. “Well, we’re both alive. That’s more than I can say for those Covians. That little stunt of yours blew them to pieces. We’re lucky their cat took the majority of the blast. I was knocked on my back, but I’m not too damaged. We could walk if we could get the Paladin up, but like I said earlier, we’re covered in debris. Do you want me to activate our out-of-action lights? We’d be a sitting pactar if another cat came by and decided to take advantage of an easy kill.” 
 
    Jake started to shake his head but thought it might hurt too much so he kept it still. “No. Not yet. Can I get out the access door?” 
 
    “It’s blocked by the ground. Hold on. Let me see if I can turn the cockpit a little.” 
 
    The whine of grinding gears sounded as the front of the cockpit shifted to the right. 
 
    Jake held onto his seat for support as the back wall, which had been the floor, shifted forty-five degrees. 
 
    The grinding stopped. 
 
    “That’s as far as I can go,” said Maggie. 
 
    The access door slid open, revealing blackened concrete. Wisps of dark smoke came drifting through the opening. 
 
    Maggie’s hologram pointed at the opening. “I think you can wiggle your way through if you’re determined to go.” She opened a storage locker, pulled out an M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle, and handed it to Jake. “Better take this. You never know.” 
 
    Taking the weapon, Jake bent down and crawled through the access door. Black soot soon covered his gloved hands and most of his flight suit. Acrid-smelling smoke filled the air, but it was semi-breathable. After coughing a couple of times, Jake gained his feet and looked around. 
 
    The gun turret as well as the Macron was gone. What remained of them were torn pieces of metal tossed about as if by the hand of a giant child tired of his toys. The concrete slab was still in one piece, but it was as soot-covered as the ground around it. 
 
    Taking stock of the situation, he noticed one of the Macron’s shattered legs entangled with what was left of the gun turret’s cannon. They were wedged on top of the Paladin’s legs, pinning the cat in place. Pulling himself on top of his cat’s chest, Jake grabbed hold of the hook at the end of the winch and pulled some slack. He glanced down through the windscreen. The normally darkened screen cleared as Maggie switched the filter to clear mode. He saw her standing inside, looking up at him. Her eyes were green with concern. 
 
    “Maybe you can hook my winch to something inside the concrete slab,” Maggie said over the cat’s external speaker. “The wreckage will probably slide off my legs if I can just get a little leverage.” 
 
    Still shaken, Jake didn’t bother giving a reply. He dragged the metal cable behind him as he made his way over the debris toward the concrete slab. On top of the slab, he noticed an opening at the top. The opening’s metal hatch was missing, but the ladder leading down was in good shape. 
 
    Tugging on the cable to get some slack, he tossed the hook-end into the dark hole and then followed using the ladder. He climbed down three meters before his feet touched the bottom. After giving his eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the dim light, he looked around. 
 
    “I’m in some kind of maintenance tunnel!” he shouted up at the opening, hoping Maggie could hear. “Give me some more slack on the cable. I think I see a mounting bracket on the tunnel wall that might be strong enough.” 
 
    He heard the whine of the winch and felt the cable grow slack. Pulling the hook behind him, he moved the two meters to the wall and locked the hook onto the mounting bracket. He started to move back to the ladder when he changed his mind. 
 
    “I’m going to have a look around,” he shouted through the opening. “See if you can get yourself up. I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The cable tightened as Jake heard the roar of the Paladin’s main engine. Knowing there was nothing more he could do to help his AI, he pulled a mini-light out of a pocket built into his pants and switched it on. He shined the light to the left and right. He was in a maintenance tunnel that was two meters across and rounded at the top. Computer cables and energy tubes were tacked to the ceiling, running in both directions. A set of cables and tubes extended into an opening overhead. The remains of a black cable tied to the ladder were spliced into one of the computer cables. 
 
    That must be how the Covians hacked into the controllers’ network. I guess Maggie was right. 
 
    Unsure which way to go, he chose right. He walked a good fifty meters, seeing nothing of interest other than the overhead computer cables and energy tubes. Just as he was about to turn around, he came to a four-way intersection. Glancing down each of the tunnels, they all looked the same. A half-meter computer screen mounted on the wall of the intersection drew his attention. The screen was blank. On impulse, he touched the screen with his right hand. Nothing happened. Removing his flight glove, he touched the screen with his bare fingers. 
 
    The screen lit up, showing a schematic of tunnels connecting hundreds of orange dots scattered throughout the battle area. He noticed a red dot with the words ‘YOU ARE HERE’ flashing beside them. 
 
    That could come in handy. 
 
    Pulling a small video recorder out of the pocket on the left shoulder of his flight suit, he took a picture of the schematic. 
 
    The barely audible voice of Maggie echoed in the tunnel. “I’m up. Where are you? Don’t make me come down there and get you.” 
 
    Tucking the recorder back into his pocket, Jake ran back the way he’d come. In less than two minutes he was back at the ladder. The cable and hook were no longer there. Climbing the ladder, he came out on top of the concrete slab. A flickering hologram of Maggie stood near the opening with the Paladin located next to the slab. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” she said. “I thought you were going to miss the end of the show.” 
 
    “The end of what show?” Jake asked. 
 
    Maggie smiled. “The battle royale. It’s almost over. There are only a hundred and two cats left in action. Once two more are taken out, this part of the tournament should be over. Your Casey and her Trecorians are in the swamp taking on six of the pirates.” 
 
    A shiver ran up Jake’s spine. He made a running jump at the Paladin and climbed up the leg to the access point. Within seconds, he was strapping into the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Fire her up, Maggie. We’ve got to get to Casey. Mark the shortest route on the hologram and let’s get going.” 
 
    All the dots on the hologram disappeared except for a single white dot marking the location of the Paladin. 
 
    “Hey,” Jake said. “What’d you do that for? Why’d you take off the locations of the other cats?” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram, which was once again sitting in the copilot’s seat, touched a couple of icons on her armrest. “All data from the controllers’ network has been cut off. They must’ve figured out they were getting hacked and locked me out.” 
 
    Shoving his control stick forward, Jake began running south. “Then plot me the shortest route to her last known location.” 
 
    “Compliance…but the fight’s going to be over before we can get close. Weren’t you listening when I told you only two more cats needed to be taken out of action to end the battle royale?” 
 
    Jake had heard. He just didn’t care. His only concern was to make sure Casey’s cat wasn’t one of the two. 
 
    A green route leading into the swamp section of the battle area appeared on the hologram. 
 
    “You know we’re driving blind, don’t you?” Maggie said. “For all we know, there could be a cat waiting around the next corner, ready to take us out.” 
 
    “Activate short-range sensors,” Jake ordered. “Plot any enemy on the hologram.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Maggie touched an icon on her armrest. A couple of yellow dots appeared on the hologram five blocks to the side of the green route. 
 
    “We’ve got two bogeys,” said Maggie. “They’ll know we’re here because we’ve got our sensors activated.” 
 
    “Then keep an eye on them,” Jake said as he continued running down the street marked by the green route. 
 
    “Compliance.” Maggie glanced over at Jake. “But I have to point out that our sensors won’t pick up Warcats or one of the other scout vehicles if they’re in stealth mode. If we run into one of them, they’ll know we’re here because our sensors are on, but we won’t be able to detect them.” 
 
    Jake continued running down the center of the street. “Then we’d better hope—” 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted Maggie. 
 
    Somehow Jake sensed the danger was coming from his left rear. He tucked the Paladin’s left shoulder and rolled left, coming up facing the way he’d come. He pulled the trigger for the remaining 30 megawatt plasma cannon, sending a beam of energy down the street. A trail of smoke passed through the air where he’d been running a moment earlier. Out the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a small anti-tank rocket streaking by. 
 
    “Warcat, ten o’clock high,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Take over weapons control,” Jake ordered as he sidestepped left and began running in a zigzagged pattern down the street. “Standard Warcat’s only have two missiles in their shoulder launcher. Whoever it is only has one missile left.” 
 
    “You mean assuming the Warcat’s set up with standard pods,” said Maggie. “By the way, it’s hiding on that rooftop to your right. I’m going to bring the building down.” 
 
    Missile after missile shot out of the Paladin’s remaining rocket launcher until the last tube was empty. The missiles hit below the lip of the three-story-tall factory building. Intended as anti-armor weapons, the eight remaining missiles damaged the corner of the building enough that a three-meter-wide section of the roof collapsed outward, falling toward the street three stories below. Jake caught a glimpse of something painted a dull black-and-gray falling with the bricks. 
 
    Changing directions, Jake headed straight for the downed three-meter-tall Warcat. It struggled to its feet, coming up firing a four-barreled plasma rifle gripped in its hands. The small wattage plasma rounds ricocheted off the Paladin’s armor. The 30 megawatt plasma cannon to the side of Jake’s windscreen opened up, striking the shimmering field of energy surrounding the Warcat. The small recon cat was knocked back a step but pivoted on its footpads in an attempt to bring the four-tubed rocket launcher on its shoulder to bear. 
 
    The sight of three red warheads protruding from the launcher’s tubes made Jake wish both of his thirties were operational instead of just one. 
 
    “Can we get through his force field in time?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Negative,” replied Maggie as she continued firing at the dodging cat. 
 
    Without warning, white strobe lights attached to the Warcat’s head, shoulders, and arms began flashing. At the same time, Jake noticed flashes of white light reflecting off the Paladin’s windscreen. The 30 megawatt plasma cannon to the side of the windscreen stopped firing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jake demanded. 
 
    Maggie laughed. “We survived, that’s what’s going on.” She laughed again. “You are one lucky cat pilot, Jake. The battle royale’s over. Someone must’ve taken out the last two cats.” 
 
    Pulling back on his control stick, he brought the Paladin to a stop twenty meters from the now stationary Warcat. The three red warheads in the opposing cat’s rocket launcher gave him pause, but they remained where they were, in the launcher. 
 
    Touching an icon on his armrest, Jake switched the windscreen’s filter to clear. 
 
    The pilot of the Warcat did the same. 
 
    For a long four seconds, Jake and Major Maksim traded stares. Then the Covian major shrugged and gave a mock salute before turning away and running down the street to the south. 
 
    Jake glanced at a dozen flashing warning lights on his control console. Each one denoted an out of action weapon, damaged sensor, leaking seal, or missing pieces of plate armor. He looked over at Maggie and gave a weak smile. “Tilley and Jason are going to be pissed when they see how much work I’ve caused them.” 
 
    “They’ll get over it,” Maggie laughed. “Like I said, you’re one lucky cat pilot.” She grew serious. “I’m just glad you’re my pilot.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Damage Control 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Not for the first time that afternoon, Tilley cursed. She jumped off the maintenance ladder attached to the Paladin and grabbed another replacement part. Before she turned to climb back up, she glanced at Jake. “Couldn’t you have left at least one piece of her undamaged? It’ll take a week to get her back in shape.” 
 
    Jake set aside the control hydraulics for the Paladin’s left leg and smiled at Tilley. “Actually, I think the bottom of her left footpad’s okay. Don’t know how I missed that.” Growing serious, he said, “And we don’t have a week. We’ve got to have her ready to fight again tomorrow morning, bright and early.” 
 
    Tilley snorted and scrambled up the ladder. “Well, all I can say is I’m glad Jason and I were able to get our beauty rest while we were on the Solaris. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to be up all night getting Maggie ready.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling his friends were. Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to be able to help them as much as he’d have liked. He’d need to get some sleep to be ready to fight the next day, plus there was the other thing. He glanced at the wrist-timer on his arm. 
 
    Only two more hours until Old Man Gegorma’s party, he thought. I’ll help for another hour, then I’ve got to get cleaned up and see what the Gegormas have in store for us tonight. 
 
    He thought about his conversation with Creao Gegorma the night before. He glanced up at Maggie’s hologram sitting on the Paladin’s shoulder near Jason. From the rough-looking texture of the octopod’s skin, she was obviously giving him a lot of unwanted advice on how to replace the missing rocket pod. 
 
    Maggie glanced down. When she saw Jake looking at her, she smiled and waved. 
 
    He waved back. 
 
    His AI turned back to Jason and resumed giving him more advice. 
 
    Jake continued watching her. Maybe I should’a told her what that old man told me, but I’m not sure whether it would do more harm than good. If what Gegorma said is true, they wiped Maggie’s memory for a reason. She already acts half-crazy sometimes. What if telling her she’s a living being screws her up even more. I don’t want to lose her. She’s a good AI. 
 
    He knew that wasn’t the whole story. She was more than a good tactical computer to him. 
 
    She’s also my friend. I need to protect her as much as I can. 
 
    Jake sensed something to his left. Looking over, he saw Casey standing two paces away. 
 
    She makes even greasy overalls look good, he thought. He was tempted to reach out and wipe a dark smudge off her left cheek but thought better of it. “Casey, I didn’t hear you walk up.” 
 
    The Trecorian pilot laughed. “Thanks for the compliment. My family started me in warrior training the day I turned five. You wouldn’t believe how many hours my instructors made me practice sneaking up on people without being heard or seen.” 
 
    “Were you sneaking up on me?” Jake said, smiling to let her know he wasn’t serious. 
 
    She returned his smile. “Do I need too?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never. I like having you around. The longer the better.” 
 
    Her eyes grew serious. “Is that a proposal, Mister Striker.” 
 
    Jake’s face grew warm. “Err…I mean…” 
 
    Casey laughed. “Relax. I’m not quite ready to settle down yet. For all I know you’ve been laying on the old Striker charm so when I win the Steel Apocalypse and become instantly wealthy, you’ll be able to live in the lap of luxury with me for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Jake laughed. “My plan’s out. But since we’re both part of the same alliance and will be sharing equally in the winnings, I’ll be plenty wealthy on my own.” 
 
    “So you will, Mister Striker. Kinda makes me wonder why you keep hanging around me. Maybe we can find some place quiet later, and you can remind me.” 
 
    Jake’s face heated up again, but he ignored it. “I’ll tell you what, Ms. Bistoria. Once we win this tournament, I’ll show you why I hang around, and I’m not going to limit it to just one night. I’m liable to show you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” said Casey. “In fact—” 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Tilley from the top of the ladder leaning against the Paladin’s chest. “You’re keeping Jake from his work. Your Macron may have come out of the fight with nary a scratch, but we’ve still got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Casey laughed, then eyed Jake. “Duty calls. I’ve got to get cleaned up anyway. I’ll see you at the party.” 
 
    Nodding, Jake said, “I’ll be there.” 
 
    With that, the dark-haired Trecorian returned to the next maintenance bay where her Macron was parked and gave a few last minute instructions to her mechanics. Despite what Tilley had said, the four-legged UHAAV had taken more than a little damage, although it was nowhere near as bad as that of the Paladin’s. 
 
    Jake stood watching Casey until something hard hit the center of his back. He spun around. 
 
    Tilley was at the top of the ladder with another bolt in her hand. “For crying out loud. You’re a mercenary cat pilot, not a member of the Lonely Hearts Club. You don’t pay Jason and me enough to do all the work ourselves. Now how about tossing me up one of those replacement servos before I bean you?” 
 
    Jake rubbed his hand over the left side of his head. The feel of the slight ridge where the medics had put on the plastic skin to seal the gash from the day’s fight was all too obvious. He didn’t want to have to get another. 
 
    “One servo coming up,” Jake said as he picked the servo up off the table and ran for the ladder, laughing all the way. “My poor head can’t take any more damage.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – Revelation 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The ballroom was nowhere near as crowded as it had been the night before. It wasn’t just the fact that very few civilian guests were in attendance. The missing one hundred contestants made it all too obvious that the morning’s battle royale had taken a toll. 
 
    Casey nudged Jake in the side with her elbow and nodded at a group of pirates by the main bar, led by none other than Commander Donalis. 
 
    Jake nodded back. “Yeah, I see him. I was hoping you’d killed him off this morning.” 
 
    Casey drained the cup she was holding. “It wasn’t for lack of trying. I was a tad busy keeping my crew and me alive.” She set the empty cup on the tray of a passing waiter. “If you hadn’t taken so long messing around with your playmates up north, maybe you could’ve gotten down to the swamp and helped us out a little.” 
 
    After eyeing the pirate leader for a couple more seconds, Jake turned to Casey. “I did try.” 
 
    After brushing some imaginary dust off the sleeve of her dress whites, she looked at him. “I know you did. Maggie told me how you took out the Macron. She also told me why you did it.” 
 
    “Maggie told you?” he asked, trying to figure out how the Trecorian had gotten inside the Paladin’s cockpit to talk to his AI. 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, Casey said, “Relax, big guy. Our cats are parked next to each other. Maggie’s hologram wandered over and spent a good fifteen minutes talking my ear off. This’ll probably sound strange since she’s a computer, but she’s very fond of you.” 
 
    Jake eyed Casey, tempted to tell her what Creao Gegorma had told him the night before about Maggie being a living being, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. It’s not that I don’t trust Casey. I do. But…I’m not even sure I believe it. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I’m a little fond of Maggie myself, even if she does have a big mouth.” 
 
    The sounds of the crowd died down. Jake noticed the contestants around him turn to face the main doorway. Turning, he saw Creao Gegorma with his daughter. Phyllis was poured into another tight-fitting suit that made it all too obvious she was a woman. The Gegormas were flanked by four muscular, lizard-looking attendants dressed in blue business suits. 
 
    “Congratulations to you all,” said Creao Gegorma as he grabbed a glass off a nearby waiter’s tray and raised it in the air. “I drink to your continued health.” 
 
    Most of the contestants raised their glasses and drained them dry. 
 
    Jake noticed Creao Gegorma didn’t take a drink from his. 
 
    Once the crowd settled back down, the old man walked to the center of the room. The contestants drew back, giving him room. 
 
    “You are the lucky ones,” said Creao Gegorma. “Those with UHAAVs that proved less than adequate are shipping out on transports tonight.” He turned full circle, seeming to make an attempt to catch everyone’s eye. “A few will never be leaving our planet. What body parts we could find after the battle have been disintegrated, and we’ve salvaged what’s left of their cats for spare parts.” 
 
    Phyllis Gegorma walked over to her father and took up a position on his left side. 
 
    Jake felt her eyes on him. She gave the barest of nods. 
 
    “My father has congratulated you, the survivors,” said Phyllis. “Unfortunately, it’s come to our attention some competitors decided to hack into the controllers’ network and circumvent security.” 
 
    Murmuring came from all around. 
 
    Phyllis locked eyes with Jake for a second before looking to her left at a familiar, dark-haired man wearing the dress uniform of a Covian major. “In fact, we found more than one instance of dubious actions by contestants. To make sure no one gets an unfair advantage tomorrow, the controller network will be shut down until after the battle.” 
 
    More murmuring came from the crowd. 
 
    A tall blue humanoid from the Erorian alliance stepped forward. “If no one’s watching, then what good are the strobe lights you had us install on our vehicles? If one of my cats activates their ‘Out of Action’ lights, what’s to keep another contestant from firing at them anyway?” 
 
    Quite a few in the crowd murmured agreement. 
 
    Creao Gegorma raised a hand. “My daughter said the controllers’ network will be shut down. However, our tele-bots will be recording everything that happens in the battle area. We’ll be replaying the videos after the battle. If we discover any contestant violated the rules by firing on an ‘Out of Action’ cat, they and their entire alliance will be immediately dragged to the nearest disintegrator unit and thrown in like so much refuse.” He made another 360 degree turn. “Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    When no one said anything, the elder Gegorma smiled. “Very well then, enjoy yourselves. We have plenty of food and drink. Our medics will be standing by with anti-alcohol pills for those who partake a little too much.” His smile grew almost friendly. “We wouldn’t want anyone’s abilities less than perfect tomorrow, now would we?” 
 
    A few of the cat pilots raised their glasses and cheered. 
 
    “Now about tomorrow,” said Phyllis. “You’ll be divided into teams of three cats each. Every team will be given an objective. Any team that fails to accomplish their objective will be removed from the tournament, so it will behoove you to work together…at least for tomorrow.” She started to turn away but looked back over her shoulder. “Oh, and by the way. Any of the contestants you might encounter from another team should be considered an enemy vehicle. I’d recommend handling them accordingly.” 
 
    Both of the Gegormas left the room the way they’d come. Two of their lizard-looking attendants remained behind. Jake noticed one of them head toward Major Maksim. The other came straight for him. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said the lizard in perfect intergalactic standard. “Mister Gegorma would like to speak to you in private.” 
 
    Glancing at Casey, Jake shrugged. “I guess I’ll be seeing you later.” 
 
    “Actually,” said the blue-suited lizard. “Mister Gegorma has requested the lieutenant to come as well.” As it looked at Casey, the lizard parted its lips to reveal a double row of teeth that might’ve been its version of a smile. “I assume you will accept his invitation.” 
 
    Shrugging, Casey said, “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    The lizard didn’t bother giving a reply as it turned and made for the exit at a fast pace.  
 
    Jake and Casey hurried after it. 
 
    “I wonder what we’ve gotten ourselves into now,” Jake whispered out the corner of his mouth. 
 
    When Casey didn’t say anything, he glanced at her. She looks scared. What’s going on? 
 
    Once they were out of the ballroom, the attendant led them through a long, meticulously white corridor with plate-glass windows instead of walls. The rooms beyond the windows were filled with electronic equipment, computer screens, and more orange-suited technicians than Jake had ever seen in one place. He reached out and touched one of the plate-glass windows as they went by. 
 
    “Glass-steel,” he whispered out the side of his mouth. “Why the security?” 
 
    Casey’s face was no longer white, but apparently she wasn’t in a talkative mood. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Jake kept walking. At the sound of steps behind him, he glanced over his shoulder and saw another of the blue-suited lizards leading Major Maksim. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Jake said. 
 
    “I know,” Casey replied. “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    Jake was about to ask her why when the escort stopped in front of an elevator. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving you here,” said the lizard as he waved a clawed hand at the elevator. 
 
    More than a little suspicious, Jake didn’t step through the door. Neither did Casey. 
 
    “I thought we were meeting the Gegormas.” Jake nodded at the open elevator door. “Where’s this thing taking us? Why should we get in?” 
 
    A laugh came from behind Jake. Turning, he saw the second lizard with Major Maksim. 
 
    “Relax, my suspicious friend,” said the Covian major. “If my great uncle intended you harm, he wouldn’t have to secret you away to do it.” He stepped into the elevator. “Come. I’ve been here many times. I think you’ll find the next few minutes—how shall I put it?—interesting.” 
 
    Before Jake could reply, Casey stepped into the elevator. With little choice, he took up a position between her and the major. 
 
    The elevator door shut. 
 
    Jake glanced around. “There’s no controls.” 
 
    Maksim laughed. “No. There isn’t.” 
 
    Jake’s stomach rose in his chest as the elevator dropped at a rapid rate. After dropping a long way, it finally slowed and then stopped. The door slid open to reveal a massive cavern. Overhead lights fifty meters above lit up the area as if it was full daylight. The cave extended as far as the eye could see and was crammed full of thousands upon thousands of olive-drab crates and boxes, some the size of large trucks. Above the stacks of boxes could be seen the cockpits of dozens of UHAAVs. 
 
    “What the hell?” Jake said before he caught himself. 
 
    “One man’s hell is another’s salvation,” came the voice of Creao Gegorma from the left of the elevator. 
 
    Major Maksim led the way out. 
 
    Jake and Casey followed. 
 
    “So what is this place?” Jake asked. “There must be enough equipment here to outfit an army.” 
 
    Creao Gegorma laughed. “Hardly, Jake. What you see here is only one of hundreds of such caverns on Lastreo. When you put them all together, yes…there would be enough to equip an army. Several armies, in fact.” He looked at Casey. “Is this what you were looking for, Lieutenant?” 
 
    It took a moment for Jake to realize what the elder Gegorma had said. He looked at Casey. “What’s he mean by that?” 
 
    Casey said nothing. Her face was lighter than it had been a moment before. 
 
    “Perhaps I can explain,” said Phyllis who came walking out of an aisle between stacks of cases. “You see, our good lieutenant didn’t come here just for the tournament. She’s here at the request of her sister and uncle.” 
 
    Thoroughly confused, Jake glanced from the younger Gegorma to Casey. “I don’t understand, Casey. What’s she talking about? I thought Freeta and Dresh were your cousins, not your sisters.” 
 
    Phyllis laughed. “Oh, they are, Jake. The truth is they’re as much in the dark as you. They actually think Lieutenant Casey brought them here to compete in the Steel Apocalypse. My father and I know better.” She looked at Casey. “Will you tell him, or shall I?” 
 
    Casey glared at the other woman. “You’re doing such a good job. Why stop now?” 
 
    Phyllis returned the glare for a second before looking back at Jake. “Her sister is agent Trish Bistoria, AKA Lieutenant Fisher and a thousand other names. Trish Bistoria works for a Trecorian organization so secret we still haven’t figured out who they are. I doubt even she knows.” She looked at Jake and smiled. “But we do know what they’re trying to do and how they’re trying to do it.” 
 
    Glancing at Casey, Jake waited for her to say something. When she didn’t, he looked back at Phyllis Gegorma. “So what is it they do?” 
 
    Creao Gegorma answered, “Why, they get unsuspecting buffoons like you to do their work for them. Trish Bistoria gave you a container of inactivated tele-bots, did she not?” 
 
    A queasiness grabbed hold of Jake’s stomach. He had a feeling his face was as white as Casey’s had been earlier. 
 
    Creao Gegorma shrugged. “Oh, no use denying it, Jake. My technicians haven’t detected them yet, so I assume you still have them hidden somewhere on your Paladin. I suspect that’s why our good lieutenant’s sister picked you. Your Paladin’s armor is embedded with energized titanium, or creallium, if you prefer that name. Between the creallium and Maggie, no known form of security in the galaxy could detect something inside that cat of yours without disassembling it piece by piece and destroying your cat in the process. It’s the perfect smuggler’s vehicle.” 
 
    “So that’s why you wanted me here?” Jake asked. “To smuggle things for you?” 
 
    Creao Gegorma laughed. So did his daughter and Maksim. 
 
    “Oh, Jake,” said Creao Gegorma. “You think too small. I want Maggie and you to work for me, but nothing so small as smuggling. I watched the videos from today’s battle. Maggie’s abilities are evolving. She’s becoming more human, more emotional. The longer she’s around you and the more intense the danger, the closer the link between the two of you becomes.” 
 
    “So?” Jake said. He glanced around for an escape route and saw only armed guards gathering at all the exits. The elevator door was closed, not that he’d have wanted to be trapped in there anyway. 
 
    “So?” said Creao Gegorma, smiling. “I told you last night Maggie was unique. Computers, even the living gas-based versions I told you about, are based upon pure logic. The best AIs actions are logic based. They may try to emulate randomness, but believe me, they fall short. Their decisions can be anticipated by other logic-based entities, living or otherwise. Maggie, on the other hand, is a unique mix of emotion and logic. As she becomes more emotional, her decisions become a mix of logic and illogic, which you can think of as another word for randomness.” He laughed. “That’s not something most governments want. They want the steadfastness and predictability of logic. The Empire canceled your grandfather’s and my project because Maggie was becoming emotional. They feared she would contaminate other computers on the tele-network. Even Jacob grew concerned. But what the Empire’s technicians and Jacob thought were a weakness, I viewed as a strength. With Maggie on my side, I’ve got no doubt that I could do…anything.” 
 
    “Why would Maggie and I want to work for you?” Jake asked. “I’m not stupid. I know you’ve made a fortune selling weapons to both sides in a war. I wouldn’t put it past you to start a war just to make a sale.” He waved a hand at the stack upon stack of crates in the cavern. “Is that what these are for? Are you getting ready to start a war?” 
 
    Major Maksim laughed. “You’ve been out of the loop, my dear Mister Striker. I suppose that happens when you can’t send or receive information through the security field my uncle placed around Lastreo.” 
 
    “I haven’t bothered trying,” Jake said. 
 
    Phyllis smiled. “No, I don’t suppose you have. Why should you?” She pointed at Casey. “But your little friend here has.” 
 
    “Casey?” Jake asked, looking at the dark-haired Trecorian standing next to him. A few hours earlier, he’d been imagining spending the rest of his life with her. He suddenly felt foolish as he realized he barely knew her. 
 
    Casey stared back at him for a couple of seconds. “She’s right. They’re all right. Trish Bistoria is my sister. She asked me to come to Lastreo and find out what the Gegormas were up to.” She waved a hand toward the crates. “Now I know. I suppose you’re going to kill me and dispose of my body.” 
 
    “Kill you, my dear?” said Creao Gegorma. “Why would I want to do that? As my nephew pointed out, the security field around Lastreo prevents any outgoing transmissions that don’t have the authorized key-code, which you don’t. You can transmit whatever you want for all I care. It’ll do you no good.” 
 
    Casey eyed the elder Gegorma. “So you’re not going to kill me? Not that I’m complaining, but I find it hard to believe. I know you’ve been stockpiling weapons. Neither the Intergalactic Empire nor the Trecorian Alliance is going to let you start a war and sell them to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” said Maksim. “The war has already started.” 
 
    Creao Gegorma gave a hard stare at the Covian major. 
 
    Maksim broke eye contact first and looked down at the floor. 
 
    “Sometimes my nephew talks too much,” said the elder Gegorma. “That’s why he hasn’t yet taken his rightful place in our organization. And if he doesn’t learn to be quiet, he never will.” 
 
    Caring little for the apparent ongoing family squabble, Jake said, “He said a war’s started. What war?” 
 
    The elder Gegorma glanced at his daughter and nodded. 
 
    Phyllis turned to Jake. “The Crosioians launched a full-scale attack on the Intergalactic Empire yesterday. They’ve already taken over several of the Empire’s districts. Your Empire was caught by surprise. They’re playing catchup. They’ve even resorted to stripping their vaunted Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy of TAC officers and deploying them to the Crosioian border to find out what’s going on. The bats will slaughter them.” 
 
    “Why?” Jake said, not wanting to believe her. “The Crosioians and the Empire have been at peace for fifty years. What set them off?” 
 
    Creao Gegorma gave a shrug before smiling. “Does it really matter? A well-placed word here, another there. The end result is that there’s an intergalactic war happening as we speak, and where there’s a war, there’s opportunity to make more credits than you can ever imagine.” 
 
    “So that’s what these weapons are for?” said Casey. “You’re going to sell them to the Crosioians? The Trecorian Alliance will never let you get away with it. My sister suspects what’s going on here. When I don’t make contact, she’ll assume the worst and—” 
 
    “And what?” laughed Maksim. “The Trecorians will be too busy fighting for their own lives to worry about us. The Crosioians gave my uncle most of these weapons. We’re selling them to the Balorian pirates, the Osterian Federation, the Amira Freeholders, and all the other enemies of the Trecorians. We’ll make a profit, and the Crosioians will win a war against the Trecorians without having to fire a single shot of their own. We’ll—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    The blow came so fast Jake only caught the aftermath. 
 
    Major Maksim was sitting on the granite floor, holding a hand over his cheek with Phyllis Gegorma standing over him. 
 
    “Like my father said, dear cousin,” said Phyllis, “sometimes you talk too much. If you don’t learn to keep your mouth shut, I’ll be forced to close it permanently.” 
 
    No one spoke for several seconds. A sullen Maksim remained on the floor, apparently in no hurry to further incur his cousin’s wrath. 
 
    “Well, then,” said Creao Gegorma. “I suppose the pactar is out of the bag, as they say. It’s just as well. I’ve other things to do. I think we’ve finished what we needed to discuss for today at least.” 
 
    “Finished,” Jake said. “I…I haven’t given you my answer. There’s no way Maggie and I—” 
 
    Creao Gegorma raised a hand. “I haven’t actually offered you anything yet, boy. My, err…backers still aren’t convinced Maggie and you are linked enough to make a difference. Maybe after tomorrow they will be. That is, assuming the two of you survive.” 
 
    “So I’m just supposed to go back and act like nothing’s happened?” Jake said. “I suppose you don’t care if I activate Fisher’s…err, I mean Trish or whatever her name is, tele-bots.” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “I could care less one way or the other, Jake. My nephew has already told you most of what’s happening. Activate the tele-bots if you want. They’ll do you no good. They can’t transmit through the shield around my planet.” 
 
    With that, the old man turned and entered the now open elevator. The door slid shut, leaving Jake, Casey, Phyllis, and Maksim alone. Even the guards had disappeared. 
 
    “If I were you,” said Phyllis, directing her comment at Jake, “I’d concentrate on trying to stay alive tomorrow. My father’s backers want definite proof Maggie and you are the real article. My father has stacked the deck against you, so to speak. I think he wants to put you in so much danger that you’ll be forced to accelerate the development of the bond between you and that computer of yours in order to stay alive. Your objective tomorrow will be guarded by the Balorian pirates under Commander Donalis. He’s got eleven of his cats left. You’ll be outnumbered and outgunned. Plus, my father has told Donalis no holds barred. He’s to ignore any ‘Out of Action’ lights. They’ll be no repercussions for the pirates if they keep shooting after you’re down.” She smiled. “To be quite honest, even I’ll be impressed if you’re at the party tomorrow night.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Casey. “Am I to think you’re going to let me live after what I know?” 
 
    Phyllis shrugged. “I don’t care what you think.” She smiled. “We’re both women of action, you and me. If you fight hard tomorrow, maybe you’ll live one more day. Who knows? You may make it all the way to the end of the tournament before I have to kill you.” She turned and headed for the elevator, which was waiting with open door. 
 
    Major Maksim rose from the floor and headed after her. 
 
    The younger Gegorma shook her head. “Not you, dear cousin. You opened your mouth once too often.” She pointed at Jake and Casey. “Stay with your new teammates. You’ll be the third member of their team tomorrow. The three of you will live or die together.” She laughed. “I wish you all well.” 
 
    The door to the elevator slid shut. 
 
    Turning around, Maksim spread his hands and looked at Jake and Casey. “My friends. Perhaps I should ex—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    The major found himself back on the floor with Casey standing over him this time. 
 
    “I swear,” said Casey. “If you screw up tomorrow and cause any of my troops harm, I’ll kill you myself and damn the consequences.” 
 
    Jake opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    Casey glared at him. “That goes for you too, hotshot. Any questions?” 
 
    Jake turned and waited for the elevator to return. It was the longest thirty seconds of his life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Confessions 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    An hour after the meeting with the Gegormas, Jake sat alone with Casey in the Paladin’s cockpit inside their maintenance hangar. Due to the cat’s unique construction, it was the one place they could talk without the danger of being overheard by tele-bots. He sat in the pilot’s seat while she occupied the copilot’s. Of course, they weren’t really alone. Maggie was around somewhere, but after he’d told her everything that had transpired and been discussed over the last two evenings, her hologram had blinked out. That had been ten minutes earlier. 
 
    Casey and I haven’t said a word since Maggie disappeared. It’s not up to me to talk first though. I’m not the one who lied about who I was. I’m not going to apologize or try to explain when I’ve done nothing wrong. 
 
    He glanced out the corner of his eye at the Trecorian lieutenant sitting in the other seat. She was still in her dress whites as was he. She’d undone her hair and let it fall over her shoulders. One of the purple streaks hung in front of her right eye. She didn’t bother trying to brush it back, almost as if she was trying to hide behind it. Being as discrete as possible, he took a closer look. Her eyes are shiny. Is she crying? The very idea that the tough Trecorian cat pilot could cry shook Jake to his core.  
 
    He shifted in his seat. “Just tell me one thing, Casey. Did you ever really love me? Or has it all been an act?” 
 
    Casey turned and faced the windscreen on the opposite side of the cockpit from Jake. She brushed at her eyes with her left hand. “My crew and I’ve been training for the tournament for the last year. I didn’t even know you existed until Trish asked me to do her a little favor by keeping an eye on you. She finagled my Macron a ride on the Solaris. I thought you were just some freelance merc pilot. I didn’t know you, and I, uh…I mean, how was I supposed to know we’d…” She brushed at her eyes again, still looking at the opposite windscreen. “The duke, my uncle, got word something big was happening at the tournament. Trish and he asked me to keep my eyes open and make sure you activated the tele-bots.” She reached inside the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a mini-light. She stretched out her hand in Jake’s direction while keeping her face turned to the opposite side of the cockpit. 
 
    Jake took the light. “Am I supposed to do something with this? Is it another one of your sister’s gadgets?” He turned the mini-light over. Only half-joking, he said, “What happens if I turn it on? Will it explode and put me out of my misery?” 
 
    Finally turning toward him, Casey took the light back. The makeup around her eyes was smeared, but other than that, there was no sign of tears and her eyes were no longer shiny. She clicked the mini-light’s switch. A beam of light shone out the end. She gave a half-smile. “If you turn it on, light comes out. What’d you expect? Trish is my sister. You don’t think she’d try and kill me, do you?” 
 
    An image of the mysterious Lieutenant Fisher came to Jake’s mind. He wouldn’t put anything past the deceptively angel-faced woman but decided it was probably best not to voice his opinion. 
 
    Casey stared at him for a couple of seconds. “Well, she wouldn’t.” With what was almost a full smile, she said, “Of course, if I was you, I’d be careful about using any mini-lights she might give you.” She laughed. “You never know.” 
 
    “So what’s with the light?” Jake asked in no mood to laugh. 
 
    Holding the mini-light up, she shined the light on the nearest computer screen. A bunch of numbers plus the words ‘No Data Received’ shone on the screen. 
 
    “I knew you hadn’t released Trish’s tele-bots yet because this light is designed to report on their activity once they are activated.” She shrugged. “Not that it matters. The Gegormas are right. No transmissions can get past the planet’s security shield without the correct key-code. Trish gave me one she was sure would work. It didn’t. Now I’m not in a position to let anyone outside the planet know what the Gegormas have planned.” She looked into Jake’s eyes. “If the Crosioians really have attacked your Empire, we Trecorians may be your only salvation.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “How so? Maybe I’m not up to snuff on the political situation nowadays, but last time I checked, the Intergalactic Empire and the Trecorians didn’t have a mutual defense agreement. Are you saying this duke uncle of yours will send his navy to help us fight the Crosioians?” 
 
    Casey shook her head. 
 
    Jake wasn’t surprised. The Trecorians had remained neutral during the last war between the Crosioians and the Empire fifty years earlier. He doubted they’d take a different route this time. 
 
    “Trecorians are an independent lot,” said Casey. “The members of our alliance will fight to defend ourselves, but we won’t go out of our way to help the Empire directly.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    Casey’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t let me finish. Trecor is located at a strategic point in the galaxy. Several hyper-folds the Crosioians will need for their supply lines go past Trecor’s boundary. As long as Trecor stands, the bats won’t be able to use those supply lines to their full potential. That’ll take some of the pressure off the Empire.” 
 
    Jake started to open his mouth. 
 
    Casey reached across the space between the two chairs and pressed a finger against his lips. “But…if the Gegormas are able to supply Trecor’s enemies with the weapons we saw, then all bets are off. Trecor may well fall. When she does—” 
 
    “The Crosioians will be free to use the supply routes,” Jake said. “Yeah, I get it. The only question is what can we do to stop them? I can activate your sister’s tele-bots, but what good will that do? You said yourself they can’t transmit what they find without the right key-code. It looks hopeless to me unless you’ve got an idea.” 
 
    Casey placed a hand on Jake’s. 
 
    Her flesh felt warm to the touch. Jake liked the feeling. He also liked knowing the warmth didn’t come from a thermal beam. 
 
    “I’m all out of ideas, Jake. I’m truly sorry Trish got you tied up in this.” 
 
    Something flickered on the control console. 
 
    Glancing over, Jake saw a hand-high image of Maggie sitting cross-legged on the console, wearing a miniature version of an Empire dress-white naval uniform. 
 
    Once she saw Jake looking at her, Maggie waved a hand at her clothing. “I figured since everyone else was so la-de-da high-society dressed up, I might as well be too. What do you think? Is it me, or should I go for a more informal look?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” Jake said, relieved to hear his friend sounding like her old self. “Your red hair goes great with the dress whites.” 
 
    Maggie turned to Casey. “What do you think? Maybe I should change my hair a little.” Several purple streaks appeared in her hair. “I think our Jake’s kinda fond of this look.” 
 
    Casey smiled. “I think you’d look great no matter how you wore your hair.” She touched the left side of her chest with her right index finger. “My mother says it’s what’s in here that counts. Not what’s on the outside.” 
 
    The purple streaks in Maggie’s hair disappeared. “Even if they’re a gas-based life form?” 
 
    “No matter what kind of life form they are,” Casey said. “What matters is how you are on the inside. I’ve been around you long enough to know that you’ve got what’s important in life. An awful lot of carbon-based beings could use a little of what you have.” 
 
    Maggie eyed Casey a second before nodding. “I just wish… Well, I can’t help but wonder who am I? What am I?” 
 
    “You’re a gas—” Jake started. 
 
    “Yes, I know. I’m a gas-based life form. You told me that already, and I believe you. What I can’t help but wonder is where I come from. Who am I really? Are there others like me? Creao Gegorma hinted as much to you, but can we believe everything he says? I’ve always felt like I was more than just a computer, but until now…” She looked down at the top of the control console. Her shoulders appeared to shake. 
 
    “You are more than a computer,” Jake said. “I think I’ve always known that, but I was just too stupid to say it out loud. You’ve been a good friend to me; the best.” 
 
    Maggie looked up. Her green eyes were shiny. “You’re my friend too.” She turned her head toward Casey and smiled. “You’re kinda growing on me also.” 
 
    Casey returned her smile. “Like my mother always says, it’s what’s on the inside that counts. I know I’m carbon-based and not gas, but I’d be honored if you’d consider me a friend. Assuming we get out of our little predicament alive, if you want to find out more about your kind, I’ll do whatever I can to help.” 
 
    “Same here,” Jake said. “You’ve helped me often enough. It’s about time I returned the favor. You’re not in this alone. We’re a team.” 
 
    Maggie bowed her head. Her shoulders shook even more. 
 
    No one said anything for several heartbeats. 
 
    Jake finally broke the silence. “You know, Maggie, this is probably the first time since I’ve known you that you’ve been at a loss for words.” Maybe it was a trick of the cockpit lighting, but he could almost swear she was blushing. 
 
    Maggie wiped at her eyes before looking up. “The dust in here’s horrible.” She sniffed. “If I could ever get a pilot who’d clean me up once in a while, maybe it wouldn’t be so dusty.” 
 
    Casey smiled. “I hear you. If you’re ever in the market for a new pilot, make sure you let me know.” 
 
    Maggie looked up, her eyes sparkling blue. “Oh, I think I’ll keep the one I’ve got for a while longer.” She winked. “I’ve almost gotten him broken in. Which reminds me. I’ve got a possible solution to your problem.” 
 
    The confused look on Casey’s face told Jake she had no more idea what Maggie was talking about than he did. 
 
    “Which problem is that?” Jake asked. “I think we’ve got more than one.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “I calculate you’re a hundred and ten percent correct, Tiger. I may be able to help you with a couple of them though.” She pointed at the mini-light Casey was still holding in her hand. “That device your sister gave you may be our salvation.” 
 
    Raising the device in front of her eyes, Casey said, “How so? Didn’t you hear me tell Jake the key-code Trish gave me doesn’t work? The communicator in this won’t do us any good. It can’t get a signal past the planet’s shield.” 
 
    “True,” said Maggie. “However, I was thinking about tomorrow’s battle. With the controller network offline, we’ll be short intel. Even if I could hack into the network, it wouldn’t do us any good if it’s offline.” 
 
    Jake shifted in his seat. Sometimes Maggie took the long way around the galaxy to get to the asteroid belt. “I assume you’ve got some point with this discussion?” 
 
    Standing up, Maggie’s dress whites were replaced by a camouflaged flight suit. “Of course I do. I want you to activate the tele-bots Casey’s sister gave you.” 
 
    Jake exchanged glances with Casey. 
 
    The Trecorian wiggled the mini-light between two of her fingers. “What good will that do? This device can pick up the tele-bots’ data, but it can’t transmit it through the planet’s shield. I already told you that.” 
 
    Maggie grinned. “Sometimes carbon-based life forms are so dense. Uh, no insult intended.” 
 
    “Insult taken,” Jake said. “Maybe I am dense, but how’s activating the tele-bots going to help us get off this stinking planet alive?” 
 
    Maggie did a one-leg spin like Jake had once seen at a ballet on Trillian. Coming out of the twirl, she laughed. “Off the planet? It doesn’t. But…it may help the two of you survive the battle tomorrow. That’s worth something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Jake admitted, eyeing her to make sure she wasn’t just pulling his leg. “So how’s activating the tele-bots supposed to help us fight the pirates?” 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes and turned to Casey. “I suppose we girls will have to spell it out to him, won’t we?” 
 
    Feeling outnumbered, Jake turned to Casey. “Do you know what she’s talking about?” 
 
    Nodding her head, Casey held her mini-light in his direction. “Once you activate Trish’s tele-bots, they’ll spread across the entire planet. That includes the battle area. Any information they pick up will be received by this.” She wiggled the mini-light between her fingers again. “We may not be able to send the information to Trecor, but it will be available to us.” She turned to Maggie. “The only problem is that this device doesn’t have enough processing power to store the received data or use it. Its sole purpose is to forward the data back to Trecor for analysis. How’s that supposed to help us tomorrow?” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Easy. I can reprogram that mini-light of yours to send the data to me. All modesty aside, I’ve probably got more processing power than any cluster of mainframes that duke uncle of yours has back on Trecor. I can use the data from the battle area to give you an advantage tomorrow when you fight the pirates.” 
 
    Casey looked over at Jake. “The girl’s making sense. What do you say? Is it worth a try?” 
 
    Jake felt both women’s eyes burning holes through him, even if one set of eyes was a hologram. Coming to a decision, he pressed the icon on his armrest to open his father’s secret compartment. Reaching inside, he pulled out the thumbnail-size container given to him by Trish Bistoria. 
 
    “It looks smaller than I thought it would,” said Casey. “It’s hard to believe two billion tele-bots are in there.” 
 
    Jake held the container in front of his eyes. “Maybe it doesn’t. For all I know, it’s a bomb.” 
 
    Casey punched Jake hard in the arm, almost making him drop the container. “Trish is my sister. She wouldn’t kill me.” 
 
    He wanted to argue that Lieutenant Fisher, or Trish, or whatever her name at the moment was, wouldn’t have known he’d be activating the device when her sister was with him. Shoving the thought aside, he took a deep breath and pressed the activate button. The thumb-sized device tingled, but that was about it. He didn’t see or hear anything. 
 
    Casey clicked the button on the mini-light and directed the beam of light onto the copilot’s computer screen. Streams of numbers scrolled up the screen faster than Jake could make them out. 
 
    “Well,” said Maggie, doing another one of her twirls. “Looks like we’re in business. It’ll take the tele-bots a while to spread out, so I’d recommend the two of you get some rest. I calculate we’re going to have a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Casey. “You ready for bed.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Maggie. “I said the two of you need your rest. My databanks are full of information on the love lives of carbon-based life forms. I calculate the first thing the two of you will do when you leave here is tell each other how sorry you are and start getting all snuggly together. Neither of you will get any rest. Jake will be sleeping right here in the Paladin’s cockpit tonight, and that’s an order.” 
 
    Glancing at Casey again, Jake turned back to Maggie and laughed. “Sir, yes sir!” 
 
    Casey gave a mock salute. “You’re a hard woman, Maggie, but I like you anyway.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a light green. “Like I said earlier, I’m growing kinda fond of you too.” The cockpit’s access door slid open. “Now get out of here before you make me cry.” 
 
    Casey stood and walked to the door before turning around. “Crying’s part of being alive.” She glanced at Jake before looking back at Maggie. “Everybody cries if they’re hurt enough. It doesn’t matter whether you’re made out of carbon or gas.” She touched her right hand to the left side of her chest. “Sometimes things just hurt in here.” 
 
    Maggie nodded, her eyes turning the deepest green Jake had ever seen. “I think I know what you mean. I’ve lost those I cared about. It does hurt.” 
 
    Jake thought about how he’d felt when he’d been told his dad had been killed. He knew Maggie was right. It did hurt. He hoped he’d never be hurt that bad ever again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Infantry 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Maksim, Casey, and Jake’s UHAAVs were the last three cats to be picked up outside their maintenance hangars and transported to the battle area. Jake didn’t think it fair all the other contestants had an hour’s head start on them and had already told Maggie as much several times. Sitting in the Paladin’s cockpit while his assigned shuttle towed his cat to their debarkation point, he had nothing else to do but complain. 
 
    “Not that there’s much I can do about it,” Jake told her. “All I can do is sit and wait.” 
 
    Maggie laughed from the copilot’s seat, kicked her black boots up onto the forward console, and leaned back in her chair. “Then relax and enjoy the view. The shuttle’s got us ten thousand meters in the air this time. We can see for a hundred kilometers in every direction.” 
 
    “You mean you can see,” Jake said as he pointed at his windscreen. “All I can make out is the shuttles carrying Casey’s Macron and Maksim’s Warcat. Other than that, there’s nothing to see but clouds.” 
 
    Grinning, Maggie touched an icon on her armrest. The scene through the windscreen changed to a bunch of gray and white images. “You poor carbon-based fool,” Maggie laughed. “Thankfully, I’m not limited to just one type of vision. Try looking at it through my thermal filter. Is that any better?” 
 
    It was. Although thermals weren’t as clear as regular vision, Jake had to admit he could see a lot better. About fifty kilometers ahead, he made out the battle area. 
 
    Turning in his seat, he faced his copilot. “Are you still picking up the data from the tele-bots?” He glanced at the makeshift docking station Jason had installed in the copilot’s console for Casey’s mini-light. The Trecorian’s device was plugged in and the green light was on, but from experience, Jake knew things tended to go wrong at the worst possible moments. 
 
    “Oh, I’m receiving lots of information,” Maggie said, flashing him a smile. “The tele-bots have located two hundred and seventy-three storage caverns with four-point-two billion pieces of equipment. I calculate that’s only about a tenth of what’s on the planet. The tele-bots are still searching for the rest.” 
 
    Jake looked back out the windscreen at the rapidly closing battle area. “At the moment, I’m more worried about what’s happening down there. What kind of surprise do we have waiting for us?” 
 
    Taking her boots off the console, Maggie sat up in her seat. “Surprises? Ha. Don’t make me laugh. I know where every cat in the battle area is, and that includes the Warcat and Tomcat scouts. I’ve got a dozen of Trish’s tele-bots following each one around, so you can relax. They won’t be slipping up and putting a missile through your backside without us knowing they’re there.” 
 
    “How about putting our objective on the tactical hologram?” Jake said. “We’ve got to come up with a better plan than a frontal assault on that shipyard.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The hologram between the two seats changed to show the western harbor section of the battle area. A large ocean freighter moored to one of the docks was their objective. Their mission was to rescue two hostages on the ship. Eleven orange dots marked the locations of the pirates’ cats. Two of the orange dots located on the deck of the ship were labeled with a W and a T for Warcat and Tomcat scouts. Seven of the remaining orange dots were spaced behind warehouses and containers near the dock. Two more orange dots were in the water two hundred meters from the ship. 
 
    “Where’s Commander Donalis and that Leviathan of his?” Jake asked. 
 
    An orange dot located at the corner of a warehouse a hundred meters from the ship shone a brighter orange. The letter L appeared beside the yellow dot. 
 
    Jake took a closer look at the hologram and noticed numerous small yellow dots moving on and around the ship. They resembled yellow ants scurrying around a piece of food. “What are those yellow dots? They look like infantry? How’s that possible? This is supposed to be a fight between armored vehicles.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Don’t be naïve. Creao Gegorma owns this planet. He can do whatever he wants. And yes, the yellow dots are infantry. There is a hundred and twenty-seven stationed on the ship’s deck and spaced out among cover on the dock. Another forty-eight ground personnel are in the lower levels of the ship.” She eyed Jake, growing very serious. “They’ve got orders to shoot to kill, so don’t hesitate to kill them first. Contrary to what the Gegormas said, this isn’t part of the tournament. From what you told me, Creao Gegorma wants to put us in a life-and-death situation to increase the emotional link between us. Well, this mission is what he’s come up with to do it. I calculate he doesn’t care all that much if you’re killed. It’s me he’s interested in…once I’m emotional enough.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t argue the point. He’d been thinking along the same lines. He forced all thoughts of mercy and kindness to the side. Any pirates that got in his way had best beware. It was kill or be killed. 
 
    The hologram of the freighter turned translucent, showing the inside levels. Yellow dots were spread out around the inside of the ship. A concentration of a dozen yellow dots was located near two blue dots. 
 
    Jake pointed at the blue dots. “I’m guessing those are the hostages.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    Drumming the fingers of his left hand on his armrest, Jake studied the layout of the ship. “How are we supposed to get our cats inside to rescue the hostages? Blow a hole in the side and come in with guns a blazin’?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “I can give you a hundred and twenty-eight plans that are logical methods of attack. Unfortunately, the pirates’ computers will also have come up with those same plans. That decreases the odds of success to less than eight percent. I’m thinking we need an illogical attack strategy, and that pretty much leaves me out. Soooo, the question is what do you think we should do? Oh, and by the way. No pressure, but we’ll be landing in a minute and sixteen seconds. You promised Casey and Maksim you’d have a plan by the time we touched down. I hope you didn’t lie to make them feel better.” 
 
    Unsure why he’d stupidly made the promise, Jake continued studying the hologram. The sight of a water tower near the dock caught his eye. “Maggie, overlay the schematic of the maintenance tunnels I gave you onto the hologram.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Dozens of dotted purple lines crisscrossed from one side of the harbor area to the other. One of the dotted lines ended at the water tower. 
 
    Jake noticed other dotted lines near the dock end at a silo, a large smokestack, and of all things, a rotating billboard advertising a vacation on one of the neutral zone’s pleasure planets. “Maggie, highlight the maintenance tunnel that comes closest to the ship.” 
 
    She laughed. “Did you say close? I’ll do you one better. The wheelhouse on the freighter isn’t a wheelhouse. It’s a facade covering a 50 gigawatt plasma cannon.” 
 
    The freighter’s wheelhouse shone up bright purple. The outline of a large-bore barrel with a gunner’s seat could be seen on the inside. 
 
    Jake whistled. “50 gigawatts? What’s it doing here? Those things are found on star destroyers. They’re not intended for ground-based installations.” 
 
    “Smaller star destroyers carry 50 gigawatts,” agreed Maggie. “Large ones are outfitted with 100 gigawatt weapons while cruisers and dreadnaughts carry 200 gigawatt cannons.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Jake said, “Thanks for the information. I’ll try to remember that the next time I take a Paladin up against a space dreadnaught. In the meantime, what’s a 50 gigawatt cannon doing here?” 
 
    Shrugging, Maggie said, “Does it matter? It’s here. If you need to have a reason, I calculate Old Man Gegorma wants to make this objective as tough as he can for you. Even a Kraken’s force field and armor wouldn’t stand a chance against a 50 gigawatt weapon.” 
 
    The idea of the massive firepower didn’t make sense to Jake. With only a short time until they landed and no plan to give to Casey and Maksim, he pursued the one thing he could. “It doesn’t make any sense. That size of a weapon would turn our Paladin into a pile of melted brerellium-steel. The old man wants us alive.” Jake thought about it a moment. “Actually, I take that back. He wants you alive. He’s not going to risk destroying you.” 
 
    Maggie drummed her fingers on her chair’s armrest. “My processing unit’s encased inside a solid creallium case. It has its own force field powered by an emergency battery. I can survive even if my Paladin body is destroyed. If what you told me is true, Gegorma helped design and build this Paladin. He’ll know her limitations and strengths. He may think he can put the Paladin out of action without destroying my processor.” Her eyes turned green. “You, on the other hand, won’t stand a chance inside the cockpit if we take a direct hit.” 
 
    Something she said tickled at Jake’s mind. “If I’m inside the cockpit.” He slapped his chair’s armrest. “That’s it Maggie. You’re a genius.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes switched to a bright blue. “That I am,” she laughed. “I’m glad you’re finally figuring that out.” She stopped laughing. “Uh, now how about telling me why I’m a genius. And you’d better hurry. We’ll be landing in fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Jake’s mind was going a hundred kilometers a minute. He eyed the tactical hologram again. Fifteen seconds was plenty of time to figure out what to do. He had a feeling a born fighter like Casey was going to be mighty proud of what he’d decided. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Suicidal Plan 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Are you out of your freakin’ mind?” Casey said after Jake finished explaining his plan. “That’s the stupidest, craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Casey, Maksim, a full-size hologram of Maggie, and Jake were crowded into the Paladin’s cockpit. Jake had gathered them there as soon as the shuttles released their tractor beams and went on their way, leaving the Paladin, Warcat, and Macron standing next to a warehouse on the opposite side of the harbor from the docked freighter. 
 
    “That’s what I tried to tell him,” said Maggie. “He won’t listen to me. Maybe the two of you will have better luck.” 
 
    Major Maksim shrugged. “Maybe he’s right.” 
 
    “Don’t you start,” said Casey. “It’s suicidal.” 
 
    Maksim laughed. “This whole setup is suicidal. I have the strangest feeling my dear uncle and cousin are hoping I won’t come out of this alive. I’d like to give them a major disappointment. My foolish friend’s plan has a slim chance of succeeding. That beats zero chance any day.” 
 
    Casey eyed the Covian major. “You call letting Jake use one of the maintenance tunnels to enter the ship alone a chance? He’s a cat pilot, not some special operations expert. He’ll be killed as soon as he steps foot inside the freighter. If anybody goes, it should be me. I’ve trained for these kinds of things since I was five.” 
 
    Maggie cocked her head and looked at the dark-haired Trecorian. “You’ve been trained to walk a couple of kilometers through a tunnel and enter a ship infested with pirates armed to the teeth with nothing but an M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle to keep you company?” 
 
    When Casey started to open her mouth, Maggie raised her hand in a stopping motion. “Look,” she said, “I don’t like the idea of Jake going in alone any better than you do. But, he’ll need all three of our cats attacking the ship’s security to draw attention away from him while he rescues the hostages. I can operate the Paladin without him. Can Ensigns Freeta and Dresh operate your Macron at peak efficiency without you?” 
 
    The lack of protest from Casey gave her answer. 
 
    “All right then,” Jake said. “It’s settled. The three of you will give me twenty minutes to make my way to the freighter. Then you’ll attack. That should draw their attention. I’ll slip in through the maintenance tunnel for the gun turret, grab the hostages, and get out the same way. You press your attack for five minutes and then get the hell out of there. I’ll meet you back here twenty minutes later with the hostages. Mission complete.” He gave what he hoped was a confident smile. “What could be easier?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” said Casey. “But I guess we’ve got no choice. The odds that I’ll make it off this rock are next to zero. The same goes for you, Jake. I’m not sure how Old Man Gegorma plans to do it, but I don’t think he’s gonna want you in the way once he thinks Maggie’s got as much emotions as she’s going to get from associating with you. He already knows you’re not going to play ball any more than your grandfather or father were willing to. He must have some way he thinks will make her bond with him once you’re dead.” 
 
    “I’ll never bond with him,” said Maggie, her eyes blazing a dark blue. “I’d make myself cease to exist first.” 
 
    “You might try,” said Casey. “Gegorma must know something you don’t. He did say the Empire had wiped your memory.” 
 
    The look Maggie gave the Trecorian was anything but friendly. Jake saw an argument brewing. Rescue came from an unexpected direction. 
 
    “Look here,” said Maksim. “If I know my great uncle, the longer we’re in here, the more suspicious he’s going to become. If we take too long, he’ll give Donalis’s pirates our coordinates and send them here along with every other cat still in the tournament. He’ll force us to act one way or the other.” He glanced down at the cockpit’s deck before looking back up. “I told you last night the Crosioians and the Empire are in a full-scale war. What I didn’t tell you is that the Trecorians have assembled their fleets and are on their way here.” 
 
    “My uncle’s coming to Lastreo?” said Casey. “Then we’re saved. I knew Trish wouldn’t let me down.” 
 
    The Covian major shook his head. “Saved? Not hardly. Lastreo’s shield uses a class five planetary core generator for power. Half the Trecorian fleet would have to bombard it for a week before it failed. Nevertheless, dear Uncle Gegorma knows he’s pressed for time. If he can take control of your Maggie soon enough, I think he hopes to use her to hack into the Trecorians’ part of the tele-network and use the Trecorian fleet’s own weapons against them.” 
 
    Maggie folded her arms and shook her head. “Hey, I’m good, but I’m not that good. I could never do that.” 
 
    Maksim shrugged. “Well, my uncle thinks you can, and that’s what counts. Besides, he’s been planning this for a lot of years. I’d say he’s got a trick or two up his sleeve to make it work. The end result is that if we’re going to do anything, we’d better do it quick before he decides to send the pirates to us.” 
 
    Jake glanced out the Paladin’s windscreen at the Macron and Warcat standing nearby. The gray water of the harbor was just visible past the corner of the warehouse. “All right then,” he said. “I wouldn’t want an old man like Gegorma to put himself out any. Let’s get going.” 
 
    With no other plan and no other options, Maggie opened the access door.  
 
    Maksim jumped out first, using an anti-grav belt. 
 
    Casey took a step toward the door but spun around and planted a hard kiss on Jake’s lips. “You be careful, hotshot. I need you.” 
 
    Before he could say anything back, the black-and-purple-haired Trecorian was out the door. Jake turned to the storage locker and pulled out an M63 along with a utility belt containing two extra isotopic batteries and a couple of anti-personnel grenades. He made sure the holster for the attached Deloris phase pistol was tied down securely to his leg so it wouldn’t make any noise when he walked. Taking another moment, he grabbed a roll of black tape out of the locker and taped the metal buckle of the M63’s strap to prevent any clinking sounds against the weapon’s stock. 
 
    “Now you’re learning,” said Maggie. “You take care of yourself.” 
 
    “Same to you,” Jake said as he made sure the anti-grav belt Casey had given him was secured around his waist, then turned toward the door. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder. Jake looked over his shoulder at Maggie. Her eyes were a deep green. 
 
    She leaned forward and touched her lips to his cheek. They felt warm and moist on his skin. A vision of the thermal and hydrator units Jason had installed in the cockpit’s hologram projectors flashed in his mind. 
 
    “I need you, Jake,” Maggie whispered. “I can’t lose anyone else.” 
 
    Jake stared into her eyes for a second. He didn’t care if they were a hologram or not, he knew he’d miss them if anything happened to her. “You take care of you. I’ll be coming back. You just make sure you’re here in one piece when I do.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be here, Tiger. Now get going before I start crying and rust up the inside of the cockpit.” 
 
    With that, Maggie shoved Jake out the access door. The anti-grav belt activated on its own. 
 
    She’s one helluva hacker, Jake thought as his feet touched lightly on the cement street next to his cat. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be glad she is before this day’s over. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – Hostages 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Entering an access point to the maintenance tunnel near where they’d parked the cats, Jake cautiously made his way underneath the harbor in the direction of the freighter. Unfortunately, he misread one of the ‘YOU ARE HERE’ screens at an intersection and went several hundred meters in the wrong direction before realizing his mistake. He forgot all about caution and began running to make up the five minutes he’d lost. 
 
    Maggie will never let me live it down if she finds out I went left when I should’ve gone right. 
 
    A small flash of purple near the tunnel ceiling ten meters away caught his attention. 
 
    On the other hand, she probably already knows. That’s the tenth tele-bot I’ve seen her take out by crashing one of the Trecorians’ tele-bots into it. I guess it’s a good thing Maggie assigned like a thousand of them to watch over me. The tournament controllers’ part of the local network may be out, but I’d bet my last credit the old man is using his tele-bots to keep track of what everyone is doing. With Maggie taking some of them out along my path, that should keep Gegorma from guessing what I’m up to. He may get a little suspicious at losing some of his tele-bots, but hopefully he won’t figure out why until it’s too late. 
 
    A muffled boom from up ahead echoed down the maintenance tunnel. Jake glanced at his wrist-timer. 
 
    Damn. I’m late. Maggie may know where I’m at, but the others don’t. Cat-to-cat communications are still blocked. Either Casey or Maksim must’ve started the attack. We’re committed now. 
 
    Turning his run into a sprint, Jake headed for what he hoped was his destination. By the time he spotted a metal ladder built into the side of the tunnel, his lungs were burning and he was gasping for breath. 
 
    A series of booms came from above. With no time to waste, he climbed up the ladder ten meters before finding himself in a small alcove. The ladder continued up, but a metal door at the side of the alcove beckoned him more than the ladder. Up probably leads to the gun turret. The door should get me closer to the hostages since they’re in the lower part of the ship. 
 
    Making his decision, Jake swung the door outward with his M63 at the ready. 
 
    Two men wearing white and black camouflage fatigues and carrying pistols in their hands were just passing the door. They both spun and stared at Jake openmouthed for one long heartbeat. 
 
    “What the—” started one of the men as he raised his weapon to fire. 
 
    The man was fast but not quite fast enough. 
 
    With his M63 on full automatic, Jake pulled the trigger, sending a twenty-round burst at the two pirates. The red balls of plasma energy struck the men in the chest, flinging them against the metal wall before they collapsed to the deck. 
 
    Well, so much for stealth, he thought as he started to step through the open door. I wonder if anyone else is around. 
 
    Two green beams of plasma energy streaked past the doorway, coming from the part of the hallway blocked by the outward-swinging metal door. 
 
    Pulling his leg back inside the alcove, Jake jerked one of the anti-personnel grenades off his utility belt. He thumbed the activate switch and tossed the grenade into the hall, bouncing it off the opposite wall in the direction of the shots, then pulled the door shut. 
 
    Muffled yells sounded from the hallway. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Opening the door to the now smoke-filled hall, Jake sent a burst of plasma rounds from his M63 down one end of the hallway before switching directions and firing a burst the other way. 
 
    No one returned fire.  
 
    Stepping into the hall, he noticed three bloody bodies in the part of the hallway that had been hidden by the open door. He made out a set of stairs past the bodies that led up. 
 
    I don’t need to go up. The hostages are down here. 
 
    Turning, he stepped past the first two pirates he’d killed. Better luck next time guys. 
 
    The roar of mini-guns and blasts of plasma and phase cannons were coming fast and furious from outside the freighter, spurring Jake to forgo any attempt at stealth. 
 
    Speed is my friend, he thought as he began running as fast as he could down the hall in what he hoped was the direction where the hostages were being kept. 
 
    A man in white-and-black camouflage crouching at an intersection ten meters in front of him fired a burst from a phase rifle. While the man might have been a pirate, he was no soldier. He missed. 
 
    Jake’s return fire didn’t. Jumping over the body, he turned the corner.  
 
    Four men running in his direction raised their rifles at once. The fact that there were four of them and the hallway was narrow worked against them. The front two men fired, but their shots went wild as they elbowed each other. 
 
    Falling forward onto the deck, Jake fired a full hundred round burst from his M63. In three seconds flat, four bodies resembling blocks of Mesonian cheese known for its holes lay in the hallway. Jake jumped to his feet running and tried not to think of the lives he’d just taken. There’d be time enough for regrets later, assuming he lived. 
 
    The ship shuddered as a massive explosion resounded throughout the ship. The shock of the blast threw Jake to the deck. Shaking his head, he continued down the hall hoping Casey wouldn’t fire another one of her 400mm mortar rounds at the freighter. 
 
    Doesn’t she know I’m inside? He glanced at his wrist-timer. He was still five minutes behind schedule. She must think I’m back in the maintenance tunnels with the hostages. The cats are probably withdrawing now. Once they pull out, it won’t take long for the pirates to figure out they’ve got an intruder below decks. They’ll come for me in force, and I’ll be all alone. 
 
    He knew that wasn’t quite right. Maggie would know where he was. She wouldn’t leave until he was safely away. If the others see her not withdrawing, they might stay and keep fighting as well. He had no doubt Casey would. He wasn’t so sure about the Covian major. Doesn’t matter. I’m committed. Old Man Gegorma’s not gonna let us just leave without the hostages. I’ve got to get them. 
 
    The firing outside the ship slackened before stopping all together. The silence lasted for a full fifteen seconds, then resumed with a fury. Jake recognized the sound of the Paladin’s 75mm phase autocannon. He’d never heard anything with a sweeter sound. It was followed by a loud boom that could only be the Macron’s 400mm mortar. 
 
    With the sure knowledge that he wasn’t being deserted, Jake continued running down the corridor in the direction of the hostages. They’ve gotta be up ahead, he thought, remembering the ship’s schematics Maggie had shown him. That is, if they weren’t moved after I entered the maintenance tunnels. 
 
    A man and a woman standing outside an open hatchway at the side of the corridor turned in Jake’s direction. He didn’t give them a chance to draw their pistols. Pulling the trigger of the M63, he cut them down with a burst of plasma rounds. 
 
    Diving through the opening, he rolled on the deck and came up into a crouch. He was in a large bay thirty meters across, filled with a dozen soldiers in white and black camouflage. He pulled the trigger of his M63 spraying half of the weapon’s 2,226 plasma rounds in all directions. That is, he sprayed the rounds in all directions except toward an old man and a beautiful woman sitting in two chairs in the center of the bay. 
 
    Releasing the M63’s trigger, Jake glanced around the large room. The only occupants now were the twelve dead bodies and the man and woman still sitting in their chairs. Jake switched out the isotopic battery in his M63 with a fresh one and shoved the partially empty one back into his ammo pouch in case he needed it later. Then he turned to face the old man and the woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – Rules 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Creao and Phyllis Gegorma,” Jake said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Both Gegormas rose from their chairs. Neither was restrained. 
 
    More than a little suspicious, Jake kept his M63 assault rifle pointed in their general direction. 
 
    The elder Gegorma smiled. While not a friendly smile, it wasn’t an unfriendly one either. “I’m impressed, Jake. To be quite honest, I thought it a waste of time going through the motions of having hostages and guards here, but you proved me wrong. Here you are.” 
 
    Jerking his head at a couple of the dead bodies, Jake said, “You took a heck of a risk. You’re lucky one of my rounds didn’t hit you. I’m surprised you put yourselves in danger.” 
 
    Phyllis laughed. “Oh, Jake. You really are naïve, aren’t you? My father and I were never in any danger.” She took two steps back. Her legs passed through the chair. 
 
    Realization came over Jake. “You’re holograms.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Phyllis. “And just so you know, two of your rounds ricocheted off the wall and went through my chest. If I’d actually been here, I’m afraid you would’ve killed me. Fortunately, my father and I are safe and sound back in the tournament control room.” 
 
    The sound of firing from outside the ship intensified. 
 
    Jake gestured at the elder Gegorma with his rifle. “All right, so you’re holograms. Whatever makes you happy. I’ve rescued you, so call off your dogs outside before more people get hurt.” 
 
    Smiling, Creao Gegorma spread his hands. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Jake. You broke the rules. You were supposed to stay with your Paladin. I had assumed that’s where you were. Commander Donalis even confirmed he could see you in the Paladin’s cockpit.” He laughed and shook his head. “Good ol’ Maggie. She’s coming along better than I’d hoped. She must’ve created a hologram of you sitting in your seat. That can only mean her autonomous functions are coming online. She’s becoming more humanlike. That’s good. That’s very good.” 
 
    Another round of firing echoed in from outside.  
 
    “Great. So you’ve got what you want,” Jake said, keenly aware that the other members of his team would soon be running low on ammo for their solid projectile weapons, if not already out. “Call off your pirates. We can talk more about this later.” 
 
    The hologram of Creao Gegorma shook its head. “I can’t do that. Like I said, you broke the rules. I should’ve expected something was going on when our technicians reported outages of some of their tele-bots in the harbor area.” His hologram moved within a step of Jake. “You see, my dear boy, to complete your emotional link with Maggie requires you to be near her when you’re killed. It would do no good to have you die deep inside this ship. I need you to go outside where she can see you, where her fear for your safety will be at its peak. It would be even better if you were inside her cockpit when you died.” He smiled. “That’s how it was with your father. I watched the videos. It was very touching. Unfortunately, their link wasn’t nearly developed enough to make a difference in Maggie’s development. Your father was no more useful to me than your grandfather was. That’s why I had to kill them both, to make room for someone else to link with Maggie. I had to make room for you.” 
 
    When the full meaning of Creao Gegorma’s words hit, Jake pulled the trigger on his M63, aiming straight for the old man’s chest. The plasma rounds went through the hologram. Some of the balls of red energy bounced off the opposite wall, passing perilously close to Jake’s head as they came back. He stopped firing. 
 
    The old man laughed. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to lose your temper during a fight? That’s how people make mistakes. It can get you killed.” He pointed at the open door. “Now stop wasting my time and get up on deck where Maggie can see you.” 
 
    Jake tried bashing the stock of his rifle into the man’s grinning face as hate boiled to the surface. The butt of the weapon passed through the hologram, doing no harm other than making it flicker. Frustrated, he looked around the room for some way to attack the man. When he saw nothing, he turned back to face the man who’d just confessed to killing his grandfather and father.  
 
    “You said the CEO of Deloris Armaments killed my grandfather.” 
 
    Creao Gegorma shrugged. “I guess I lied. People tend to do that, Jake. Your grandfather was one of the Empire’s wizard scouts. He’d been medically disabled after a mission when his battle computer was destroyed. That’s why he volunteered for the Paladin project. He was able to link with Maggie, but not to the extent necessary to develop her emotions the way I needed. I killed Jacob in the hopes his son, your father, could do what he couldn’t. Your dad turned out to be just as worthless as Jacob. You, on the other hand, have exceeded my expectations. Maggie’s emotions have blossomed during her association with you. I’m confident she’ll become fully emotional after she watches you die.” He laughed. “Think of it. She’ll be able to use both logic and nonlogic. No other computer in the galaxy will be able to calculate what she’ll do next. With her help, I’ll be able to take over the entire tele-network. I’ll be the power behind the scenes controlling everyone and everything.” 
 
    “You’re mad,” Jake said. “You can kill me if you want, but Maggie will never work for you.” 
 
    The old man smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong, boy. I attended the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy with your grandfather. I got dropped from the rolls my first year, but I could’ve been one. The end result is that I know battle computers. Once you’re dead, Maggie will need someone to take your place. I’ll erase her memory, but the emotional link she established with you will remain. I’ll take over the link. She’ll do what I tell her. She won’t be able to resist.” The smile on the man’s hologram disappeared and his eyes narrowed. “Now, stop stalling. I want you to go up on deck where Maggie can see you. I need her to see you in danger to finish the bonding. After that, your usefulness will be at an end.” 
 
    “To hell with you. We’ll see how far your plans go if I stay right here.” 
 
    Moving beside her father’s image, Phyllis shook her head. “That would be a mistake, Jake. Every cat in the tournament has a tracker-box installed on it. As I’m sure you suspect, the box contains more than just a tracker. It also contains a forty-kilo tunnel-mine. That’s powerful enough to burn through the armor of a Kraken, force field and all. I’m afraid your poor little Casey’s Macron UHAAV wouldn’t stand a chance if we set off the one on her back, which we’ll do if you don’t start heading for the upper deck right now.” 
 
    Concern for Casey had been tearing at Jake’s guts ever since he’d left her. His fear came roaring to the surface. “You leave Casey out of this.” He was tempted to fire some more rounds at both Gegormas, but logic forced his finger to stay off the M63’s trigger. “How do I know you won’t set the mine off even if I do go up?” 
 
    A smile returned to Creao Gegorma’s face. “You don’t, Jake, but I can assure you we will set it off if you don’t leave right now and head upstairs.” He glanced at something to his right that wasn’t in the freighter’s bay. “In fact, I’ve got a feeling she won’t last much longer even if you do head upstairs. Commander Donalis has her cornered with his Leviathan. I’m afraid your sweet little lieutenant isn’t going to live much longer unless you help her, Jake. You need to go to her now. I’d hurry if I were you.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Phyllis. “In case you’re hoping Maggie can hack into the freighter’s gun turret and use it to rescue your Casey, don’t. Our technicians unhooked the network connections to every turret in the harbor section. They’re manual only now.” She gave a smile that was almost as evil as that of her father’s. “The only hope for your lieutenant is if you go on deck and save her yourself.” 
 
    A series of blasts sounded from outside the freighter’s metal skin. Jake no longer heard the Paladin’s 75mm phase autocannon. 
 
    The old man laughed. “Your friends are running out of ammo, Jake. You’d best decide what you’re going to do. I’ll give you until the count of ten, then I’m setting off the tunnel-mine on the Macron.” 
 
    Before the older Gegorma could begin counting, Jake spun and ran out the open hatch, heading back the way he’d come. The freighter shook as something large exploded against the ship’s hull. 
 
    That was Casey’s mortar. She’s alive. She’s still putting up a fight. 
 
    He glanced at the M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle in his hand. What am I supposed to do against a Leviathan with this pea shooter? 
 
    He didn’t have an answer. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – Heavy Firepower 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Jake jumped over the bodies of the four men he’d killed in the corridor on his way to free the hostages. He continued toward two more bodies near the open hatch that led to the alcove with the ladder. Past the hatch, he could just make out the bodies of the other three pirates he’d killed with his grenade. 
 
    There was a set of stairs past the hatch. It’s the obvious way to go, but is it? He pictured the schematic of the ship Maggie had shown him. From what he could remember, it was four floors to the deck with two more stories above that to the bridge. Even the shortest route would consist of a bunch of twists and turns. 
 
    The pirate’s probably have ambushes set up in the halls. If I have to take the time to fight my way to the bridge, Casey and the others could be dead before I get outside. There’s gotta be a faster way. 
 
    His left hand brushed against his belt, catching on the small rectangular device Casey had given him. A hope blossomed inside him. The anti-grav unit. That’s my ticket topside. 
 
    Running to the open hatch, Jake stepped inside the alcove. Instead of grabbing hold of the ladder, he activated his anti-grav belt. All sense of weight disappeared as he floated up. One deck, two decks, then four, then six. The ladder ended in a crowded room with a large gun turret crammed inside. The end of the cannon’s stubby barrel was just shy of the fake bridge’s metal wall. A gunner’s seat was attached to the side of the cannon’s plasma generator along with some type of control panel. Two clear, half-meter-wide tubes coming out of the generator ran down into a hole in the deck. Computer cases and screens with flashing lights were bolted to various parts of the deck. The floor of the room appeared to be built on some type of rotatable disk. 
 
    Phyllis said the techs unhooked the gun from the network. If I’m going to use it, I’ll have to do it manually. 
 
    Wasting no time, he jumped into the gunner’s seat and took a quick look at the controls. He’d never fired anything the size of a 50 gigawatt plasma cannon before. He tried to find some instructions. 
 
    A large explosion sounded from outside, shaking the entire room. 
 
    I’ve gotta hurry. A weapon’s a weapon. All I’ve gotta do is figure out how to shoot it. 
 
    A button on the control panel marked ‘POWER’ was the obvious place to start. When he pressed it, the gunner’s seat vibrated as a bass-like hum filled the room. A computer screen on the control panel lit up. Small icons appeared on the left side of the screen as a stream of numbers began scrolling down the right half. He noticed a red icon with the label ‘CHARGE WEAPON.’ With no other ideas, he touched the icon with his right index finger. 
 
    The clear tubes from the deck to the cannon’s generator filled with red gas. The ‘CHARGE WEAPON’ icon on the control panel changed from red to green. 
 
    The sound of a mini-gun opening up somewhere outside the ship was accompanied by the unmistakable sound of missiles leaving their launchers. 
 
    This is taking too long. Casey and Maggie need me. 
 
    He spotted another icon with the label ‘LOWER SIDES’ and pressed it. 
 
    Sections of the bridge’s walls fell away, revealing the scene outside the ship. Scores of pirate infantry were stationed along the ship’s railing, firing their weapons at a four-legged Macron with gray-and-black camouflage paint that had fallen onto its side. The rear of the downed Macron was toward the ship, and dark smoke poured out the back. The barrel of the cat’s 400 millimeter phase mortar was plainly visible through the smoke. A six-legged Leviathan stood between the downed Macron and the freighter, firing every weapon at the helpless UHAAV. The wall of energy that was the Macron’s force field began flickering. 
 
    Casey’s shield’s giving way. I’m not going to let her die. 
 
    Scanning the cannon’s control screen for the anything helpful, Jake noticed an icon labeled ‘ACQUIRE TARGET.’ He pressed it. A panel below the control screen slid open. A toggle-stick popped out next to the panel. A crosshair appeared in the center of the control screen along with an image of the warehouse where the cannon’s barrel was pointing. Grabbing the toggle-stick with his right hand, Jake tilted it to the left. The barrel of the cannon rotated left. The image behind the crosshair changed as the pirates’ cat came into view. He centered the crosshair at a point on the rear of the Leviathan where he hoped its force field would be weakest. 
 
    Before he could figure out how to fire, two beams of green energy passed to his left as a couple of the pirate infantry became aware of his presence. Ignoring the pirates’ fire, Jake searched the control panel for the last thing he needed. He found an icon labeled ‘FIRE WEAPON’ and punched the icon with his left index finger. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The entire freighter rocked as a 50 gigawatt blast of plasma energy shot out the end of the cannon, striking the force field that protected the rear of the pirates’ Leviathan. The shimmering wall of energy surrounding the cat disappeared, but the Leviathan itself was undamaged. 
 
    Jake punched the ‘FIRE WEAPON’ icon again. Nothing happened. A flashing label under the icon read ‘CHARGING.’ 
 
    Movement from the dock caught his eye as the Leviathan leaned back on its two rear legs and spun around incredibly fast for such a machine. Inside the cat’s cockpit, Jake saw the figures of a man and a woman. He recognized the man as Commander Donalis. 
 
    The pirate looked at him and grinned as the twin cannons on the Leviathan’s back rotated toward the bridge. The insignia of the skull with blazing red eyes and gold nose ring painted below the cat’s cockpit seemed to foretell the coming death of its soon-to-be victim. 
 
    In desperation, Jake pressed the ‘FIRE WEAPON’ icon again and again. Nothing happened. The word CHARGING continued to flash on the computer screen. 
 
    As the Leviathan’s twin plasma cannons zeroed in on him, Jake glanced at the downed Macron, hoping to get one last look at Casey. Although the Macron was on its side, he could see her through the cracked windscreen, strapped into the pilot’s seat and fumbling at the panel on the chair’s armrest. She looked out the windscreen long enough to catch his eye and seemed to smile before pressing something on the armrest. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A 400-millimeter-wide ball of brerellium-steel, creallium, and red phase energy shot out the barrel of the Macron’s mortar and slammed into the unprotected rear of the Leviathan. The six-legged cat was thrown head over heels, landing upside down with its rear legs on the freighter’s deck and its front legs still on the dock. A score of pirates firing from the freighter’s railing were smashed to a bloody pulp under the cat’s weight. Fire and smoke poured out the rear of the Leviathan as well as the broken windscreen of the big cat’s cockpit. 
 
    Two Long Cat medium UHAAVs came running around the corner of the nearest warehouse and fired at Casey’s Macron. 
 
    Something flashed on the phase cannon’s control panel, catching Jake’s eye. He noticed the word ‘CHARGING’ had changed to ‘CHARGED.’ Grabbing hold of the cannon’s control toggle, he centered the crosshair on the chest of the nearest Long Cat and punched the ‘FIRE WEAPON’ icon. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A 50 gigawatt beam of red energy obliterated the force field protecting the nearest Long Cat. The medium UHAAV was knocked back into its companion. Both Long Cats went down as they exploded in blasts of red and green energy. 
 
    Beams of green plasma energy scorched the sides of the gun turret as the pirate infantry on the deck turned their attention to the turret. A ball of energy smashed into the cannon’s firing display, shattering the screen into little pieces. 
 
    Diving out of the gunner’s seat, Jake took cover behind the cannon’s barrel as the pirate infantry sent a flurry of red and green plasma energy in his direction. He raised his M63 over the top of the cannon’s barrel and pulled the rifle’s trigger without bothering to aim. Although he knew the odds hitting anything were low, he also knew it was all he could do without getting shot. Before he could think of anything else to do, a roar similar to a dozen buzz-saws filled the air. Hundreds of streaks of red tore into the freighter, sweeping the deck from one end to the other. Jake crawled on the floor of the bridge and took cover behind the turret’s generator. 
 
    That’s a 20mm Gatling gun. It’s gotta be Maggie. 
 
    He risked a glance around the corner of the generator. The Paladin was standing next to the freighter. The 05 painted on her chest never looked better. A steady stream of red tracer rounds from the Gatling gun clutched in the Paladin’s left claw swept the pirates off the ship’s deck in a manner similar to the way a miner might use a high-pressure water hose to clear ore tailings from a mine’s entrance. After ten seconds, the only thing alive on top of the freighter was Jake. 
 
    Black smoke pouring out of the downed Macron drew Jake’s attention. With Casey in mind, he activated his anti-grav belt and leaped over the side of the bridge, landing on the dock ten meters below. He ran past the upside down Leviathan. Two smoldering bodies hung half out of the cockpit’s shattered windscreen, barely visible within the swirling smoke. 
 
    That’s for my dad, Jake thought. 
 
    Flames coming out of the Macron’s rear drove out all thoughts of revenge. Only Casey mattered. Smoke poured out around the mortar on the cat’s back. Dense smoke was also coming from the Macron’s cockpit through the open emergency hatch. He spotted Casey pulling a limp body with blonde hair out through the hatch. Running up, Jake grabbed hold of the body and shoved Casey out of the way. Picking the limp form up in his arms, he ran in the direction of a second body lying on the dock ten meters away. Glancing at the bloody face of the woman he carried, he nearly stumbled. It was Freeta. He laid her next to the body of her sister, Dresh. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire, smoke, and phase energy shot out the back of the Macron as the barrel of its mortar flew into the side of the freighter, caving in the thin metal of the ship’s hull. As pieces of debris fell from the sky, Jake dove on top of Casey, using his body to shield the woman he knew he loved more than life itself. A two-meter-square hunk of jagged metal landed barely two meters away. 
 
    Casey struggled free of Jake’s grasp and crawled on all fours to the limp bodies of her cousins. She knelt over them and cradled their heads in her lap before looking at Jake. Tears flowed from her eyes. “They trusted me to keep them safe. I…we had to come back.” She wiped some of her tears away, but more appeared as soon as her hand left her face. “I couldn’t let you die. I just couldn’t.” 
 
    The sound of metal hitting the cement dock came from behind Jake. He glanced over his shoulder to see the Paladin walk up and stand over the two of them. A black Warcat scout UHAAV followed the Paladin. Jake could just make out the features of the Covian major behind the Warcat’s faceplate. A beam of light shot out the top of the Warcat. The form of Creao Gegorma stood on the dock within the beam. 
 
    “Jake,” said the hologram. “You disappoint me. This is not how I planned for this to work. Now I’ve got to come up with another way to force Maggie to complete her emotional bond.” 
 
    Two white and black Tomcat scout UHAAVs walked around a stack of containers on the dock along with half-a-hundred pirates with plasma rifles at the ready. 
 
    Jake heard Casey draw her sidearm behind him and saw the Paladin’s left gun claw point the 20mm Gatling gun at the pirates. Jake did the same with his M63. 
 
    “Now, now,” said Creao Gegorma. “We’ll have none of that. Don’t forget the tunnel-mine on Maggie’s back. I’d hate to destroy the Paladin, but I think Maggie’s processor could survive the explosion. The two of you would be close enough to the blast that I doubt either of you would live. Are you prepared to take that risk?” 
 
    Jake glanced at the pirates’ weapons pointed at Casey and him. He glanced at Maksim’s Warcat. The four-barreled plasma rifle attached to the cat’s left arm was pointing directly at Casey. 
 
    A series of explosions sounded overhead. Jake glanced up. Faint bursts of red, green, and orange could be seen in the upper atmosphere. 
 
    The hologram of Creao Gegorma looked up. “Ah. I see Lieutenant Casey’s uncle has arrived. Too bad it won’t do either of you any good. It’ll take a full week of bombardment from the Trecorian fleet before the shield around Lastreo fails. Maggie will be under my control well before then.” 
 
    A flickering image of Maggie appeared next to Jake. “Never.” 
 
    The old man laughed. “You’ll have no choice, my dear Maggie. I helped develop part of your original programing. You volunteered to let us modify you to see if gas-based entities could be given emotions. I know what needs to be done. Once you complete your emotional link with my young friend here, I’ll be in a position to take his place. When he’s dead and your memory is erased, you’ll link with me willingly enough. I’ve got big plans for the two of us, Maggie. Big plans.” 
 
    More explosions sounded overhead. The upper atmosphere took on a pinkish hue. 
 
    Jake glanced at Gegorma. “Why don’t you just kill me now and be done with it? I know why you don’t. It’s too soon, isn’t it? Maggie and I haven’t completed our link yet.” He raised his M63. “What if I force you to kill me now and ruin all of your well-laid plans?” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “You can try. I think just seeing you killed might be enough to bring out the last of Maggie’s emotions. I’d prefer trying a different approach just to be sure, but you do what you think’s best. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Jake looked at Casey. He could almost sense her finger tightening on the trigger of her pistol. She’s going to fire if I don’t do something. But what? He decided to try stalling for time. “You’re going to kill both of us anyway?” 
 
    The elder Gegorma smiled. “Oh, you have to die, no doubt about that. The only question is how and when.” The old man’s hologram pointed at Casey. “Your friend, on the other hand, can live. She’s nothing to me. The Trecorians are already here. Nothing she tells them will change anything now.” 
 
    Casey let her cousins’ heads slide gently off her lap, onto the dock. She stood up, still gripping her pistol. “Do you think I’d want to live after you killed Jake? I’d prefer to die with him.” She pointed her blaster at the nearest pirate. 
 
    “What about the others?” asked the old man, suddenly sounding nervous. “If you pull that trigger, you’ll be killing the rest of your party as well.” He pointed at Jake. “And what about your mechanics? Are you going to throw their lives away too?” 
 
    Jake rose and stood next to Casey. He wrapped his fingers around the barrel of her phase pistol and gently took it out of her hand. He dropped the blaster to the dock along with his M63. 
 
    Casey looked into his yes. “Are you sure that’s the way you want it?” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure of anything, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    “Jake?” said Maggie. The Gatling gun in the Paladin’s left claw raised a little. “I can—” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “Now’s not the time. While we’re alive, there’s still hope. We’ve gotta play the cards we’ve been dealt. There’ll be time enough to gamble later. Lower your weapon. That’s an order.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a deep green as the Paladin’s Gatling gun lowered. 
 
    The pirates came running up, taking Jake and Casey prisoner by slapping handcuffs around their wrists. 
 
    Explosions sounded above as the Trecorian fleet continued their bombardment. 
 
    They’re going to be too late, Jake thought. It’s up to us. It’s up to me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Gargantuan 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Strangely enough, Casey and he weren’t thrown into a cell like Jake expected. They were far from free, but their prison consisted of being kept in the Paladin’s cockpit with armed guards stationed around the cat to make sure they remained inside. After a couple of hours, the pirates towed the Paladin to the center of the arena where the opening day ceremony had been held. With the weapons of a half dozen Leviathan’s and a slew of smaller UHAAVs pointed directly at them, there was little he or Casey could do to resist. 
 
    With little else to do, Casey and he spent most of the night going over possible plans with Maggie. They came up with nothing having better than one tenth of one percent chance of success. Exhausted, he and Casey finally stretched out on the cockpit’s hard floor and fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. After a series of restless dreams, Jake felt something warm touch the side of his face. He opened one eye the barest of cracks to see Maggie squatting next to him with her palm against his cheek. 
 
    Seeing his eye open, she removed her hand and leaned back on her heels. “Sorry to wake you, Tiger, but I think whatever’s going to happen is about to start. Spectators are starting to fill the arena’s stands. The UHAAVs guarding us are pulling out.” She gave a half-smile and shrugged. “Not that a lack of guards will do us any good. The force field around the arena’s got us locked in tighter than a bolt screwed on by a number-nine torque wrench.” 
 
    Jake sighed and tried to disentangle from Casey without waking her. He didn’t succeed. 
 
    Casey sat up and rubbed her eyes before glancing out the windscreen. “It’s light outside. What time is it?” 
 
    Standing up, Maggie took a step back to give them some room. “It’s almost ten in the morning.” 
 
    “Ten o’clock,” Jake said bolting up into a sitting position. “You shoulda woke us.” He jumped to his feet and slid into the pilot’s chair. As soon as he strapped in, he began punching icons to run a system’s check of the Paladin. 
 
    “Slow down, hotshot,” said Maggie. “I didn’t wake you sooner because there was nothing for you to do. I figured both of you needed your rest. Besides, I used the time to do a lot of thinking.” Her eyes turned a light blue as she smiled. “Considering the fact that I think at nanosecond speed, when I say a lot of thinking, I mean a lot of thinking.” 
 
    Moving to the copilot’s chair, Casey sat down, fastened her flight harness, and flipped on the control unit for the Paladin’s weapons. “Hey, all of our weapons are online. Ammo magazines are full, even the rocket launchers. How’d that happen?” 
 
    The full-size hologram of Maggie blinked out and reappeared as a hand-high version standing on the center of the forward console. “We were rearmed during the night. I activated the sound suppressors on the cockpit so the noise from the ground crew wouldn’t disturb you. We’ve got a basic load of anti-armor missiles in our launchers. The magazine for the seventy-five’s full. I had them replace the Gatling gun on my left arm with a 20 megawatt plasma rifle. I figured it might come in handy against light armor.” 
 
    “Who’s this they you’re talking about?” Jake said. “I’m not sure I’d trust any weapons or ammo the Gegormas’ technicians put on us.” 
 
    Maggie sat down cross-legged and laughed. “Hey, what do you take me for, a carbon-based life form? I’m smarter than that. Some of the guards brought Jason and Tilley here last night along with Casey’s ground crew. They’re the ones who rearmed us.” 
 
    A sense of relief flooded through Jake. He’d been worried more about his friends than he’d cared to admit. “So they’re all right?” 
 
    Maggie frowned. “Isn’t that what I just said? Jason, Tilley, and Casey’s people are up in the stadium’s stands right now. See for yourself if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    The windscreen zoomed in on a section of the bleachers near the main viewing stand. Jason, Tilley, and the Trecorians sat in a tightly bunched group surrounded by a platoon of guards with rifles at the ready. 
 
    “There, are you satisfied?” Maggie asked. “They’re safe and sound just like I told you.” 
 
    Jake nodded his head. “Yeah, for now. The question is for how long?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Probably for about as long as the two of you are. I calculate Creao Gegorma’s only keeping them alive as leverage to force the two of you to do what he wants.” 
 
    Casey touched an icon on the copilot’s armrest to power-up the cat’s weapons. “Well, I don’t care what he wants. We’ve got all our weapons online and a full load of ammo. I say we start shooting and blast our way free.” 
 
    Jake glanced out the windscreen at the shimmering in the air between the stadium seats and the Paladin. “Bad idea. The arena’s force field’s gotta be able to withstand stray shots from the heaviest weapons on a Kraken. These peashooters we’ve got on the Paladin wouldn’t put a dent in it.” 
 
    Casey glanced out the windscreen for a second before looking at Jake. “Then what are we going to do? If you think I’m going to sit around waiting for them to kill us, you better think again.” 
 
    From her position on the console, Maggie raised a hand as if asking permission to speak. “I do have a plan of sorts, if you want to hear it. Like I said earlier, I did a lot of thinking while you guys slept.” 
 
    With no ideas of his own, Jake didn’t take long to reply. “All right, I’ll bite. How do we get out of this mess?” 
 
    Maggie lowered her hand. “I suppose I should clarify my comment a bit. I haven’t been able to come up with a way for us to actually escape.” Before Jake could interrupt, she pointed at Casey’s mini-light in the makeshift docking station Jason had installed on the front console. “What I have been able to figure out is that the key-code Trish Bistoria gave Casey to transmit information through that mini-light is a valid code.” 
 
    Casey shook her head. “No, it’s not. I tried to make it work. Numerous times.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Trust me, it works. You just have to try using it in the right place.” 
 
    Frowning, Casey stared at the Paladin’s AI. “What place is that? Back on Trecor, where we’d be safe and sound anyway?” 
 
    Maggie gave another laugh, seeming to enjoy herself. “That’s sarcasm, right? But the answer’s no. I calculate your sister’s key-code would work fine if it were used inside the tournament’s control room. Jason installed a connector on the back of the mini-light the other night. I’m betting if you inserted it into a docking unit on one of the tournament controller’s workstations, I’d be able to use the mini-light as an interface to the planet’s tele-network. If I could do that, I calculate there’s a seventy-one percent probability I could lower the planet’s defensive shield. That would allow the Trecorian fleet’s weapons to take out Lastreo’s key installations. The planet’s defenses would collapse in short order. Let’s face it. Creao Gegorma doesn’t have a real military. They’re your typical mercenaries.” She winked at Casey before glancing at Jake. “You know, the scum of the galaxy. Present company excluded of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jake said. “So how are we supposed to get inside the tournament’s control room? You didn’t by any chance conjure up a teleporter while Casey and I were asleep, did you?” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “No, and there’s no use getting snooty about it. It took me a long time to figure out how to make Casey’s key-code work. I’ve stored all the algorithms I’ll need to hack into the planet’s tele-network in my databanks. I’ve done the hard part by figuring out how to bring down the planet’s defensive shield. All you gotta do is plug that mini-light of Casey’s into a docking station. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Jake was about to show her how snooty he could get when the crowd in the arena’s bleachers roared. Looking through the forward windscreen, he saw a ten-legged metal monster walking through the main entrance of the arena. At fifteen-meters in height, it was the largest UHAAV he’d ever seen. 
 
    “What in the Creator’s name is that?” whispered Casey as if fearing she might draw the massive cat’s attention. 
 
    Maggie pretended to look over her shoulder at the UHAAV. “I calculate it’s a prototype armored vehicle. It’s not in any of my databanks. I can tell you this though. The long tube on its top is a disintegrator displacer. If we’re hit by that thing, it’s bye-bye Paladin.” 
 
    The prototype UHAAV walked to the far end of the arena and started to turn around. From the cat’s lack of speed, it was all too obvious the pilot was having trouble keeping the ten legs from getting tangled while he turned the massive cat. Once the large UHAAV was facing the Paladin, a beam of light shone from a protrusion near the cockpit. Standing within the light was a fifteen-meter-high version of Creao Gegorma. His left hand reached out and appeared to pat the head of the prototype cat. The giant hologram turned and looked at the crowd in the main set of bleachers. Gegorma’s image seemed to focus on the seats where Jason, Tilley, and Casey’s Trecorians were located. 
 
    “Guests, friends, and fellow Lastreoians,” echoed the voice of Creao Gegorma over the numerous loudspeakers located throughout the arena. “I’ve decided to temporarily put the tournament on hold in order to do something a little different.” The hologram patted the UHAAV again. “This cat is my own creation. I call it Gargantuan. It will soon serve as the home of a computer far more advanced than anything you can imagine.” 
 
    Explosions echoed from the planet’s upper atmosphere as the Trecorian fleet continued its bombardment. 
 
    Jake increased the windscreen’s magnification. A lot of the spectators were pointing overhead. He noticed some of them get out of their seats and rush for the nearest exit. Armed guards turned them back. 
 
    Maggie snickered. “I calculate that’s what you call a captive audience.” 
 
    “Pay no attention to the wasted efforts of those overhead,” said the hologram of Creao Gegorma. “The galaxy is at war, which is to our benefit. Trecor has foolishly chosen not to side with the Crosioians. The Trecorians think they can remain neutral.” He laughed a big booming laugh. “There can be no neutral in this war, as they’ll find out soon enough. They will either join our side, or they’ll be dead.” 
 
    The giant hologram pointed its right index finger at the Paladin. To Jake it seemed as if the giant finger pointed straight at him. 
 
    “For today’s entertainment,” said Gegorma, “we’re going to match my Gargantuan with the Paladin you see at the other end of the arena. Before I became a businessman, I was trained as a wizard scout. The Empire’s Wizard Scout Academy trained me in all their combat skills, but they foolishly kicked me out before they gave me one of their meaningless little gold-dragon insignias. Today I am going to put their training to good use. I’ll be piloting the Gargantuan myself. My cat’s armor and force field make me invulnerable to the pathetic weapons on the Paladin.” He pointed his finger at the Paladin again. “Do you hear that, Maggie? I’m going to prove to you that I’m your pilot’s superior by personally killing him myself. I’m going to rip him out of your cockpit and smash him to a bloody pulp in front of you. There’s no logical way you can stop me. Your precious Jake is doomed. You’re going to be all alone, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “No,” Maggie whispered. “Not again. I can’t lose anyone again. I just can’t.” 
 
    Glancing at his AI, Jake noticed her hand-sized hologram standing on the forward console stretching a hand toward the Gargantuan as if pleading. Tears rolled down her cheeks. He knew he was about to lose her if he didn’t do something about it. 
 
    “Maggie!” Jake shouted, using command voice. “Inventory check. Give me a count of all weapons and ammo.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram continued reaching toward the giant cat at the end of the arena, but a series of numbers denoting ammunition and weapons’ inventories appeared on the pilot’s heads-up display. 
 
    “Do it again,” Jake said still using command voice. “Make another inventory check.” 
 
    Maggie’s hand lowered, but her gaze remained locked on the Gargantuan. The same numbers as before scrolled down Jake’s heads-up display. 
 
    “Again,” Jake ordered. 
 
    Once more the numbers appeared on the display. Maggie turned around and stared at Jake. 
 
    “A—” Jake started. 
 
    Maggie’s eyes flashed dark blue. “That’s quite enough! I’m back under control. No more inventory checks.” The color of her eyes softened to a lighter blue. She sighed. “Thanks. I promise I won’t lose control like that again.” 
 
    “Well, see that you don’t. I need you. The two of us are a team.” 
 
    “You mean the three of us,” said Casey. “And while I’ve got your attention, I’d like to know why we’re sitting around letting that old windbag bluster about what he’s going to do to us? Let’s attack him first and give him something to really think about.” 
 
    Jake stared at his copilot a second before turning to his AI. “Maggie, talk some sense into her. I know we’ve got to do something, but charging into the face of certain death isn’t what I had in mind.” 
 
    Maggie laughed and nodded her head at Casey. “Actually, I’m with her. I mean, why the hell not? Logically speaking, you’re both dead anyway, right? If logic can’t save you, we may as well try something so illogical even a madman wouldn’t try it.” 
 
    Outnumbered, Jake shook his head and smiled. “What you mean is a madman and two crazy-as-hell females.” He shrugged and laughed. “All right, why the hell not?” Deciding not to give himself time to change his mind, he pulled his flight helmet onto his head and grabbed the pilot’s steering lever. 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” laughed Casey. “I’m bringing all weapons online. Full speed ahead and damn the plasma beams.” 
 
    Shoving the control stick full forward, Jake sent the Paladin racing toward the metal monster at the other end of the arena. Full speed ahead it is. Creator help us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – Reverse Tactic 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Whether the charge of the Paladin caught the crew of the Gargantuan by surprise, Jake didn’t know. What he did know was that the salvo of missiles Casey fired along with the flurry of plasma beams and phase rounds did nothing more than make a pretty display of rounds ricocheting off the big cat’s force field. In another time and place, the spectacle might’ve been beautiful to behold. 
 
    The Gargantuan remained stationary and bent slightly at the knees as Casey continued firing. When she finally slackened fire to allow the Paladin’s weapons to cool down, the Gargantuan rose to its full height. The giant hologram of Creao Gegorma disappeared as the front of the large cat lit up in orange, green, and red. 
 
    Diving left, Jake rolled the Paladin on its left shoulder, doing his best not to damage the cat’s rocket launchers. He brought the Paladin up twenty meters from where the Gargantuan’s rounds passed through the air. 
 
    A twin beam of orange energy shifted and came straight at the Paladin’s cockpit. A shimmering in the air a meter to the front of the windscreen deflected the twin beams into the force field protecting the arena’s spectators. 
 
    “Thanks, Maggie,” Jake said as he began running in a zigzag pattern toward the larger cat. 
 
    “Hey, that’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    Two more beams, one orange and one green, shot out of barrels located to either side of the Gargantuan’s back. Jake dodged the green beam. The orange one struck the Paladin’s force field, ricocheting into the air where it detonated against the arena’s overhead shield. The Paladin shuddered at the glancing blow and stumbled, heading cockpit first for the ground. Jerking on the steering lever, Jake recovered just in time to avoid a fall. He resumed his charge. His opponent was now only two hundred meters away. 
 
    “Our force field’s down to eighty-six percent,” said Maggie. “Even glancing blows from that monster are dangerous.” 
 
    Jake didn’t bother replying. He was too busy dodging beams and missiles as he used every bit of knowledge and skill Maggie had taught him over the last ten years to avoid the withering return fire. 
 
    Casey fired at the large cat with the Paladin’s 20 megawatt plasma rifle. The energy beam struck the Gargantuan’s force field a meter off the ground, near the cat’s left front foot. Part of the beam’s energy bounced harmlessly off the big cat’s shield. The other part of the beam’s plasma energy split off, hitting the ground and glancing off the Gargantuan’s footpad but doing no damage. 
 
    Jake noticed the ten-legged cat stop moving a couple of seconds and bend at the knees for some reason. Two missiles and another orange beam exploded against the Paladin’s shield, making him forget all about knees, bending or otherwise. Angling forty-five degrees to the left, he made his way around to the side of the Gargantuan where there were fewer weapons. The massive UHAAV rose to its full height and began turning in place in an attempt to keep the Paladin within the field of fire of its forward gun array. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Maggie. “Stay to his side as much as you can. That cat’s nowhere near as agile as me, and Gegorma’s nowhere near as good a pilot as you. Avoid the front where their heaviest weapons have a clear field of fire.” 
 
    Casey fired another salvo of plasma beams at the Gargantuan’s left front footpad. The big cat stopped moving and bent at the knees again. “Why does he keep stopping? He could destroy us easy if he brought his disintegrator displacer to bear.” 
 
    “I think he’s just playing with us,” Jake said as he continued moving the Paladin ever closer to the large cat’s side. He dodged another orange beam by doing a roll and tuck. Regaining the Paladin’s feet, he was momentarily in a blind spot from the big cat’s heaviest weapons. “He wants to stretch this fight out as long as he can.” 
 
    Punching an icon on his armrest, Jake zoomed in on the windscreen’s view of the Gargantuan’s cockpit. A crew of four could be seen inside. One of them was Creao Gegorma. 
 
    Maggie’s hologram turned to face the windscreen before glancing back at Jake. “He’s prolonging the fight because of me. He thinks if he can get me worried enough about your safety, I’ll complete the emotional link he told you about. I calculate he’s right. My concern for you is growing. I’ve run over two million algorithms in an attempt to figure a way out of this. I keep coming up blank. There’s no logical way to save you.” Her eyes turned a light green. “I’m afraid for you, Jake.” 
 
    Casey fired a burst of three rounds from the 75mm phase cannon at the Gargantuan’s footpad. The large cat stopped trying to turn around and bent its knees, reducing its height a good meter and a half. Two of the phase rounds exploded on the cat’s force field. The other bounced off the ground and exploded against the cat’s leg about a meter above the arena floor. The Gargantuan returned to its full height and began turning again in an attempt to get the agile Paladin within the field of fire of its forward weapons. 
 
    “Why does he keep stopping?” said Casey. 
 
    Maggie stood up, her eyes losing some of their green color. “I think I know. That old fool must’ve used a force field generator from a Kraken to protect his cat. The Gargantuan’s a good three meters taller than a Kraken. He’s probably installed the shield generator lower in his cat to make up some of the difference in height, but it’s still over a meter short from the ground. He has to bend his cat at the knees to get the force field to reach all the way to the arena floor. When he bends, he can’t move his legs.” 
 
    Jake dodged another beam of orange energy. “Can you hack into his system and lower his shields?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Maggie. “Believe me, I’ve been trying. The security on that cat’s computers has been modified to keep me out. From a logical viewpoint, if Casey keeps her fire close to the ground, we can force the Gargantuan to stay bent. That’ll keep him from turning. We’ll still take damage from his side weapons, but not near as much. The bad news is that even with the reduced fire, my shields are down to fifty-two percent. I calculate we have less than two minutes before my force field fails.” 
 
    Jake eyed the distance from the Paladin to the Gargantuan. The two cats were only twenty meters apart now. We’re close enough, but close enough for what? 
 
    Firing the last of the rounds in the 75mm, Casey released the empty autocannon from the Paladin’s right claw, letting the weapon fall to the ground. She glanced at Jake, catching his eye. “I agree with Maggie. It’s only a matter of time before our shields give out. We’ve gotta do something.” 
 
    An image of a meter-square box came to Jake’s mind. A wild idea formed as he remembered how every cat in the tournament had been forced by the controllers to install a tracker on their rear. He also remembered what was inside the overly large device besides a tracker. “Maggie, can Gegorma set the tunnel-mine on our tracker off?” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Not anymore. I was finally able to hack into our tracker’s control system a couple of hours ago. That old man couldn’t set it off now if he tried, but I can. However, if you’re thinking about having me set off a tunnel-mine on his cat’s back, you can forget it. He wasn’t stupid enough to put one on his own vehicle. Pity.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “I wasn’t thinking about a tracker on his cat. I was thinking about—” 
 
    Maggie burst out laughing, her eyes turning the brightest blue Jake had ever seen. “I think I know what you’ve got in mind, Tiger. And to answer your next question, yes, I can set off our tunnel-mine whenever I want. By the way, I calculate your plan is illogical and pure crazy.” She laughed again. “I think I like it.” 
 
    Casey fired a short burst from the twin 30s at the Gargantuan’s feet, forcing the large UHAAV to bend at the knees and stop turning. “Well, I’d appreciate it if somebody clued me in on what you’re talking about? I could use a good laugh right about now.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the force field icon on his heads-up display. The Paladin’s shield was down to thirty-one percent. He hit the quick-release for his safety harness and jumped out of his seat, heading for the access door at the rear of the cockpit. “No time to explain. Maggie, take over driving. You know what to do. Be ready to release the tracker’s magnetics when I get to the ground. Casey, don’t fire at the cat’s feet any more. Aim at the side of Gegorma’s cockpit. I want you to piss him off. Keep his attention. I want the Gargantuan to stay at its full height.” 
 
    Before Maggie or Casey could argue, Jake punched the emergency egress button on the escape hatch. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The access door blew outward, landing on the arena floor. Jake dove out the opening, switching on his anti-grav unit as he went. He landed lightly on his feet and turned around, looking up at the rear of the Paladin. Its twin 30s and the 20 megawatt plasma rifle were firing for all they were worth at the Gargantuan’s cockpit. 
 
    Jake’s respect for Casey went up another notch. She has no idea what I’m trying to do, but she’s too good a soldier not to obey orders. 
 
    The Gargantuan rose to its full height as its articulated head tried to face the Paladin. It couldn’t quite get the agile cat in its field of fire. Jake caught sight of Creao Gegorma in the pilot’s seat, shoving the controls to force the big cat to turn on its ten legs. As it did, Jake noticed several anti-personnel weapons built into the side of the large cat rotating in his direction. 
 
    “Now, Maggie!” Jake shouted. 
 
    Maggie released the tracker’s magnetics and the meter-square piece of metal hit the arena floor to Jake’s right as the controllers’ device fell off the Paladin’s back. Grabbing a handle on the back of the tracker, Jake jerked up. The meter-square piece of metal barely moved. 
 
    The tunnel-mine’s forty kilos, and its brerellium-steel armor’s gotta be another hundred. I’ll never lift it. 
 
    Low-watt beams of plasma energy designed to repel personnel shot out from small, automated turrets built into the side of the Gargantuan. They bounced off the Paladin’s force field as Maggie positioned herself between the large cat and Jake. It was all too obvious the slowly turning Gargantuan only needed a few more steps until its heavy weapons had a clear field of fire at the Paladin. 
 
    Maggie can’t hold her ground much longer. Gegorma will take out her force field as soon as he can get a clear shot. 
 
    Jake looked down at the heavy tracker and remembered how Casey had once used her anti-grav belt to lift them both. Ripping off his belt, he strapped it around the tracker as he took a tight grip on the handle. He thumbed the anti-grav’s control unit to max. The tracker rose into the air, lifting him off his feet. He quickly thumbed the control back until his feet were firmly on the ground. Pulling the armor-plated tracker close, he held it in front of him like a shield. Hoping his plan was so illogical the Gargantuan’s computer would never think of it, Jake ran through the Paladin’s force field, toward the larger cat. 
 
    Anti-personnel beams hit the tracker’s thick armor and bounced off. Green beams tore up the ground around Jake’s boots as he bent lower to protect as much of his body as he could. He continued running toward the shimmering air surrounding the Gargantuan. Thumbing the control switch on the anti-grav belt down a notch, he dove toward a meter of non-shimmering air just above the ground. Rolling beneath the Gargantuan’s force field, he came up on his feet and stepped under the large cat’s belly while holding his makeshift shield over his head. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    A series of small explosions sounded as thousands of metal balls from anti-personnel mines built into the belly of the metal beast rained down all around him. Dirt from the arena floor kicked up into the air, momentarily obscuring his view. Something hot bit into his right foot. Something else bit his leg. Down he went. Somehow he managed to keep the armored tracker over his body. 
 
    A surge of adrenaline rushed through Jake, giving him the strength to regain his feet. He ignored the pain in his right leg and foot. When no more explosions sounded over his head, he lowered his makeshift shield. 
 
    Either they expended all their anti-personnel mines at once, or they’re holding off on killing me for some reason. 
 
    Jake didn’t know or care why they’d stopped firing at him. He only knew he had a job to do. Stepping under the part of the big cat he figured was directly below the disintegrator displacer, he thumbed the anti-grav’s control to max. He let go of the tracker’s handle as the meter-square piece of metal rose into the air. It shot up, gaining speed until it slammed into the belly of the Gargantuan. Jake heard the distinctive click of the tracker’s magnetics locking the tunnel-mine onto the cat’s underbelly. 
 
    My job’s done. The rest is up to Maggie. 
 
    With that thought, Jake turned and ran toward the front of the Gargantuan. Rolling underneath the big cat’s force field, he came up facing the cockpit. His maneuver apparently caught the cat’s crew by surprise because none of their forward weapons were aimed at him. Their surprise didn’t last long. Jake noticed a slew of anti-personnel turrets on the chest of the Gargantuan rotating in his direction. Glancing at the cockpit, he saw Creao Gegorma staring at him with a puzzled look on his face. The old man glanced at the Paladin just as Maggie dived to the ground cockpit first to avoid a salvo of missiles. Gegorma’s eyes seemed to take in the now visible backside of the UHAAV and lock in on the spot where the tracker should be. The old man’s eyes grew large as he began punching at something on his armrest. 
 
    Catching Gegorma’s eyes one last time, Jake gave him an uncomplimentary hand gesture he’d picked up in his youth from the copper miners on Aretillo. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A massive ball of purple energy erupted from the belly of the Gargantuan. Another blast of purple and orange shot out the cat’s sides and top, blowing torn pieces of armor into the air. The ten-legged cat’s front force field held just long enough to direct most of the explosion up and to the rear. Even so, the shock wave blew Jake off his feet and knocked him back a dozen meters. He hit the ground hard. 
 
    Everything started fading to black. Somehow Jake managed to stay conscious. At least he thought he did. Maybe not, because the next thing he knew, two hands were lifting him to his feet. He shook his head and looked into Casey’s eyes. 
 
    “Come on!” said Casey. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    No longer wearing her flight helmet, Casey’s black and purple hair blew across Jake’s face as she half-dragged, half-carried him toward the section of the arena where they’d seen Tilley, Jason, and the others. Glancing down, he noticed Casey holding her mini-light in her left hand. The connector Jason had installed at the end of the light’s casing flapped in the air. 
 
    Still shaken by the explosion, Jake said, “Where are we going?” 
 
    Casey pointed in the direction of a small door in the wall of the arena near Tilley and the others. “We’ve got to find a controller’s station. That’s as good a place to start as any.” 
 
    The shimmering in the air between them and the opening told Jake she was wrong. “The arena’s force field’s still up.” 
 
    “Not for long,” came Maggie’s voice from behind Jake. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Jake saw the Paladin walking behind them. The cat’s empty right claw stretched out and picked both Casey and him up off the ground and began carrying them. 
 
    “You guys are too slow,” said Maggie over the Paladin’s external speakers. Her voice took on a concerned note. “It’s no wonder. Your right leg’s bleeding. You’ve been hit.” 
 
    Jake remembered the bites he’d felt when the Gargantuan had fired its anti-personnel mines. 
 
    Crammed tight against him though she was, Casey somehow managed to rip off her belt and wrap it around his leg, jerking it tight. “That’ll have to do for now.” She glanced at the Paladin’s cockpit where Maggie’s hologram sat in the pilot’s chair. “We need to get past the arena’s force field!” 
 
    The shimmering in the air near the door in the arena’s wall disappeared. 
 
    “How’s that for service,” said Maggie as she lowered Jake and Casey to the ground ten meters from the doorway and opened her right claw. “Gegorma must’ve been handling some of the force field’s security from the Gargantuan. Now that he’s gone, hacking into the part of the network controlling the arena’s force field was easy.” 
 
    The sound of shots came from Jake’s right. Having fallen to the ground when Maggie released him, he stood with Casey’s help and looked for the source of the sound. A group of the arena’s spectators were trading small-arm’s fire with some of the guards. Jake recognized Tilley, Jason, and the Trecorians. They were vastly outnumbered. 
 
    “Help them,” Jake ordered. “Casey and I’ve got to find a controller’s station.” 
 
    “No,” came Maggie’s voice over the Paladin’s speakers. “I need to stay with you. I’ve got to protect you.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the two-and-a-half-meter-high door in the arena’s wall. “You’re too big. You’d never fit. Casey and I’ve gotta do it. Help the others. Send them after us once you’ve taken out the guards.” He switched to command voice. “That’s an order.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram glared at him through the windscreen, but the word “Compliance” came out of the Paladin’s external speakers. The agile cat spun on its footpads. Beams of red energy shot out the windscreen’s twin 30s as Maggie ran in the direction of Tilley and Casey. The twin beams of energy blasted into a group of guards, throwing body pieces into the air. 
 
    “Come on,” said Casey as she wrapped Jake’s arm across her neck and began running toward the door, dragging him with her. 
 
    Stumbling along as best he could, Jake considered telling her to leave him behind. Logic told him she’d make better time without him. Something inside wouldn’t let him do it. I’ve got to stay with her. I need to protect her. 
 
    The door opened into a well-lit corridor with a T intersection ten meters away. A helpful display screen attached to the wall at the intersection had a red dot with a ‘YOU ARE HERE’ label. 
 
    Jake broke free from Casey’s grip. “I can walk.” He took two steps and stumbled forward. 
 
    Grabbing his arm before he could fall, Casey wrapped it over her neck. “Sure you can. Now stop trying to be a hero. We’re a team. Get used to it.” Reaching the intersection, she concentrated on the screen, then pointed to the right side of the computer display. 
 
    Glancing closer, Jake noticed a large room on the display labeled ‘CONTROL ROOM.’ 
 
    “Nice of them to mark it for us,” Casey said as she pulled him down the right corridor. 
 
    Jake’s male pride made him want to jerk free and try to walk on his own. Logic kept him from doing so. He limped along as best he could, taking as much weight off Casey as possible. 
 
    In less than a minute, they were at the door of a large, glassed-in room. The door stood wide open. Overturned chairs were scattered around the room near flickering computer terminals. Surprisingly, the room was as empty as the corridor had been. Muffled shouts and gunfire could be heard echoing in the distance, but Jake didn’t think any of it sounded close enough to matter. 
 
    Releasing his arm, Casey ran for the nearest computer terminal. She reached out with the hand holding the mini-light. “Once I get this in, Maggie will have the planet’s shields down in nothing flat.” 
 
    Before she could plug in the connector, a beam of green energy sizzled past the side of Jake’s head, catching Casey in the lower part of her back. She fell against the computer terminal and slid to the floor, still clutching the mini-light in her left hand. 
 
    Jake spun around and caught sight of a slim, blonde-headed woman in a black jumpsuit with a blaster in her right hand. A beam of green shot out, catching him on the left shoulder. He was flung across the desk with the computer terminal, falling over to the other side. A burning pain in his left shoulder brought tears to his eyes. 
 
    Thoughts of Casey lying helpless on the other side of the desk drove all sense of self-preservation from Jake’s mind. He wrapped his right hand around an overturned chair and flung it over the desk in the direction of the woman. Grabbing the edge of the desk, he leveraged himself up and charged. A green beam hit him in the left leg, knocking him to the tiled floor. He fought to remain conscious. 
 
    Phyllis Gegorma walked forward with a Deloris blaster in her hand. When she was three steps away, she pointed the weapon at Jake’s head. 
 
    Jake glanced around for some kind of weapon but saw nothing useful. Something moved to his right.  
 
    Casey grabbed hold of the desk with her right hand and pulled herself to a sitting position as she stretched out her left hand. “I’ve got to get the shield down,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I can’t let those weapons fall into the wrong hands. Trecor will be overwhelmed.” 
 
    The connector for the mini-light in Casey’s hand was only a finger’s width from the computer terminal’s network port when another green beam struck her in the center of the back. The mini-light slid from her hand, onto the desktop, as she crumpled to the floor. Her head turned as if searching for something. Her eyes locked onto Jake from behind strands of black and purple hair. Her mouth moved as if struggling to say something. She stretched out her right hand in his direction. 
 
    Jake dragged his wounded body toward her. For some reason, Phyllis didn’t fire. She kept pace with him until he was close enough to reach out with his right hand in an attempt to grab hold of Casey. 
 
    “Oh, how sweet,” said Phyllis. “You’re trying to get one last kiss before you both die. I’ll save you the effort.” A beam of green shot out, striking Casey in the forehead. Her head jerked back as wet liquid splattered the underside of the desk and the floor. 
 
    “Noooooo!” shouted Jake. He tried to push himself up but fell back to the floor. 
 
    “Your turn, Jake,” said Phyllis. “You killed my father.” She shrugged. “I can live with that.” She smiled as she aimed her blaster at his head. “Unfortunately for you, you can’t.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A spray of blood and bone erupted out of Phyllis Gegorma’s forehead. Her body was flung forward and onto the control room’s floor. The blaster flew through the air, falling tantalizingly close to Jake’s hand. He reached for the weapon.  
 
    A ball of red energy hit the blaster, sending pieces of shattered metal skittering across the floor.  
 
    Jake glanced up. 
 
    Major Maksim stood in the doorway with a phase pistol in his right hand. The Covian major glanced at Phyllis Gegorma’s lifeless body. “I never did like her.” He pointed his pistol at Jake. 
 
    Jake didn’t care what happened to him. His eyes turned to Casey. Her face was covered by strands of black and purple hair. A growing pool of dark liquid was on the tiled floor near her head and shoulders. Something wet formed in Jake’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s a shame about Casey,” said Maksim as he gestured with his phase pistol toward the body underneath the desk. “I really did like her. I might’ve let her live, just for old-time’s sake.” 
 
    Jake took his eyes off Casey’s body long enough to glare at Creao Gegorma’s great-nephew. “Kill me and get it over with. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    The major shrugged. “Everything in due time, I always say. Why rush things? The old man’s dead, and now thanks to me, so is my dear cousin.” He gave a half laugh. “She would’ve killed me sooner or later. It was only a matter of time. I just beat her to the punch.” 
 
    “So now what happens?” Jake said, stalling more for time than really caring what the man had to say. All he wanted to do was get to Casey. First, he had to get rid of Maksim. “I suppose you’re going to take over Transporters International now and sell the weapons to the highest bidder.” 
 
    Maksim smirked. “If only I could. Unfortunately, there are a hundred others in line to take over ahead of me.” He gave another of his half-laughs and pointed at the body of Phyllis Gegorma with his pistol. “Actually, there’s only ninety-nine ahead of me now. Nevertheless, I’ve got a lot of work to do to prepare the way.” The Covian major walked closer to the desk with the computer terminal, being careful to stay out of Jake’s reach. He picked up the mini-light with his left hand. 
 
    “You can destroy that if you want,” Jake said. “It won’t matter. Casey’s people will get through the planet’s shield eventually. They’ll find out what happened. The Trecorians will hunt you down. They won’t rest until they find you.” 
 
    Maksim laughed. “Jake, Jake. You have no idea how to play the game of politics, do you? I want the Trecorians to take over Lastreo and capture what weapons are still here. My adversaries in my late uncle’s company would gain too much power if they were able to sell them. I need the Trecorians to do my work for me.” With that, the Covian major stuck the connecter for the mini-light into the network port for the computer terminal and smiled. “If my uncle was right, your Maggie will have the planet’s shields down within minutes.” 
 
    Jake looked at the Covian trying to gauge his intentions. “So what are you saying? You’re going to let me live?” 
 
    Maksim laughed. “Not hardly. I can’t have your Maggie running loose around the galaxy righting wrongs and doing good. If what my uncle told me is correct, she’ll go crazy and self-terminate once she finds out you’re dead. I’m afraid it’s time for us to part ways, old friend.” 
 
    Jake looked into the barrel of the phase pistol as Maksim pointed it at his head. He didn’t care. At least I’ll be with Casey. 
 
    Something red struck the side of Maksim’s head at the same time as a ball of green shot out the phase pistol’s barrel.  
 
    A sledgehammer slammed into the side of Jake’s head. 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – A Visitor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Consciousness came in spurts of soft voices and flashes of light, mostly green. As the durations of consciousness increased, the green light turned to white. During his more lucid moments, Jake became aware of touches on his face. For the most part, the touches felt like hands. Once, the touch was more like that of a slimy tentacle. 
 
    Eventually, the fog surrounding Jake dissipated and his awareness of the surroundings came into clear focus. 
 
    I’m lying down. 
 
    He sensed softness under his back. 
 
    I’m in a bed. Where? 
 
    The sound of soft breathing came to his ears. Something gentle touched his forehead. He recognized the feel of a hand. Forcing his eyes open, he stared straight into the face of an angel. The angel’s crystal blue eyes looked familiar. 
 
    “Casey?” Jake managed to whisper. 
 
    The angel’s face appeared to wince as the blonde-haired woman pulled her hand back. 
 
    No, not Casey, Jake thought. The memory of green beams striking the woman he loved flooded into his mind. His surroundings blurred. He forced his vision to clear. I won’t cry. I’ll never cry. He looked at the blonde woman closer. “Lieutenant Fisher,” he said in an almost normal voice. “Or should I say, Trish Bistoria.” 
 
    The slim-figured woman leaned back in the chair that was near the head of his bed.  
 
    Jake glanced around. He was in a small room. Another bed, empty, was to his right. The room had the unmistakable, antiseptic smell of a hospital. He looked back at Casey’s sister. She was dressed in a white, medical technician’s uniform. 
 
    The woman’s blue eyes seemed to sparkle as she touched a nametag over her blouse’s left breast pocket. “The name’s Johnston. Can’t you read?” Her eyes stopped sparkling. “To save the question-and-answer session, I’ll just bring you up-to-date. You’re in the spaceport hospital on Trillian. You’ve been in an induced coma for six weeks. Not many people can say they took a phase round to the head and lived, even if it was only a glancing shot. You’re lucky to be alive.” 
 
    Jake didn’t feel lucky. “Where’s Casey? I want to see her.” 
 
    The muscles around Trish Bistoria’s mouth tightened. Her crystal blue eyes held no trace of sparkle. “I watched the videos. You were there when the Gegorma bitch killed my sister. You know what happened.” 
 
    Jake had known, but he’d had to ask. The room blurred again. He forced his eyes to remain clear. “I want to see her body. I want to say goodbye.” 
 
    The blonde woman’s eyes softened. “The custom on Trecor is to have our bodies disintegrated. My sister’s funeral was five weeks ago, along with my cousins’.” She turned and looked at the windowless wall opposite Jake’s bed. After a dozen heartbeats, she turned back and reached toward him before stopping her hand in midair and placing it in her lap. “I’ve said my goodbyes and let them go. You need to do the same.” 
 
    A thousand memories of Casey ran through his mind. Once again, the room began to blur. He forced the memories aside. “Why are you here? Are you an assassin? Have you come here to finish what Maksim tried to do?” 
 
    The hint of a smile came to Trish Bistoria’s lips. “Our good major got what he deserved. That battle computer of yours, your Maggie, was keeping track of you with the tele-bots I gave you. She guided your ground crew to your location. The octopod shot Maksim just as he was getting ready to shoot you. A fraction of a second later and the major’s phase round would’ve gone through the center of your forehead instead of grazing the side.” 
 
    Jake remembered something red hitting the Covian major just before the color green had become his universe. “So what happens now? Why are you here? Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    After staring at Jake for three heartbeats, the blonde woman shook her head. “No, Jake. I’m not going to kill you. As to why I’m here, I’m here because of my sister. Casey cared for you, deeply. I watched the videos. I found out when the medical techs were going to bring you out of your coma.” She touched her white uniform. “I borrowed one of their uniforms. I wanted to be here when you woke. I wanted to be the one to tell you. It’s the least I could do for Casey.” 
 
    Jake returned the woman’s stare. He nodded. Something stabbed at his heart. He ignored the pain. “You’ve told me. Now what?” His words came out harsher than he intended. He sighed and spoke in a softer voice. “Did you get Gegorma’s weapons?” 
 
    Trish Bistoria nodded. She seemed to relax as if more comfortable dealing with facts than emotions. “Only half. The other half of the weapons had already been moved. We don’t know where, but I’m on it. I’ll find out sooner or later. There aren’t many places in the galaxy to hide five-billion-plus weapons without someone knowing about it, even during a war.” 
 
    The memory of being told the Empire had been attacked by the bats came back to Jake. “So what happens now?” 
 
    The blonde woman shrugged. “That’s up to you, Jake. My uncle, Duke Bistoria, felt obligated to transport you here to Trillian. Officially, Trecor’s neutral in the war between the Empire and the Crosioians. Unofficially, he gave your ground crew enough credits to get your Paladin repaired. That was all he could do without risking Trecor’s neutrality.” She smiled. “By the way, with the Gegormas dead, their tournament ended without a winner. There’s no prize. Looks like you’re back to mercenary duty with the Conglomerate.” 
 
    Jake snorted. “The Conglomerate doesn’t want me. And I don’t want them either.” 
 
    Trish gave a half-smile that reminded Jake of her sister. “Intergalactic wars have a habit of making strange bedfellows. Your 57th is out on assignment. They’ve taken heavy losses. I’ve got a feeling the Conglomerate will be more than happy to have you back in the fold.” She shrugged. “It’s a living. What else can you do? You don’t want to be a copper miner, do you?” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, but he knew it wasn’t mining for copper. He decided to avoid the decision for the present. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Casey’s sister smiled for real as she touched her blouse. “The first thing I’m going to do is ditch this uniform. It needs a good washing. Then I’m going to see if I can find the rest of those weapons.” She shrugged. “After that, who knows?” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Jake asked. “You’re gonna leave, and I’ll never see you again?” 
 
    Trish Bistoria laughed. “Never is a long time, Jake. That Maggie of yours is a helluva computer. The two of you make a good team. You never know when you might look around and see a familiar face.” Her crystal blue eyes twinkled. She touched the nametag on her blouse. “Of course, the name might be changed to protect the innocent, but I’m sure you’ll understand.” 
 
    Jake did. 
 
    Without another word, Casey’s sister rose, walked to the room’s only door, opened it, and left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Jake stared at the door for a long time. 
 
    Memories of Casey filled his mind. He forced the memories away. 
 
    “I’m a mercenary,” he whispered. “I’ll always be a mercenary.” 
 
    Finally, blissful sleep overtook him, and he knew no more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Three days after the clandestine visit by Trish Bistoria, Jake found himself wandering into the 57th Medium Mechanized Company’s maintenance hangar at Trillian’s main spaceport. A hot-off-the-press Conglomerate contract was safely tucked away in the databank of the electronic notepad he carried in his flight suit’s breast pocket. As a once again official member of the 57th, his Paladin occupied the work bay assigned to them. All the other bays in the massive hangar were empty. The freshly painted, green-and-black camouflaged Paladin was the hangar’s sole UHAAV. 
 
    As he approached the bay, Tilley and Jason stopped what they were doing, stood at attention, and saluted. 
 
    Jake didn’t bother returning their salutes. “Don’t ever let me catch you doing that again. Status report.” 
 
    “We’ve got Maggie back in working order,” said Tilley, who was having difficulty trying to look serious. 
 
    Jason winked two of his four eyestalks at Jake. “I might’ve bought a lot more extra parts than I told you about before we left Trillian with that fancy charge card the Gegorma woman gave you. I don’t think we’ll be hurting for spare electronics for quite a while.” 
 
    Jake nodded, then eyed the Paladin’s green-and-black paint and frowned. He patted his breast pocket. “I’ve got our orders. What’s left of the 57th is being shifted to a desert planet. We’ll be joining them there. I’m afraid you’ll need to redo Maggie’s camouflage to something more appropriate.” 
 
    Tilley turned to Jason. “I’ve got a feeling there’s gonna be a lot of overtime for us this month.” She turned back to Jake and laughed. “I assume you got an advance on your contract with the Conglomerate so you can pay us. I’d like to make one last round of the bars before I leave Trillian.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No time. I finagled transport on an old freighter that’s leaving tonight. As for pay, I’m only working for a percent of salvage from now on.” He gave the closest thing to a smile he could muster at the moment. “Like Maggie always says, we gotta learn to take risks.” 
 
    Tilley laughed. “Believe me, every day with you is a risk.” She pointed at the Paladin’s cockpit with her chin. “Maggie’s inside waiting. Jason and I’ll see if we can rustle up some desert paint.” 
 
    After his two friends left, Jake grabbed a utility belt with an anti-grav unit off a workbench and floated to the Paladin’s rear-access door. The hatch was already open. 
 
    Maggie sat in the copilot’s seat wearing a gray flight suit without a helmet. As she spun her chair to face the hatchway, strands of red hair flew across her face. Brushing them away, she eyed Jake. “Well, are you coming in or what? My isotopic battery’s full, but there’s no use wasting energy. I’d like to close the door.” 
 
    Jake entered. He glanced at the pilot’s seat but didn’t sit down. 
 
    Maggie stood and faced him. “How are you holding up, Tiger?” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Jake glanced around the cockpit. He looked at anything but his AI. “Right as rain. Couldn’t be better.” He concentrated on an old oil smudge located on the cockpit’s metal deck. 
 
    Maggie stepped closer. Her voice was soft when she spoke. “It doesn’t do any good to keep your feelings inside, Jake. You’ve got to let them out, or they’ll tear you apart from the inside. I know you cared for Casey. I know you lov—” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” he growled as he locked eyes with his AI. “You’re a computer. You’re just a hologram. You can’t feel. You…you can’t love. You can’t…” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes turned a shiny green. She stepped back as if she’d been slapped. After a moment, she whispered, “I honestly don’t know what I am, Jake. I wish to Creator I did. What I do know is that I’m concerned about you. You’ve got to let it out. Don’t do this to yourself.” 
 
    Jake balled his fists and gritted his teeth. “Don’t tell me what to do. You’re a tactical computer. That’s all you’ll ever be. I’m a mercenary pilot. That’s all I’ll ever be. We’ve got a mission to do. Getting our mission done is all I care…all I…” He fell to his knees and stared at the oil smudge on the deck. The smudge blurred. 
 
    Something warm touched Jake’s shoulders. 
 
    Maggie bent down on her knees in front of him, keeping her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    The smudge blurred even more. He forced his eyes to clear. I won’t cry. I’ll never cry. He avoided Maggie’s eyes, looking at anything and nothing. His eyes focused on a thin strand of something dangling from the copilot chair’s headrest. He looked closer. It was a strand of purple hair. 
 
    The room blurred, and Jake’s shoulders began to shake. He sensed Maggie’s arms wrap around him, holding him close. He felt her warmth. He didn’t care that it came from a thermal beam or that her body was a hologram. The darkness of the universe closed in around him, its loneliness threatening to engulf him completely. The room blurred even more. He wrapped his arms around her. He felt something moist on the side of Maggie’s face. His shoulders began to shake harder. 
 
    “They killed Casey,” he sobbed. “They killed her. I’ll never… I’ll…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” whispered Maggie. Her voice choked. “You’re not alone, Jake. You’ll never be alone while Tilley, Jason, and I live. Let it out. Don’t let grief tear you apart. That’s not what Casey would want.” 
 
    An image of the black-and-purple-haired Trecorian appeared in Jake’s mind. 
 
    His shoulders shook. 
 
    And he cried. 
 
    The End 
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