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        The following takes place between the events of book one (Earth – Last Sanctuary) and book two (Fury to the Stars) of the Universe in Flames saga.

        

        Events in this novella focus around Ryonna’s character.

      

       

      

      Author’s note: While it is not necessary to have read these books to enjoy this Novella, you’ll understand each reference to other characters and mention of races as well as some other world building details better if you did. If this is the first book you read from me, worry not, you can still go ahead and read it. I hope you’ll like it.

      

      Please note that one central plot point is resolved in book two of the saga (Fury to the Stars).

      

      Book 7 of the Universe in Flames series is advancing well and will be available in the beginning of 2017 (ETA: February).

      

      You can find the other books of the Universe in Flames saga here:

      Book 1: Earth – Last Sanctuary

      Book 2: Fury to the Stars

      Book 3: Destination Oblivion

      Book 4: The Beginning of the End

      Book 5: Rise of the Ultra Fury

      Book 6: Shadows of Olympus

      

      There is also a box set containing the first five books as well as this novella.

      

      In October 2016, I’ve also released my first book outside this saga. A Cyberpunk & Time Travel Thriller by the name of Rewind 717.
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      I have to save my son!

      The thought was at the center of Ryonna’s mind as she watched the Iron Fire enter hyperspace and felt a little sadness. She was surprised by the feeling, as well as the bond she had quickly formed with both Sarah and Chase. After all, she was not used to trusting strangers, especially these days, while being on the run. But both their plight and predicament, as well as the generosity they had displayed towards her, warmed her heart. She felt sorry for Sarah. Ryonna’s vision had indicated that her end was near. If it hadn’t been for her, she probably wouldn’t have struck a deal with Chase and the Alliance, and she wouldn’t know where Ronan was.

      Ronan.

      She had to get to her son as fast as possible, but going inside Hellstar prison half-assed would not achieve anything. She longed to see her son more than anything in the world. More so since her husband had passed. Ronan had become the center of her universe. Worrying and being overprotective was not the Droxian way, but she couldn’t help it. From the day they had discovered his genetic weakness, and during the years spent hiding it from the Droxian Ministry of Health, her bond with her son had grown beyond that of most Droxian parent-child interactions.

      She brushed the thoughts away. Now was the time to devise a plan to get to Hellstar, with at least a hint of hope of getting out of there alive. First things first. She needed to acquire a jump-capable ship. She opened the holographic star map in the Alliance’s shuttle and studied her current location. She didn’t have much currency, so buying a ship was not an option. She would probably have to steal one.

      Her eyes fell on the few credits Sarah had given her, lying on the co-pilot’s console next to hers. Her mind wandered a little, but soon a bleep from her own console caught her attention.

      “Recorded message awaiting,” said the onboard computer with a male, synthesized voice.

      What message?

      She touched the control and soon an image of Chase’s smiling face filled the holo-screen.

      “Hello, Ryonna, I took the liberty to record this before you were ready to depart. I wanted to re-iterate our thanks for your generous donation of the quadrinium we need so much. I wish we could have come with you to Hellstar to help you free Ronan. As soon as we repel the Zarlack attack on Earth, we’ll try to get back in touch with you. Hopefully we can still help you achieve your goal. I don’t have to tell you Hellstar is a very dangerous place, so please be careful and make sure you have a plan before going in.”

      She smiled at Chase’s advice, which matched her own analysis of the situation.

      “I’ve taken the liberty of dropping a couple of hundred pounds of quadrinium into this shuttle’s cargo hold. I know you said you didn’t need it, but we both know this stuff has value, and you may need the cash to buy equipment. You gave us more than enough, and one day I hope we can repay you for your incredibly generous gesture. I’ve also loaded the onboard computer with some of my autopilot flight patterns. If you get into trouble, don’t hesitate to activate them. Hope to see you soon. Farewell and good luck, Ryonna.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and the emotions she had been feeling moments before returned with a vengeance. She had been wary of trusting Chase when they first met, but not being able to see his death when she looked at him puzzled her. That had never happened before and threw her off. Instinctively she felt he was hiding something. Sarah, however, had convinced her they meant no harm and were willing to help her. This message from Chase reaffirmed the conclusion she had reached in the hours following their first meeting, namely that he indeed meant well and had a good heart.

      “Thank you, Chase,” she said out loud.

      As if an answer, her ship trembled from what felt like laser impacts on the aft side of her shuttle. She raised her shields and checked her radar. She could see no signature, so she turned the shuttle for a visual. She was rewarded with another set of laser impacts on her shields. She swore. She caught a glimpse of her attacker’s craft, and while she didn’t recognize the ship it was noticeably bigger than her own.

      Probably equipped with a hyperspace engine, then.

      Her ship’s shield absorbed more salvos, and she took evasive action, which helped a little. For a split second she wondered if she shouldn’t simply activate the device Chase had given her. After all, Iron Fire had only left a few minutes ago. But she decided against it. She didn’t like the idea of calling for help at the first sign of trouble. She also knew that Sarah and Chase were on a time-sensitive mission. A few minutes’ delay could be catastrophic for them and the people of Earth. After more laser impact with her shuttle’s shield, the onboard computer complained that the shields had dropped below forty percent.

      She needed to think fast. She brought up the schematics of the shuttle and diverted all power to the shields, boosting them to nearly sixty percent; and then she accessed the engine’s schematics and looked for a way to eject quadrinium from its chambers. While the controls of Alliance vessels were new to her she had flown enough ships to understand the basics. It took another five hits and more warnings from the computer before she saw what she was looking for. But it would take time to make the necessary adjustments to eject the quadrinium and ignite it, and with every moment her shields were lowering. That’s when part of Chase’s message struck her.

      “Computer, show me autopilot patterns.”

      The holo-screen filled with different, pre-programmed patterns. She selected “aggressive evasive” from the list, a pattern called Delta-7. The moment she activated it the ship took over piloting duties, and it didn’t take long to realize that the automatic patterns flew the ship much more efficiently than she did. That gave her the necessary time for the next part of her plan. She diverted more power to her shields from the weapons, which she wasn’t using anyway, as well as ninety percent of life support. The way this fight was going—one sided and with her getting her ass kicked—this bold maneuver would either succeed or she’d die trying. Once she had redirected every ounce of power to the shields, she regained manual control and executed the commands she had been working on.

      Her ship released smoke from her engines, simulating damage. She waited a few seconds to see if that would stop her pursuer, but her instincts told her this pilot was not interested in only disabling her. A few more salvos took another ten percent of her shields and confirmed her gut instinct.

      “Yep, they want me dead alright.”

      She slowed down, and soon the attacking ship was upon her. She locked onto it with the shuttle’s tractor beam and then ejected the quadrinium, redirecting all power to the aft lasers. Dragging the ship into the quadrinium cloud, she fired at it with her aft lasers at full power. The resulting explosion rocked the shuttle, severing the tractor beam and taking out whatever was left of the shuttle’s shields. With inertial dampeners set to the minimum she experienced tremendous g-forces when the ship entered a wild spin. Fortunately, Droxian physiology allowed her to withstand much stronger forces than this before risking loss of consciousness. She recovered from the spin and saw an array of warning lights on her consoles, followed by multiple vocal warnings: “Shields down, structural integrity comprised,” said the monotonic, synthesized voice of the onboard computer.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” said Ryonna as she turned about to look at her target.

      Sparks erupted inside her cockpit and the lights flickered. Her shuttle was in bad shape, but that was to be expected.

      “Low power! Low power!” wailed the onboard computer.

      Annoyed that the AI was stating the obvious, she turned off vocal alerts.

      Approaching the ship that had fired on her without warning, she saw it had been heavily damaged and was slowly spinning in space, smoke and sparks escaping from one side. All that was left to do was board the ship and hope she hadn’t damaged its jump engines beyond repair. She located the target ship’s nearest landing bay and landed her shuttle inside. She checked the cargo bay for atmosphere. She could leave her ship without resorting to an EVA suit.

      She left the cockpit and set her blaster to maximum stun, while running towards the cargo door. With determination and anger in her eyes she punched the release button with her elbow and raised her blaster towards the now-descending cargo ramp.
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      The ramp descended to the ground of the cargo bay of the unknown ship. Ryonna heard a wailing alarm, no doubt related to the heavy damage she had inflicted on the ship just moments before. She stepped down the ramp, blaster in hand, and checked her surroundings, making sure no one was waiting in ambush. After a few seconds she mentally marked the cargo bay as clear. She approached the nearest console and brought up a schematic of the ship. She exited the cargo bay, her weapon still pointing forward, and made her way to the bridge. She avoided the turbo lifts, preferring to use ladders inside the nearest bulkhead.

      At the bridge’s door she took a deep breath and stormed in. A humanoid male on the floor had his weapon drawn. She jumped out of the way just in time to avoid the laser fire from his blaster. The laser grazed Ryonna’s hair as she landed on the deck and rolled behind a nearby console.

      “Why did you fire on my ship?” she exclaimed from behind her cover.

      There was no answer, but three more blasts impacted the console protecting her. Sparks flew over her head and some landed in her hair. 

      “Fine, let’s do it your way!”

      She removed one of her boots and threw it to her right, while jumping in the opposite direction.

      Laser fire hit her flying boot, and while in midair she lined up her shot and pressed the trigger. The stun shot hit her target in the thorax and he collapsed with a groan. Small sparks of lightning ran over his body armor. She took no chances and fired three more stun shots. His limbs jerked and spasmed. His eyes were closed when she approached, her blaster still pointed at his head, ready to fire again if necessary. When she was near enough she kicked the man’s blaster away. She placed her knee on the torso of the motionless body and checked his pulse. She found one, and proceeded to search his body for more weapons. She found a second, smaller blaster in a chest holster, as well as a few small blades, morning stars and a light-blade attached to his belt. His skin was a pale-green tone and he had markings on his face.

      Gotta be a bounty hunter to be armed to the teeth like that. I wonder how they found me, especially in that Alliance ship? So much for hoping an Alliance ship would provide anonymity, allowing me to move discreetly in the sector.

      She dragged his body to a chair and sat him down. She changed settings on her weapon and shot twice more. Two energy lasso shots immobilized him at both chest and feet height, emitting a low level hum and radiating blue light.

      Ryonna sat next to her immobilized prey. She tried accessing the console in front of her but the computer refused her commands.

      “Non-authorized personnel access, locking the computer core. Please provide valid biometrics identification,” said the onboard computer, before turning on a hand scanner on its glass controls.

      Ryonna smashed her fists on the controls, frustrated. The glass on the console cracked and cut her hand. For a second she looked at the droplets of blood falling on the floor. She wiped the blood on her pants and picked up her blaster. There was no way of knowing if anyone else was on board without computer control. Since she had managed to bring up the schematics of the ship in the cargo bay she hadn’t expected the bridge’s console to be locked. But it made sense. She had similar contingencies in place in her own smuggler’s ship. Low-level access to plans and cargo direction so she didn’t have to babysit the unloading crew, but critical systems on the bridge would only work for authorized personnel.

      She tried accessing the same controls on the console in front of her hostage. A similar warning was issued and the hand scanner came on. She dragged the unconscious man’s hand from the grip of the force lasso and put it on the scanner. It turned green, but then the computer requested a vocal command code.

      “Well, that was worth a try.”

      There was no alternative. She brandished her blaster in front of her and resigned herself to going room to room, checking the current level. It took ten minutes to check every corner and all the rooms. Her head started to buzz from the surrounding alarms. When she couldn’t take it any longer she started shooting the speakers on the walls. She decided to go to the engine room and assess its state. Her outside survey while approaching the ship had revealed substantial damage on the plating as well as a nasty hole on the port side of the ship. When she tried entering the engine room a vocal warning resonated. “Engine room radiation level outside safe limits, access restricted.”

      “That can’t be good.”

      She needed access to the ship’s computer as well as information on her attacker, so she ran back to the bridge. Not taking any risks she entered carefully and scanned every corner for surprises. She heard a small groan. Her hostage was slowly returning to consciousness.

      “About time!” Ryonna had gone overboard, stunning him repeatedly when she took him out of commission. She had been angry. She didn’t appreciate being shot at the minute Iron Fire had gone into hyperspace. She had overdone the stun shots in the heat of the moment.

      She approached the chair just as the man released another faint moan. Ryonna slapped him across the face without thinking twice.

      When he tried jumping out of his chair he was rewarded with strong pain from the energy lassos holding him in place. The pain generated increased exponentially the more the subject struggled, a fact he quickly became aware of. He soon stopped struggling.

      “Who sent you to kill me, bounty hunter?”

      The man looked straight at Ryonna, his bright-blue eyes trying to gauge her.

      That was when it happened. She saw the moment of his death, and it looked as if Ryonna would be delivering a knife to his neck. She pushed the thought away. She rarely spared a man who had tried to kill her anyway.

      “I’ve asked a question,” warned Ryonna in an icy tone.

      The man looked at his restraints and then around the room.

      “Last warning,” she added, with more than enough menace in her voice.

      The man spat on the ground and looked at Ryonna with a wide grin. “Go fuck yoursel—”

      He never finished his answer. Ryonna punched him in the stomach with full force and he spat blood onto her forearm. She grabbed his dark, purple hair and wiped the blood off his face. He tried to bite Ryonna, but she was ready for such a move. She jabbed her elbow into his throat, pushing a little more each second.

      “You were saying,” said Ryonna, before sniffing heavily, “you stinking piece of crap.”

      His eyes were closed from the crushing pain of Ryonna’s elbow on his throat. He could barely breathe. Just when Ryonna felt he would lose consciousness she removed her elbow. The man wheezed heavily and coughed a little more blood before he was able to get some much-needed air back into his lungs.

      “Let’s try this again. I suggest you don’t play with my patience. It’s been one of those days.”

      “W . . . what . . .” He took another painful breath and tried clearing his throat. “What was the question?”

      “Who sent you to kill me?”

      “I can’t tell you that and you know it!”

      “Wrong answer.”

      Ryonna took one of the man’s own blades and jabbed it straight into his right thigh. He screamed loudly. Already suffering a headache from the alarms constantly resonating within the ship for the last half an hour, Ryonna took the man’s blaster and put it in his mouth, which promptly stopped him from shouting. His look changed from defiant to terrified in a split second. His face painted a picture of pain.

      She lowered her face to his level and looked straight in his eyes.

      “I suggest you suffer in silence or I’ll make sure you never make another sound again. Are we clear?”

      The man slightly tilted his head up and down, one eye closed and teeth clenched on the muzzle of his own blaster.

      “Now can you please turn this commotion off? I can’t hear myself think, and that usually results in bad decision making on my part.”

      She took the blaster out of his mouth. He took two deep breaths. “Computer, alarms off.”

      The multiple audio signals all turned off at once, and finally the headache Ryonna had had since shortly after her arrival on board started to dispel.

      “Thank you. Now, if you’d be so kind as to unlock the main computer and give me full access.”

      He looked at her with doubts, which Ryonna decided she had to eradicate quickly. She took the blade out of his thigh and blood started gushing. The man moaned.

      “I can do this all day, but I’d rather we make it quick.”

      “What’s my incentive to help you? You’ll kill me anyway.”

      “That really depends on what information you give me. And in your line of work I don’t think I need to remind you that there are many ways of killing a man, some more painful than others.”

      “Not good enough. I need assurance you will let me go.”

      “I give you my word.” She knew full well she wouldn’t be able to keep it.

      “While Droxians are known for their honor, I don’t trust your word. No offence.”

      Ryonna exhaled in frustration. She needed to get going as soon as possible. She decided to go back to physical threats and amp up her game if necessary. She didn’t enjoy torture much, but it was an effective tool when pressed for time, as she was at the moment.

      She took the bloodied blade she had extracted from the man’s thigh and wiped the blood off, using the man’s dark pants. His eyes followed her every movement with concern. She then put it next to the other weapons she had confiscated from him, and started browsing the different blades, tapping each a couple of times before moving to the next, until she stopped at the morning star. She flipped it in the air like a coin and stopped it from spinning by catching it between two extended fingers. She examined it for a while, turning it around.

      “This will do.”

      “Will do for what?”

      She grabbed his hair and bent his head backwards as she planted the morning star right under one of his eyes.

      “Well, you don’t need your eyes to answer my questions.”

      “WAIT!”

      “Talk . . . fast!”

      “Okay, okay, just don’t remove my eye.”

      “Eyes.”

      “I received my warrant from a guy named Grolax.”

      “That no good piece of . . .” She paused in mid sentence. ”How much am I worth since my last visit to him?”

      “One hundred thousand.”

      “I should have ended him on Hathan Prime.”

      “I can help you correct that mistake.”

      “Why on Droxia would I ever need your help?”

      “Well, it’s not a selfless act, obviously. I really would like to keep breathing, and it seems to me that if I have something to provide, you may be more inclined to let me.”

      “Speak.”

      Grolax did amp up his security, and I don’t mean just more guards. You must have rattled him ’cause he’s got shadow droids patrolling around every places he goes, and he hired sentinels too.”

      Ryonna clenched her teeth. She must have spooked Grolax for him to adopt such heavy measures in less than a day. Sentinels were renowned for being the best bodyguards in close-quarter combat. And shadow droids were no picnic either. That would make approaching him more difficult. But she had to deal with Grolax nonetheless. Not before making sure she got some important information out of him. If there was one scumbag in this part of space who could help her locate someone with information about Hellstar security measures, it was probably him.

      “I take it from your silence that you’re considering my offer?”

      “Don’t celebrate just yet. I was mostly thinking about what I would do to this piece of Tran’Kahr droppings once I get my hands on him.”

      “Somehow I get an idea . . .”

      “Believe me, you don’t.”

      The man swallowed hard.

      “What’s your name by the way?”

      “Alix Dar.”

      “Well, Alix, as a gesture of good faith, would you please give me computer control.”

      He looked at her, trying to gauge if his speech had worked.

      “You don’t really have a choice here. I can get access on my own and you know it. It would just take longer, unless I make you scream again and use your vocal patterns as identification for the second layer of security.”

      “You thought of that, did you?” said Alix, resigned.

      “That would be my next move, yes. You gave me the idea when you squealed a few moments ago.”

      “Speaking of that, would you mind if we did something about that wound? I’m starting to feel light headed.”

      “Then I suggest you speak faster, starting with computer control.”

      “Computer, accept executive-level control by all current passengers.”

      “Confirmed,” replied the onboard control.

      “Thanks,” said Ryonna, jumping into the chair next to Alix’s.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Setting a course for Hathan Prime. Fortunately, we aren’t very far away, but I’d rather not lose any more time.”

      “What’s so urgent?”

      “None of your business, Alix,” snapped Ryonna, pointing a warning finger at him. “Let’s get this straight right now. I’m willing to spare you, for the time being, but you may want to restrain from asking questions about things that don’t concern you.”

      “My bad. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m really sorry,” said Alix with fear in his eyes.

      Ryonna realized she probably overreacted to that last question, but she didn’t feel like acknowledging it. After all, this man had tried to blow her out of the stars, a fact she wasn’t going to forget any time soon, no matter how useful he proved to be.

      “Course set,” said Ryonna, just a second after the engines started humming. “Looks like your self-repairing systems are quite efficient. We still don’t have jump-engines capabilities. Must have damaged that too.”

      “My nano repair circuitry is the best. I’m sure it will be fixed soon. We’re only a few hours away from Hathan at full, sub-light burn. The jump engines might be fixed by then.”

      “I hope so. I’ll need your ship for a few days.”

      “If it means I keep breathing, you can have it.”

      Alix’s eyes blinked rapidly.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I . . . I don’t feel so—”.

      But Alix never finished his sentence and lost consciousness.

      “Great! Next stop med-bay, I guess.”
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      When Alix came around, Ryonna was standing over him with a hypo spray.

      “Feeling better?” she asked, without a hint of worry in her voice.

      “I . . . I guess. How . . . how long was I out?”

      “Not long. About half an hour. I’ve used your medical facilities to patch you up.”

      “I would hardly call myself a facility,” said a tall, lean and pale-skinned humanoid with blond and gray hair and beard.

      Alix yawned as he extended his arms at his sides.

      “I see you found the holo-doc.”

      “Yeah, he activated himself automatically as I entered the med-bay.”

      “Glad to see it works. I hadn’t required his assistance until now. Hello, Doc,” said Alix with a slight wave of his hand.

      “Hello, Captain, your wound has been fixed and we have administered painkillers as well as a stimulant, though this last was done against my better judgment,” said the doc, shooting a cold stare towards Ryonna, shortly before turning his attention back to Alix. “You should be back to full health in less than a day.”

      Alix nodded. “Thanks, Doc.”

      “You’re perfectly welcome.”

      Ryonna looked at the holo-doc, then at Alix. “How do you turn him off?”

      “Please refer to me as ‘Doctor.’ As per your previous inquiry, I would like to stay active so I can monitor my patient.”

      Ryonna frowned at the tone of the hologram. “That won’t be necessary. Turn off . . . Doctor.”

      “I must insist.”

      “Now!” said Ryonna.

      “Very well. Don’t hesitate to reactivate me if needed.”

      “We’ll do just that,” said Ryonna, rolling her eyes, annoyed by the hologram’s condescending tone.

      The holo-doc vanished into thin air.

      “That’s a practical yet rather annoying piece of technology.”

      “It’s this sort of technology that we will require for you to approach Grolax safely.”

      “I don’t follow. Explain.”

      “I purchased this particular holo-doc tech as well as other pieces of tech from a friend in the Zathnor sector. I grant you his AI personality matrix is somewhat quirky, but overall his tech is very good quality. The other piece is a holo-camouflage suit. You could use it to approach Grolax without him knowing it was you.”

      “Interesting. How does it work?”

      “You feed it DNA, and then the suit projects the new DNA.”

      “Who should I approach Grolax as?”

      “Well, me, obviously. In the pretense of cashing in your death warrant.”

      “We’re not exactly the same corpulence, you and I, though you’re pretty big for a humanoid.”

      “I know. You’d better go disguised in my full-combat body armor. That should pretty much fill the gap. The device will do the rest.”

      “Won’t he ask for proof of my demise?”

      “I’m sure he will. We can doctor that, present him either a fake video of your ship blowing, or present him your head or something.”

      “My head?” Ryonna raised an eyebrow. “How exactly do you propose we doctor that?”

      “Well, you see that piece of equipment over there,” said Alix, pointing toward a cylindrical tank with big wires attached to it.

      “What about it?”

      “It replicates living tissue perfectly, in case I ever need to replace a limb or something. I’m sure it can make a pretty convincing replica of your severed head.”

      Ryonna smiled. She had to admit Alix was surprisingly resourceful. She wondered why she had seen herself kill him in her vision. At the moment she rather enjoyed his ideas. But perhaps this was all part of his plan to lower her guard and make another move when the time felt right. She would have to stay on her toes.

      “That could work, and it would make a hell of an entrance too.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Pieces were starting to come together in Ryonna’s mind and a plan was taking shape.

      “We still need to find a way to separate him from his security,” continued Alix, “but at least you have an approach.”

      “I’ve got an idea for that part. That is, if you’re willing to help.”

      “Like I said before, whatever keeps me breathing.” Alix attempted a smile.

      “About that. Let’s make one thing clear right now. I will need to trust you when we reach Hathan Prime. You could use that to escape, but I just want to make sure you understand what would happen if you double cross me.”

      “I have a pretty good idea.”

      “Good.”

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      When Ryonna entered the bar on Hathan Prime she looked like Alix in full combat gear, which drew weird looks from people nearby. Fortunately, all sorts of people and races came here so she didn’t look too much out of place. Discreetly, she dropped a small device under the nearest empty table in proximity to the barman, and then looked around for Grolax’s table. He had moved to a much more defensible position within the bar, which gave him a good look at anyone approaching his table and more than enough time to react.

      Paranoid are we? Well, you’re right to be.

      She walked towards him and the sentinels detected her and locked their gazes onto her.

      “Back already?” said Grolax. “I hope you come bearing good news.”

      Ryonna grabbed her bloody, replica head from a bag and threw it on the table. It was a weird experience and sent a shiver down her spine. Grolax was startled when the head hit the table, but was soon grinning from ear to ear.

      “How’s that for good news?”

      “Excellent! You certainly live up to your reputation, Mr. Dar.”

      Ryonna really hoped that if Alix wanted to double cross her it wouldn’t be now. He was essential for the next part of the plan. She activated the beacon that would alert him, while holding her arms behind her back.

      “Please sit, Mr. Dar, so I can provide your payment. I’m in such a good mood that I think I’ll give you a ten percent bonus for your swift and decisive results.”

      Ryonna sat opposite Grolax. She had to fight all her instincts to prevent herself shooting the bastard between the eyes. She needed him alive a little longer.

      “Would you mind?” said Grolax, pointing at the gruesome head in the middle of the table.

      Ryonna picked up the prop head and dropped it onto the floor. It made an unpleasant squishy noise.

      “Sorry about that. I have terrible manners sometimes.”

      “That’s okay. I like your style Mr. Dar. So much so, in fact, that I might have more jobs for you soon.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Ryonna tried to keep conversation to a minimum. While her holo-suit replicated everything from the provided DNA, voice included, she didn’t know Alix well enough to pass herself of as him. He had briefed her somewhat, but as time was of the essence, she preferred keeping things simple: like not talking too much.

      Grolax took a small, glass communications device and entered a few commands. It flashed green for a moment.

      “There, one hundred and ten thousand credits have been wired to your account. Would you like to get something to drink? It’s on me.”

      “If this place carries Brin’s beer I’d gladly have one, thank you.”

      Grolax gestured with his head as he put his personal computer back into one of his pockets. One of his sentinels went to the bar to order the drinks. Now was the time to act. When he was near the table she had prepared earlier, she put both her hands under the table and activated the detonator hidden on her wrist. She closed her eyes and covered her ears. Before anyone could react the flash bomb detonated, temporarily blinding everyone in range, as well as releasing a deafening and disorienting sound. The first sentinel was thrown against the bar stool. It hit very hard, but Ryonna thought she saw a brief, yellow force field absorb most of the blast.

      Crap! If that was a protective smart shield she just saw . . .

      The answer came with instant pain as the second sentinel, clearly unimpaired by Ryonna’s diversion, punched her square in the jaw. The sheer power of the blow gave her an unusual sensation. While she had been beaten before, she rarely felt such power behind a single blow, except when it came from other Droxians. Still, it did not send her down. But she had lost the element of surprise that her plan was resting upon. She needed to react swiftly or there would be dire consequences. She only had a few seconds before Alix came for her on a timed flyby. She needed to be outside the bar with Grolax in less than a minute.

      The first sentinel stood up and ran towards their table just as the second sentinel, who had just punched her, attacked again. She dodged the arching kick just in time and grabbed her attacker’s leg. When she smashed her elbow against the man’s knee, she was rewarded with yet another jolt of pain. The personal shielding didn’t let her break the leg as she had hoped. She reacted quickly, powering through the pain by kicking the man’s other leg. That meant receiving yet another jolt of pain, but she caused him to lose balance and crash to the ground. By then the other sentinel was incoming, in midair, ready to deliver a flying kick. She arched her back to dodge the attack, grabbed her blaster, which was set to kill, and shot three times in quick succession. The first two shots were absorbed by the smart shields that briefly radiated yellow upon impact, but the third laser fire went through. The sentinel ended his course by crashing headfirst into the table.

      “What’s happening?” shouted Grolax, his arms covering his eyes. “I’m blind!”

      She set her blaster to stun and shot at Grolax’s head. The result was immediate: he fell back onto the bench and lost consciousness. But then she felt something entering her back. When she looked down she saw a thin blade protrude upwards from her stomach. The other sentinel had used that time to impale her.

      She turned around just in time to see the sentinel getting back up and grabbing his own blaster. Her reflexes were faster and she unleashed a flurry of shots at him. They seemed to be absorbed by the sentinel’s smart shields, but each shot slowed him down. She fired again and again, and soon the shields lost cohesion and collapsed. The sentinel fell to his knees. That was her window for finishing him off. She grabbed the blade behind her back, drew it out and in a fluid motion swung it at her target.

      The blade passed through him as if he wasn’t there, with almost no resistance. For a split second Ryonna thought she had missed. But then a cut appeared at the sentinel’s neckline. He was looking at her with eyes wide open in a state of shock. She detached his head from his body and sent it flying in the air with well placed kick.

      Her pain receptors registered the wound she had opened by removing the blade, and she started to feel dizzy. She heard another blaster firing. She instinctively moved her head to the side and part of her face burned as the shot grazed her cheek. The other sentinel had fired from the ground and was about to finish the job. He jumped back to his feet and resumed firing. She jumped to the side in anticipation and dodged the next two shots by only an inch. While in midair she aimed her own blaster and fired a single shot. It was a bull’s-eye. It froze the sentinel in place upon impact, its shields clearly damaged by the previous pounding with her blaster.

      When Ryonna landed she rolled and arrived right in front of the stunned sentinel. As she stood up she swiped her blade vertically and cut him in half. The sentinel’s blade was so thin it went through him like a hot knife through butter. The cut was so precise the sentinel’s body didn’t move, but blood flowed from his forehead, then his nose and soon his chin. More pain radiated from within her. Her acrobatic landing had made things worse. In a fit of rage she kicked the already-dead, but miraculously still-standing, sentinel and his body split in two almost perfectly symmetrical parts. Each part fell to the ground, spraying blood on the nearest walls and tables.

      Everything had happened quickly, but when Ryonna heard someone scream after the gruesome display of her last take down, she realized the visual impairment of the flash bomb was probably wearing off. She looked towards the scream and saw two shadow droids cutting a path through the still-disoriented crowd inside the bar.

      Time to get the fuck outta here!

      Ignoring the pain throbbing throughout her body, she grabbed the unconscious Grolax and dragged him through the back entrance as fast as she could, spilling a trail of her own blood in her wake.
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      Ryonna kicked open the back door of the bar and stumbled into the alley. It was pouring rain. She looked around for a sign of her shuttle but it wasn’t there. She only had a few seconds before the shadow droids caught up with her. She dropped Grolax to one side, used her blaster at max setting to weld the door to its frame with a few well-placed shots, and then took a small device that Alix had given her. She deployed it on the ground in front of the door. When she tried rising up she was rewarded with another jolt of pain. That was when she saw the trail of blood she had left behind.

      This is not good. I’ll need to see that annoying holo-doc soon or it will be the end of me.

      She dragged Grolax for a few more yards before activating her communicator. “Alix, where are you? I have shadow droids on my back. I need you now!”

      “You weren’t there thirty seconds ago when I made my flyby.”

      She swore in her head. That’s what she had been afraid of. Her fight with the sentinels had taken longer than originally planned, and she had called Alix too early.

      “Can you come by for another pass, pronto?”

      “Trying to, but I’ve picked up a bogie on my tail. Hathan security isn’t keen on unauthorized flybys in town. These guys don’t mess around; they shoot first and ask questions later.”

      Things were looking bleak. There was no way she could dispatch both the droids in her current condition. She estimated that if it took her more than twenty minutes to get back on board Alix’s ship, she would bleed to death.

      “Do your best. I’ve lost a lot of blood. Could use the pick-up.”

      “You do realize this information could give me an incentive to just let you die down there?”

      “I do, but I also think you know that, should I survive, my wrath would go beyond anything you can imagine. But strike that. I’ve decided to trust you. Hope you won’t let me down.”

      “On my way. Be ready. I should be flying over your position within a minute.”

      But then she heard a heavy, metallic clunk against the door. The shapes of punches deformed the thick steel door. She took to one knee, went for another contraption in the pocket of her jacket and mounted it on her blaster.

      This better work or I’m toast.

      After ten more seconds of pounding, the door finally gave way.

      As the first shadow droid stepped out, the device she had planted magnetically stuck onto its leg. The droid looked down just in time to see the device explode, spreading its body parts in every direction. Ryonna had to dodge one of its arms that was propelled towards her.

      The flames weren’t yet out when the second droid emerged from the fire, both arms extended, and started shooting lasers from its palms towards Ryonna.

      She jumped to the side, aimed her blaster at the incoming droid and pressed the trigger. But her blaster jammed.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

      She grabbed the top of a nearby garbage can and used it to block the incoming laser shots. As the droid approached, it kicked the red-hot piece of metal from her hands and pointed its palm at her face. A supercharged jolt of adrenaline rose inside her and she reacted instinctively, rolling to the side at the exact moment the droid fired. She scissored the droid’s legs with her own with just enough force to make it stumble and crash its head against the nearest wall. But that was a short reprieve. The droid was back on its feet faster than Ryonna expected and definitely faster than her. The next thing she saw was the droid’s black, metallic foot hitting her full force in the face. She flew upwards and backwards for a good fifteen yards before landing in a garbage bin. Her head spun and her sight was compromised by blood flowing into her eyes.

      That’s it, I’m toast.

      She heard the ominous, metallic steps of the shadow droid approaching the trash bin. Her entire body ached. She mustered every last bit of energy just to raise her head and get a visual on her approaching foe. No way was she dying without looking at her executioner. That was not the Droxian way. If she died today, she would die with honor. Time slowed. She looked at the incoming, black-matte droid, droplets of rain rebounding from its exoskeleton as its eyes shone bright yellow. It was already raising its palm to aim at her head.

      I’m so sorry, Ronan. Forgive me.

      The light inside the hand-integrated, repulser blaster shone brightly, and each of her strongest memories flashed before her eyes. But then she saw a missile exploding on the shadow droid’s torso, just as it fired its shot. It deflected its aim just enough so that the shot burned a hole an inch from Ryonna’s head, burning some of her hair in the process. The droid was ejected hundreds of yards away in the back alley and crashed to the ground with a very loud, metallic clunk.

      Ryonna climbed down from the garbage dump and let herself fall to the ground. She ached everywhere, and barely had enough energy to get back to her feet; but, with a tremendous effort, she stood up, picked up her blaster and holstered it. She approached Grolax, where she had left him on the ground before engaging the shadow droids.

      He moaned. The stun effect was probably wearing off. He was a fat bastard, after all. He opened his eyes a little, blinking heavily. Then he opened them wide.

      “You!”

      Her holo-suit must have been damaged and she probably appeared in her own form. Ryonna didn’t let him regain his bearings. She clocked him straight in the face with a powerful right hook that sent him back into unconsciousness.

      She activated her communicator.

      “Thanks for the assist.”

      “Anytime. I’m coming around for another pass. I’ve dispatched my security escort, but it won’t be long before they send many more after us. We have to get out of here!”

      “Yes we do. I see you in approach.”

      “No, no, can’t be me. I’m still six blocks away, turning back now.”

      “Oh just great. Hey, Alix, any idea why my blaster jammed when I tried using the EMP add-on you gave me?”

      “Did you turn it counterclockwise?”

      “No, why?”

      “It’s a security feature.”

      The incoming ship, with a green laser pointer scanning the ground, approached her position quickly.

      “Hang on, I got to deal with this now.”

      “Use the EMP!”

      My thoughts exactly.

      She unlocked the add-on on her blaster and re-attached it counterclockwise. A green LED lit its cylindrical shape.

      As the incoming ship approached at tremendous speed, laser shots impacted the street, shooting flames and stones upward.

      She set her weapon to max power and squeezed the trigger. A strong, blue sphere of light headed straight towards the ship. On impact, the ship was engulfed in a spherical, EMP shockwave. Its lights flickered briefly before going dark, and its engine died almost instantly. The ship fell to the ground like a heavy boulder. It destroyed much of the concrete on its trajectory towards Ryonna, emitting sparks and igniting fires along the way. It came to a halt just a yard from her position.

      Ryonna removed the EMP add-on from her blaster, making sure the blaster stayed at its maximum kill setting, and aimed at the ship’s canopy. She saw another sentinel at the helm, lined her shot and sent a deadly discharge from her weapon right in the middle of his eyes. The sentinel’s head fell on the ship’s pilot console. Soon Ryonna heard the familiar humming of an incoming ship.

      She grabbed Grolax just as Alix landed the shuttle. When its doors opened she threw the sad but heavy bag of fat and bones to the floor and fell to her knees.

      “Get us the hell back to your ship at maximum speed.”

      “Sure thing, boss. You’d better grab on to something.”

      But Ryonna had already collapsed to the ground, barely conscious as more of her blood spilled onto the floor of the Alliance shuttle.
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      Ryonna felt queasy. She was moving but didn’t have the strength to open her eyes. Her body was put into a horizontal position. A voice in the distance said something about the nature of the medical emergency. That’s when she remembered what had happened. A jolt of adrenaline brought her back to consciousness. She sat up and caught the arm of the person nearest her. It took a second for her sight to adjust.

      “Easy, Ryonna! You’re badly hurt,” said Alix, whose hand Ryonna had just grabbed.

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re back on my ship. Lie down and let the doc and I work on you. It’s a miracle you’re still alive.”

      “Why don’t I feel pain anymore?”

      “The doc injected you with powerful painkillers.”

      “Grolax?”

      “I’ve secured him in a room.”

      “He must not be allowed to escape. He’s a fat sneaky weasel.”

      “Don’t worry, he won’t. I used your blaster to stun him once more when he regained consciousness. That made him puke all over the floor of the shuttle.”

      “That happens sometimes,” said Ryonna, lying back down with a smile on her face.

      “Rest now. He’s not going anywhere. I triple lassoed him to the chair in one of my guest rooms. Would you like me to interrogate him for you?”

      “No, I’ll do that myself when I’m back on my feet.”

      “That could take a day or two.”

      “Unacceptable. That’s way too long. Tell the doc to patch me up and inject as much stimulant as needed. I need to be up in two hours.”

      “I must object to this course of action. There could be some serious side effects,” said the holo-doc.

      “Stuff it, Doc, you’ll do as we tell you!”

      The doc looked at Alix for confirmation.

      “Do as she says. Patch her up and make sure she’s up in two hours, I guess.” Alix shrugged.

      “Thanks, Alix.”

      “Hope you’ll remember that, next time you feel like killing me.”

      “We both know who started that game.”

      “I really must insist that my patient gets some rest now,” added the holo-doc.

      Ryonna shot him a murderous look.

      “Alix, you’ve earned your life back today. I will probably still need your ship, but you can get it back when I get sent to Hellstar.”

      “That’s your plan? Get locked in Hellstar? Are you insane? Nobody escapes.”

      “Please, she needs her rest.” The holo-doc was becoming more insistent by the minute.

      “Alright, we’ll talk about this later. Now relax and let the doc work on you.”

      Ryonna nodded and closed her eyes as Alix exited the med-bay.

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      When Ryonna opened her eyes the doc was using a glass medical pad to run some scans.

      “It’s been two hours already?”

      “I’m afraid I had to let you sleep a little longer.”

      “WHAT?”

      “After fixing your obvious wounds I detected cerebral hemorrhaging. I had to operate and that required a minimum of five hours’ rest. It’s still risky waking you now. It goes against all my programming.”

      Ryonna wanted to slap the holographic particles off the doc, but she had been around enough wounded people during her time with the Droxian military to recognize that a brain hemorrhage was not something to be taken lightly. She probably got that from the powerful kick the shadow droid had inflicted on her in the alley.

      “Very well, Doc, where can I find Alix?”

      “He’s on the bridge, waiting for you to recover.”

      “How soon can I go, Doc?”

      “You’re about done. Let me inject another stimulant, but I would avoid stressing your system any more than needed in the next few days. I’m serious. Your body won’t be able to take such beatings a second time, unless you give it time to recover.”

      As the doc injected her with the stimulant, a jolt of energy coursed through her body and she jumped out of bed.

      “Can’t make any promises, Doc. I’m on a tight schedule.”

      “Well, you’ve been warned. There’s little more I can do.”

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Ryonna exited med-bay and arrived on the bridge a minute later. Grolax was seated near Alix and her blood boiled. She reached for her holster but her blaster wasn’t there; neither were any of the smaller blades she usually carried.

      “What the hell is he doing out and about?” asked Ryonna, pissed.

      They both stood and Grolax shot Alix a look and smiled.

      “He made me an offer, a very difficult one to refuse,” said Alix, pointing Ryonna’s own blaster at her.

      “You should not trust this piece of garbage.”

      Grolax snorted. “Look who’s talking. At least I have something tangible to offer our friend here beside his life.”

      Ryonna kept walking towards the pair.

      “That’s far enough,” warned Alix.

      She thought she saw him wink at her.

      “Shoot her, and you’ll be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams, as we discussed.”

      Ryonna took the last three steps towards Grolax and Alix, who was still pointing the blaster at her.

      “Discussed?” asked Ryonna with murder in her eyes.

      “Sorry, pal,” said Alix as he swung the blaster into the back of Grolax’s head, sending him crashing to the ground.

      He threw the blaster at Ryonna who caught it promptly and holstered it. She smiled at him.

      “Once you have what you want from him, I wouldn’t mind if you managed to convince him to still send me the money he promised,” said Alix with an another wink.

      “Consider it done.”

      “I’ll kill you both for this!” exclaimed Grolax, holding him head.

      “I think you got it backwards, my friend.”

      He spat on her shoes. “You’re a dead girl, Ryonna!”

      She kneed him on the chin with such force it raised him back up, and Alix caught him and immobilized both his arms behind his back, exerting enough force to make sure Grolax felt the pain.

      Grolax turned his head. “You’re dead too, by the way.”

      Alix moved his head from side to side. “Sorry, pal, I’m pretty sure I just bet on the winning horse.”

      Before Grolax could answer, Ryonna punched him in the guts. Grolax vomited on the floor.

      “Was repainting my carpet really necessary?”

      “I suppose I can expect the same in my shuttle? Now we’re square, puke wise.”

      “Right,” said Alix, with a smile that demonstrated he enjoyed their playful banter.

      Ryonna couldn’t help wondering again why she saw Alix die at her hands. Perhaps he was really good at hiding his ulterior motives. Still, something didn’t feel right. She really felt as though she could trust him now; but perhaps that was part of his plan.

      When Grolax finished his disgusting and pathetic display of weakness, she grabbed him by the throat and lifted him five feet off the floor, effectively cutting his air flow. She looked at him with disdain as he slowly changed color.

      He tried to speak but was unable to.

      “I think he wants to tell you something.”

      “Give it a little more time.”

      “Not sure he has that much. He doesn’t seem to be a very healthy fellow.”

      “Are you, Grolax?” said Ryonna casually, as his face turned a deeper shade of blue. “No, Alix is right. You clearly don’t lead a very healthy lifestyle.”

      When it looked as if Grolax would faint or even die, Ryonna released her grip. He fell to the ground as unceremoniously as a bag of potatoes. He wheezed, trying to catch his breath, and panted heavily. Rivers of sweat dripped from his ugly mug.

      “What . . . what is it you want from me?”

      “Feel like talking now? It has the advantage of requiring you to breathe, so all in all a good decision. I need to find someone who either works or has worked on Hellstar.”

      “Again with that. Forget about Ronan. He’s toast!”

      “Oh boy, you should really think twice before using that mouth of yours,” said Alix.

      Ryonna’s blood boiled. She struggled with the impulse of blasting Grolax’s head clean off with her blaster. She thought of Ronan and envisioned the day she would rescue him. That gave her just enough strength to regain control over her erupting emotions.

      “I’ll give you this one for free, Grolax, but next time you mention my son’s name, I’ll cut you into little pieces while you’re alive and feed them back to you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      She looked at Alix. “Where are my blades? Mind bringing them to me?”

      “Sure thing, boss, I’ll go fetch your toys,” he answered cheerfully before leaving the bridge.

      Grolax swallowed hard.

      “I have nothing to gain from helping you.”

      “This is entirely a matter of perspective. How much do you want to suffer? I know how to inflict pain for days before I end someone’s suffering.”

      Ryonna had to turn off the compassionate part within her when she entered interrogation mode. If she didn’t, she could never do the things that sometimes needed to be done. She was aware of the gray area, and the moral implications of the act of torture. But she was also a firm believer in the end justifying the means. Right this moment, with her own son’s life weighing in the balance, there was no choice.

      There was a moment of silence until Alix returned with Ryonna’s white-weapons arsenal. He gently put them down on the nearest console.

      Grolax grew more nervous at the sight of the blades. When Ryonna took one of the blades and fiddled with it, the amount of sweat on his forehead tripled.

      “I’m sorry for telling you to forget about Ronan. There’s no need to escalate this to more physical violence.”

      “For once we can agree on something, my dear Grolax. And rest assured there won’t be any violence if you tell me what I need to know.”

      “Will you promise not to shoot me if I do?”

      “You have my word. I promise I won’t shoot you.”

      Alix frowned. She looked at him for a second and returned her gaze towards Grolax.

      “Look, I might know someone who worked on Hellstar.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “He was a structural engineer for many years on board the prison.”

      Perfect, thought Ryonna. “I’m gonna need a name and a location.”

      “I don’t remember his name.”

      “Wrong answer,” said Ryonna as she dangled the blade in front of Grolax’s increasingly pale and sweaty face.

      “Wait! I must have his contact info on my personal computer.”

      “Then I suggest you search for it now. And wire that money to my friend Alix here. While you’re at it, why not double it?”

      “What? That’s a lot of money!”

      “What’s more important to you? Your life or your money?”

      Grolax grumbled incomprehensibly as he fetched his personal computer from his pocket and fiddled with it.

      “Work faster.”

      Grolax shot her a look of irritation. Ryonna simply played with the blade, spinning it between her fingers with great dexterity as a visual aid for helping Grolax work faster.

      “There. I don’t have a complete address, but since he lives on Droxia you should be able to locate him on your own.”

      “Computer, set a course for Droxia and engage hyperspace engines at maximum.”

      The computer confirmed the command and the ship entered hyperspace.

      “And his name would be?” added Ryonna.

      “What about letting me go?”

      “We’ll let you go with a ship, don’t worry. Now the name?”

      “H. Raknod”

      “H?”

      “Sorry, that’s all I have.”

      Ryonna growled.

      “You can growl all you want. That’s not gonna bring the other letters of the old man’s first name into my computer’s memory banks.”

      “Old?”

      “Yeah, you know. You get old and retire. That’s why he isn’t working on Hellstar anymore.”

      “How do I know he’s still alive?”

      “Not really my problem, but since his contact is star dated less than a cycle ago on my device, I’d say there’s a good probability he’s still alive.”

      “In case your info doesn’t pan out . . .”

      “Yeah yeah, I know what to expect.”

      “Any other candidates come to mind?”

      “It’s not a requirement for people to work on Hellstar to be included in my contacts list, you know.”

      “What is? In fact, how come you have this one?”

      “That’s between him and me.”

      “Not today it isn’t.”

      “I really don’t like divulging my business relationships. It’s not very professional.”

      “Neither is being shipped back to your family in small pieces in a tight container box.”

      “Point taken. If you must know, I paid him to let some merchandise find its way inside the prison.”

      “You mean bribe.”

      “And the difference being?”

      “You know me, Grolax, I like when things are precise.”

      “Yeah, you’ve always been a stickler for details, I’ll give you that. If my life wasn’t on the line I’d use a different word.”

      “What would that word be?”

      “I’d rather not to say.”

      “Suit yourself. Now, about the payment, if you please.”

      “You’re killing me here.”

      Ryonna smiled. Poor Grolax. He wasn’t aware how accurate his last statement was.

      “So?”

      “Gimme a minute, will you . . . There,” said Grolax, turning towards Alix. “You’re now two million Hathan credits richer.”

      “Well thank you. Such generosity!” Alix did not mask the sarcasm in his voice.

      “Now, if you’d please send me home?”

      “Right. Mind unlocking this computer device of yours for me, please?”

      “So you can steal all my money? You can’t access my funds without triple DNA verification checks.”

      “Then there’s really no reason for you not to share your contacts list with me.”

      “I’ve done what you ask—” but he was interrupted by the cocking of Ryonna’s blaster, pointing at his head.

      He instinctively raised his hands.

      “Let’s cool down here. You can have it, but would you mind lowering your weapon. We’re all friends here now, right?”

      Ryonna beamed him a smile. “Riiiight.”

      Grolax unlocked his personal computer. It vocally asked for confirmation.

      “Grolax, three seven alpha alpha six niner.”

      “Please confirm unlocking access to internal memory to everyone,” cooed a very feminine voice.

      “Confirmed.”

      Grolax handed the glass slab to Ryonna, clearly annoyed.

      “Thank you. Now come with us to the cargo bay. I can show you how to fly my shuttle back to Hathan.”

      “Does it have a hyperspace engine?”

      “Yes it has.”

      Alix grinned slightly.

      Ryonna led the way to the nearest airlock. She opened its door, grabbed Grolax and threw him inside. She punched the controls to lock the door and entered the decompression sequence on the console.

      “Why did I see that coming a mile away?” said Alix in passing, not really expecting an answer that never came anyway. “That doesn’t bode well for me now, does it?”

      That got Ryonna’s attention.

      “No, I gave you my word . . . but I meant it with you.” She paused, remembering her vision. “I won’t kill you unless you give me reason to.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Lights inside the decompression chamber flashed red as Grolax crashed against the unbreakable window.

      “No! Don’t do this! You said you wouldn’t kill me! You’re a Droxian. You’re bound by your word. This isn’t honorable.”

      “Nice try, Grolax, but I said no such thing. Details, remember? I gave you my word I wouldn’t shoot you. So, technically, I kept my word.”

      “You bitch!” said Grolax in a fit of rage as he pounded louder against the glass.

      “You’ve tried to have me killed, and we both know that wasn’t the first time, you abominable piece of crap. But today sure was the last! You may want to pray to whichever god you believe in.”

      “No! No! Ryonna, I beg you. I’ll give you all my money. Don’t do this!”

      “How little you know me after all these years. Keep your money. Hope it will serve you well in—” she looked at the counter on the panel—“less than twenty-five seconds. Any last words?”

      “Ryonna, I can tell you who killed your husband if you let me out!”

      “He died in an accident.”

      “No he didn’t! I know who did it!”

      Ryonna felt as if she’d been stabbed in the heart. A shiver traveled through her body.

      “Who? Who did it?”

      “Open the fucking door!” shouted Grolax, pounding on the glass.

      She went for the abort sequence but it didn’t work.

      “Alix!”

      “On it.”

      He fiddled with the controls at incredible speed but they blinked red, refusing every one of his commands. “Computer, override airlock one sequence. NOW!”

      “Malfunction in the data pathways. I’m sorry, Captain, but I cannot comply.”

      Ryonna pushed Alix to the side and punched the controls with her left fist. The glass cracked but nothing happened. She tried the command again but the pad was now unresponsive. She could still see the countdown on the cracked screen. Seven, six, five . . .

      She took her blaster from her holster.

      “No don’t!” screamed Alix.

      But she shot the control panel anyway. It exploded and sparks flew.

      She looked inside the airlock. “Grolax, I tried, tell me who—”

      But then the outer door opened and sucked Grolax into the void, his body disintegrated by the hyperspace field around the ship.

      “You’re insane! If that door had opened while in hyperspace we would have been obliterated, like that fool!”

      But Ryonna wasn’t listening. She dropped her blaster to the floor and collapsed.

      All she muttered was a name. “Jax . . .”
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      Ryonna still couldn’t fathom what Grolax had blurted out in his final moments. She heard Alix’s voice trying to get through to her, but her mind had shut down. The enormity of what had been revealed hit her like a magna-train moving at full, frictionless speed. The idea that her departed husband, Jax, had not died in the transport accident, as she had thought for the past three years, put into light a lot of questioning and doubts. Her brother-in-law had tried to tell her that he thought there had been foul play, but Ryonna, in her grief, had dismissed his accusations as nothing more than grief-stricken paranoia. It fit his personality. She saw him as the conspiracy-theorist type.

      Was he right? Was Jonas right?

      Then another thought slowly but surely blossomed in Ryonna’s mind. Why? Why would anyone want to murder her husband? Soon the single thought had become a garden of questions and scenarios, overwhelming Ryonna and messing with her ability to interact with her surroundings. That was when Alix slapped her.

      That did it. It snapped her brain out of its loop.

      As soon as he saw her react, he took two steps back, put his hands in front of him, and looked at her pleadingly. “I’m really, really sorry, but you’ve been sitting there for more than twenty minutes and you didn’t respond to vocal commands, so I had to try something.”

      Ryonna couldn’t believe it. Twenty minutes? It felt like less than two.

      “It’s okay, Jonas, I’m not mad at you.”

      “Who’s Jonas?”

      “Right, I meant Alix.”

      “Was Jonas the name of your husband?”

      “His brother. My husband’s name was Jax.”

      “Ryonna, it’s entirely possible that Grolax invented that story to get out of there alive. The mind will fabricate anything in a panic to survive.”

      Ryonna thought about this, but Droxians were very empathic by nature. She had sensed zero deception from Grolax.

      “Thanks, Alix. In this case my gut feeling tells me he might have been telling the truth.”

      “Then I’m sorry for you. This must not be easy to deal with. How long ago did Jax pass?”

      “About three years, and a good two since I . . .”

      “Since you?”

      “Since I had to run away from Droxia. Could all of what’s been happening to my family lately be linked?”

      Alix didn’t know how to answer this rhetorical question.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a long ride, and it looks like the finish line just got pushed back even further.”

      “I meant to ask earlier but, under the circumstances, it didn’t seem important with respect to my survival.”

      “Shoot.”

      “When Grolax gave me your kill warrant, it was a personal request; nothing official. He didn’t pass through any official channels.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like him. Why does it matter?”

      “Well, when I entered your name in the Bounty Hunter’s Collective Warrant Database, I saw you’re already being targeted; but that particular warrant required you to be caught alive for the bounty to be collected.”

      “Which begs the question as to why you tried to kill me and not disable my ship.”

      “Honestly, I was pounding your shuttle and would have accepted any result, disabled and captured, or dead.”

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “Well, Grolax paid a lot more for you dead than the empire wants for your arrest.”

      “There must be something I own or something I know, and I think it’s linked to my husband’s death.”

      “That would make sense. What do we do now, though?”

      “Well, if my next stop is Droxia, I might as well go see Jonas. I owe him one hell of an apology, and I’ll need his help locating that retired engineer. He might be my only hope to escape Hellstar.”

      “You’re really going in? You know your chances of escaping are slim to none, right?”

      “Going in unprepared, yes. I would just join my son there and we’d both be captives, at best. With the right amount of preparation, I think any prison is escapable.”

      “Well, you’ve surely got balls for even attempting it. But under the circumstances, with your son being held there, I totally dig why you would.”

      “You have any children, Alix?”

      “I used to.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Now is not the time. You’re on the clock.”

      “Right! I need to get Ronan out of there, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      “What do you mean ‘let’s’?”

      “Well, we have work to do on Droxia, don’t we?”

      “We?”

      “You can use the backup and you know it.”

      “I only need your ship, Alix. You don’t need to come. I promise to let you know where I leave it. I’ll simply activate a beacon. But right now you should take the shuttle and stay as far away from me as possible.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather tag along.”

      “Alix, you not only got paid very well today, but you also saved my hide on Hathan. You more than deserve your life back, twice over, in fact.”

      “And I have my life.”

      “I have to admit I feel sorry for torturing you when we first . . . met.”

      “No apology is necessary, Ryonna. If our roles were reversed, I would most likely have killed you. Unless I needed anything from you, in which case I would have use similar methods of extraction. So forget about it. I fired first, after all. I did not expect you to let me go, though.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “That I would have to gain your trust little by little and just give you the shaft when you least expected it.”

      “I figured as much, but you’ve had plenty of opportunity to not only do that, but still honor your original warrant, so why didn’t you?”

      “Same reason you didn’t feel like killing me and gave me a second chance, even if you had every intention of finishing me later.”

      “At first, I must admit I did.”

      “See. We’re not so different, you and I. In any case, I’m glad things turned out the way they did.”

      “So am I.”
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* * *

       

      It felt weird being back on Droxia. Alix had repaired the holo-suit and had even provided some Droxian DNA from his extensive database. Ryonna looked like any another Droxian woman, and that was all that mattered. Why the Obsidian had put a warrant for her capture remained a mystery. Until a few days ago she really didn’t care about the why; but things had changed.

      She was happy that Alix came along, despite insisting he should go. She liked having some support in her current endeavor. But it still nagged her, seeing herself kill Alix in the vision she’d had when they first met. She had never been wrong, so unless something had changed with her ability, Alix would die, and soon.

      It was night in Xandria, the town where she used to live with Jax, and until she’d had to make a run for it after the Obsidian had started chasing her. The town was breathtaking. Tall, crystal towers, as high as the eye could see, with many buildings disappearing into the slightly purple clouds illuminated by the planet’s moons. The air was fresh and a small wind caressed her face as she made her way deeper into town. She could have driven all the way on the speed cycle she’d borrowed from Alix. But when she passed the park where she and Jax used to bring Ronan to play, she felt like walking the rest of the way.

      Ryonna arrived at the block where her brother-in-law Jonas lived. At the building’s entrance she swiped Jonas’ name on the glass HUD.

      “Who are you?”

      “It’s me, Ryonna.”

      “I don’t know what sick joke this is, but you’re not Ryonna. Get lost!”

      “Wait.” She deactivated the vocal morphing unit of the suit. “It’s me. Listen to my voice.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I need your help.”

      “That’s just precious, after all the shit you gave me.”

      “And there’s something else. It concerns Jax. You . . .”

      “What?”

      “You were right. I’m sorry. We need to talk.”

      He unlocked the building’s door.

      “I’ll be waiting for you in my flat.”

      “On my way.”

      Ryonna took the turbo elevator to the thirty-seventh floor. It took just under five seconds. She turned off her holo-suit while the doors split open. Jonas waited by the door of his flat at the end of the hall. A pit opened up in her stomach. Their last conversations had not been pleasant, and she felt like a fool now, considering what she had learned just a few hours ago. It took a few seconds to find the courage to walk towards Jonas. Thoughts and emotions boiled up into a hot mix that quickly turned to anxiety.

      A couple of steps in front of her brother-in-law, a tear formed under her right eye.

      “Hello, Ryonna, you look . . . emotional.”

      She nodded.

      “Where are my manners, please come in,” said Jonas as he gestured her inside.

      “Thank you, Jonas.” She discreetly wiped the tear from her eye.

      The first thing she noticed inside the flat was the extensive research on a holo-glass. A quick look, and she knew instantly that Jonas was still investigating Jax’s death.

      “So, you have something important to tell me?”

      She nodded gravely.

      “After our last conversation I didn’t expect us to ever talk together, you know.”

      “I’m sorry, Jonas; even more so after what I’ve just learned.”

      He gestured with his head towards the couch and sat opposite her. “What have you learned?”

      “Someone told me that Jax was murdered.”

      “That would be me, but you didn’t want to hear it at the time. At first, I put it down to your grief, but it became increasingly clear as time went by that you didn’t want to hear it. So imagine my surprise seeing you here, especially discussing that subject.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “You said that already. We both said things we wished we could take back.”

      “That we did.”

      “So who told you about Jax and, more importantly, what did they tell you? Do you know who did it and why?”

      “I wish I did. As for the information, I got it from a dying man. Someone named Grolax, a scumbag I used to work for while . . .”

      “While on the run?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “Well, in my experience, things people say just before they die tend to be true.”

      “How did he die?”

      “I spaced him.”

      “What? Why didn’t you get more info about Jax before you did?”

      “I tried, but there was a malfunction aboard the ship, and I didn’t manage to stop the airlock from opening.”

      “I see. What did he say exactly?”

      “That he knew who killed Jax.”

      Jonas ground his teeth. “You mentioned you needed my help?”

      “Yes, I’ve brought you this.” She took Grolax’s glass computer from her pocket and handed it to Jonas.

      “What’s on this?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought it would be preferable for you look at the data. You’re more versed in such things. I’ve made sure it’s unlocked.”

      “That should make it easier. What kind of data do you need from it?”

      “Anything you can find that could give us a hint about Jax’s killer.”

      “I take it this belongs to this Grolax?”

      “Yes it does.”

      “I’ll get on it right away, then.”

      “If it would be possible to locate someone on Droxia for me first, I would be very grateful.”

      Jonas made a face. “What exactly would be more important than finding your husband’s—my brother’s—murderer?”

      “Ronan.”

      “What about him? I thought he’d be with you.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “As you know, there’s a bounty on me, placed by the Obsidian. I wonder if it could have anything to do with all of this, but to get to me they took Ronan.”

      Jonas jumped out of his chair. “What do you mean they took him? Where?”

      “He’s in Hellstar prison.”

      Jonas fell back on his chair and took his head in his hands. “This is bad.”

      “I’m gonna get him out of there, even if it kills me.”

      “I have no doubts about that, but Hellstar . . . of all places.”

      “I know. Grolax gave me the name of a retired structural engineer, H. Raknod. I need to find him and get any information I can use to break Ronan out of there.”

      “You should have told me about Ronan. He’s my nephew. In fact, you should have come to me the minute they got their hands on him.”

      “At the time I didn’t think you’d help, and I was running for my life. Believe me, these past few days I’ve been chased, stranded on a deserted planet, shot at multiple times and stabbed, to mention only the highlights.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay. I will do anything I can to help you get Ronan out, and then we’ll get after the bastard who killed my brother, right?”

      “Absolutely. He or she is going down!”

      Jonas attempted a smile. “What’s your plan to get to Hellstar? They don’t allow visitors.”

      “First I need to figure a sure way out, then I can worry about getting sent there.”

      “Except nothing short of murder will get you sent to Hellstar.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when the time comes.”

      “Alright. Can I offer you a drink?”

      “Anything strong would be really great right about now.”

      “Speedball?”

      “Perfect.”

      Jonas went to the nearest wall and waved his hand in front of a glass control. A square part of the wall dematerialized, revealing a small bar with plenty of different colored and shaped bottles. He prepared the drink and poured it into a hexagonal-shaped thin glass.

      “Neat?”

      “Actually, I’d love a few ice cubes.”

      Jonas pressed a barely visible touch control on the glass. “Three cubes,” he said out loud. The top of the glass shone bright blue. For a second it looked like a small force field, and from there three cubes of ice dropped into the drink, which changed color from bright red to a mix of red and purple filaments, dancing in the liquid as the ice came in contact with the drink. It made the drink look alive.

      “That’s pretty fancy.”

      “You know me. Anything that can be achieved with technology will pique my interest.”

      She raised her glass to him and they both drank the strong, reddish liquid.

      It went to Ryonna’s head pretty quickly, probably because of her currently weakened state, and the fact she hadn’t consumed alcohol in a very long time. Speedball was not only illegal on Droxia, but very few had the stomach for it. It was definitely an acquired taste, but one they’d always shared. Jax, on the other hand, didn’t like any mood-enhancing drinks. She liked that about him. He wouldn’t touch anything chemical with a ten-foot pole. Such a gentle soul . . .  

      Why would anyone want to kill him?

      “You seem pensive.” Jonas finished the rest of his drink.

      “I wondered why anyone would want to kill someone as sweet as Jax.”

      “I’ve asked myself that as well. But I think he must have been hiding something from us. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Jax being deceptive? I don’t believe it.”

      “Well, we’ll know soon enough, hopefully.” Jonas tapped the glass computer she had handed him a few minutes earlier. “But for now, let’s find this Mr. Raknod.”

      He stood and moved towards his holo-glass. He swiped his entire research to the side, pinched all the data into a single folder that he pinned to the top right corner of the holo-glass. He then brought up a database and looked for the name H. Raknod. The holo-glass flashed briefly red.

      “What was that?”

      “Looks like I found a match, but his personal information is classified.”

      “Why would a structural engineer’s info be classified?”

      “He might have had a career in the military before he joined Hellstar. That’s not unusual, in fact. Hellstar doesn’t employ many people. Most of it is run by machine and drones. But when they hire someone, they tend to look for the best in their field.”

      Makes sense, thought Ryonna.

      “Anything you can do to find his info elsewhere?”

      “I can use my DT access to crack through it.”

      “You still work for them?”

      “I don’t work for the Datalight Thieves. I just consult for them from time to time. In fact, I only do it so I can access their gigantic CPU farms for times like these, when I need to get into protected systems that would take forever to crack otherwise.”

      “As long as you’re aware of the risks of doing business with them.”

      “I can take care of myself, don’t worry. Plus, you’ll owe me one, right?”

      “You bet,” she said, beaming him a smile.

      She had dreaded seeing Jonas again, but he had been more understanding than she expected. On the other hand, Jonas wasn’t really the problem and Ryonna knew it. She knew how stubborn she could be sometimes. She looked at him work and served herself another speedball.
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      When Ryonna opened her eyes, Jonas was still working on his holo-glass.

      “Any luck?”

      “I got it about ten minutes ago, but you seemed like you needed to rest.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Barely an hour.”

      “I shouldn’t have had that second speedball.”

      “Headache?”

      “Yeah. The mother lode, in fact.”

      “I can get you something for that. Hang on.”

      He left the room and returned shortly.

      “Hold still.” Jonas approached her with his thumb held upright.

      “No pill?”

      “This acts faster and is much more efficient.”

      “What is it?”

      “Epidermal patch. It will rid you of that headache in less than a minute.”

      He applied his thumb to her forehead and she felt a cold sensation for a few seconds. Immediately her headache started to fade.

      “I see what you mean by faster.”

      “Yeah, I never leave the house without them. Here, take the rest of them.”

      He handed her a tiny, round, plasti-glass container, barely an inch in diameter.

      “Thanks, Jonas. Where is H. Raknod located? I should greet him as soon as possible.”

      He handed her a thin, glass-shaped tablet, similar to Grolax’s computer: much thinner but slightly wider; barely thicker than a piece of translucent paper. He activated it and it projected a holo-map in 3D. It drew a path from Jonas’ place to the target destination.

      “You have a means of transportation?”

      “I left my speed bike at Ran’Dar park.”

      “That’s a good ten minutes from here. I could drop you there by speeder.”

      “That’s okay. I can use a run to clear my head.”

      “You’ll come back here before going to get Ronan? Perhaps I can come with you.”

      “I will come back, but no way we both risk our lives getting into Hellstar.”

      “I want to help, Ryonna.”

      “You are, a lot, but your time will be better spent finding more info about Jax.”

      It looked as if Jonas wanted to argue, but the mention of his brother’s name gave him pause and he resigned himself to agreeing with Ryonna.

      “Very well, but please be careful.”

      She smiled, got up from the couch and took Jonas in her arms.

      At first he seemed surprised, but he embraced her back and squeezed harder.

      “Thank you,” said Ryonna.

      “Anytime, sister.”

      A few minutes later she was back in the streets, in full holo-suit disguise. She informed Alix of her next move and they agreed to meet together at her next stop. Then she started running towards the park.

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      Alix was waiting for her near the small house belonging to the man she hoped would give her vital information about how to break out of Hellstar, one of the most secure prisons in the sector, if not the universe.

      “Looks like your brother-in-law came through.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re okay? You seemed a little rattled.”

      “Seeing Jonas brought up some pretty painful memories, but at least seeing him did some good.”

      “How did he take the news about Jax?”

      “It only fueled his obsession, but since he was right to begin with, I can’t blame him. I want to find who killed my husband too, but Ronan has to come first.”

      “Yeah, one crisis at the time. You don’t want to spread yourself too thin.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Should we go in?”

      “Absolutely . . .”

      “What is it?” asked Alix, sensing something was bothering her.

      “Nothing, it’s just there aren’t many single houses on Droxia.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s not an efficient use of space and resources. Droxians live in city skyscrapers; it’s more efficient. Houses like these tend to be expensive.”

      “And that matters why?”

      “Well, if I need to bribe him for info, his asking price might be way outside of my range.”

      “I’m sure Jonas can help you access funds from Grolax’s fortune. If not, I’ll front you the cash you need.”

      “Thanks. I really need to get to Hellstar as soon as possible.”

      “Then perhaps you should dispense with the pleasantries and use your usual tactics.”

      That hit Ryonna. The last few days she had used torture more than she liked.

      “Did I say anything wrong?”

      “No, it’s okay. I guess I’m a little tired. A lot has happened in the last couple of days.”

      Alix nodded. “Should we go?”

      “I’ll go alone. You stay here in case he tries to make a run for it.”

      “Alright. Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      Ryonna approached the porch of the house. It looked old and in poor shape. She hadn’t reached the door before a red laser shone on her chest.

      “That’s far enough,” said a male voice, booming from nearby speakers. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      “I need your help with something. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “Not interested.”

      “I really need to talk with you.”

      “If you value your life, you’ll start walking the way you came. This is my last warning.”

      “I can’t go. I need to talk to you about my son. He’s being held in Hellstar.”

      “Then I’m sorry, but he’s lost, and there’s nothing I can do for you.”

      “I know you worked there. Please let me enter.”

      There was a long pause and the laser turned off. But soon a flying, metallic, sphere-shaped drone approached her. It was rusty and barely functional. Ryonna could barely see the red light of its looking-glass eye through all the dust.

      “Please let my associate scan you.”

      Ryonna nodded in agreement.

      A ray of light scanned her from head to toe and bleeped frantically as a result.

      “You’ll have to leave your weapons on the ground before I let you enter.”

      She dropped her blaster and her arsenal of blades and knives to the ground. As soon as she dropped the last piece, the drone fired a beam of blue light on her weapons that projected a force field around them.

      The door opened in front of her.

      “Please come in.”

      Ryonna was surprised by the stark contrast between the outside and inside of the house. While it looked as though it was barely standing—rusty and ready to be demolished—from the outside, the inside told a different story. Everything was pristine, looked brand new and the level of tech was impressive. A tall man approached her. She was surprised to see he was a Brin.

      “My name is Ryonna.”

      “I’m Hens Raknod. I’m sorry for my security measures. You can never be too sure these days.”

      “You’re not Droxian.”

      “You have a keen sense of observation,” replied Hens, not trying to mask the sarcasm.

      “It’s just there aren’t many non-Droxians on the planet. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “That’s alright and you are right. Your people aren’t too keen on strangers from other worlds living on their planet, but with the right contacts and the right amount of, should we say, resources, it’s doable. I’m hardly the first, though.”

      “You’re the first I’ve met anyway.”

      “You may want to disable your holo-suit now. You don’t need it here. My security system is top of the line. Nobody will see your real face but me; but I don’t trust people whose real eyes I can’t look into.”

      Ryonna turned off the hologram projection of her fake persona.

      “That’s better, thank you. Nice to meet you, Ryonna. Have a seat.” Hens gestured her towards the couch in the middle of the living room.

      “Thank you. If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask a few questions about Hellstar.”

      “I understood, but I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for you. I’ve signed non-disclosure agreements with my former employer, and I’m a man of my word.”

      Ryonna didn’t believe a word he said, but his demeanor and acting were extremely convincing. And while Droxians were highly empathic, she was surprised that he somehow managed to defeat her innate abilities. But her instinct, and the fact he worked with Grolax, told her he was deceiving her. That raised a red flag. She wondered what to say next. Should she try to finesse some info out of the man? Or go straight at him with the info she had? She decided to go with the latter, patience not being her strong suit.

      “The same employer you deceived by bringing contraband in and out of the prison?”

      His expression changed.

      There it is.

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Look, I’m not here to make trouble, but I don’t have time for games. I need you to tell me how to get out of Hellstar, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “You’re direct, I’ll grant you that. I like that. But I’m afraid there’s no escaping Hellstar.”

      “That’s not an answer I can accept. Surely there’s a way. You worked as a structural engineer there, so if there are any weaknesses to exploit, you should know about them.”

      He looked at her for a while. “Perhaps there is, but it’s a long shot.”

      “Tell me.”

      “What do I get out of it?”

      “Well, Mr. Raknod, let me put it this way: I’m really tired. I’ve been shot at more times than I care to count, beaten and impaled, and that’s just in the last twenty-four hours. I came here in good faith, hoping to make an arrangement of some sort. But now that you’ve told me you may know a way out of Hellstar, I’ll do whatever it takes to get this information. Whether or not this meeting stays courteous or even pleasant is entirely up to you.”

      “Droxians. They’re nothing if not consistent. Alright, I’ll let you know for a price.”

      “And that would be?”

      “Five million credits.”

      “You must be out of your mind.”

      “I need to get out of this dump. At first I liked it here. It’s secure. Only crazy people try to operate crime on this planet. But it’s also so damn boring. I’ve already put the house up for sale, but I need another five million to buy a cruise ship. I’d like to end my days among the stars.”

      “There’s no way I can afford this sum.”

      “What can you afford?”

      “I was thinking about two hundred pounds of quadrinium, whatever it goes for these days.”

      “That’s barely one hundred and fifty Ks. I’m sorry, but that won’t do.”

      “What about your life?”

      “You’ve left your weapons outside, remember?”

      “Trust me when I tell you I don’t need them.”

      “And while I’m sure that’s true, you’re no threat to me in my house. I suggest you don’t test me on this.”

      Ryonna was losing patience. She didn’t have time for this. Perhaps Alix was right and she would need to resort to physical violence to achieve her goal.

      “I assure you, no matter what security you have here, I could kill you before you had the time to say ‘oops.’”

      The man stared at Ryonna. “Looks like we both need to decide what our next move will be. One word from me and you could be vaporized. On the other hand, your eyes are telling me that if that doesn’t work, today might be my last day.”

      “Why don’t we do each other a favor, then, and let this encounter remain courteous?”

      “I wish things were so simple, but you see, I don’t have very long to live. I’ve been diagnosed with a very rare genetic disease. It’s incurable, and while I only have a few months left, I’d rather it was months rather than minutes.”

      “Then clearly it’s not worth taking the risk.”

      “Yet I’m fairly certain my security system will dispatch you.”

      “Why are you telling me all this? Why did you let me in, for that matter?”

      “I’ve lived a pretty uninteresting life. Coming here was clearly a mistake since nothing happens on this damn planet. But being exposed to the worse scum of the universe on Hellstar didn’t really encourage me to live on the edge. I’ve had my fair share of close encounters on Hellstar. That’s why I agreed to work with that scumbag boss of yours.”

      “If you’re talking about Grolax, you’ve got me all wrong. I used to work for him out of desperation in the past, but I have no love for the man; besides, he drew his last breath just a few hours ago.”

      “Grolax is dead?”

      “Yeah, disintegrated by hyper-travel spacing.”

      The man started laughing.

      “I’m glad you find this funny. I’m sorry, Hens, but I need to get going, so we’ll need to come to an arrangement, and soon.”

      “Grolax was a son of a bitch. I never liked him.”

      “Why did you work with him?”

      “Didn’t I make that clear already? I’m not the courageous type, you see. After nearly being killed on Hellstar, I decided that helping him smuggle things in the prison could help me be more secure there.”

      “Why not just quit and find another occupation?”

      “Do I have to spell it out? I’m a coward, but a very careful one. I look back at my life and see only a series of really bad decisions, accompanied by some even worse ones.”

      “I suggest you make the right call today.”

      “Part of me wants to help you, but part of me wants off this hellhole of a planet.”

      “My home is not a hellhole, but I can understand that it ain’t to everyone’s taste. I can get you off Droxia.”

      “I have more than enough money to take the next transport off Droxia. I really need to travel in style, on a safe, armed-to-the-teeth vessel, and that costs money.”

      Ryonna empathized with the man, but she didn’t have time to lose.

      “Look, it seems to me that . . .”

      Then she realized she hadn’t had any vision when she first met him. Something was off. What the hell did that mean? Her power of foresight didn’t work on other Droxians but, besides Chase, she had never met anyone else that didn’t trigger a vision of their death. Could he be Droxian?

      “What is it?”

      She couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong, but her instincts told her to proceed carefully.

      “Nothing . . . never mind. Look, I really need that info, but I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

      “Neither do I,” said Hens, and then he touched a control on his wrist watch.

      That was when everything went wrong. The lights went out, and a huge charge of electricity ran through Ryonna’s body. Before she could do anything about it, she lost consciousness.
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      Pain radiated through Ryonna’s body. Her eyelids were heavy, and she had to force her eyes open.

      What happened?

      It took a while for her eyes to adapt to the room and for her brain to remember where she was and what she had been doing. Then it hit her. A jolt of adrenaline made her aware of her surroundings. She was at Hens Raknod’s house. She was being held vertically by four hovering devices that held her limbs away from her body. She tried moving her arms closer but they didn’t budge.

      “Ah, you’re awake. I prefer it that way,” said a voice on her left.

      Hens was standing near a table on which many blades of all sizes and shapes were laid. Then she saw blood on the floor beneath her.

      A torture chamber? How ironic, thought Ryonna. For once she had tried to get information without using force, and she had been captured by someone who actually enjoyed torture. The place smelled foul.

      “What is this? Why am I being restrained?”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve had the opportunity to do this.”

      “And what is this exactly?”

      “You could call it a hobby.”

      “You’re sick!”

      “I’ve been told before, usually by people who didn’t have much time left to live.”

      “You do realize I’m gonna kill you!”

      “I think you have our positions reversed. This is a soundproof room, so feel free to cry for help if it tickles your fancy. Though I can see in your eyes that you’re not really afraid.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You should be. What comes next isn’t going to be pleasant.”

      Ryonna had no doubts about that, but she didn’t intend to let herself be butchered by this sack of shit. She tried to move all her muscles at once but was rewarded with electric shocks.

      “There’s no escaping these bonds. They’re my own design. You see, the more you struggle the more pain you receive.”

      “Tell me how to escape Hellstar!”

      “You’re in no position to bargain, but seeing that you won’t talk to a soul after I’m done with you, I guess I could tell you how to escape.”

      Yes, do that, you creep!

      “I’m listening.”

      “Hellstar is mostly guarded by automated sentries and drones. There are a few guards around, but most of it is automated. Machines are so much more reliable than living beings. I once feared that if I was caught smuggling contraband for Grolax, I could end up a prisoner there, so I made sure I could get my hands on a powerful explosive to blast the main doors open if my station there changed.”

      “So you hid a bomb?”

      “It’s not that simple,” said Hens, picking up a dented blade from the table and approaching Ryonna. “You see, because everything is checked with double and sometimes triple layers of security, I simply replaced a piece inside the decontamination chamber. It’s a room that every new prisoner has to pass through. I hid some military grade quadrinium in there. It’s a small enough quantity, but it’s very, very dense. If I ever got sent there, I would recover that piece and manufacture a bomb to escape.”

      “Where is it and how would I get it?”

      “I don’t think you need to trouble your soul with that right now. You should make peace with yourself, as your life will end soon.”

      “You’re a coward. Why are you so afraid of telling me?”

      “I’m not afraid. There’s nothing you can do to survive our little session here.”

      “Then there’s no reason not to tell me. I bet it’s an ingenious idea. Why not share it with me?”

      Ryonna hoped that by flattering the madman’s ego, he would perhaps tell her the details.

      “It is ingenious.”

      There we go.

      “You see, since every system is checked, I needed to hide it in plain sight. I replaced a pin in the decontamination chamber’s gas-diffusing engine.”

      “But you had to make sure you could get it out without any tools, right?”

      “Exactly, and there lies the brilliant part. All it takes is for someone to clog the gas nozzles. That will initiate a buildup of pressure within the engine and it will expel the quadrinium pin.”

      “That’s a great design.”

      “You think I don’t know what you’re doing? You’re trying to flatter me so I give you as many details as needed. You still think you’ll survive this.”

      “Well, one can only hope.”

      “You’re wasting your time. It wouldn’t work anyway. Not anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just before I retired, we were asked to add a mandatory object scan after the decontamination procedure, so the scan would pick up the quadrinium now.”

      “I’m sure you would have found a way to bypass that problem.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      Hens came near Ryonna and looked into her eyes. He slashed her forearm with the dented blade. It was extremely painful, although it wasn’t a deep cut. Ryonna didn’t give him the pleasure of reacting to the pain.

      “Impressive. But you’re not the first that thought they could resist the pain. Which reminds me, would you like to meet previous occupants of this room? I like to keep souvenirs.”

      I need to get the hell out of these restraints and fast.

      “Sure. Show me your . . . What do I call it? Collection?”

      Hens smiled as he dropped the blade back on the table and activated a control nearby. Part of the wall opposite Ryonna slid open. What she saw made her stomach turn. She was not easily disgusted but she didn’t expect that. Lined up in a neat row were jars filled with heads suspended in liquid. Their eyes were locked in an expression of either fear, tremendous pain or both. There were at least twenty of them, mostly Droxian, some humanoid; there was even a synthetic’s head, the only one with its eyes closed.

      “Looks like the synthetic didn’t give you an expression to remember him by.”

      “That’s because they can disable their pain receptors, whereas you cannot.”

      “You won’t get the satisfaction of any expression from me.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Before you do, though, why don’t you show me your real face?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re also using a holo-suit. I know you’re not Brin.”

      “Interesting. What am I then?”

      “You’re Droxian, though I’m disgusted by your lack of honor. You’re a disgrace to your race.”

      “Perhaps it is all of you who are disgraceful, you and your stupid honor!”

      I must have hit a nerve.

      Ryonna looked at her binding devices more closely. They suffered from the same flaw as cuffs: they held her hands and feet tightly, but if she broke her own bones, she could perhaps get free from one of them. Her left hand, she decided.

      “You’re pathetic. Grab your next blade, you piece of shit. The sooner we’re done here the better.”

      “I like to take my time. It’s more enjoyable that way.”

      “So you get off on torturing others?”

      “I bet you’ve done your fair share of torturing. I got that from our previous talk, when you threatened me. I could see it in your eyes.”

      “Yeah, ’cause you’re a Droxian. So show yourself!”

      Hens reached for a control in his black jacket and his entire appearance changed as the hologram vanished to reveal a very old Droxian with almost no hair, a few scars on his face and rotten teeth.

      “I get why you need to hide from others.”

      This pissed him off. He took a sharp blade and thrust it into her abdomen, not far from where she had been impaled a few hours ago. The pain radiated around the wound and up to her neck. She could have stayed silent but decided to use the jolt of pain to misdirect her butcher. She grimaced, and clenched and ground her teeth. She let escape a moan, just as she snapped her left wrist.

      “I see what you’re trying to do, Ryonna. You think that if you insult me I will kill you faster.”

      “It seems to be working.”

      “Perhaps I overreacted this time. I won’t be fooled twice.”

      “You’re an old pervert and a sicko!”

      “I know. But there’s no changing who I am, so better embrace it. Thank you so much for coming inside tonight. It’s been months since I had so much fun.”

      “I understand why you thought you might end up in Hellstar. You know how sick you really are. But Droxian security is pretty good; so are our police. So I guess you haven’t had many opportunities to kill here.”

      “That’s true, and it’s why I want to get out of here. I need to get to a planet where I can appease my inner demons more frequently.”

      “You’re lucky you weren’t discovered here.”

      “I was careful, making sure those I took had no family; rejects of society.”

      “I have family.”

      “Yes, but you are also being hunted. That makes your disappearance a non-issue.”

      “You could cash the bounty. Surely it would go a long way towards acquiring your ship.”

      “You’re only worth a measly hundred Ks. I will get much more pleasure from gutting you little by little. And you’re not bad to look at. Perhaps I will have some other fun before or after I satisfy my primal urge.”

      Ryonna felt sick. She had zero tolerance for rapists, but perhaps she could exploit this situation.

      “Sure thing. It’s been a while since I had a good shag. Get these restraints off and you can have your fun with me. I give you my word.”

      “You think I’m stupid? You’d kill me instantly.”

      “Look, old man, I WILL kill you.”

      “I must admire your combativeness, but it’s already too late for you. Now, onto more fun things. I can always fuck you once you’re dead. Seems a safer approach.”

      “You’re disgusting!” She spat in his face.

      “Let’s deal with this mouth of yours first, then. Nothing permanent, but it’s starting to distract me from my fun.”

      Ryonna would have to act soon. The moment he turned to get his next torture instrument, she slid her broken wrist through the tight opening. The pain was tremendous, and it would be difficult to use it to inflict much damage, but the old man was frail. She didn’t need to inflict much damage to take him out.

      He returned and started fondling her. “These are nice breasts, really tight.”

      “Look in my eyes, old creep, if you have the balls.”

      Hens stared into her eyes. “Perhaps I should do something about that look of yours.” He applied pressure with a scalpel to the skin under her right eye.

      Ryonna acted. She slid the rest of her wrist through the restraining device and hit it against her own rib cage, trying to snap it back into place. The pain was nearly unbearable and the result limited, but it gave her enough grasp to grab the scalpel from the man’s hand. She then clocked him with her elbow and he went down like a log, making a satisfying thud as his elderly head impacted with the floor.

      She tried using the scalpel to free her second hand. She would have a hard time getting her feet free with both wrists broken or damaged. She managed to open a panel on the hovering device, revealing internal circuitry. She was no engineer, but she had cracked enough locks and doors to know the basics. When she heard Hens moaning and slowly regaining consciousness, she hurried and cut into the circuitry. She hoped a short circuit would release the clamp restraining her right hand.

      Sparks flew and the device made a noise, but it didn’t open the restraints. However, the device no longer exerted the same amount of force. It still required a strong effort to move her right hand, but it would now move somewhat.

      Hens started to get back to his feet.

      Dammit, I’m not ready yet!

      She had to get rid of him. The moment he stood she swung the scalpel at his face, but he saw it coming, dodged the weak attack and grabbed her left hand. He took the scalpel away from her and thrust it into her right bicep. With the pain went her chance for escape.

      “You bitch!”

      In a desperate effort she swung her head as much as she could and head-butted him. He took three steps back and put his hand on his head. When he looked at his hand he saw blood.

      “You’re going to pay for that in some exquisitely painful way, I promise you that!”

      He went to a nearby cabinet and removed a blaster. He fiddled with it and aimed at her chest.

      “Look at you! You’re gonna kill me now? I thought you liked to take your time.”

      “Oh yes, but I can’t have you unrestrained. This should put you to sleep so I can make sure you—”

      The door to the room exploded and Hens was thrown to the ground.

      He didn’t wait for the dust to settle but started firing his blaster in the direction of the door; but his shots ricocheted, one beam grazing Ryonna’s thigh and another hitting Hens on the arm that was holding his blaster. Alix entered, brandishing a full, protective force field in front of him.

      “Don’t kill him just yet!”

      When Alix saw the old man try to grab his blaster with his other hand he ran and hit him in the face with a powerful thrust of his knee. Two of the few teeth he had left flew through the air, as well as some blood, before his head hit the floor. Alix shot all three hovering devices holding Ryonna prisoner and she fell ungracefully to the floor.

      “Are you alright?”

      She rose to her feet. “I’m fine, thanks to you. How did you know I was in trouble?”

      “It was taking too long, so I checked with my ship’s computer and your vitals didn’t look normal.”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry. I thought after the bar incident it would be safer for you to have a tracker. That way, if you were in too much trouble, I would know about it. It took a while to reach this underground room. This house is booby trapped with a lot of security measures. I had to proceed carefully.”

      She took three steps forward and punched Alix square in the face.

      “What the fuck?”

      “I’m sorry, but things like this you mustn’t hide from me. But thank you for coming for me.”

      Alix put his hand on his bruised cheek. “You’re welcome . . . I guess.”

      “Look, I have a real problem with things being done behind my back. You should have told me.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “Did you by any chance get my weapons?”

      Alix handed Ryonna her blaster from behind his back. “The rest is waiting outside.”

      “Thanks. I only need this for the time being.”

      She turned her attention to Hens, who was still passed out on the floor. Setting her blaster to lasso mode, she shot Hens twice, immobilizing him around the torso and feet. She then dragged his sorry ass to the nearest chair.

      “Did he give you any useful information?”

      “He gave me a partial solution. I need more. But we have to wait until he wakes up now.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      Alix took a small tube containing a yellowish-green liquid from his jacket and injected the old man in the neck.

      Soon he regained consciousness.

      “He’s all yours. I’m gonna find his main security system and make sure we don’t face any more surprises.”

      “Good idea. Thank you, Alix.”

      “Sure thing.”

      He took the stairs to a higher level.

      Ryonna faced the creepy old Droxian. Every cell in her body wanted only one thing: to kill him. But she still needed to extract some vital information, and this time she would do whatever it took.
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      When Hens opened his eyes he struggled to free himself, but that only caused the energy bindings to tighten more, increasing the pain.

      “The more you fight, the more pain you receive. Sound familiar?” said Ryonna with an ice-cold voice.

      “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

      “On that we can agree, but now it’s too late. You’re my prey now, and I suggest you cooperate and tell me how to smuggle the quadrinium pin from the decontamination chamber. And I suggest you tell me quickly.”

      “No way! You’ll kill me the moment I give you that info.”

      Ryonna was in no mood for games and delay. She punched his face three times in quick succession. She had more than enough residual hatred from being tortured. She had patched herself up as best she could, but the wound in her stomach wouldn’t stop bleeding. She would need yet another visit to that annoying hologram of a doctor.

      “Don’t test my patience. Like you I can make this last. It can be more painful than you could ever imagine.”

      He spat blood and one more tooth onto the floor, looked at her and grinned.

      “Very well, have it your way.”

      She grabbed his left hand and broke one of his fingers in three places. Hens screamed. She saw in his eyes that he wouldn’t endure pain long. That was exactly what needed to happen. She had already lost way too much time. She couldn’t bear letting another day pass by while her son fought for his survival in the hellhole known as Hellstar.

      She grabbed another finger, looking Hens straight in the eyes. “Should we continue?”

      “Go fuck your—”

      He never finished his sentence. Ryonna had broken the next finger, making sure she crushed as many bones as possible.

      “I don’t have time for this.” She didn’t wait for Hens to end his screaming and went directly for the third finger.

      The pain must have been unbearable. Hens’ face was distorted.

      “Stop! I beg you, stop it now. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “I’m listening.”

      The old Droxian drew a few breaths with his eyes closed.

      “Talk! Now!”

      “Alright, alright. Your best bet to defeat the scanner would be to have something installed inside your body, a small area that would masquerade as an organ, but would, in fact, be a hiding place, somewhere inside your stomach.”

      “So I’d have to swallow the quadrinium? Isn’t it highly toxic?”

      “Raw quadrinium is extremely toxic. Military refined and dense quadrinium is still lethal if ingested as-is, but it takes way more time to release its toxicity within a living host. With the right augment the pin could be intercepted and moved to a tightly sealed location inside your guts that wouldn’t allow the toxic properties of quadrinium to harm your organs.”

      “Intercepted how?”

      “Basically, you need to install a nanite factory inside your digestive system. The nanites will locate the quadrinium and hide it. You could also have them programmed to transform the raw material into a working bomb. Finding the right equipment to create a bomb within Hellstar won’t be easy. And unless you’re a very skillful engineer, you wouldn’t know how to make one anyway.”

      Ryonna was okay when it came to hacking, or making slight repairs to ships, but she lacked the expertise for more specialized tasks.

      “Where can I find a doctor willing to make this contraption?”

      “There are a few. They aren’t cheap, though.”

      “Let me worry about that. I need the name and location of the nearest one.”

      “I . . . I’m not feeling good. I can’t seem to remember. You’ll need to let me access my terminal so I can find this information.”

      “Nice try. You’re not getting near a computer terminal.”

      “Then you’ll have to locate the doctor on your own.”

      She went for a fourth finger. “Are you completely sure about this? I still have plenty of fingers to go through, then we move to toes.”

      He shot her a murderous look and she started applying pressure.

      “Wait!”

      “Make it fast.”

      “There’s one doctor on Droxia who could do this.”

      “Name and location.”

      “Dr. Alphran Zarott. His operation is located in the capital.”

      “You see, you remembered after all.”

      “You’re going to kill me now, right?”

      Ryonna didn’t answer. She went upstairs and returned a minute later with a grenade and some adhesive tape.

      “What is this? Shoot me if you have to kill me.”

      “I think they would disagree,” said Ryonna, pointing towards the heads in the jars.

      “I told you what you wanted to hear. Have some pity.”

      “Pity? Twenty minutes ago you were talking about killing me slowly and raping my body once I was dead. You’re lucky I don’t have time to stay here and make sure you suffer for days, if not weeks.”

      “Please—”

      But Ryonna didn’t let him finish. She put some adhesive tape on his mouth. He tried mumbling something through it, but she was already attaching the grenade to his face, making sure he could see the timer she set at five minutes. She activated it.

      “So long, you sick piece of shit.”

      He mumbled even more, tried to get out of the restraints, but was rewarded with added pressure and pain. When Ryonna took one last look at the old man, his gaze was locked on the timer.

      A few moments later, when Ryonna and Alix exited the house, they heard the explosion.

      “Thank you for the assist, Alix.”

      “You sure had a funny way of showing it.”

      “I’m sorry. I really don’t like being deceived.”

      “Yeah, I’m never doing that again.”

      “Good. May I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why are you helping me? What’s your incentive?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

      “I used to have a son as well, he . . . he died because I cared more about my warrants than my personal life.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that. But this is not your fight.”

      “In a twisted way, if I help you get your son out of Hellstar, I guess . . . Who am I kidding? There’s no redemption for my soul. My son is dead, my wife left me and I deserve everything I get.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. If you had known your son was in danger, would you have done everything to save him?”

      “Of course I would. I would have moved mountains to save him. But it was an accident. I was supposed to stay home and care for him, but a very well paid job came at the same time. I just made the wrong choice. I never wanted anything to happen to my little buddy.”

      “Then you shouldn’t blame yourself. Sometimes things happen outside our control.”

      “That’s nice of you to say, Ryonna, but you know, at the end of the day I just can’t let go of what happened. I think on some level I have continued this shitty job to punish myself. When you captured me I thought that was it, that my day had finally come. And I was okay with that. I don’t deserve better anyway.”

      “I disagree. You’re a nice guy. And I would like you to know something else.” If she warned him about her vision, could she change the fate she first saw? If so, then perhaps Chase had a chance to save Sarah as well. She wanted to believe that her visions weren’t set in stone.

      “What?”

      “I’m a priestess amongst my people, and I have the power of foresight. I see the death of people I meet, unless they’re Droxian.”

      “Are you telling me you saw my death?”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “I’m not supposed to give you details. It goes against everything I’ve been told.”

      “Then why bring it up in the first place?”

      “Because I owe you my life. And because, thanks to you, my son might soon be free from Hellstar.”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      Where was she going with it? She wanted to tell him everything she had seen, but all her instincts told her not to. Still, Alix had been more than useful, and though he was in search of redemption for something that wasn’t really his fault, she understood his motives.

      “All I will say is that if you keep helping me, I think you will die.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      “Alix, please think carefully about this. You could always walk away.”

      “We all have to die at one point. That’s the cycle of life. Whether I die helping you or later down the road, that day will come anyway. At least if I help you I do so in accordance with myself. So if you don’t mind, I’d like to stick with you.”

      Ryonna smiled. “You’re a much nicer guy than you give yourself credit for.”

      “If you say so. Now, let’s go visit that doctor so you can break your son out of Hellstar.”

      “Thank you, Alix.”

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      It took an hour to travel to Primus, the capital of Droxia. With the help of Jonas they located Dr. Zarrott. Jonas had seemed really worried during the communication, and wanted to see Ryonna the minute she was done with her operation. He didn’t want to talk over an open channel, and that told Ryonna it was bad news.

      After a short interview they set a price for the intervention at one hundred and eighty thousand credits. Alix agreed to advance the money to speed things up. Ryonna was taken into the operating block and the doctor explained that this particular operation was reversible. In fact, it needed to be reversed no later than five days after implantation or there could be life-threatening implications. She didn’t really care about the risks. All that mattered was getting to Ronan, even at the cost of her own life.

      When she woke up a few hours later, the doctor demonstrated how the implant worked. He made her swallow a small, innocuous piece of metal, and then he showed her on his screen how the nanites grabbed it and introduced it to the nanite factory. He demonstrated where she should apply pressure on her belly to give the command for the nanites to deliver back the package, by inducing vomiting. She was all set for her mission to Hellstar. Now she needed to find a way to get sent there. Perhaps Jonas would have an idea. Before she left she would have to see him and discuss Jax’s case. He had found out something, and it sounded like something big.

      He proposed they meet just outside Primus. Jonas had always been a little paranoid, and he preferred to avoid crowded place, which suited Ryonna too. She was still being hunted, after all.

      “One more thing,” said the doctor.

      “What’s that?”

      “You can no longer use your holo-suit. You’d risk interfering with the nanite factory.”

      “That’s going to be a problem. I really don’t need to show my face around here.”

      “I know. I took the liberty to check your DNA with the wanted list. I like to know who I work for.”

      Ryonna’s looks darkened. “Is this going to be a problem, Doc?”

      “No, you have nothing to fear. My computer system is highly encrypted, and I don’t double cross my clientele. You’re not the first criminal nor the last that will end up on my table. I just like to know who I’m dealing with, that’s all.”

      Ryonna wanted to object but decided against it. The doctor could have simply not said anything and sold her to the first bounty hunter; or worse, call the Droxian authorities while she was under. The fact that he discussed this openly confirmed that he could be trusted, as far as anyone could be these days. He had also accepted Alix’s presence during the entire procedure.

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      “You’re welcome. Thank you for your patronage. But please remember, this has to be reversed no later than five days from now. Preferably sooner.”

      “What side effects should I expect when the time comes?”

      “Intense stomach cramps, possibly headaches; but when you start spitting blood from your mouth, you’ll have minutes or an hour tops before the walls of the factory lose cohesion, at which point they won’t protect your organs from deadly quadrinium anymore. Even if the piece has been delivered, the residual quadrinium particles will kill you. You really don’t want to die this way. It ain’t pretty.”

      “Thanks, Doc, I’ll keep it in mind. Am I free to go?”

      “I would try and rest for at least half a day.”

      “Not really on the cards.”

      “Will you put your life in danger when you leave my office?”

      “Most likely. Why?”

      “Then I should inject you with a stimulant. It will have a detrimental effect on your sleep patterns for a week, but it will allow you to have maximum reflexes. Without taking the time to rest properly, your system is still flooded with the sedative I had to give you to do the procedure. Right now your reflexes are impaired by at least twenty percent.”

      “I can’t have that.”

      “Indeed. The stimulant will actually increase your natural reflexes, but you will have trouble sleeping as a result.”

      “Very well.”

      The doc injected her with a purple substance and she felt the effects almost instantly. Her mind raced, she was able to think clearer and the veil of fogginess she felt when waking up from the procedure was lifted in seconds. In fact, she felt in a better mental and physical state than she had in years.

      “Wow, this is quite the potent elixir. Any chance I can get some more?”

      “I would not recommend it. You’ve been through a lot lately. I wouldn’t feel comfortable giving you more.”

      “What would happen if I took more? What are the risks?”

      “If you take another dose in the next twenty-four hours, you will boost your internal reaction time, whether mental or physical, you will have more strength and think faster. But there’s a risk of brain aneurism as well. While every patient is different, there’s a thirty percent chance of that on a double dose. Since you’ve had two operations in the last twenty-four hours, it could be as high as fifty percent in your case. Even more if you’re under great pressure.”

      “Can’t you program some of my nanites to prevent the aneurism? Aren’t they able to travel within the blood stream?”

      “Yes, they could indeed provide some shielding and lower these odds, but why take the risk?”

      “I don’t know what awaits me next, Doc. All I know is that I could use the boost if I end up in a sticky situation, which seems to happen every few hours lately.”

      “Look, I can give you one dose to take with you, and quickly reprogram a few nanites to travel into your cortex and help mend a broken blood vessel if one should rupture, but this is to be used only as a last resort.”

      “Very well. Thanks, Doctor.”

      The doc entered a few commands on his holo-terminal.

      “There. I’ve dedicated ten percent of your nanites to this task. They are short-term powered, so you need to have them flushed out of your system as well, but there’s no urgency to remove them, unlike those in your stomach.”

      “Got it. Thank you.”

      “I would tell you to be careful, but the patients I see usually aren’t the corporate types. There’s always some battle to be fought, a mission to be done, lives to be saved or taken.”

      “Indeed, careful is not what awaits me next.”

      “If that will be all?”

      “Yes, Doctor, thanks again.”

      “Your friend is waiting for you in the next room. Good luck.”
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      Alix and Ryonna arrived at the abandoned factory, where Jonas was waiting for them.

      “Your choice of meeting location always amazes me.”

      Jonas smiled, but Ryonna could read his tension.

      “What is it, Jonas?”

      “It’s about Jax. I’ve pieced it together. I know who killed him.”

      “Who?”

      “You’re not gonna like it.”

      “Spit it out already. Who did it?”

      “A high level executive within the Hathan government.”

      “What? That makes no sense. Jax had no ties to Hathan. He was just a teacher here on Droxia.”

      “I think he lied to both of us.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Jax was Section Seven.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “What’s Section Seven?” asked Alix.

      “It’s a top secret organization that does very specific missions for the Droxian military. Shadow operations.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning my husband was a spy and I didn’t know anything about it.”

      “Kind of how this works, Ryonna,” added Jonas. “Believe me, I was the first to be surprised. You’ve known him for almost twenty years, but I’ve known him all my life; or so I thought.”

      “Are you absolutely sure?”

      Jonas took a small, portable holographic projector and activated it. It projected an image of Jax’s Section Seven rap sheet.

      “Damn,” said Ryonna.

      “Didn’t you try and join Section Seven yourself?”

      “I did, but I was rejected. I think I know why now.”

      “Yes. Jax would never have agreed for you both to have such volatile and dangerous occupations, not with Ronan in the picture.”

      A tear fell from Ryonna’s eye. A dark pit opened in her stomach. The man she thought she knew had deceived her. But she didn’t hate him for it. In fact, she admired him. She would have had to do the same to him if she had been admitted to Section Seven. But once she was pregnant she had made the decision not to re-apply. She realized now she would probably never have gotten the job anyway.

      “What do you want to do, Ryonna?”

      “I want a name.”

      “Sector Atrak.”

      “I know that name.”

      “What? How is that possible?”

      “I . . . Not long ago I was helped by the Alliance. It led me to Hathan, where Grolax told me I could find Ronan. This was the person who contacted the Iron Fire.”

      “Iron Fire?”

      “The name of the Alliance ship that picked me up from the world I was stranded on.”

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Tell me more about him.”

      “He’s the one who gave the kill order. That’s all I could find.”

      “What was Jax doing on Hathan Prime?”

      “I couldn’t recover that information, but whatever it was, it cost him his life.”

      “And it will cost Sector Atrak’s his as well.”

      “Killing a high-placed executive will surely have you sent to Hellstar. Fortunately, Hathan doesn’t have the death penalty.”

      “Do you have more intelligence on this guy?”

      “Not much. He’s a very skilled military man, turned executive for Hathan Prime, reporting directly to the ministry of defense. He could be quite difficult to approach.”

      “He won’t be an easy mark to take down. You’ll definitely need my help on this one,” said Alix.

      “This is the one mission you might not come from alive. Are you sure, Alix?”

      “I am. We’re going after him.”

      “Very well. Thank you.”

      “Jonas.” Alix turned towards him. “Would you mind wiring my assets to my wife in case I don’t make it?”

      “I’ll need your credentials to access them, but yeah, consider it done.”

      Alix logged into his accounts and transferred control of his assets to Jonas. “You now have full access.”

      Jonas nodded. “Mind if I get a minute alone with my sister?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll wait on board my ship.”

      “Sister, huh?”

      “You know I never cared that we aren’t of the same blood. I was just pissed at you when you didn’t listen to me about Jax’s accident.”

      “I can understand that. Again, I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to hear any of it at the time.”

      “I don’t blame you. You had just lost your husband, the father of your child. I should have been more patient and let you deal with your grief first.”

      “We both made mistakes.”

      “Yes, we did.”

      “No matter what happens next, I’m really glad we’ve had the chance to patch things up.”

      “Me too. Please promise me you’ll be careful. I want to see Ronan, but I would also like to see you again.”

      “My plan is to break him out of there, so that implies I survive this mission as well. I know it sounds suicidal but I have no intention of dying.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear it. Any chance I can convince you to let me come along?”

      “Jonas, you have every right to come with us, but if you get caught, you’ll also be sent to Hellstar. I don’t think Jax would have forgiven me for that.”

      “Part of me really wants to go with you, but I’m no fighter. I might just end up being a liability.”

      “Can you hack into Hathan’s systems from here?”

      “My DT credentials and access to the InterSystem network that goes with it should allow me to do this from home, yes. But perhaps I should come along and stay on the ship?”

      “I think it’s best if you do this remotely.”

      “Very well. Promise me you’ll come back.”

      “I promise I’ll do whatever it takes to come back. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds good.”

      He took Ryonna in his arms and hugged her tightly.

      “Jax would be proud of you.”

      “And I’m proud of being your sister. Now, you’d better go home. We’ll stay in contact. I’ll definitely need your help to infiltrate Hathan security systems.”

      “I’ll get you inside, and make sure that Atrak guy pays for what he’s done to Jax.”

      “On that I can give you my word.”
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* * *

       

      Alix safely landed the ship on Hathan, avoiding all detection thanks to both his state-of-the-art stealth engines and a little help and smart jamming on Jonas’ part. He rejoined Ryonna in the cargo bay.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Any chance you have bigger weapons than our blasters?”

      “I thought you’d never ask. Then again, I thought the idea was to go in stealthily.”

      “It is, but I’d rather be prepared for anything.”

      “Computer, armory.”

      The wall near Ryonna vanished to reveal a secret room. Ryonna’s eyes sparkled with interest at the impressive weaponry on display.

      “That’s quite the arsenal you have there. Are you readying yourself for a war?”

      “Like you, I enjoy being prepared for anything.”

      She beamed him a wide smile.

      She entered the high-tech arsenal and browsed. Alix had it all: military-grade, concussive rifle blaster; augmented, vision-cortex add-ons; pretty much every type of grenade for any situation; latest generation body armor; and some tech she didn’t even recognized.

      “This is gonna take a while.”

      “Let me present you my dream-team selection, if I may?”

      “Please, there’s so much choice I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “How much can you carry?”

      “As much as needed.”

      “Let’s start with my personal favorite, the Zaxon Industries MR-227. This isn’t available yet. I’ve got a buddy who acquired it in an R&D weapons depot. Top-of-the-line rifle blaster, fastest recharge and salvo-firing weapon ever created. Armor piercing; high shields depleting ratio; integrated grenade launcher. But let me demonstrate my favorite feature.”

      With two fingers, Alix swiped a blue band on the side of the weapon which promptly turned orange, and the weapon morphed into a sniper rifle. “Liquid metal.”

      “Sweet!”

      He swiped it again. The color band turned red and the weapon morphed into a veritable mounted turret canon with a shield protecting the upper half of the wielder’s body. “This is for when you’re vastly outnumbered. It won’t last long as a turret, but you could still take on a small army with this.”

      “Looks like I don’t really need any other weapon than this.”

      “You’d think so, but you’d be wrong.”

      Alix took a couple of one-handed blasters off the wall.

      “These babies are among my favorites. You can tag your enemies and then shoot, and the lasers will auto guide themselves to their targets. It’s very useful when you’re outnumbered and behind cover. You just take the time to lock onto your targets. It can lock as many as you want. Then you can fire blindly. It doesn’t have perfect accuracy, but when you’re under heavy fire it will thin the attacking crowd rapidly, even if you stay behind cover. It has three small explosive charges as well.”

      “And I thought my own blaster had all the bells and whistles I needed,” said Ryonna with a smile.

      Alix smiled back. “Your blaster is very powerful and the binding energy shot is great. I wish I could have that on any of my weapons, especially for a mission where I must bring someone back alive.”

      “What else?”

      “I propose we both wear my latest acquisitions. Latest in smart body-armor protection. It’s made of a morphing alloy similar to the liquid metal of the MR-227. It gives total protection and can masquerade as normal clothing as well. When turned into body armor it even adds a helmet on demand. It has an integrated shield that allows you to take many shots before the armor even has to do its job. It’s very light and you barely feel you’re wearing it. It has features like short-term cloaking, super speed, which enhances your own movement, allowing you to react twice as fast. But also friction control and magnetizing boots, so you can run on walls as well as stick to metallic surfaces.”

      “Neat. Anything else?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is fire repellant. You can walk through fire for a few seconds. It will also resist very low temperatures. And you can glide with it in case you fall from a distance.”

      “This could all be useful for sure, but shouldn’t we get going now?”

      “Just one last thing,” said Alix as he grabbed a few morning stars.

      “I do like white weaponry.”

      “I noticed. These babies have a homing sensor similar to that of the blasters I just showed you.”

      “How do you lock onto your enemies?”

      “The smart armor has a targeting system built into its holographic HUD. Just think target when your eyes are looking at your enemies and it will lock onto them.”

      “What about the blasters? Are they linked as well?”

      “Only if you want them to be. Sometimes you need manual targeting. Simply put your finger on that control to activate or deactivate the link with the smart armor.”

      “Okay, we should go now.”

      “Right, I’ll let you choose your arsenal.”

      “I’ll take everything you’ve just shown me; a few grenades as well. I still have the EMP device you gave me earlier. I’ll take that as well. We’ll only get one shot at this, and I can’t take any chances. Today is the day Sector Atrak dies.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be him.”

      “Alix, once he’s down, you run, you hear me?”

      “Let’s cross that bridge when get to it.”

      “No, Alix, I want you to get the hell out of there the moment I kill that bastard. Soon after I’ll be taken into custody and sent to Hellstar. This needs to happen.”

      “It will go as planned, don’t worry.”

      Ryonna couldn’t help thinking there were simply too many variables for things not to go awry. It needed to work, though. This was Ronan’s only chance.

      Ronan, I’m coming soon.
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      Night had fallen on Hathan Prime’s central city. Ryonna and Alix arrived at the security headquarters by speed cycles. They had just finished their survey. A stealthy entrance would prove difficult at best, impossible at worst.

      “What do we do? Are we sure he’s inside that building?”

      “He’s on the seventieth level.”

      “What about entering from the roof? Wouldn’t that be easier?”

      “That was my hope as well, but Jonas says the top level is booby-trapped. A powerful shield protects it from intruders and he couldn’t get this feature disabled remotely.”

      “Too bad. A front entrance will mean heavy resistance.”

      “I know, but you don’t have to come with me, and you know it.”

      “Let’s not go there again, Ryonna. I want to come. You stand almost no chance of survival on your own.”

      “And with you along?”

      “Well, together we stand half a chance at least, but those are still better odds.”

      “Right. The next security shift is in a few minutes. That’s when we make our move. There’s only one objective.”

      “Kill Sector Atrak, got it.”

      She smiled at him even though she was worried about what came next. She dreaded having to take the life of the best ally she’d had since meeting Sarah and Chase. She really hoped Chase was right, and that the future could be changed when one knew about it. While she wanted to kill the person who murdered her husband, this mission was first and foremost her ticket to Hellstar. Even if everything else failed, she needed to be sent to Hellstar one way or another. Killing a dozen guards on her way to the top of the security spire of that Hathan government building should ensure that, no matter what. But she needed to survive. Failure was not an option, not today.

      They activated their full body armor and the liquid metal crafted a helmet around their heads. The armor was black matte, with blue lights emanating from the helmet. They approached the building and activated the cloak. They became invisible.

      “What’s the range of this feature?”

      “A few hundred yards when you move. Less if you use your super speed at the same time.”

      “What about when you don’t move?”

      “A couple of minutes, perhaps three. I haven’t had the pleasure of testing that feature yet. Your HUD displays an energy bar on the lower right. It will let you know when you reach ten percent power for a feature by flashing the entire HUD.”

      “Recharge time?”

      “A minute, give or take, depending how you’re taxing the overall power supply of the armor.”

      “We should hurry then.”

      “You can also think what you want to tell me once we’re inside. I will receive the signal but no one else will hear us. This will work with your communications with Jonas as well.”

      “Very well,” said Ryonna with her mind, testing the efficiency of the feature.

      Then she activated her communicator. “Jonas, I need you to unlock the front service entrance.”

      “Done. Be careful, you two.”

      “We will. Do you still have a visual on our target?”

      “I’ve hacked into the camera system for the building. He’s still on the seventieth floor, but you should get moving. It looks like he’s packing it in for the day.”

      “We still have at least five minutes before the next shift,” said Alix.

      “We can’t afford to wait. We go now. Perhaps we can pass the lobby undetected.”

      “Alright, let’s try.”

      Ryonna looked at Alix. Each suit registered the camouflage cloaking effect of the other suit, displaying the wearer’s outline on the HUD, so they could keep a visual on each other.

      She waited until the nearest guard had passed and opened the service door, making sure she made absolutely no noise. Alix slipped through and she quickly followed. Once inside he gestured for her to take a path right through the middle of the lobby, where no less than seven guards were posted at different stations, each covering a part of the big room. 

      One of the guards near them had just turned a corner and was no longer in sight of his colleagues. Ryonna grabbed him from behind and broke his neck as silently as she could. She made no noise laying his lifeless body on the floor.

      “Nice kill,” said Alix mentally.

      “Go secure the elevator. I’m right behind you.”

      Alix moved fast, but when he reached the middle of the lobby, something went wrong. He was struck by a couple of lightning bolts, revealing his position. Alarms wailed almost instantly and all hell broke loose.

      “Intruder alert! Intruder alert!” came out of the speaker system of the lobby.

      Holes appeared in the walls in all four corners of the lobby and laser-guided blaster turrets started firing at Alix. He jumped out of the way as he activated the super-speed feature of his suit. His cloak had been temporarily disabled by the security feature that had struck him with lightning. His armor still showed a ninety percent power level. He jumped and, while in midair, grabbed his MR-227 blaster rifle, shot one grenade towards the nearest turret, which promptly exploded.

      “So much for a stealthy entrance!” he shouted.

      Ryonna was already on the move. She threw a pair of flash bangs towards each side of the lobby. When they exploded the guards in range were blinded and disoriented. She wielded both blasters and fired at her first two targets. The commotion from the flash bang made it difficult to aim precisely, so she activated the homing feature and locked onto her targets. The next shots hit them in the face and they were dead before their heads hit the marble floor, accompanied by the satisfying sound of skulls cracking.

      Three shots from a nearby turret hit her armor and it shone blue, revealing her position. She went evasive and slid along the floor, locking onto the nearest turret and unleashing a flurry of blaster shots; but its shields were too strong for the blasters to do much damage. She used an explosive charge in each blaster, in the middle of the normal firing sequence, and the shields blinked just enough to let the next few laser blasts through to destroy the turret.

      On the other side of the room, Alix dispatched one of the temporarily disabled guards with a perfectly thrown morning star that severed the guard’s carotid artery. The other two guards had started shooting blindly with their blasters, and one of the shots finished off the guard whose blood had already spilled all around him. A few more shots grazed Alix and illuminated his armor slightly. He skidded on the marble floor, approaching the nearest guard still frantically shooting in his general direction, and exploded the guard’s knee cap with a kick.

      The guard screamed in agony, but Ryonna instinctively silenced him with a well-placed headshot that blew most of his brains out of the side of his head.

      “Get the last two turrets,” said Ryonna. “I’ll finish the guards.”

      “Roger that.”

      Alix activated both super speed and friction control the moment he jumped towards the nearest wall. In a fluid motion he ran along the wall leading him towards his next target, the north-east corner turret that had acquired him as target and was now shooting a flurry of blaster fire his way. His armor took many hits, but he was fast enough, and as he shot past the turret he stuck a mine on it, just before jumping to the adjacent wall, already running towards the last turret. He detonated the mine, which disabled the turret’s shield, but it kept firing at him. His HUD registered the shield’s power at twenty percent, so he somersaulted away from the wall, turned in midair, aimed at it with his rifle and finished the turret with a precise, full-power blaster shot. Sparks flew from where the turret stood.

      Ryonna received a volley of fire from the last turret as she approached her next targets. One guard was in front of her, and two approached from the sides. She swapped weapons, using her own blaster, set in lasso mode, to shoot at the incoming guard’s feet. He stumbled and skidded on the marble. Ryonna grabbed him and used him as a human shield against the incoming turret fire.

      “I need that last turret down!” she said.

      “On it,” answered Alix, who used the grenade launcher from his rifle to dispatch it.

      When the turret was destroyed, Ryonna threw the blasted, hole-ridden body of the guard towards the nearest incoming foe, but not before snatching his access card. The dead guard slowed the incoming guard’s momentum. He had to dodge the dead body coming his way. Ryonna performed a reverse, circling kick that sent the guard’s weapon flying high in the air. He went for his service blaster, but Ryonna cut him in half in a fluid motion as she drew her thin blade from her back scabbard. The top half of the guard fell to the floor and blood pooled around it. The guard’s legs and part of his trunk remained upright, which really looked odd.

      The distraction cost Ryonna half a second she didn’t have, which she realized soon enough when the last guard cocked his blaster towards her helmet. But before he could fire he was kicked in the torso by Alix, who sent him flying. Both Ryonna and Alix lined up their blasters and tore one hole after another in him. He was long dead before his body hit the ground, smoke rising from his multiple, deadly wounds.

      “Guys!” said Jonas on the communication channel.

      “What is it?”

      “Hurry up. The next security team will be there momentarily. Your triggering of the alarms has diverted a lot of patrols in the area. In a few minutes you’ll be surrounded by more forces than you can possibly engage. There’s also a heavy transport inbound for the building’s roof. It’s been sent to evac Atrak. There’s a full platoon onboard. You have to hurry before he gets to the roof.”

      “Can you do something to delay the arrival of the transport and other reinforcements?”

      “I can, but I won’t be able to buy you more than a few minutes. You really must hurry!”

      “That’s fine. Every second counts. See if you can shut these damns alarms off as well.”

      “Done,” said Jonas as the wailing stopped. “Hacking the transport now. Crap! They’re trying to jam my sig—”

      The communication ended.

      “Jonas! Jonas come in?”

      Ryonna looked at Alix. “Perhaps you should go now, while you still can.”

      “You may still need my help with Atrak. I’m staying put.”

      “Alix!”

      “The more we argue about it the less time we have.”

      They ran towards the elevator but its doors split open before they reached it. It revealed a glistening, metal mech with a soldier at the controls. He started firing the second he saw them. Intense blaster fire shot between them. They had the same idea and jumped to the walls at each side.

      “Cloak now and get to the seventieth, Ryonna. I’ll distract this thing so you can accomplish your goal. I’ll join you when it’s turned into scrap metal.”

      She activated her cloak and the mech’s aggro was turned towards Alix, still running on the wall. He jumped to the ceiling and ran by boosting the friction control settings to maximum, as well as magnetizing his boots to lock onto the nearest metallic structure between floors.

      “Thank you, Alix, be careful.”

      “You too. Atrak might still have forces or other nasty surprises waiting for you upstairs, so stay sharp.”

      Ryonna shot like an arrow inside the elevator and pressed the seventieth floor on the touch panel, but it blinked red. She took the swipe card she had acquired earlier and placed it on the touch panel. It flashed green and the elevator doors closed. The last thing she saw was Alix jumping from the ceiling back to the floor and retreating from the intensifying fire from the mech.
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* * *

       

      Alix found it more and more difficult to avoid the mech’s fire. Whatever evading trajectory he chose was quickly anticipated by the armored man. A heavy blast passed his head and exploded into the wall nearby, reminding him that he really needed to stay focused if he was to survive this fight. Failure was not an option. Ryonna might need backup to finish her mission. She was so close now, so close to her objective, to get the chance save her son. Alix knew his own little quest for redemption was misplaced, but it gave him something to believe in, a mission that mattered to someone; something to accomplish that actually had a meaning other than a big paycheck.

      When the next blaster shot struck his back and disabled his armor’s shields, he was thrown off balance and stumbled. When he turned around he saw the mech jump, on its way to landing on him.

      Trying to crush me like a bug? I don’t think so!

      Alix activated his cloak, dropped a live grenade and rolled to the side in the nick of time. He activated his super-speed feature and ran away just as the concussion grenade exploded, engulfing the mech in flames. Alix then took his MR-227 blaster rifle, shot two more grenades at the fiery mech, and quickly swiped its color-coded band twice. The blaster morphed into a mounted canon turret. Alix fired one powerful laser blast after another towards the fiery inferno. After almost a minute of intense firing, and seeing that the blaster’s power pack was almost depleted, he stopped firing.

      Flames still burned, and he could see metallic shapes here and there, but he didn’t know what state the mech was in. Not taking any chances he threw two smart mines on either side of the hall and ran the other way, back towards the elevator as his cloak ran out of juice.

      The flames died down but there was still a lot of smoke, and Alix still couldn’t get a visual to confirm whether or not his foe had been neutralized. But then the mech emerged from the smoke and started firing at him. He ducked to avoid the incoming fire and detonated the smart mines the moment the mech was in range. Its shields were still up. His own shields, however, were slowly recharging and barely ten percent operational. Those weren’t odds he liked. An idea struck him.

      He swiped the weapon back to an assault rifle, ejected the power pack and replaced it with a spare, but not before putting the pack into a feedback loop. The weapon was getting hot, so he ran towards the mech, who had just recovered from the exploding mines and resumed firing at Alix, one salvo of blaster after another. Alix jumped from one wall to the other, then to the ceiling, and when he was above the mech, who had destroyed half the hall, trying in vain to kill him, he dropped down and lodged the rifle, that was now red hot, between the mech’s shoulder plating.

      He then pushed with all his might and flew to the side, grabbing a hand-size blaster and locking onto the rifle with his HUD. He crashed unceremoniously to the ground a few yards away and heard the mech turning around to reacquire him. Alix took careful aim.

      “Goodbye, asshole!”

      He squeezed the trigger of his blaster and a flurry of lasers hit the rifle, still locked into the mech’s plating, promptly exploding the rifle. The resulting detonation severed the mech’s arm, and he was thrown into the opposite wall. Lights flickered, and water shot from broken pipes. Soon the hall was plunged into darkness.

      Alix switched to night vision. The mech had crashed through the men’s room. It seemed disabled. He zoomed in for a better look at the pilot. His eyes were closed. With no time to lose, he ran back towards the elevator past the hole the mech had crashed through. When he arrived at the elevator he heard a mechanical noise. When he turned around to check the hall he didn’t see anything, but then a giant hand punched through the wall a few inches past his head.

      “Dammit! What do I have to do to kill this thing?”

       Then he saw multiple vehicles approaching the building.

      “I don’t have time for this shit!”

      The damaged mech emerged from the hole it had just punched through the wall and positioned itself in front Alix. The pilot was bleeding, and the glass protecting him was cracked. Determined to end this fight, Alix took two morning stars and locked his targeting system on the pilot. He threw the first morning star, which exploded the protective glass separating the pilot from the outside world. The pilot’s reaction was immediate. He swung his mech’s only remaining arm like a hammer, trying to smash Alix. Alix jumped backwards and dodge the attack. The fist broke through the marble floor and became stuck there. Before it could release itself, Alix locked onto the hydraulic cables showing atop the mech’s shoulder. The morning star sliced through with diabolical precision and the pilot lost control of the arm. He looked at Alix with fear.

      “I’ve wasted enough time with you,” said Alix, as he ran atop the disabled arm. The pilot grabbed his side arm and started shooting at Alix. The shields of Alix’s body armor had recharged enough by now. When he was at shoulder level and out of reach of the pilot’s blaster, Alix took a light-blade from his belt and back flipped in the air to face the pilot. He raised his blaster but Alix was faster. In a fluid motion he activated the bright-white light-blade and sliced through the mech’s plating, as well as the pilot himself. When Alix landed on the floor, one knee on the ground, he turned the light-blade off. Drops of blood hit the floor in front of him, soon mixed with oil and fuel.

      Alix turned to see a dozen armored security forces approaching the building’s entrance. They were armed to the teeth.

      “I think we’ve overextended our welcome.”

      At the elevator he used his light-blade to seal the doors together, trying to buy Ryonna as much time as possible. By the time the security forces had stormed through the hall, Alix was already climbing stairs three at a time, pushing the super-speed feature of his smart armor to the maximum.
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      When Ryonna was near the seventieth floor she received an incoming transmission.

      “Ryonna, do you hear me?”

      “I hear you, Jonas. Glad to hear your voice.”

      “Yeah, they jammed our communications channel. It took a while to pinpoint the source of the jamming, but it’s been taken care of. There are two guards waiting for you by the elevator.”

      “Thanks, Jonas.”

      “You must hurry. I managed to deviate the incoming transport, but they regained manual control of the craft. They’re back on course and will reach the roof in less than five minutes.”

      “Roger that.”

      When the elevator’s door opened, Ryonna was already cloaked and crouched against the ceiling of the elevator, thanks to the magnetic feature of the smart armor. Multiple laser fire impacted the back wall of the elevator. When the firing stopped she heard footsteps approach. She had her blade in her hands, ready to slice through whomever came looking. One guard made the fatal mistake of peeking inside the elevator. Ryonna swung her blade and decapitated the guard. His head fell to the elevator’s floor and blood sprayed all over the elevator’s cage.

      Heavy laser fire resumed. She was still cloaked and on the elevator’s ceiling, waiting for the next wave of fire to stop. That’s when she heard metallic clunks and saw two concussive grenades roll inside the elevator’s cage. She unlocked her magnetic lock and landed on the floor. She ran in super-speed mode but wasn’t fast enough to get out of range of the grenades. Most of the blast was absorbed by her armor’s shield, but she was thrown to the ground and lost both shields and cloaking ability in the process.

      She jumped back up just in time to see the end of the second guard’s blaster in her field of view. Her reaction was immediate. She grabbed the blaster, but not before it fired one shot at her shoulder. Fortunately, the armor took the brunt of the damage and soon the guard was disarmed. She lost no time breaking the guard’s arm, kicked his leg to drop him to his knees and, in a fluid motion, she broke his neck. He fell like a log to the carpeted floor.

      Then she saw him. Sector Atrak had opened the door at the end of the hall, but when he saw her execution of the guard he closed the door immediately. The blinking holographic HUD inside her helmet told her one thing: the armor was badly damaged, and she wouldn’t be able to rely on it much anymore, at least until its auto-repair systems kicked in. She ran towards the door and punched through it as if it was made of cardboard.

      At first she didn’t see Sector Atrak. She turned around in time to see him wave a light-blade at her neck. She grabbed his hand in midair, punched his wrist and he dropped the light-blade. She punched him square in the face, but he was wearing a personal shield and a jolt of electricity ran through her body, paralyzing her for a second. The armor had again protected her from most of it.

      Atrak went for the light-blade but she kicked it to the other side of the office. The look in his eyes confirmed that he didn’t expect her to be able to move so fast. She grabbed a small, wooden table and smashed it into his torso. He lost balance and fell on his ass. She took out her blaster, set it to maximum firepower and shot him three times. His personal shields held and he was already back up and running towards his large, ebony desk. He jumped and slid across its surface to land behind cover as Ryonna kept firing at him.

      “Who the fuck are you? Do you have any idea who I am?” shouted Atrak from behind his desk.

      “You’re a dead man! That’s who you are.”

      “Look, it’s obvious you want me dead, but I think you’re making a mistake. I haven’t done anything to you.”

      Ryonna felt a sting in her heart when she heard the words. Nothing? You killed the man I loved more than anything in this universe. She paused her firing for just a second, but that was one second too many. A green, cylindrical force field trapped her in place. It exerted a strong magnetic field that made it almost impossible to move a muscle.

      Atrak rose from his cowardly cover, sat at his desk and typed some commands onto his holographic computer screen.

      “You’re done, whoever you are. My forces will be here shortly, and you’ll be sent to the worst jail there is, a dark hole in space from which there is no escape.”

      Ryonna couldn’t help smiling. Even if she didn’t kill Atrak today, she had still succeeded in her main objective.

      “Jonas, do you hear me?” she thought, hoping her armor’s communications tech was still working.

      “I hear you and I see you as well. I’m working to remove that force field, but whatever personal security this guy has in his office is protected by multiple adaptive firewalls with incredibly strong encryption. You need to keep him talking until I find a vulnerability.”

      “Alright,” she said in her mind.

      Atrak looked at her with a mixture of amusement and disdain. “Why did you try to kill me?”

      Ryonna dropped her helmet. It morphed and merged into the upper part of the torso armor.

      “You’ve taken someone I hold dear.”

      “A Droxian. That would explain how quickly you dispatched my lobby’s security. Your race are formidable warriors, I’ll grant you that, but your pride and your inability to think before you act has always been your race’s weakness.”

      Is it? Ryonna wondered. She wanted nothing more than to smash this man’s skull with her bare hands, and in that moment of rage she was, indeed, barely in control of her decisions. All she saw was the objective. Was that a weakness or a strength, she wondered.

      “Drop that field and let’s find out how weak my race is.”

      “And here comes the pride. You’re nothing if not predictable. You know that, right? What’s your name?”

      “Ryonna. Ryonna Isch’ys.”

      “Isch’ys . . . Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “Because you signed the order to kill my husband.”

      “Right, Jaxson Isch’ys, the Section Seven operative masquerading as an ambassador on Hathan Prime. Well, killing spies is part of the game. If one of my Hathan spies was caught on your planet, wouldn’t he be killed as well?”

      “You could have imprisoned him, but no, like a coward you make it look like an accident.”

      “Don’t play dumb, Ryonna. You and I both know that’s the only way to deal with such matters.”

      Jonas, I sure hope you’re recording this.

      “Nevertheless, you took him from me and now you’re gonna pay for it.”

      He approached the force field and looked into her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Ryonna, that’s how it is. Your husband went looking in places he shouldn’t have, and I was left with no choice. Someone in my position must protect his interests. If you hadn’t caused quite the commotion and destruction today, I would have gladly sent you to rejoin him, but I can think of no better punishment than your rotting in Hellstar for the rest of your days. I hear women aren’t really treated well there; gang rapes and all,” said Atrak with a sadistic smile.

      I’m not just any woman.

      “What is it he found? If I’m to be sent to Hellstar for the rest of my days, at least I have the right to know what claimed Jax’s life.”

      “Let’s just say he stumbled upon a side project of mine, involving young children taken from Droxia. You must be familiar with the concept. Your race only keeps the toughest children alive. When a child develops a weakness, is sick or simply deemed a potential waste of future resources, what happens to it?”

      This last comment hit her straight in the soul. Her own son Ronan was such a child. He had been gravely ill from the age of five, and both Ryonna and Jax had to make sure the Droxian government never found out about his condition. She knew deep in her bones this filtering the weak from the strong on a genetic level was wrong, but that’s how she had been taught. When her own child had shown signs of sickness, she and Jax were faced with the decision to either report it and have Ronan potentially deemed unfit for Droxian society, or hide it and do their best to make him better. They had chosen the latter course. How any parent could just accept that their child wasn’t worthy of living because he was either sick or weaker than the “norm” was something she had never really understood or accepted, at least not after she became a mother.

      “Any child unfit to serve Droxian society must be forfeit,” answered Ryonna coldly, trying to give Jonas more time to release the force field.

      “Yes, isn’t that barbaric? In fact, isn’t it why your people left the Alliance a long time ago? You don’t have to answer me, Ryonna. It was a rhetorical question. So you see, some of my associates here on Hathan thought that this was such a waste of resources. Sure, perhaps these kids wouldn’t perform well in the Droxian military, but perhaps they could be of some use in the entertainment business, if you catch my drift.”

      A shiver of disgust ran through Ryonna from head to toe. “You’re a disgusting monster.”

      “Well, look at it this way: at least these children didn’t die. Though I will grant you that many wished they did. The clientele that craves their company can be rough sometimes. But hey, it’s a good way to make me more money.”

      “You’d better prey this force field of yours holds, ’cause if I get free before your forces arrive, I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      “I have no doubt this is your intention, but I’m not someone who can be killed that easily, not by a single Droxian, anyway. No matter how resourceful and powerful you are.”

      Ryonna clenched her teeth and fists. The hatred she felt for this man had reached a level she never thought possible.

      A series of explosion made the building tremble.

      Atrak went towards the nearest holo-display to check it out.

      No doubt Alix was wreaking havoc.

      “Troubles?” she said with a smile on her face.

      “Looks like your partner is really giving my security forces some trouble. What you two have managed on your own is very impressive. I’m also impressed with the technology you’ve been using. I will have to reverse engineer it once I get it off your dead or arrested bodies. It could prove useful. I do suspect, however, that you had external help. Once we’ve dealt with the two of you I’ll look into finding the ghost in the machine. A lot of things went wrong today, and I have no doubt someone is helping you remotely. He is, in fact, in our systems right now. But what he doesn’t know is that I’m allowing his presence so I can track him. He’s very good, I’ll grant you that. Data Thieves good, in fact; but once I locate his sorry ass, well, he’ll either join you on Hellstar or join your husband.”

      “No, if I fail today he will find you and finish the job.”

      “I very much doubt that, Ryonna. If he was so good and courageous, he would be here with you right now. Data Thieves are usually nothing more than frustrated geeks who prefer to act like cowards behind the cover of a remote link. In my experience, they are rarely men of action.”

      A door at the farther side of the hallway was obliterated and Ryonna heard heavy steps running towards the office.

      She wished she could turn to see who it was, but the armor and the magnetic field within the force field made it almost impossible. Perhaps if she dropped the armor she would have more freedom to move about. She thought about the HUD, and to her surprise it still appeared in front of her eyes, even with the helmet off. She selected the option to remove the liquid-metal-based armor and the armor melted away slowly.

      Then Alix stormed the office, a light-blade in one hand and a blaster in the other.

      “Ryonna! Are you okay?”

      “Be careful, Alix. Be sure to keep moving or he might trap you as well.”

      He nodded as he started running towards Atrak, who turned on his own light-blade. They engaged in a battle giving rise to sparks and crackling sounds each time their light-blades touched. They were evenly matched.

      Hurry up, Jonas, thought Ryonna.

      Meanwhile, her armor kept liquefying, but the whole process was in slow motion compared to how fast it had morphed into her shape when she initially put it on. The same force preventing her from moving around inside the force field was also affecting the morphing abilities of the armor. After another minute watching Alix and Atrak go at it, Ryonna was able to free both her arms and she started pounding on the force field. Each punch was rewarded with a strong pain feedback and electrical current. It wouldn’t come down that way.

      “Hang on, Ryonna,” said Alix, “I’ll get you out of here.”

      Atrak slashed at Alix’s shoulder while his attention was divided, but Alix grabbed his wrist and stopped the light-blade only inches from his face. He threw his own light-blade spinning towards the floating ceiling device that was casting the force field. At the same time, he disarmed Atrak and slashed his torso with his own blade, but his personal shield absorbed the blow.

      The spinning blade hit the force field generator and sparks flew. The force field blinked but didn’t completely turned off. Ryonna resumed her pounding. The pain feedback was greatly reduced and the field blinked more and more but still wouldn’t let her free. Then the lights turned off in the room for half a second, and so did the field. She jumped away just in time, before it turned back on.

      Thank you, Jonas.

      Atrak had retreated against the farther wall as Alix advanced towards him, wielding Atrak’s own light-blade.

      “Alright, this distraction, fun as it is, needs to end now,” said Atrak. He put both palms against glass panels on the wall.

      An electrical force field engulfed both his hands and metallic glove implants materialized on them in less than a second. On each palm was a circular emitter, one blue and one red. Ryonna ran towards him at full speed, but he waved his left hand and released a blue-tinged shockwave. It threw her back and she crashed against the wall. Multiple bones cracked in the process.

      “Ryonna!” shouted Alix as he jumped towards Atrak, wielding the light-blade.

      But Atrak was faster and used his right hand to shoot a red beam of light towards Alix. It stopped him in his tracks and he dropped his light-blade. Atrak smiled as he approached him. He intensified the red beam and Alix fell to his knees, his face distorted with pain.

      Ryonna tried to get up but was rewarded with a jolt of intense pain.

      Atrak was now standing above Alix and intensified the beam further. Alix screamed as blood flowed from his ears.

      “Let him go!” shouted Ryonna.

      “Sure thing, Ryonna. I’m soon done with him.”

      Atrak released the beam of energy and Alix put his hand on the floor, panting heavily. Blood droplets fell from his mouth.

      “I’ll let you live if you kill her for me. Do we have a deal?”

      Alix had to muster all the energy left in him, but he took a knife from behind his back and thrust it into Atrak’s stomach, using the super-speed feature of his armor. It passed Atrak’s personal shield and sliced a couple of inches of flesh before being repelled by the shield.

      Atrak’s teeth clenched as his pain receptors registered the wound. He kneed Alix in the chin, sending his head flying backwards, but Atrak caught him by the hair, holding his augmented hand mere inches from Alix’s face.

      “Have it your way. I don’t actually need your compliance, as you’ll soon discover.”

      The emitter in his hand lit up bright red, and a much thinner and more focused beam shot through Alix’s forehead and into his skull. Soon his eyes were devoid of emotion. After a few seconds of this treatment they turned gray.

      Ryonna fought through the pain and managed to get back up, but she stumbled to her knees. She injected herself with the dose of stimulant the doc had given her. She saw her blaster on the floor, not far from her. With renewed energy coursing through her veins, she jumped towards it, hoping to reach it before it was too late for Alix.

      But Atrak released his beam and let Alix’s hair go.

      “Get up,” Atrak said.

      Alix stood, not saying a word.

      Atrak pointed towards Ryonna, who had just recovered her blaster.

      “Kill her, now!”

      Alix looked towards Ryonna and their gazes met. His eyes had the look of a dead person. She didn’t recognize the man who had help her these past few days. He looked like an android, devoid of life and human emotions.

      Alix, no! She understood there and then why she would need to claim his life. He was no longer himself.

      “What have you done to him?”

      “Nanobots took control of his mind, and he will only obey me now. Let’s see how well you fare against your friend. You might still join your husband after all, Ryonna.”

      Then the cylindrical force field turned off completely and a new force field was erected around Atrak’s office. By erecting this, Jonas would prevent the incoming forces from gaining access to Ryonna until she was done with Atrak.

      Ryonna jumped towards the pool of liquid metal and put her hand in it. The armor came to life and reintegrated into its original shape around her body. The HUD came back to life and displayed a status report.

      “Subject damaged. Using nanotechnology to effect bone and tissue repair.”

      Alix was walking towards her, his light-blade in his hand. He turned it on and the bright, white blade came to life.

      “Alix!” she shouted. “Fight this. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

      “No need, Ryonna,” said Atrak. “He can’t hear you anymore.”

      Alix jumped towards Ryonna and swept his light-blade in a vertical motion. She used the suit’s super speed to get out of the way and disarm Alix by kicking his light-blade-wielding hand. His reaction was instantaneous. He threw a powerful kick towards her but she blocked it with her left forearm, and swiftly counter attacked with a straight kick to his torso that sent him flying and crashing onto Atrak’s desk, destroying it in the process.

      When she came about for her next attack, Atrak used his shockwave contraption and sent Ryonna fly backward and crashing onto the floor. The armor took most of the blast, and already she could feel the nanobots healing her internal wounds. She had to do something about Atrak, but she didn’t have time to think of her next move before Alix was upon her again. He kicked her in the stomach and she flew upward. She used the momentum to stabilize herself, spun in the air and landed on her feet. Alix was already running towards her, unleashing a series of punches and kicks that Ryonna blocked one by one. In the middle of his next combo she landed a perfectly timed uppercut that sent him flying backwards, but he recouped in midair, somersaulted and landed with one knee down, not losing his balance.

      “Give it up, Ryonna,” said Atrak with a smirk on his face. “I could kill you right now but I have to admit I enjoy the spectacle. As skilled a fighter as you are, you stand no chance against an enemy who doesn’t fear death or feel any injury. Whether he kills you in the next two minutes or my forces manage to access the office, you’re done. There’s no win for you, no matter what.”

      With fire and hatred in her eyes she shot a murderous look at Atrak. “That’s where you’re wrong, Atrak!”

      Alix performed a circular kick at floor level and took Ryonna by surprise. She lost her balance, but before her head could hit the carpeted floor Alix kicked it full force, sending her rolling madly on the floor until the nearest piece of furniture ended her momentum.

      “Ryonna!” she heard in her mind.

      “Jonas, I’m in trouble,” she answered in her thoughts.

      “I know. I recovered access to the camera feeds. I have put multiple force fields inside the building that should give you the time you need to kill Atrak, but why is Alix attacking you?”

      “He’s been infected with nanobots. They’re in control. Alix is no more.”

      “I’ll try to hack his suit and give you the opportunity to bring him down.”

      “Can’t you find a way to disable his nanobots?”

      “Not in the time we have. I’m sorry. Look for an opening on his neck. I’ll create a chink in his armor.”

      “Thank you, Jonas.”

      “Watch out, he’s coming at you!”

      Alix was in the air, his foot extended in order to crush Ryonna’s head while she was still on the ground. She rolled at the last second and landed her elbow on his shin, making him lose balance.

      They got up at the same time.

      “Be careful, sister. I suggest you let him think he’s got the upper hand. Then surprise him.”

      “Got it.”

      Ryonna launched the next attack, going with a circular kick to Alix’s neck. She didn’t put all her strength in the attack and he grabbed her leg. He punched her in the stomach and used his open palm to strike her torso, sending her down once more. Just as Jonas had suggested, she let him approach for the kill.

      He grabbed her by the neck and tried crushing her throat. The armor held but the enhanced circuitry of Alix’s own armor, in better shape than hers, was working and she could feel pressure against her wind pipe.

      “Alix, please stop. I beg you.”

      “I . . . must . . . kill . . . you.”

      Alix spoke like a robot. Not a shred of emotion could be detected in his voice.

      “Think of your son, Alix. What would he think of you now?”

      “I . . . must . . .” he repeated.

      Ryonna used one hand to remove Alix’s hand from around her throat and with the other she reached for a knife. Thanks to Jonas she saw the opening and planted the knife deep within Alix’s neck. As she removed the knife in one swift motion, blood sprayed from Alix’s sectioned jugular.

      Then a flash of color returned to his eyes for just a moment, and a tear formed in the corner of one.

      “I’m sorry, Alix.”

      “Ryonna . . .” A little emotion returned to his voice while a large quantity of blood spilled onto Ryonna’s armor and face. “Use the EMP.”

      Of course! Even if it would disable her own armor it would disable Atrak’s contraptions as well. She had no doubt she could defeat the weasel then.

      “Thank you, Alix,” she said as she kicked him off her. He fell on his back, blood spilling from the wound, but he had already lost consciousness. She rolled three times as Atrak fired his shockwave weapon at her, but she managed to grab her blaster. She jumped behind a table for cover and installed the EMP add-on, making sure she installed it counterclockwise. She rolled out of cover when Atrak’s latest attack exploded the glass table she was under. Pieces of glass flew around the office, many shards ricocheting off her armor. When she finished her roll she had Atrak dead to rights in her sights.

      He moved his hand in her direction, but she had already squeezed the trigger.

      The blue-light EMP hit him on the torso and engulfed his body and half the office, touching her own armor as well. The holographic HUD was garbled for half a second and then disappeared. Electrical lightning ran over Atrak’s hand augments. He kept thrusting his open palm towards Ryonna but nothing happened.

      “What the hell!” he exclaimed.

      Ryonna stood and walked towards the opposite wall, farthest from where the EMP had detonated. Alix’s light-blade was on the ground, the one he had thrown before, trying to disable the force field. She hoped it had been outside of the range of the EMP. She looked at Atrak. For the first time she saw fear in his eyes.
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      Ryonna picked up the light-blade. The on switch was still illuminated. The weapon had been out of range as she’d hoped. She started towards Atrak, passing Alix’s dead body and the huge pool of blood being absorbed by the light-gray carpet fibers.

      “Let’s be rational here, Ryonna. In a few minutes you’ll get arrested. If you spare me I can guarantee you won’t go to Hellstar. I’ll give you whatever you want, money, a ship. You can get away from here. Now, what do you say?”

      “I say that you don’t understand my motives. I want to go to Hellstar, and killing you will ensure that.”

      “No wait! I can arrange that as well. I can even provide protection once you’re on the inside.”

      “You forget about Jax.”

      “Look, it wasn’t personal. He was in my way, that’s all.”

      “It’s personal to me. And now you’re in my way. Gotta love the irony.”

      When she approached he threw the first series of punches. He was clearly well versed in hand-to-hand combat, no doubt from his long career in the Hathan military or as a mercenary. On a normal day, and with her multiple wounds, he could probably go the distance with her. But this was no ordinary day.

      Ryonna dodged, blocked and countered each of his punches and kicks with perfect timing, either repelling him against the wall or inflicting damage of her own. She could finish the fight at any moment, but the fact that she still had some time made her enjoy the fight. For Jax, for Alix and for all the children whose lives this piece of garbage had either ruined or taken. He would pay here and now. Her only regret was that she probably didn’t have much time left to toy with and hurt the man.

      As if in answer to her thinking, noises and commotion rose from the level below. The clock to her arrest was now ticking.

      The next punch he threw at her she not only blocked, but she grabbed his wrist and punched his lights out with a well-placed elbow. Blood flew from his mouth as his head was thrown backwards. She applied strong pressure to his wrist and he opened his hand. She took his fingers one by one and broke them without hesitating. He screamed in agony with each new broken bone. He fell to his knees and implored her to stop.

      But she couldn’t hear him anymore. She broke his wrist on the same hand, then proceeded to crush his humorous with a powerful thrust of her knee. The bone broke in two and was exposed to the air as blood flowed from the wound.

      She then proceeded to his other arm, dislocating his shoulder with a very satisfying crunch. She no longer heard his screams. She was in revenge mode, making sure he would suffer every last second of his pathetic life. She owed that to Jax, Jonas and Alix.

      When she stopped, Atrak was crying and begging for mercy, both arms rendered totally useless, blood flowing from many wounds. Even if she stopped there he would die shortly. But she wasn’t done. Laser fire hit the force fields preventing people from entering the office. Ryonna saw half a dozen guards firing their weapons. The force field blinked but seemed to be holding. Nevertheless, she needed to make sure Atrak drew his last breath shortly.

      “Get up, you piece of shit!”

      “I can’t. You broke both my arms. I can’t move a single muscle.”

      “Let me help you out.”

      When their gazes met, Ryonna saw utter terror in his eyes. The man knew she was about to finish him.

      With one hand she grabbed the light-blade and with the other she lifted Atrak to his feet by his hair.

      “This is for Jax.”

      She brought the light-blade to life near Atrak’s groin. The blade shot between his legs, hovering less than an inch from his testicles.

      “No! Don’t do this, plea— Aaaaaaarg,” was the last thing Atrak ever said.

      Ryonna cut through him slowly, taking her time, splitting his genitals in two before splitting the rest of his body all the way to the top. A foul odor of charred flesh emanated from his body as the light-blade cut him slowly in half, cauterizing his wound and releasing smoke. By the time she was at neck level, Atrak was already long dead. She then released his hair and, with a swift motion, finished her movement to split his face in half, in a perfectly vertical line. His body split in two and fell to the ground. She turned the light-blade off and threw it on the ground.

      “Vengeance has been served. Thank you, Jonas,” said Ryonna, knowing he could hear her.

      The force field was about to give in, so she dropped to her knees and put both hands behind her back.

      Soon the security guards stormed the office, restraining and arresting her.
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* * *

       

      Because she had killed so many people, Ryonna had been deemed too great a security risk for a public trial. Instead a judge came to see her in her detention room, where she was chained to the wall by every limb, four laser-guided turrets covering her from every direction.

      The woman judge entered her cell and shot her a cold stare.

      “I have half a mind to ask an exception be made so we can execute you, miss.”

      “I thought Hathan didn’t believe in capital punishment.”

      “Acts like these make me think we should make exceptions.”

      “Atrak was a piece of garbage. He needed to be put down.”

      “Watch your mouth. I knew Atrak personally. You’re the piece of garbage here.”

      “Then you didn’t know him as well as you thought.”

      “And why should I listen to the words of a criminal responsible for the deaths of no less than eleven people?”

      “Look, lady, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you believe, but that asshole killed my husband and exploited young Droxian children.”

      “What do you mean ‘exploited’?”

      “Do I really have to spell it out?”

      She didn’t. It was clear the judge was aware of such activity on her planet.

      “I refuse to believe it.”

      “Like I said, I don’t give a shit what you believe. He will no longer hurt anyone.”

      “Even if what you say is true—and believe me I will get to the bottom of this—the way you sought retribution was wrong. You will be sentenced to life in the worst prison in this sector. Hellstar.”

      Ryonna smiled.

      “Do you find it funny, miss?”

      “No. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.”

      The judge shook her head. “I therefore sentence you to life on Hellstar. Do you understand your sentence, Ryonna Isch’ys?”

      “I do, thank you judge.”

      “May gods have mercy on your soul.”

      “Save it for someone who believes in them, judge, but thanks for the pep talk.”

      The judge left her cell and the temporarily disabled turrets came back to life, casting their red laser pointers on Ryonna’s chest. She was still smiling.
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* * *

       

      Ryonna looked at the stars passing by. She was in the transport that would bring her to her final destination. She was ready for what came next. Her thoughts went to Jonas. She had wished for a chance to talk with him once more, if only to say goodbye in case she didn’t make it out of Hellstar alive. But mostly she thought of Ronan. Soon she would be reunited with her son, and together they’d escape the unescapable prison.

      Hold on, my son, I’m coming for you.

       

      

       

      

      
        THE END

        (Full resolution of the storyline in book 2: Fury to the Stars)
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      Synopsis: When the evil Obsidian Empire delivers a deathblow against the Star Alliance, fighter pilot Lieutenant Chase Athanatos leads a band of scattered survivors to the farthest reaches of the known universe, to a little planet called Earth. But Earth is in trouble. The Obsidian Empire is hot on their trail, and unless they find a way to stop them, what’s left of the Alliance and the entire planet are doomed to extinction. 

      

      With the help of the beautiful Commander Sarah Kepler and under the guidance of the goddess of love Aphroditis, Chase races against time to find a way to save the planet from total annihilation. 

      

      Unbeknownst to him, something dormant is coursing through Chase's blood. 

      

      But does it hold the key to changing their destiny? 
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* * *

      What to expect: Epic space battles & dogfights, large fleet battles, alien first contact, alien invasion, galactic empires, alien worlds, action, adventure, mythology, supernatural powers, friendship, survival, suspense and romance. 

      

      In the next pages you can read the book’s first three chapters.

      

      
        Earth – Last Sanctuary will soon be available as an Audiobook (ETA: Beginning of 2017). You can check out the first chapter here.
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      Chase looked at the display with unmasked satisfaction as the last red dot disappeared from his radar. The remaining pieces of the fighter he had just blown out of space came burning against his frontal shields, illuminating the cockpit with radiant blue light for a brief instant. He took the opportunity to make a quick systems check. His shields were still in the green, standing strong at eighty percent and recharging. He had only exhausted half of his missiles against the eleven kills he had made in the last twenty minutes of combat.

      Not bad, he thought. Not bad at all...

      The thought quickly died as the ship’s computer broke the triumphant silence. The computer spoke with a soft, sexy, female voice—probably way too sexy for a star fighter navicomputer designed mainly for dogfights. But this was an old Manticore Mark II model, which was equipped with outdated software. Chase had to admit, when it came to the voice, there were times when he didn’t mind.

      “Multiple enemy targets on approach vector,” said AINI, the Artificially Intelligent Navicomputer Interface. The radar let out four successive, high-pitched beeps as each of the targets progressively appeared on the scope. They were flying in a standard square formation, one pair of fighters covering for the other.

      The grin slowly faded from Chase’s face. A dogfight against four enemies with no wingman was not to be taken lightly, not if one wanted to live long enough to talk about the encounter. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to face such odds, but each time he had, it had cost him and his ship dearly. And here he’d hoped to bring the fighter back to bay with as few scratches as possible. Wishful thinking.

      As the fighters approached, his mind raced over the different tactics that applied to such a situation. The academic ones as well as the crazy ones—those that most dogfight instructors would consider not only insane, but also directly against practically all the rules in the flight book. Standard by-the-book tactics would dictate prudence by trying to reduce the number of enemies from the first pass, allowing the pilot to concentrate on killing the next target while avoiding only a pair of bogies. A feat which in itself was far from easy. Chase’s main instructor and war hero, Admiral Tharowni, would say that a couple of missiles locked and fired at the exact moment bogies entered firing range had a ninety percent chance of scoring a kill, reducing the odds to three against one. Again, not easy, but statistically preferable to trying to engage in a dogfight while being pursued by three enemy vessels.

      But Chase never fought thinking about the statistics or the odds. While he respected the wisdom in such a course of action, losing two out of his three remaining missiles so early in the fight was not something he was prepared to do, at least not today.

      “Enemy craft entering firing range,” AINI purred with all the charm programmed into her vocal subroutines.

      Time to make a decision. In only a few seconds, Chase’s fighter would be in a shower of enemy laser fire. He needed a plan.

      “Let’s try something new, shall we?” he said aloud. This rhetorical banter was rather routine for him and his sensual computer. One-sided, but routine.

      Three seconds later, heavy laser fire started to fall around his fighter’s canopy like red rain, occasionally igniting the shields. Pulling hard on the stick, the fighter effectively rolled and dodged, avoiding most of the damage. But his enemies were still closing on him at high velocity, firing all the while.

      “Missile lock!” AINI sounded as alarmed as she could, humming with the familiar buzz that warned of imminent danger.

      A slow smile spread up the side of Chase’s face. Time seemed to slow, then for a split second, it stopped altogether.

      Now!

      He released countermeasures and his fighter veered sharply and made a tight break to the right, still not firing a single shot. The incoming missile fell for it. The port shields received part of the incoming laser fire while the internal structure of the fighter moaned in disagreement over its rough handling. Clearly not designed to be subjected to a brutal ninety-degree break while at full afterburner speed, the ship made warning noises and lit a red LED light across the primary alarm panel. The ship’s inertial dampeners were clearly not made for this kind of abuse. As always, the dangerous creaking and flashing was accompanied by the silky vocal explanations of AINI.

      “Structural integrity failure imminent,” she warned.

      Unfortunately for the ship, in Chase’s mind “imminent” still meant that he had a couple more seconds. That was, coincidentally, all the time he needed. Once he pulled out of his break, the primary alarm LED turned from red to yellow. Automatic systems were redirecting power to structural integrity to compensate for the ship’s mistreatment. Soon, it would turn green as power would be siphoned off other systems like shields, guiding systems, weapons, and even life support.

      A quick glance at the radar showed Chase that his maneuver had gone exactly as planned, forcing the quartet of ships to break hard left to follow him and take position at his six o’clock. He could almost see his instructors holding their heads in their hands; such a display would most certainly be defined as “reckless flying.” He brushed the thought away and shook his head to clear it. He would need perfect concentration if he intended to leave this dogfight as something more than a floating pile of space rubble.

      Streaks of laser fire passed by his canopy again, but this time from behind and, while many of the hits reduced the aft shields, he still thought that this tactic, however highly dangerous, would pay off. He squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. He was about to find out.

      “AINI, prepare to execute maneuver Theta-4 on my mark.”

      “Loaded and ready,” she answered almost instantly.

      “NOW!”

      The next instant, AINI killed the afterburners and engaged the reverse thrusters while simultaneously boosting their power by redirecting ninety percent of every other system’s power into them, leaving the ship with minimal shielding for just a few milliseconds. Chase sucked in a deep breath. If the enemy had anticipated such a maneuver, those milliseconds would no doubt mean the end of him. But sure enough, the fighters were caught completely off guard and sailed past him like shooting stars into the quiet night.

      Once AINI’s sensors detected that the targets had passed by, she automatically re-balanced the power, redistributing it equally between two main systems: forward engines and weapons. The Theta-4 maneuver was programmed to stay in this distributed power scheme for ten seconds. More than enough time for Chase to rain deadly supercharged firepower upon his foes, effectively draining their aft shields while they undoubtedly tried to understand what had just happened to them. After a few seconds of showering a full spread of laser fire, he quickly selected the two enemy fighters that had lost more than half their shields and locked onto them with a missile each. When AINI acknowledged the locks, he simultaneously fired the missiles and turned quickly on the third craft’s vector, the one which had its aft shield at the minimum. Chase aligned his vessel perfectly to his foe, not letting it breathe. Each of its attempts to dodge were carefully anticipated and compensated for. There was no escape. Its structural integrity started to decrease rapidly and most of his laser shots were now scoring holes in its metal armor, leaving a trail of sparks and chunks of metal in its wake. A few seconds later, it finally exploded in a bright fireball.

      One down, thought Chase.

      He glanced at the rest of the ships just in time to see the first missile reach its target, effectively tearing a port wing to shreds and sending the craft into a twirl before it detonated brightly. Chase couldn’t help but crack a smile.

      Bold maneuvers. Worked every time.

      The second missile-locked fighter launched a decoy and the missile fell for it, but its late deployment still weakened its shields and caused enough damage to effectively remove it from the fight for a few moments as the pilot broke off to recharge. Glancing at the radar to find the fourth fighter, Chase was rewarded with a spread of fire on his port-side shield. He pulled hard on the stick while cutting its velocity by half, allowing the enemy to pass him by and using the momentum of this last attack to reposition his fighter back into the hunter’s position.

      “Port shields failing,” AINI advised.

      “Dammit!” he swore. One more hit on this side of his craft and he was history.

      He quickly checked the status of the damaged fighter only to swear again as he realized that it was already back on course. Two to one, and he was in bad shape. He had to act fast. The only good news was that his maneuver to place himself behind the only undamaged fighter had been a success. He started showering it with all the laser fire he could, hitting it many times on its aft shield. But it wasn’t enough to get it out of the sky before the second ship would reach him.

      An almost Zen-like state came over Chase as he considered his options. He had still one missile left, but he knew that firing it meant using his final ace. As he deliberated, he saw the vessel in front of him effectively spinning around, avoiding his lasers and keeping its shields up despite being in the red. Chase had no doubt that the pilot had redirected every ounce of energy to keep his shields up, probably even cutting life support. A risky strategy, but it had worked; it bought him enough time for his wingman to rejoin the fight.

      The situation was beginning to grow dire. Chase wondered if the standard by-the-book tactics wouldn’t have been wiser, but he quickly disregarded the thought. He’d made his decision, now he had to blow up two fighters. Such was life.

      “Missile lock!” AINI cooed, displaying two missiles advancing quickly on his position.

      “Looks like this guy doesn’t want to see if I have any more tricks up my sleeve, now does he?”

      Sometimes Chase wished AINI’s programming extended to sarcasm. In moments like this, her silence twisted his stomach.

      “Launch countermeasures on my mark.” He pushed his stick to the left, a little more, and a little more, before shouting “Mark!” as he performed a hundred-and-eighty-degree spin. Then he double clicked his afterburner, activating a fifty-percent power boost transfer from other systems. One of the missiles scored the decoys and, as Chase had predicted, his spin took him far enough away to avoid any critical damage from the blast. However, he no longer had any side shields, as the starboard ones had failed upon the missile’s detonation.

      Nervously glancing at the radar for the last missile’s position and trajectory, he suddenly smiled as he saw that he still had a few seconds to complete his plan. With quick fingers, he soothed his lasers from rapid fire to concentrated beams. He only had one shot at this, and it had to be enough. His instincts took over as he aligned himself perfectly behind his foe’s engines and fired. The concentrated beams scored multiple hits, knocking out the remaining vessel’s aft shields and disabling one of its engines. As it struggled to recover, Chase passed quickly by and broke hard on the right. The last missile still on his back adjusted course only to find Chase’s crippled foe right in its trajectory. With a screeching rip, it tore through metal like paper and the ship exploded in a million pieces.

      “Three down, one more to go!” Chase shouted in triumph.

      And one missile left. Perfect. Just like he’d planned.

      With a fierce concentration that came from years of fighting, Chase locked on the last enemy craft with his final missile and fired away. At the same time, he continued blasting away with his lasers, delivering a concentrated burst of fire at the precise moment the missile made contact. A blazing explosion sent it straight to hell, leaving pieces of debris and a sudden silence in its wake.

      “Phew, that was too close a call…” Chase murmured to himself, glancing at his ship’s status. But he couldn’t help but be proud.

      He had succeeded in eliminating all four enemy craft without compromising his own ship’s armor. The only damage was to the shields and they were already recharging. He clicked a few buttons and looked at the fight’s statistical display: a more than satisfactory sixty-seven percent laser hit ratio and a total fight time of two minutes forty-two seconds. That had to be a new record for this kind of fight.

      “Hey AINI,” he smirked, “looks like we just made heist—”

      “Multiple inbound system jumps detected.”

      The words echoed in Chase’s mind but, before he had time to process them, there was more.

      “Enemy vessels on approach vector.”

      “You have GOT to be kidding me!”

      A series of high-pitched beeps answered back from the radar. No less than six foes, two of which were highly shielded corvettes. Way too much firepower for a ship even twice as solid as his was now. His beauty had seen better days, and that was before dispatching fifteen enemy vessels.

      He quickly glanced at a map readout and keyed jump coordinates as fast as he could, only to be rewarded by another vocal alarm.

      “Jump engine inoperable, one of the ships has erected a JIF.”

      “A jump interdiction field. Great. Why am I not surprised? Well, I guess I’ll go down in a blaze of glory then.”

      Silence.

      “AINI?”

      “Enemy ships entering firing range.”

      Chase rolled his eyes. “Some comfort you are.”

      Then all hell broke loose.

      Both corvettes’ long-range laser-cannon fire sprayed heavily towards him. He jerked on the controls, trying to evade in every possible direction, but it was only a matter of time. It would take just one or two direct hits to vaporize him. A quick glance at the displays showed the quartet of fighters protecting the corvettes as they vectored towards him. They were only a few seconds away from entering firing range themselves, at which point any attempt to dodge fire from six simultaneous targets would be all but futile.

      “Unless...” he let the word hang in the void while his brain worked away at light speed. Glancing at his star chart, he bellowed, “Full power to engines, vector zero by four by six, towards that blue moon.”

      The ship’s engines roared to life, doubled by a big rumble from the afterburners. The enemy craft were heavy fighters; that gave him just enough of an advantage in speed to outrun them for a little while. His fuel gauge, however, indicated some rather alarming readings, not to mention, main power was almost in the red.

      “It will have to do... AINI, give me an ETA on the moon and the time difference for the enemy fighters to reach us.”

      “At present speed, we’ll reach the moon in one minute, twenty-five seconds. The vessels will enter firing range approximately twenty-five seconds before we reach it.”

      “Damn and I thought this could work…” he muttered. “Well, maybe it still can. AINI, what if we redirect all power to the engines, including life support?”

      “Simulations project that we would reach the moon with an advance of five to ten seconds if we execute that command immediately,” she crooned. Amazing, even in a life or death moment, his computer sounded like she was inviting him to bed.

      “Execute now!” he cried. “And…goodbye AINI,” he added, knowing full well that executing the command would also take the power away from her artificial circuits. He would have to fly by the stick and pushing buttons from now on.

      A few moments later, the moon was on the view screen, growing fast. Chase aligned his fighter into a near-atmosphere entry vector line. Red LEDs started to blink all over the cockpit as each of his systems siphoned off their power. At this rate, if he even brushed the upper atmosphere, the ship would transform into a big ball of fire. Chase pushed the thought from his mind and tightened his hands around the navigational stick.

      His enemies were closing in fast, but not fast enough to get a clear shot before he disappeared behind the moon. They would, no doubt, pursue. But it didn’t matter now.

      He pushed his ship to the upper limit, only a few feet off the moon’s atmosphere, and used its gravity to start a slingshot run around it. His speed grew exponentially and he redistributed some power to his shields and life support when the air started to become too thin to breathe. Now was not a good time to be light headed. The energy drain for propulsion was no longer necessary, thanks to the formidable gravitational forces of the moon. The ship would accelerate with incredible velocity even if he only gave the engines a little rub.

      “Space Applied Physics wasn’t such a dumb course after all,” he reflected, trying to boost the inertial dampeners to avoid having his bones crushed under the pressure of the Gs pulled by the maneuver.

      A few minutes later, his fighter was on the other side of the moon, ready to finish the slingshot. He adjusted his course towards one of the corvettes and, once he was away from the gravitational forces, he disengaged his engines. Then he quickly keyed a set of commands as his ship entered the corvette’s firing range. He pulled hard on the controls to put the ship in a wild spin, trying to avoid enemy fire, then he submitted the command he’d keyed earlier, diverting power to the shields and the weapon systems.

      He was only a few seconds away... He’d entered what he liked to call the “dead zone,” the stretch where enemy craft were at optimal firing range and during which the probability they scored a hit was much higher. Not a moment later, the ship took one hit on the starboard shields, disabling them on the spot and sending a few metal pieces of the hull floating off into space.

      Streaks of red laser fire streamed all over his canopy, and he was mere moments away from the corvette. Then suddenly, he keyed a flurry of other commands. His shields went down and his lasers started to fire at full power. Then, before he could even brace himself, he pulled very hard into outer space, spinning in his chair just enough to watch his plan play out.

      His ship collided with enormous velocity into the corvette’s frontal hull, causing a massive explosion. Its fractured momentum sent it hurtling full speed into the second corvette, which promptly split in half.

      And that was the end of it.
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      The screen turned black, the cockpit lights turned back on, and the monitor flashed.

      “Simulation over.”

      The canopy of the simulator opened with its usual shrieking and thumping, and Chase made a mental note to have a word with the maintenance crew. The simulator, despite being multiple versions behind in terms of the navicomputer, was the only pleasure he was getting out of the war these days. If it broke, he wouldn’t know what to do to pass the time.

      “More reckless than ever!”

      Chase shook back his long, dark hair and turned around to see his old friend Daniel walking up to greet him, a broad smile stretching across his face.

      “When are you gonna learn, that sort of flying will get you killed in the real world? I seriously doubt it’s what they’ve been teaching you at the academy. I’m not sure you would have killed half those bogies in a real combat situation, but I must admire your spirit. Not to mention, some of the stuff you did was pretty ingenious.”

      Daniel was medium height and medium build with longish hair that was sometimes free flowing, but most days, like today, was attached neatly in a ponytail. His bright blue eyes were slightly amplified behind a thinly framed pair of glasses, and he grinned again as he clapped Chase’s arm.

      “I beg to differ,” Chase answered with a return smile dancing in his shocking, purple eyes. “But as long as the cease fire is in place, I fear I won’t be able to prove to you that it could.” Daniel cast him a doubtful look but, before he could speak, Chase continued, “But since you’re here, let’s grab a couple of drinks, shall we?”

      “That, my friend, is an excellent idea!” Daniel agreed cheerfully.

      A few moments later, they were sitting in the mess hall with their bottles in front of them, bantering good-naturedly back and forth.

      After taking a long sip from his drink, Daniel lowered his voice seriously. “Don’t get me wrong, but the simulator isn’t a good way to test whether or not your crazy maneuvers would work. If you want to get some thrills, and god knows so do I when I practice in that old hunk-a-junk, it’s all in good fun. But you can’t expect to pull such reckless tactics out there.”

      “And why not?” Chase raised one of his eyebrows.

      “Well, for starters, you don’t really feel the Gs in the simulator, at least nowhere near the way you would in real life. That ninety-degree break you made towards the end? I don’t think you would have been able to make it in your ship without passing out. And if you do, even for a couple of seconds, you’re dead!” He flashed Chase an accusatory look. “Not only would it pain me to lose such a good friend, but the last thing our cause needs is to waste a good pilot.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were genuinely worried about me. Isn’t that sweet…” Chase chuckled mischievously. “A good pilot, you say?”

      “I’m serious. You should try to fly your ship by the book; it works for most pilots.”

      “Are you referring to the guys whose names are engraved on silver plates throughout the halls of this ship? As a thank you for giving their life for the Star Alliance? Because if you are, believe me, I’d prefer my name wasn’t engraved anywhere but in the brain of the enemy pilots, for a split second, just before I send their vessels to kingdom come.” Chase took a swig of the blue drink and pushed his long, black hair out of his eyes. “In the academy I was treated like a freak because I refused to follow the book and everyone said I would end up dead at my first enemy encounter. Well, funny enough, five years later, with more kills than I could paint my ship with, I’m still alive and kicking. Look, I agree some pilots need to follow procedure. I can only surmise that they either lack inspiration, instinct, or both. But that’s not me, Daniel. I fly with my gut, and my gut is still here, so that has to count for something.”

      “That’s true I guess...” Daniel traced the table. “I’m just worried.”

      “Why exactly?”

      He seemed reluctant. “Cause you’re...well...”

      Chase leaned forward with a grin. “Spit it out already!”

      “You’re reckless.”

      “You bet your ass I am!” Chase laughed. “You know, I thought we were supposed to grab a drink and have some fun. Why don’t we just enjoy them and not talk about each other’s piloting skills and styles?”

      “Well, we haven’t discussed mine.”

      “Yeah well, we better not, mister ‘by-the-book.’” Chase smirked sarcastically.

      “There you go! I’m still alive too, and right after your ass on the killing roster. And I’m still your wing commander,” Daniel said with mock sternness.

      Chase put his hands up. “Alright, you are indeed the second name there, but I could go on vacation for a year and you still wouldn’t catch up with me. And you’re wing commander because of your people skills; that and nobody in their right mind will give that position to a top-gun fighter like me who doesn’t follow procedure.”

      “You’re exaggerating about the roster and, yes, this is why I’m your wing commander and not the other way around.”

      “Am I exaggerating?” Chase stroked his Van Dyke style beard with satisfaction. “I’m fine being the lone-wolf pilot. You know I hate orders anyway, most certainly receiving them, but I don’t really see myself giving them either. I’m okay doing my own thing.”

      “You’re still giving orders as Beta Squadron leader, or did you forget?” Daniel grinned wickedly. “I wonder why… Could it have something to do with your mysterious past?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I dispatch advice under fire.” Chase pointed his bottle at his friend in a playful warning. “And you’re entering touchy territory here.”

      Instead of backing down, Daniel leaned forward. “I don’t want to upset you, but didn’t you ever ask yourself if you live the way you do because you have no family? Or at any rate, because you don’t know them?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Chase stared contemplatively at the table, caught off guard by the sudden change of tone.

      “Look, I don’t want to bring you down, and I love you like a brother, so, in fact, you do have family.” Daniel paused. “I was just trying to say…it must not be easy to have been found on our planet, fully grown, without a single memory of where you come from. You even told me there was something slightly different in your DNA scans…?”

      “Yeah I guess, but it’s something I try not to dwell on, if you know what I mean. And yes, I’m definitely different according to scans.” Chase finished his drink and tried to lighten the mood. “Must have something to do with my irresistible charm.”

      But Daniel’s face was solemn. “It’s not just the scans, Chase…”

      Chase’s smile faltered. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve known you for how long?”

      Chase tipped back his head to think. “Since the academy, so about ten years.”

      “Exactly. Chase…you haven’t aged a single day.”

      Chase snorted in surprise. “Of course I’ve aged. What are you talking about?”

      Daniel slowly shook his head. “Ten years is just a chunk of our life spans, but even so, I’ve changed. I have a few more gray hairs, a couple of wrinkles. But you? You’re just the same as the day I met you.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” Chase picked up another drink. “Maybe I worry less than you?”

      Daniel raised his eyebrows. “Less than the rest of the entire Alliance?”

      “Alright, that’s a fair point. Well maybe it’s my DNA. Maybe that’s what’s so different.”

      “Yes, but that has to make you think. Who are you? Where were you born? Why were you abandoned…?”

      Chase set his empty bottle down on the table a little harder than usual. “Why do we have to assume I was abandoned? Maybe I just woke up there after an accident.”

      “In front of a medical center, in the capital of the Alliance?”

      “Yes, so what?”

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      “Then let’s just drop it, okay?”

      Daniel hastily nodded, casting nervous glances at his friend while Chase stared moodily at the now empty bottles.

      “And Daniel?” he finally spoke.

      Daniel gulped, afraid he’d gone too far. “Yeah?”

      “You’re like my brother too.”

      The two men chucked to dismiss the tension, when an alarm suddenly went off.

      “Battle-stations, ship condition level red. All pilots rejoin your fighters for immediate take-off; this is not a drill!”

      Half of the people in the mess hall jumped out of their seats and starting running outside. Daniel and Chase got up with them and began sprinting towards the fighter bays. The red-alert lighting cast red hues and ominous shadows upon their faces as they ran.

      “Ah fuck this! Can’t we enjoy a simple drink?” Chase grinned.

      Daniel shook his head with a smile. “You know you’re excited. Nothing beats the thrill of a dogfight, eh? Anyway, maybe you can demonstrate some of those reckless moves.”

      “With pleasure, Wing Commander. Plus, it looks like I’m gonna advance my lead on the kill board today, bro!”

      “I’m not even gratifying that with an answer. Bro!”

      “Oh no?” Chase taunted. “Why not? Cat got your tongue? Or maybe you can’t run and talk at the same time? Maybe you’re out of shape, buddy.”

      “I’m not your buddy,” Daniel said with a smile that clearly proved otherwise.

      “Okay, okay, enough teasing then. But last one to the cockpit buys the next round.”

      “Deal!”

      They picked up their pace, tearing past everyone else on the way to the fighter bay. Pretty soon, all the pilots were in their ships, ready to be shot into space.

      “Looks like you owe me a drink, bro!” Daniel gloated. “You should know that the more you talk while you run, the more energy you spend.”

      Chase grinned. “I let you win. Besides, I didn’t want to burn out all my stamina on running; I need my cunning reflexes out there. Goes with my mad flying attitude.”

      “I’m sure it does. See you in space in five.”

      Daniel’s fighter was then loaded into catapult launcher number five with Chase’s right behind him. Before Chase could blink his eyes, the door opened and Daniel had vanished into space.

      The catapult’s particular design allowed fighters to enter combat space with sufficient velocity to immediately engage enemies if needed. A scenario particularly helpful when a starship was under a surprise attack. Also, it allowed full squadrons to be launched together, optimizing their battle readiness in war conditions.

      It took less than a minute to reload the launch tubes with a new squadron. Chase could feel his blood pumping through his entire body and he emptied his mind of all the thoughts that were lingering there from a moment ago. Now was not the time for an existential crisis. Seconds passed by and his adrenaline level rose as the machinery secured his craft into the tube.

      “Enemy ships in approach,” said Daniel through the comm system. “Deploying sensors to max range.”

      “Alpha Leader, this is Alpha Two. I count three enemy squadrons. Wait…four. Five. More keep appearing.”

      “Alpha Leader this is the SAD Destiny. Be advised, our long range sensors show at least nine squadrons and five battleships, maybe more in approach.”

      Chase’s blood froze as he listened in on the comm. The Destiny Battlegroup was only composed of three destroyer-class battleships, each with three battle ready squadrons of Manticore Mark IV fighters, and a trio of Omega-2 class bombers. That meant the enemy forces had a clear advantage in numbers.

      “This doesn’t look good,” he said to himself while performing his final pre-launch check. Then Daniel’s voice came through once again, this time directed towards him.

      “Beta Leader, this is Alpha Leader. We’ve engaged the enemy but we need assistance ASAP.”

      “Launching now,” replied Chase. “Hang in tight, Alpha Leader. We’ll be securing your six before you know it.”

      “Hurry up, Chase; we already lost Alpha Six,” Daniel said with a heavy heart.

      Damn! Less than thirty seconds of combat and already one of their teammates had been killed. But now was not the time to mourn fallen comrades, especially since this didn’t look like a walk in the park. In fact, it was probably the most difficult engagement this battlegroup had faced in months. But there was no denying it, the Star Alliance had been losing more fights than they’d been winning lately. The Obsidian Empire was getting stronger by the day, and some rumors even said that the days of the war were numbered.

      Chase’s train of thought was interrupted by a sudden acceleration boost as the catapult launched his fighter through tube one at maximum velocity. The tunnel his fighter traveled through was lined with bright green lighting, and it illuminated his cockpit with flashes of light as his ship soared through.

      “Alpha Leader, this is Beta Leader. We’re airborne; will rejoin in approximately twenty seconds.”

      There was no answer on the comm. Radar was showing a handful of blue dots being swarmed by red ones. Daniel had dispatched three bogies, while his squadron picked off another three, but that still left way too many to deal with on their own. And that was probably just the first wave.

      “I’m hit!” shouted Alpha Three. “Ejecting!”

      Chase’s squadron was only a handful of seconds away from the engagement now, and he activated his comm system.

      “Alright people, stay alert. This is just the beginning of what might very well be a very long, hard day. We are to render assistance to Alpha Team, clear their six, and obliterate this first wave before the next one arrives. So make every shot count.”

      Multiple comm clicks acknowledged that order. A couple of seconds later, red laser shots started to pass between the fighters as they entered the combat zone. Two lasers made a direct hit to Chase’s forward shield, bringing their efficiency down to ninety percent. Chase frantically painted targets through his target acquisition panel, and ordered a voice command to the navicomputer AI.

      “Execute offensive pattern Xi-niner.”

      “Confirmed,” replied the male, synthesized vocal processor.

      Chase shook his head, missing the sultry tones of his simulator. “Where’s that sexy little minx when I need her?” he muttered under his breath.

      The ship started firing low energy but high frequency laser bursts at all the painted targets. Each blow would only weaken an enemy’s shields by a few percent at the time, but that was exactly what Chase wanted. He switched his main manual firing weapon to heat-seeking missiles while the computer continued the automated firing. Then, one by one, he started to lock onto the enemy ships, all four of them. Once the last lock was confirmed, he pressed the trigger and all four missiles fired simultaneously. The enemy craft started evasive maneuvers, but there was no escaping Chase’s lock. The missiles arrived roughly at the same time. The first explosion sent an enemy craft into a wild spin, venting parts and oxygen into space, as the three remaining missiles hit with a surprisingly synchronized detonation that blew up all three enemy craft into bits of fiery space junk.

      Chase then went after the first target, which had managed to stabilize its spin but was obviously having trouble with its thrusters, probably because the missile blew up one of its oxygen tanks. It was little to no challenge to finish up such a badly wounded enemy, but this was not a simulation, and challenge was no longer the name of the game. Time was of the essence, and Chase blew the fighter out of the sky without hesitation.

      “Thanks, Beta Leader,” Daniel called. “Hope you won’t need those missiles later on though.”

      It was a fair point. Chase had effectively depleted half his missile complement in the first minute of the engagement but, under the circumstances, it made more sense to blow up the enemies quickly to avoid being caught in multiple crossfire.

      “Copy that, Alpha Leader, nothing to worry about.”

      Chase vectored toward the nearest enemy craft and locked lasers. He switched them to full power and pulled the trigger the second he had a firing solution. The first shots caused heavy damage to the enemy vessel, which quickly reacted with evasive actions. Obviously panicked, the craft rammed into its wingman, sending it into a spin that turned into a fireball as it was caught in some friendly crossfire. The second craft had lost its aft shields upon impact. Chase had no intention of letting this advantage fade away by giving the pilot time to transfer power to compensate. He hit his afterburner and rained down deadly laser fire. The ship exploded, and Chase flew through what was left of it, acquiring his next target as soon as he was through.

      He quickly checked his radar. Five more ships had been dispatched by the rest of the squadron, putting them at a numerical advantage. The scanners also showed that Alpha Team had engaged another squadron as soon as the numbers had evened up. Chase dispatched one of the last ships with agile laser fire and watched while the remaining enemies were successfully destroyed, one by one.

      “This is the SAD Destiny. The first wave of attack seems to be contained, but we’re getting unusual neutron radiation on the sensors; we don’t know what to make of it. It seems to be coming from everywhere.”

      The last remaining enemy fighters retreated back towards the battleships, staying outside the firing range of the first assault. But just as they made it back, the sky all around them erupted into what looked like a million, blinding lights.
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      Standing proudly on the bridge of the Obsidian battleship, the Iron Claw, Admiral Zan was looking at the heart of the battle with a grim smile on his face. His bright emerald eyes glowed in the dark as he turned to face the command center and his crew.

      “Report!”

      “Everything is proceeding exactly as planned,” said the tactical officer. “The first wave has been repelled as anticipated and the remaining ships have been recalled. Should we send the second one, Admiral?”

      “That won’t be necessary, Lieutenant Major. We’ll proceed directly to phase B. But first, let’s make sure these rebels won’t try to quit the scene before it starts to get interesting. Deploy the anti-gravity engine on the starship Titanium now. As soon as its engine is deployed, call in the secondary fleet and engage.”

      “Titanium erecting the anti-gravity field, Admiral.”

      “Very well. Ask the Second Fleet to enter the theater.”

      “Message sent, Admiral. Ships jumping now.”

      The usually dark space flashed with sudden light. Then, just as everyone’s eyes were adjusting, several gaping holes of darkness began emerging from the bright, blurry veil. The next moment, it was clear that the spots were actually battleships, lots of them, circling all around the Alliance’s battlegroup and escorts. In a matter of seconds, the new ships were everywhere, spewing their squadrons one after another like locusts.
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* * *

       

      On the bridge of the Star Alliance Destroyer Destiny, Captain Saroudis had only partially regained his eyesight when he emptied his lungs, shouting.

      “Full reverse! Get us the hell out of here, now!”

      There was a metal grinding sound, and strong vibrations suddenly shook the whole ship. Crewmen who were not seated ended up flattened on the ground or crashed up against the walls. The captain’s eyes flashed with terror.

      “What’s going on?! Why aren’t we moving?!”

      The tactical officer tapped into his console. “We seem to be restrained in some sort of magnetic field. It’s paralyzed our engines, and the more we try to maneuver, the more we’re effectively weakening the structural integrity of the ship, Captain.”

      “Stop the engines at once!” shouted the captain.

      There was a temporary calm but, the next minute, hundreds of lasers began firing against the shields. Usually, starfighter firepower wasn’t strong enough to cause much damage to a battleship-shielded vessel but, when there were multiple squadrons firing at the same time, it might very well make all the difference in the world.

      “Lieutenant Brents, divert all power except life support to the shields.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain ! Diverting power now.”

      The rapidly fading shield gauge on the control screen was suddenly boosted back into the green and seemed to lower only in small increments.

      “That won’t keep those battleships from blasting us out of space like bugs,” said the captain, mind racing as he tried to think of a solution to the impossible situation. Then suddenly he turned to the tactical officer with illumination. “Use the sensors to find out which ship is generating the magnetic disturbance.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      The captain then turned to the communications officer. “Sergeant, give me a comm line to the entire battlegroup.”

      “Ready, sir.”

      “This is Captain Saroudis. We are currently being held by a powerful magnetic field; if we want to survive, we need to send every available squadron to destroy the vessel holding us. As soon as the target is destroyed return to your ships. We need to make a long jump out of here. Probably by the borders of uncharted space, to make sure we have a chance to regroup and repair.”

      The captain then turned towards his communications officer.

      “Try contacting headquarters to inform them of the situation. This could be a huge military maneuver that will shake the balance of power in the galaxy. We only have a few minutes before they overcome us by sheer firepower, especially when these new battleships start entering firing range. And give me status on the anti-gravity ship.”

      “We can’t seem to reach the Alliance headquarters, Captain. Communication logs show multiple distress calls similar to ours all over this part of the galaxy.”

      “Geez, could this be an all-out attack?” asked the captain, not expecting any answer.

      “It looks like it, Captain. We have identified the ship responsible for the anti-gravity field. Transmitting coordinates to all fighters.”

      The captain re-addressed the rest of the fleet.

      “This is the SAD Destiny. Fighter squadrons, we are sending you a target via your navicomputer systems. This is a high priority target and it must be destroyed immediately.”

      The rest of the ships regained offensive formations and started vectoring towards the coordinates they were just provided. It didn’t take long to realize that the target was within a group of enemy battleships. It was an unusual looking vessel, positioned defensively, well protected by the other ships around it. But before anyone could do a thing, half of the enemy craft firing at the Destiny Battlegroup suddenly stopped and went on a pursuit course of the Alliance squadrons.

      Laser fire filled the blackness of empty space in a matter of seconds. From a distance, it must have looked like a beautiful light show, except that any of these lights could blow a ship out of the sky. Heavy photon fire from the battleships started to make it more and more difficult for the squadrons to approach their target.

      “Alpha Leader, this is Beta Leader.”

      “Go on, Chase?”

      “We won’t make it this way; we’ll be in pieces faster than it takes to say ‘oops.’”

      “I’m listening, but make it quick.”

      “We split into two groups; your group harasses the photon cannons and tries to take one of those battleships out of the equation, while we go for the jackpot and blow this sucker out of the picture.”

      “Good thinking, but we’ll reverse the positions if you don’t mind. We’ll go after the target; I have more ordnance anyway.”

      “Right…” Chase said with some reserve, then he added, “Good luck, Daniel.”

      “You too; we’re both gonna need it. Alpha Leader out,” Daniel said, and he clicked another button on the comm controls. “Listen up everyone, the only chance we have to live another day is to destroy this target. Make no mistake, we must do absolutely anything necessary to destroy it, or die trying. I’m counting on all of you. Keep in formation and prepare to engage.”

      The sudden change of tactic seemed to have thrown the enemy off guard, and the distraction might just have given them a chance for Daniel’s squadron to approach the target from a good vector. Chase wasted no time ordering a shower of laser fire upon the battleship that was the nearest to the target. It rained blue laser light just as, simultaneously, all the fighters unloaded their complement of torpedoes into the battleship’s nose. The first few were deflected by the battleship’s strong shields, but the continuous fire made it weaker in many spots, allowing some of the following torpedoes to go through and explode directly on the plating of the vessel. Before the last torpedo reached its target, the battleship started exploding in a bright fireball. The resulting shock wave took out a few of the fighters that were near the explosion, including some from Beta Squadron, which was now reduced to four ships.

      “Chase, are you nuts?! You’re supposed to lay cover fire, not blow us up to hell!”

      “This will buy you the time you need to remove the target from the board, Daniel, and you know it!”

      “What about the crew members you just lost?”

      “What difference does it make if they would have died in the next few seconds had we failed? And for what cause would it have been, Daniel?”

      “You can’t just—” Daniel’s voice cut out momentarily. “I’m entering tactical firing range. Hang on.” Then the radio went silent.

      Fighters from Alpha Squadron were diverting fire so Daniel could reach an optimal firing range. Some of them were instantly destroyed by photon cannons, while others fell to enemy fighters in one-on-one combat.

      Daniel wished he could wipe the sweat from his forehead, but instead he lowered the temperature of his suit. “Approaching optimal firing range in ten… nine…”

      Suddenly, a shock jolted his entire fighter, and sent the stars and ships spinning in the windshield. Daniel was hit. He tried to stabilize the ship as well as he could, but it was one hell of spin to recover from. His inertial dampeners started to go critical, and already he could feel terrible G-forces taking hold on his body. He had to act fast...

      “Code Red! This is Alpha Leader. I’m in a spin I can’t get out of. Inertial dampeners failing.”

      Chase’s voice crackled on the comm. “Hang on, Daniel! That’s an order.” He quickly changed trajectory and acquired Daniel’s craft on his sensors. A plan began swirling behind his eyes, and he hit the comm once more. “Daniel, there’s a chance what I’m gonna do is gonna get you killed.”

      “Why am I not surprised? But hurry—I don’t think I can take it much longer anyway.”

      Chase entered a series of coordinates manually. Then he switched to his missiles.

      Daniel heard the warning from the navicomputer. Ally craft had locked onto the ship.

      “I thought you depleted the rest of your ordnance on at the battleship. You didn’t have so many left in the first place.” Daniel strained to speak. A deep ache had started radiating out from his bones from the force of the spin. If things kept up, it would crush every bone in his body; the little ones first, then the bigger ones.

      Chase interrupted his dark train of thought. “I kept one. I thought, what the hell, one more missile ain’t gonna make a difference; I might as well keep it for something that will.”

      “I like your thinking buddy, but if you don’t shoot now…”

      “Firing.”

      The missile vectored straight to Daniel’s ship but, a fraction of a second before it connected, Chase remote detonated it. The shockwave that followed stopped most of Daniel’s spin and sent him hurtling through space like a dead rock.

      “Uuuuuurggh…”

      “Daniel, are you alright?” Chase asked fearfully, peering out the window to get a visual on his friend’s ship. When there was no reply, his face whitened. “Daniel?!”

      “Yeah... I’m... here... I’m contemplating my breakfast but, thanks to you, I might actually get a chance to have another one tomorrow.”

      Chase sighed in relief, but it was short lived. “What’s your status? We have to destroy that ship, and we’ve just lost our window to do it.”

      “Status check is erratic. I lost most of my shields, inertial dampers at twenty-five percent,” Daniel reported. “So I have to watch for crazy maneuvers unless I want those words engraved on my tombstone. Otherwise, weapons seem to be online. I can still deliver my full complement of torpedoes, but I’ll need a shield.”

      Chase nodded and hit the comm. “All fighters report.”

      “Alpha Four reporting ready. Shields minimal.”

      “Alpha Seven, I’m still in the green.”

      “Alpha Two, I lost a stabilizer, but I’m good to go.”

      “Beta Three, shields in the red, good to go.”

      “Alpha Eight, in the green.”

      “Beta Four, I’m hit, but the ship can fly.”

      “Beta Seven, shields are holding.”

      “Alright everyone,” said Chase, “we’re going to surround Alpha Leader and go for an afterburner run on the target. We’ll only get one shot and we have to make it count. We must stay in Alpha Leader’s proximity and cover his ship with our shields. If necessary, cover him with your ship itself.”

      “Beta Leader, this is Alpha Four. The targeting system won’t engage at this velocity; it won’t have time to get a good lock.”

      “He won’t need to,” Chase replied. “Daniel will manually release the torpedoes when we’re in sufficient range.”

      “And what would that range be, Chase?” Daniel asked nervously.

      “Say, about a klick or two away from target.”

      “…You’re insane.”

      “I thought someone said that we had to do everything possible for this mission to succeed. I’m only telling you what our course of action should be.”

      Daniel sighed again and glanced around at his damaged ship. “You’re right Beta Leader; we’ll proceed as you suggested. Everyone in position!”

      Daniel engaged his afterburner and everyone else followed closely, trying to stay in a tight, defensive sphere around him. When it started to rain lasers, the ships protecting him saw their shield levels drop at an alarming rate. The ones whose shields were already down started venting parts into space. While the first five seconds of the run were crazy, the next ten were even worse. Almost every few seconds, a ship would either explode or be disabled. Before long, there were only two pilots remaining, Daniel and Chase.

      Only when the instruments told Daniel he was under one klick did he hit the trigger. The weapons deployed and both pilots made a hard break left. Chase was soon out of range, but Daniel fell behind—his inertial dampeners and engines being low on power. It took only a fraction of a second for the torpedoes to reach their destination. It was a direct hit. The resulting blast engulfed everything around it in a fiery wall of flames.

      “Daniel?” Chased asked nervously, watching the fire get closer to his friend.

      “I see it.”

      “…Daniel!”

      “Chase, I promise you I see that massive explosion!”

      The fire got closer and closer to Daniel’s craft. Soon, only the nose of his ship was visible to the outside world. Chase held his breath… But then the flames started to dissipate. With a whooping cheer, Daniel shot out of the explosion and into open space.
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* * *

       

      On the command deck of the Iron Claw, Admiral Zan started to lose his composure. When he could stand it no longer, he turned away from the main screen and glared at his second in command.

      “Major Extor, would you mind telling me what just happened?”

      “We just lost the battleship Sudden Death.”

      “Fitting end for a ship of that name, I suppose. But how could they destroy one of our battleships so easily?”

      “They launched all their torpedoes at once, Admiral,” the major replied nervously.

      “They did.” The admiral’s voice was dry and dangerous. “Very well then, concentrate your efforts on destroying them now that they lack their precious ordnance.”

      “Yes, Admiral.”

      But moments later, a red light started to blink on the tactical console and the lieutenant’s face changed radically.

      “Admiral, one of the ships with a full tactical load of torpedoes is converging towards the Titanium’s coordinates.”

      “Deploy all cannons and every fighter, even the ones out of range. Fire on the ships with everything we’ve got.”

      He spun back to the main screen and watched as a storm of firepower converged near the Titanium. There were multiple explosions and shield impacts. Several of the Alliance vessels were quickly dispatched and bits of them drifted behind the attack like a deathly cloud. Finally, there were only two ships remaining. The admiral smiled to himself as he watched their imminent collision. Not only would they fail to destroy his prize ship, but they’d end up painting its hull.

      But at the last second, everything seemed to go wrong.

      Both ships broke hard left and, almost at the same time, the Titanium got caught in the biggest explosion yet. The admiral put his hand to the glass as he watched Titanium and its vital anti-gravity engine go up in flames.

      “How the hell did this happen?!” he shouted in a blind rage.

      “Unknown, Admiral,” replied the tactical officer.

      “Find out now! Or there will be hell to pay! In the meantime, deploy all ships and engage this pathetic excuse for a battlegroup. Wipe them out this second! You hear me!?”

      The tactical officer thought he might have been having some kind of mild heart attack. But he finally managed to get control of himself and turned back to the comm.

      “Relaying command to the battlegroup, Admiral.”

      The admiral turned his back to his crew and returned to his place in front of the main screen, staying silent as if meditating on the situation. His brilliant plan had been thwarted by…what…two lousy ships? Two lousy starfighters?!
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* * *

       

      “Alpha Leader and Beta Leader, this is SAD Destiny. Congratulations on a job well done. Now hurry up home so we can jump the hell out of here.”

      “Copy that!” said Chase. There was no reply from Daniel and he glanced down at the comm. “Are you alright, Alpha Leader?”

      The radio cracked, and Daniel’s voice could barely be heard. “I think so...”

      “You did it, Daniel! You blew up the ship; we can go home!”

      “That’s great, but I don’t think my fighter is going anywhere.”

      He was suddenly cut by photon fire from one of the battleships vectoring fast on their position. It blew off half his left wing.

      Chase hit the comm and shouted, “Eject! I’m gonna tractor you through!”

      Inside his failing craft, Daniel shook his head. “As much as I want to live, I don’t want to get us both killed. Get out of here, Chase.”

      A second laser hit and blew up part of his cooling system.

      “Your engines are going to blow; you have to eject!” Chase cried. “Listen, I won’t go without you, so unless you do want to get us both killed... Eject, eject! NOW!”

      Daniel hit the ejection button, and suddenly his cockpit was spinning in open space. As the stars flashed by, he saw Chase’s fighter vectoring at a high velocity towards him. With a startled frown, he clicked the comm device in his suit.

      “You’re not gonna grab me in afterburner mode are you now my friend?”

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “Chase…do you have any idea what that would do to me?”

      “Look at the bright side Dan, you already threw up your breakfast.”

      As the ship hurtled towards his floating cockpit, Daniel couldn’t help but yell, “YOU ARE INSAAAAAAANE!”

      The tractor beam got a good grab on him, but Daniel blacked out instantly. Chase tore through heavy enemy fire, not even engaging potentially easy targets, concentrating only on getting back to the Destiny as fast as possible.

      “Destiny, this is Beta Leader. I have successfully tractored Alpha Leader after his ejection and I’m coming in hot. Have medical teams standing by on the landing pads for Daniel.”

      “You got it, Beta Leader,” said Captain Saroudis. “Good job.”

      “Thanks. It cost us dearly though, Captain.”

      “I know, Lieutenant, but we did what we had to do.”

      Chase nodded to himself. “Will we be jumping soon, Captain?”

      “The second your craft has landed, Lieutenant, so hurry up.”

      “Copy that.” Chase ground his teeth together and went as fast as he could.

      He vectored his fighter into the landing bay, carefully unloading Daniel’s cockpit to the ground and then disengaging the tractor beam. The cockpit moved a bit, but secured itself quickly. Chase then landed his craft, jumped out of the cockpit, and started running towards his friend who was already being taken care of by the medical crew.

      The medical first officer looked grimly at Chase. “We have to take him to a life support system right away; he’s in a coma and his vital signs are fluctuating radically.”

      “Will he make it?” Chase gulped.

      “It’s too soon to tell. I’m sorry,” replied the officer as they loaded Daniel up.

      “I’m sorry too,” Chase said to no one in particular.

      The medical team placed Daniel on a mobile health-bed and plugged him in with an oxygen flow and an automated cardiac stimulator. A few seconds later, they vanished through the doors on their way to the med-bay.

      Chase watched them go with a strong pain deep in his chest. He couldn’t help but feel responsible for his friend’s condition. But just as he was replaying all his actions to see what he could have done differently, his comm system activated and the captain called his name.

      “Lieutenant Athanatos, to the bridge on the double.”

      Chase stared at the doors his friend had just been carried through, but clicked his comm and answered, “On my way, Captain.”

      Just as the elevator opened up on the command deck, flames shot down and almost burned Chase where he stood. The fire quickly stopped, but the whole ship shook violently, and Chase was thrown to the floor along with several other people. When he got up, the bridge was filled with smoke and some equipment wiring was sparking on and off, but he could see that the battlegroup had successfully entered hyperspace.

      He took an unbalanced step and came to stand beside the captain’s chair. When the captain saw him, he immediately got up and shook Chase’s hand.

      “Well done, Lieutenant. I’ve been told that Alpha Leader is in critical condition; I’m really sorry about that. I know how you and the wing commander are close friends.”

      “Thank you, Captain. We’ve lost a lot of good men and women today; I hope he won’t be added to the list.”

      “So do I, Lieutenant, so do I. But since you’re the highest ranking officer for the time being, you’re temporarily our new wing commander. And, unfortunately, we have a lot more problems ahead of us, Lieutenant.”

      Chase’s dream of a hot shower and a nice rest went up in smoke.

      “I’m listening,” he said.

      “We had to jump in a hurry with some heavily damaged systems. The computer was unable to determine all the coordinates in time, so the last two coordinates were randomly selected. As of now, we’re in critical condition. But I’m afraid if we hadn’t done the jump blindly when we did and not a moment later, we would have been blown to pieces. The SAD Faith and Courage are badly damaged as well, but fortunately they successfully slaved their jump engines to ours seconds before I gave the order to go. That being said, we’re not sure if any of them will be able to sustain such a long jump.”

      “What about the dreadnoughts?”

      “Four of them, including the Iron Fire, have managed to jump with us as well.”

      Chase frowned. “How long a jump are we talking about here?”

      The captain looked away a moment before reluctantly returning Chase’s gaze.

      “Seventy-two hours, Lieutenant.”

      Chase’s eyes grew wide and he put a hand on the chair to steady himself. “Seventy-two hours?” he repeated. “That’s madness—we’ve never done such a long jump! We could end up on the other side of the known universe. We should try to contact headquarters to send reinforcements to help us defeat this armada. Otherwise…I mean…god knows what they’ll do to the Star Alliance, sir.”

      The captain’s face grew grave and he paused a moment, regarding Chase thoughtfully. “I don’t think you’re grasping something here, son. The Star Alliance is history.”

      Chase blinked as the words settled over him like a fog. Sensing his temporary speechlessness, the captain continued.

      “While you were engaging the enemy forces, we received multiple distress calls from all over the sector. All of the attacks happened at the same time; they were precisely orchestrated and surgically executed. There’s just nothing left.”

      Chase’s mouth went dry and his throat closed up but he nodded robotically. Now was no time to fall apart. The enemy was still out there. And at least a few ships had survived.

      “Did you notice that the second wave of ships was of a different design, Captain?”

      Again, the captain seemed reluctant. “Yes I did. We’ve checked with our internal database and, while they weren’t an exact match, the computer came up with…”

      Chase fought back his impatience. “With what, Captain? What were those ships?”

      “Zarlack, Lieutenant. The computer thinks they must have been Zarlacks.”

      Chase almost had to laugh. “That’s nonsense. The Zarlacks were wiped out a thousand years ago.”

      “All evidence to the contrary… Or maybe our computer is wrong.”

      Chase nodded confidently. “Maybe they just look like their ships. In any case, we’ll have to analyze the logs.”

      “We already have a team working on it. But right now, we must proceed with caution. We could very well be the last of the Alliance.”

      Chase’s throat closed up again and he shook his head wildly. “But we escaped the attack, Captain; maybe other battlegroups have as well.”

      “Maybe, but even so. Imagine the difference in firepower they would be facing right about now. I don’t usually care much about the odds, but a few scattered ships against an armada of hundreds if not more battleships stand no chance. Our only possible course of action is to escape and survive at all costs.”

      “How the hell did the Obsidian Empire get their hands on an armada like that so quickly, Captain?”

      “I wish I knew. Obviously these new ships, Zarlack or not, gave Obsidian a serious advantage in firepower and numbers. That’s the only way they could have delivered such a death blow to the Alliance.”

      Chase hesitated as he trod on shaky ground. “Did you consider going to Alpha Prime? The great council should make this decision…No offense, Captain.”

      The captain shook his head. “None taken. But I’m afraid Alpha Prime was also targeted by the Obsidian Empire today. From what we can gather, we believe it fell within the first minutes of the attack. All our attempts at communication have gone unanswered. The logs show some distress calls that also mention vessels of unknown configuration and immense firepower. My best bet is that Obsidian made an alliance with a race we’ve never heard of and, if today was any indication, they must be very powerful. From the reports we’ve gotten…it seems they may have vaporized our forces throughout the entire sector.”

      “My god.” Chase shook his head, trying to absorb everything. “I’m still not ready to accept the Zarlacks are still alive…but whatever this new race is, they have fundamentally shifted the balance of power in the universe as we know it.”

      The captain nodded. “That was my reaction as well. I still hope I’m going to wake up from this nightmare…but it seems that this is all too real.”

      “What are we going to do, Captain?”

      “We’re going to find a refuge planet and try to stay out of trouble for a while. With any luck, we can find some allies of our own and begin the process of reconstructing the Alliance. But we must do that far, far away from what is now Obsidian space. We must put ourselves out of their reach or we’ll be hunted down and annihilated.”

      Chase frowned thoughtfully. “But is there anywhere we can go? If they have so many ships, they can make blind jumps just like we did... Eventually, they will find us.”

      “I suppose they will. But if we end our jump deep in the unknown regions, we might have a chance to buy ourselves at least some time to repair.”

      “They’ll search the universe with everything they’ve got.”

      “Perhaps, but the unknown regions are huge. It would take them a long time. Years if we’re lucky. Months or weeks if we aren’t.”

      Chase resisted the urge to start pacing as his mind raced away. “Not necessarily. They could have calculated a partial vector from our escape; that would considerably lower the amount of space they’d need to search—”

      The captain cut him off. “That’s a possibility, but right now we can’t think that far ahead. We need to concentrate on getting ourselves a new base of operations and see what we can do to ultimately survive.”

      “I understand, Captain. Just one question… You said we made the jump with two random coordinates?”

      “Yes. So basically we have absolutely no idea where we’re going to end up. This ship could be heading straight into a black hole for all we know. It’s out of our hands now, Lieutenant. We’ll know for sure in about seventy-two hours, but for now we’re in the hands of fate.”

      Funny, I don’t believe in fate, Chase thought to himself.
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