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      “We’re not leaving,” Krek said. He rubbed absentmindedly at the raised identification code embossed on his neck as he leaned forward in the tactical chair that doubled as the captain’s chair. Everything doubled as something else on the salvage ship Scrap. That was the kind of ship she was. It suited Krek just fine.

      Norbit spun around, a stupid look on his robotic face. “But sir, we—”

      “We’re not leaving,” Krek said firmly, trying to will the damn asshole to stop staring at him that way. It didn’t bother Krek that the android had exposed metal and ceramic from head to foot. He’d lost his synthetic skin a long time ago in the Plague Wars and nobody in Krek’s clan cared. He was a good luck charm. Krek could count on one hand the number of members of his clan that had lived through the Plague Wars. Besides, Norbit was a useful tool to have around. But he was a coward. And Krek didn’t need a scared robot to tell him he was taking a risk.

      Norbit turned back to the forward monitors.

      Krek stood up and reached above Norbit’s head. He pulled down the comm tower link. It ran on a mechanical line right up to the dish on the top of the ship. Norbit had to lean back quickly not to get his head smashed in when Krek lowered it. Whoever had this installed, on one of the innumerable modifications to the ship, they hadn’t worried much about the pilot’s seat.

      The Scrap was tiny, one of the Alliance’s earliest support ship designs, and it lacked AI. It was better for it. Not that Krek or any of the rest of them flew under an Alliance flag these days. The ship was so modified no Alliance dipshit would ever recognize it. It was armed to the teeth so they wouldn’t get close enough to take a look anyway.

      “You hear that, Jawad?” Krek said into the comm speaker. “We’re not leaving. At least, not empty-handed.”

      There was a long hiss of static. He knew the connection to his salvage team on that wrecked Empire dreadnaught was active. And he knew Jawad was listening. His right-hand man was a lot of things, including a backstabber looking to take his job, but was not careless.

      “Yeah,” Jawad said. “So what the hell are you planning to do, then?”

      Krek considered what he was looking at on the forward viewscreen. The screen was easily the nicest thing on the ship. He’d had it retrofitted special. After all, being a scavenger in the universe meant first and foremost you had to have damn good eyes. So in addition to the huge floor to ceiling viewscreen, the edges were taken up by another pair of displays. One had tactical information that was coming from their drone blanket, showing the space out to the very edges of the system. The other viewscreen showed the view from the helmet of the men with Jawad. It looked like the team was very nearly at the outer doors, which they shouldn’t be unless they were turning around and expecting to hop on their transport sled and come running back to the Scrap.

      The forward screen showed the current problem. They’d been tracking it on the drone’s tactical network for a couple minutes now. But it had finally reached visual distance. There, in all its glory, was an Empire fast attack corvette. The patrol ship was flanked by a half-dozen battle drones. He knew it was an AI ship. The Empire wouldn’t risk manned ships here, not this soon after the catastrophe that was this battle. The ships that hadn’t been able to limp home were part of a floating graveyard. A graveyard ripe for the picking if Krek didn’t end up dead.

      “They’re going to be here in thirty seconds,” Norbit said, his voice quivering now.

      “Don’t shit all your oil out, metal man.”

      “I’m with the metal asshole,” Jawad said. “If we leave now, we can still get a decent haul.”

      Krek glanced again at the transport sled. A couple men were already onboard it, and Jawad was directing them to load some missile components. They’d started there. If there was time, the reactor core components would follow.

      “Don’t tell me that,” Krek snapped. “You got shit. If we could take half a day here, do you know how much salvage we can get?”

      “Not enough to do shit with if we’re dead.”

      “You just stay down there and don’t make noise,” Krek said.

      Jawad paused, and this time he marched directly at the viewscreen. Krek watched with detachment as the view shook. The man was clearly trying not to shrink away as Jawad snarled up at the camera attached to the top of his helmet. “Don’t do something stupid, Krek. I swear to god if this is some way for you to—”

      Krek slapped the comm tower closed as the incoming corvette ship breached the inner distance to intercept the signal. They were on radio silence from here on out.

      “Norbit, get the hell up.”

      The android leaped out of the pilot’s seat. One the thing the robot had going for him was fast reflexes. It was the reason he liked him on the stick under normal circumstances. But this situation called for some creativity and that definitely wasn’t Norbit’s specialty.

      Krek slide into the pilot’s seat and immediately pushed the throttle forward. He watched the Scrap instantly respond. He wished he could feel it, too, but his days of flying fighters was long gone. He’d have to settle for flying this hunk of metal.

      “Sir, if you aren’t careful we’re going to crash into the ship we are salvaging.”

      “That’s the idea, Norbit,” Krek said as he throttled in tight against the side of the disabled dreadnaught.

      “That’s a bad idea, sir.”

      “Kill the coward, Norbit,” Krek said. It was something his father used to say to him. He’d been a powerful man in the Ardan system once upon a time, a broker among the elite. But their fall from grace had echoed the rise of the wars, and his father had killed himself. Krek had been fighting off his inner coward ever sense.

      “I’m not a coward,” Norbit said, crossing his arms. Or her arms. The robot wasn’t much more clear than the rest of them. But Krek would feel bad punching a woman. So a man robot he’d decided Norbit was. “I’m prudent.”

      Krek waved Norbit away. He had more important things to do now. He maneuvered the Scrap right up along the rear superstructure of the dreadnaught. He could see from here how the force of the reactor core had exploded outward, ripping the back of the ship open and breaking two of the four fuel lines that ran to the rear thruster assembly. She’d never fly again.

      Krek assumed that the dreadnaught had been abandoned very quickly. Whatever had happened out here, the first volley must have been close to a perfect hit on the power systems. The rest of the vessel was in remarkably good shape. It was the haul of a lifetime.

      “We’re in visual range,” Norbit said.

      Krek ignored the impulse to glance up at the viewscreen. If he’d done his job right, and he was sure he had, he’d not fired thrusters until they were obscured by the biggest star in the system was just emerging from behind the wreck. They incoming corvette and her drones were coming out of the shadow of the wreck just as Krek was slipping under it.

      But his chance to maneuver were over now. It was all gliding from here.

      And that’s when he realized he screwed up.

      It was bad enough that he’d miscalculated. He was human, after all. That was the reason that Norbit did most of the flying. Whatever other issues the robot had, his reflexes were immaculate.

      What was worse, of course, was that Norbit had been right. Krek should have been more prudent. Or cowardly, as he’d told Norbit.

      Krek had been trying to fire the thrusters one last time before the corvette could see the energy burn and then nestle the Scrap right up against the side of the ship where she had a huge, gaping hole had torn up the hull and left a goodly chunk of it free floating like trash next to it. He wanted the Scrap to look like just another chunk of trash.

      But he’d fired the thrusters too hard. His angle was all wrong. And now it was too late. He reached up and behind the pilot’s seat, his hand groping the tactical chair he normally sat in. His hand closed on the lip of his helmet. He pulled it to him and unclipped the gloves that were magnetically attached to the side of it.

      “Kill power,” he whispered to Norbit.

      “But sir—”

      “Do it, you damn robot bastard!”

      Norbit complied instantly, taking two lightning fast steps across the tiny cockpit that had originally been built for just one person before some retrofit had managed to cram a second data console in here.

      Two up here. Four in back. Helluva way to make a living. But salvagers couldn’t be picky. And he had the freedom of space that few men had. And in this case, it seemed, the freedom to be killed. Good job, asshole.

      Norbit executed a complex set of hand motions against the wall console, his fingers moving too fast for Krek to see. A moment later, they were bathed in darkness. The stick in Krek’s hand went limp as his dick felt at the moment. The last image in the viewscreen was the corvette looming larger.

      Krek heard Norbit slip back into the tactical chair. He heard the click of the restraints a moment before Krek snapped his own restraints into place.

      They were going to hit it. The only question was how hard.

      Krek slammed his helmet on and felt the pressure locks on the neck seal shut. Then he shoved his gloves on, feeling the hiss and pop as they wrist seals locked. The helmet’s HUD lit up, telling him that he had only a few minutes of oxygen-cycling power left in the pressure suit.

      Shit.

      He’d forgotten to charge it up.

      There was the sound of metal bending and scraping on metal a moment before Krek was yanked forward, straining against the restraints.

      With the power off, he’d just have to use his imagination to see the all the red emergency lights flashing on the cockpit displays. But he knew they would be. He watched as a series of metal bearings popped loose and started to float in front of him.

      They’d lost pressure in the ship. That surely meant that there was a seal break. He had to hope it was only a superficial puncture. The Scrap was tough, but he didn’t have the supplies or the time to go fixing her up from a major rupture.

      Besides, the salvage crew were using their max-protect suits and they’d still need rad pills for a month. And now Krek had managed to—

      “Drone scan,” Norbit hissed.

      Krek made his thoughts go quiet. He made his everything go quiet. In theory, they were fine. They had no energy signature. If a human looked, sure they’d made out the ship. But these were automated. The drones for sure. The corvette, too. They would have to be very unlucky to come across an actual manned ship out here.

      “They’ve spotted us,” Norbit said.

      “What? How?” Krek said, his whisper voice gone. “Are you sure?”

      Even though the power to the ship was dead, Norbit wasn’t and his power would allow some use of the ship for short bursts. “Did you trip it? When you were looking?”

      The viewscreen came to life. “Don’t turn that on!”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Norbit said. “Look.”

      On the viewscreen, a phalanx of battle drones were heading toward them. At least two of them were weapons hot, their railgun loaded with enough slugs to ripped the Scrap in half.

      There was no time to think. Which his ex would say was his time to shine. “Go for power. Weapons hot.”

      “It’ll take time—”

      Krek snapped his restraints off, spun around and shoved Norbit aside as he engaged the power. Norbit might have used a complex set of instructions to power down systems as quickly as possible without causing internal damage, but powering up was all or nothing. And right now, Krek wanted all.

      “They are firing!” Norbit said.

      Krek jumped back into the pilot’s seat as the front battle drone belched fire. The plasma-charged slug smashed into a floating chunk of hull plating that their impact into the ship had cut loose.

      See, baby, dumb luck is still my friend.

      The impact broke open the debris field even further. It also slammed a couple good size chunks of splintered hull against the Scrap, causing her to rumble and bounce. Krek grimaced as he finally got his restraints on. “Stop smashing things into my ship!”

      “To be fair, you smashed into it first.”

      “Shut up, Norbit. Do we have thruster power?”

      “No, but we have weapons.”

      The screen in front of Krek powered up. It showed a pair of red flashing lights go green. “That will do!”

      Krek didn’t take any time to aim. He didn’t take any time to think. He just smashed down on the hammer trigger to fire the twin cannon on the belly of the ship.

      As he did it, he opened the tube doors and dropped two powered charge bombs. They were dumb weapons, but effective enough. They pointed themselves, crudely, in the direction of the first energy signature they saw and ignited their thrusters for a single sharp burst of power. Then they would coast into their target.

      The twin cannon pulses missed the lead battle drone but somehow managed to clip one of the two tailing it. It fired just as it was hit and spun and Krek watched in shock as the drone accidentally fired into the back of the lead drone. It exploded spectacularly. The drone behind it that had been clipped spun away into space.

      “Yeah, bitch!” Krek shouted, as if he’d planned that all along. But his euphoria lasted all of a second before the third drone fired.

      It must have zeroed in on the twin cannons because they took the brunt of the drone’s shot, the slugs shearing the cannon assembly right off the bottom of the Scrap.

      The ship spun violently on its axis, sending the stars in the viewscreen spinning by in a blur. Something smashed into the side of the ship, probably debris nearby, and Krek waited for the drone to line up a kill shot as he struggled to regain control of the ship. He had full thruster power, but he’d have no chance to dodge the next shot in this condition.

      “Where the hell are those charge bombs!” But Krek knew the answer already. He’d vaguely registered them shooting off into space beyond the drones. They were completely useless against the fast-moving drones, which probably didn’t even try and evade them. Just the act of moving was enough to throw off the dumb bombs, which after all, weren’t made for this kind of combat. They were made for hitting a stationary target.

      The Scrap danced violently and Krek shut his eyes tight, panic causing every muscle in his body to contract.

      This was it. He was going to die here.

      After another second passed, Krek slowly opened his eyes. He could only hear the beep and hum of instruments.

      “Norbit, why aren’t we dead?”

      Norbit was leaning over the tactical board. Now Krek wished they hadn’t switched seats. He’d rather have Norbit down here with the stick and him with the tactical data in front of him.

      “Um. It seems that the drone was caught up in the blast wave. On the bright side, it seems that it cleared the space around us to a large degree. The debris and the drones are all scattering now—”

      “What blast wave?”

      Norbit looked up. “From the charge bombs. They must have impacted a core system. A lucky shot, really, but still. Take it, right?”

      The charge bombs?

      Krek had steadied the ship. There was still a fair amount of debris but the view was mostly clear through the view screen.

      He could see the corvette burning in front of him, her superstructure badly mangled. Krek could only guess at what had happened. The corvette must have burned to a stop so it could sit at a distance behind the drones as they went in to investigate. The charge bombs must have picked up on her thrust output. So that was why they’d bypassed the drones. They’d found a bigger energy signature. And because the corvette was stopped and was only using passive sensors, the dumb bombs had coasted right into her undetected.

      Krek felt his pulse quicken. “Yes!” He shouted, causing Norbit to jump. How a robot could be scared of loud noises, Krek didn’t know or care in this moment.

      He popped his restraint loose and jumped out of the pilot’s seat. He stabbed at the release on Norbit’s restraints and yanked the robot up. The artificial gravity was restored in the Scrap so Krek switched off his mag boots. The ship still had some gas venting so he still had his helmet and pressure suit on, but he didn’t care.

      Norbit stared in shock as Krek jerked the robot upright and started dancing around the tiny cockpit.

      “Captain, I don’t understand what is going on.”

      “We’re celebrating, you damn tin can!” Krek spun Norbit around again, laughing. “I told you we weren’t leaving, Norbit!”

      The comm blew up with static a moment before Jawad’s voice filled the cockpit. “What the hell just happened?”

      “We blew those Empire bastards back to their goddamn gods!”

      “You disabled it?” Jawad sounded dumbfounded, as well he should, thought Krek. He was dumbfounded too. He’d never in his life disabled an Empire ship, let alone a corvette at full power.

      “We hit it with charge bombs. They never saw it coming,” Krek said. “Must have hit right along the power nerve. I can’t believe we got that lucky.”

      “I’m not registering any power,” Jawad said incredulously. But there was a tinge of excitement in his voice. “God, their weapons system are intact.”

      “Their everything is intact,” Krek said. “Get off that damn dead dreadnaught. We need the sleds to get over to that corvette now. If their—”

      “Excuse me,” Norbit said. “Something just dropped in from near-FTL.”

      “Shit,” Krek said, slapping the comm closed before jumped back into the pilot’s seat. “Magnify it, Norbit,” Krek said.

      On the screen, a small ship had appeared. She was small, but still significantly bigger than the Scrap. The hull was retrofitted with a pair of heavy cannons, top and bottom-side, but nothing like the Scrap had. He relaxed a bit. Then he saw the markings along the hull.

      “What is it?” Jawad said. He wouldn’t have any access to what Krek was seeing.

      “It’s a Company ship,” Krek said. “Mercenaries.”

      Jawad grunted. “Nothing to do with us.”

      The Company had no interest in scavenging. It had bigger scores to make. And since Krek was official blackballed by the bastards, it really didn’t matter. Although any Company ship made him nervous. These assholes were probably on their way to some lucrative assignment. Some war somewhere needed more assholes to die for a buck. Still, what the hell are they doing here?

      “Sir, they are hailing us,” Norbit said.

      “Put it on the speakers.”

      “It’s a single signal, no audio. Just a single repeating message.”

      “And that is?”

      Norbit hesitated. “You owe me, dickhead.”

      Krek furrowed his brow. “What?”

      Norbit shrugged. “That’s all it says. But it does have a data header. And it’s addressed to you directly.”

      Krek shook his head. “Can you raise them?”

      “Not responding.”

      “If it has a data header, then it must say who it’s from,” Jawad said. Krek had forgotten he was listening in.

      “It must be corrupted. It doesn’t have a full signature. No location. No code. It’s just a single word. Fang,” Norbit shrugged. “I have no idea what that means.”

      Krek felt all the color drain from his face. He sputtered in shock. “Fang?”

      Norbit looked up. “Does that mean something?”

      Krek stood again, his mind racing. His legs felt like jelly.

      “Wait, who?” Jawad asked, even as Krek could tell it was starting to dawn on him now. “That’s her, isn’t it? That bitch! Krek, you listen to me,” Jawad said urgently. “You don’t owe her shit. Don’t you dare—”

      Krek slammed the comms shut, cutting on Jawad off mid-sentence.

      Norbit stared at Krek impassively. “So it does mean something, then.”

      Krek nodded numbly. “It means we’re leaving.”
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      “So, in summary,” Fang said. “We’re screwed.”

      “I’m getting that,” Lucky said. The cave had started shaking. The walls of the underwater port were bouncing. He could see the dura-glass that was holding the waters back bowing and flexing with the shifting of the ground around them.

      “This seems very, very bad,” Knives said as he walked into the underwater port behind Lucky.

      “I thought you were supposed to be finding us a way out of this,” Lucky said as he turned around. “And where the hell is Jiang?”

      “Well, I failed,” Knives said. “And she’s still regenerating from me breaking her ribs. On accident.”

      “We need somewhere to shelter right now,” Rocky echoed. “While Otto comes down for us.”

      “And how do we contact Otto?”

      “Leave that to me.”

      “And how will Otto come down here?”

      “That’s also a great question,” Rocky said.

      “We need some shelter down here,” Lucky said. “Fang, got any ideas?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing that we built down here can withstand the ocean above us. As soon as the water gets here, we’re dead.”

      “And that will take?”

      “How should I know,” Fang shouted.

      “A few minutes,” Golan said.

      Lucky had almost forgotten about the old miner. He was still staring stupidly at the bloody, tangled pile of Blissh and Merlin. The avatar of Blight had been split in half by Merlin, who had in turn been decapitated by the energy rope that had dragged Spider into whatever the hell that alien ship was. Masters, apparently, if the cryptic words of Blissh was anything to go by.

      “How the hell would you know that, Golan?” Fang asked.

      “It’s built that way,” he said. “We dug it with water traps as we went,” he said. He shook his head. “Not that we every really thought something like this could happen.”

      “A few minutes, then,” Lucky said. “We need to find somewhere to shelter down here.”

      “I told you,” Fang said. “There’s nothing down here that can withstand that.”

      “The damn rocks will,” Knives said. “Could we, I don’t know, climb up one of these traps you guys dug out?”

      Golan shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. Everything will fill with water eventually. It’s just buying us time.”

      “Can we climb into those?” Malby asked, pointing at the connectors that ran from the trio of openings that led to the outer water lock.

      “We could have,” Lucky said. “Until you shot the controls to slam them all shut and activate the security protocol.”

      “You told me to shoot it!” Malby protested.

      “I know,” Lucky said. “Jesus, nobody is blaming you. We had to do it to cut off that damn thing that was kidnapping Spider.”

      “How’d that work out,” Fang said under her breath.

      “I didn’t see you doing much to help out,” Malby snapped.

      “Who the hell cares whose fault it is,” Knives said. “We need another idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Spider watched at the second of the creatures that called themselves Masters, the one that apparently wasn’t unclean for touching Spider, retreated and disappeared back into the wall. She knew she was a ship, but she could feel no movement. It was either very big or very advanced.

      She was alone again, trapped on the rock dais she found her sitting on. At least, physically she was alone. But she wondered if they were still in her mind.

      “Are you there?” She reached out, listening for the harmonic voice of the Masters. She didn’t necessarily want more of an audience with the strange things, but it’s as better that being left alone to wonder what had happened to her.

      And to think about Merlin. The image of him being stabbed by that rope-like thing came into her mind, unbidden, and she recoiled in shock from the pain of it.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” Rocky echoed back. “But not for long.”

      Spider jerked back in surprise at the sound of Rocky’s voice. She hadn’t established a network with the AI, at least, she didn’t think so. But connections came easily as she sat there. And the proof was the fact that here Rocky was in her mind, far removed from the mines down below. Down there where Merlin had died.

      The images of Merlin’s tears filled her mind, again unbidden, and she felt tears well up in her own eyes.

      “Yo, princess,” Rocky snapped. “How about your undivided attention? We’re about to get crushed down here.”

      Rocky’s firm voice rattled her. She wasn’t used to that. Most AI didn’t act like that. Rocky didn’t seem like most AI. Spider managed to push Merlin’s face from her mind.

      “What can I do?” She asked. “I’m not exactly in a position—”

      “You couldn’t talk to Otto when you were down here,” Rocky said quickly. “Or so you said. All that rock and water. How about now? I’m guessing we’ve got only a few seconds before you’re out of whatever network range you have.”

      “I’m not an appliance, Rocky,” Spider said with annoyance.

      “My apologies,” Rocky said sarcastically. “Now how about you get a message to Otto. RIGHT NOW!”

      “Okay, okay,” Spider said. She reached out, probing, creating a network of connections. She found Otto in moments. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Great question,” Rocky said.
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        * * *

      

      “Anything?” Lucky asked Rocky desperately.

      “I just got a message to Otto,” she echoed. “At least, Spider was going to relay it to him.”

      “You talked to Spider?”

      “For a few seconds. She’s messed up, but I think she understands our situation.”

      “And what the hell is Otto going to do?”

      “He had to see the blast on the surface,” Rocky echoed. “So he knows our situation.”

      “But he has nothing aboard that can get down here.”

      “No, but he can get us help.”

      “From where?” Lucky asked.

      Rocky didn’t answer, which he took to mean she had no idea. And even if she did, how could it matter? Otto and the Last Gasp were in orbit, where Lucky had left him to save some credits. He’d used the Turtle to get down here—and there was a fine investment destroyed—so even if Otto had submersibles, they were at best hours away from getting help. And since Lucky knew of no way that the ship had submersible, it was more likely days.

      Lucky balled up his fists. Standing around doing nothing was driving him nuts. “We’ve sent up a flare to Otto,” Lucky said to the rest of the group.

      “Oh great,” Knives said sarcastically. “So we only need to figure out somewhere to hunker down for a few days.”

      “What the hell is this,” Jiang said. She’d dragged herself to the doorway of the underwater port where the rest of them were. She surveyed the dead remains of Merlin and Blissh.

      “A long story,” Lucky said. “Did you figure out something for us? I did give you an order to figure something out when I went past, right?”

      Lucky was being a smartass, which probably made no sense considering they were about to die, but Jiang was unfazed. “You did, asshole.” She had a grim look of determination on her face. “And I did.”

      Lucky stared at her in surprise, then sensed the others doing the same. ‘You did?”

      Jiang turned around and started back the direction she’d come from. “I did,” she said over her shoulder. “But you’re not gonna like it.”
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      “Man, you were right about me not liking this,” Lucky said.

      Jiang was still moving slow, but her nanobots were getting her fixed up pretty quickly. She’d stopped in front of the scaffolding that lead to the huge alien ship that was in the main cavern that the primary elevator shaft ran down to.

      “Remember this fun, Malby?” Jiang asked.

      “How could I forget,” he said.

      “Screw the memories,” Knives said. “I can hear water up there.”

      He was right. Lucky could hear the clear sound of a deluge somewhere above coming down the main elevator shaft. Already, water was pouring down like a small river.

      “The main traps must already be full,” Golan said. An older man with a thick gut and thicker arms, Lucky could see him quivering through the sleeveless uniform that Lucky now recognized as belonging to the miners.

      Lucky saw several others wearing the same sleeveless uniform running back from the secondary elevators.

      “I saw all these assholes comes running out of here,” Jiang said, pointing to the miners. She was already climbing up the scaffolding. Lucky followed after with the others doing the same. At this point, whatever Jiang was thinking was all they had.

      “She’s a genius,” Rocky said. “I think.”

      “We were trapped in there,” Golan said, before Lucky could quiz Rocky on Jiang’s supposed genius. “Blissh and those asshole marines of his. They stuck us all in there.”

      “Wait a minute,” Malby said. “I thought you said this was a sham.” He turned to Fang, but she ignored him and pushed forward now following Jiang into the alien ship along with the rest.

      Malby looked around. “What the hell am I missing?”

      Now Lucky had figured it out, too. “The idea that there was anything in this ship was shit,” he said. “But the ship is here. And it’s alien.”

      “So?”

      “So,” Knives said, shoving past Malby now as well. “It’s been down here for a billion years, completely intact.”

      “If anything can withstand this,” Lucky said, nodding behind him to the water that was now pouring down the main elevator shaft in a torrent. “This thing can.”

      Golan was shaking his head as he reached the top of the scaffolding. “But Merlin, he cut out the door to let us free,” he said. “I mean, it’s melted right through.”

      Lucky paused at that. That would be a problem. “Maybe—”

      He didn’t finish his sentence before the elevator shaft caved in. The ground shook violently and water exploded out of it.

      The scaffolding instantly started to crumble under their feet.

      “Shit!” Lucky leaped for the lip of the alien ship opening that the scaffolding was attached to. He just grabbed the lip with one hand and hauled himself halfway up when something heavy yanked him back.

      He fell back, but managed to just wedge his elbow against the lip of the entryway. He could see that this entrance, like all the others he’d seen, wasn’t created by the miners. It must have been formed in the ship originally. Thanks to that, at least, Lucky was sure that his wedged-in arm wasn’t going anywhere. Other than possibly ripping off at the shoulder because when he looked back he saw what was pulling him down.

      Golan. The big miner had managed to leap after Lucky when the scaffolding buckled. But he’d not been able to scramble over the lip and had to settle for grabbing Lucky around the waist which soon became his ankles. Now he was hanging on for dear life.

      “Save me!” Golan yelled up hoarsely.

      When Lucky looked past Golan, he saw the scaffolding, which had collapsed and fallen over on its side, was already completely submerged. That meant that huge cavern down here had filled up with more than a dozen feet of water in seconds.

      And it's rising fast.

      Golan kicked out with surprise as water touched his boots. Water splashed up around his kicking feet.

      “Hang on,” Lucky grunted, pulling with all his might on his right arm to yank himself up. He saw Malby rushing back to help him, but he’d get there too late to help.

      Nice going, Malby, Lucky thought, even though it wasn’t like it was the Tech Specialists job to be watching Lucky. Still, he couldn’t help but think that if it was Jiang he’d been following up, she’d have kept an eye on her six.

      Malby only kept an eye on his six when he was running for his life.

      Not that it would have mattered. Even Lucky knew that he didn’t have the upper strength to pull himself up and Golan at the same time and Malby probably wouldn’t have been able to help. He’d have to climb up, turn around and help the big man up.

      “Give it a second,” Rocky echoed.

      “Give it a second? Are you missing the water rising?”

      “Nope, I’m counting on it.”

      The water was rising so fast that it was almost at Golan’s chest now. Lucky realized what Rocky meant. As the water rose, the big man started to float, so he was getting lighter and lighter.

      On the other hand, the water level was that much closer to flooding the alien ship.

      “Swim!” He screamed at Golan, urging him to kick his legs and help. Lucky yanked himself up into the lip of alien ship to get leverage, but as he did, Golan let go of Lucky.

      “No, hang onto me!” Lucky tried to yell, but it was too late. The moment that Golan let go of him to concentrate on swimming with both his arms, he was pulled away into the riptide of the fast-rising water.

      Lucky spun around just as Malby arrived at the opening. “Oh shit, he’s screwed,” Malby said.

      “Sticky rope!” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky saw the same gleaming metal on Malby’s utility belt that Rocky did. Without thinking, he yanked at Malby’s belt, ripping the sticky rope firing gun free and shot it at the receding shape of Golan, arms flailing in the air.

      Malby was the one that would be in position to fire his own sticky rope with good aim, but somehow through luck and pure adrenaline, Lucky managed to hit Golan with the stick rope on his shoulder. The rope instantly adjusted to the human skin it came in contact with. Without probing, it managed to spread out like a spider web forming in an instant, wrapping around everything it found until it contacted the other side of the web. Then it quickly formed a loop around Golan’s bare arm at the shoulder.

      Unfortunately, it also formed a loop around the top of his head and around his neck, too.

      Golan gasped and started chocking almost instantly from sticky rope.

      Then again, he’d already been gasping from drowning in water. Lucky wasn’t sure what was better, drowning or being suffocated by a sticky rope. Neither was probably idea.

      “What the hell?!” Malby shouted. Lucky had already hauled himself up and was just able to grab Malby by the shoulder before the sticky rope started to drag him out into the water with Golan.

      “Damn it!” He screamed, yanking with all his strengths at the sticky rope. Lucky, for his part, managed to hang on to the lip of the alien ship while also helping Malby yank on the sticky rope. At this point, Malby had to know that he was going to get sucked out with Golan if they didn’t pull the big man in, so Lucky figured he was motivated.

      Little by little, they got Golan reeled in. By the time they yanked him onto the ship, it was taking on water by the barrel. Golan was blue and Lucky had a feeling he might already be dead.

      Malby peered down at the big man’s face. “I don’t think he’s breathing!”

      Lucky smashed a fist into the giant man’s chest. He instantly blew open his mouth, shooting water and vomit right into Malby’s face.

      “Damnit!” Malby shouted, staggering back, his sticky rope sagging at his side. “He vomited in my eye!”

      Golan rolled over on his hands and knees, and then ended up gulping down more water. The level was already too high for that. Lucky reached under the big man dragged him to his feet. “No time for that.”

      He looked up to find Malby using the water under him to wash shit off his face. Then it seemed to dawn on him that they were standing in nearly knee-deep water that was rising fast.

      Someone splashed up behind them.

      “Would you assholes stop screwing around and come give me a hand?” Jiang asked, not waiting for an answer.

      Lucky took a long, ragged breath, then patted Golan on the back as the big man stood. Together, He and Malby managed to make their way back into the alien ship, following after Jiang.
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      The water level didn’t get any higher as they went, in part because the further into the alien ship they went, the more upward curving the walkway became.

      But Lucky knew that would last only as long as the water level outside the ship. And that was probably well over the entrance they’d followed in and rising quickly.

      “Glad you could join us,” Fang said.

      Lucky saw that she and her brother had managed to drag the hatch up out of the water and were holding it up. It was pretty clear that someone had used a cutting torch to slice it open.

      “Looks like Merlin’s handy work,” Knives said. “Asshole always was handy with those extensions.”

      “Except hands,” he mused. “He lost those.”

      “Is this really the time for reminiscing about your dead buddy?” Fang said.

      Knives gave her a dirty look.

      “Don’t pretend you care about anything but your own ass,” she shot back.

      “Have I mentioned lately that I can really see the family resemblance with these two?” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky and Malby passed with Golan hanging between them. He was still having trouble with his breathing and Lucky was worried that the sticky rope might have done more damage to his throat than he’d initially thought. Nothing like getting saved from drowning only to have a broken neck.

      Several hands reached out for Golan, taking him off the shoulders of Lucky and Malby.

      Lucky stared, dumbfounded, at the dozen or so miners that were in the room. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Didn’t have anywhere else to go,” one of the skinny ones said. “We ran for the back elevator, but it was already failing by the time we got there. Went to the primary, and uh,” He shrugged. “Well, there was water coming in.”

      Lucky had to admit that the miners were smarter than he’d be. He wouldn’t have thought to come in here. Then again, if he’d been down here as a miner working, he might have been smart enough to do just what these guys were doing.

      “They’re definitely smarter than you,” Rocky said. “Since you’re still standing here looking at them.”

      Lucky spun around and ran back to the door that Jiang had shoved back aging the wall. Fang already had a torch out and was running it along the doorway sealing it. Knives was digging around the ground under her.

      The door started to rip out of the still-curing impromptu seal.

      Lucky slammed his shoulder up against the doorway. “Malby, get over here!” He shouted.

      Malby lumbered over and put his shoulder into the blast doors as well.

      But strain as they might, they weren’t going to hold back the ocean. Lucky felt the weight in his shoulder as the pressure on the back of the door crushed back at him. The water in the room was at his waist now, which was making it difficult to generate power to hold the door shut.

      “We need more bodies!” Lucky shouted.

      The miners came clambering over, one by one. After a few seconds, it was a comedy of arms and limbs against the small blast door. The door itself was big enough for two men to walk through if they were hunched over. Lucky assumed this meant whatever aliens had made this structure were fat and short.

      That wasn’t helping them here.

      Ten men trying to place all their weight against a surface area the size of two small men was not idea.

      Lucky felt someone shoving behind him. Then another person. His legs collapsed under him and he fell to his knees. The water was up to his neck now. He kept straining to keep the door in place.

      There were more hands and elbows and feet all around him, all applying as much pressure to the door as possible.

      “Any damn day now!” he screamed at Fang, who had only welded about half the door shut.

      “This shit takes time to set!” She shouted back. “And it’s not like I’m getting any help form anyone!”

      But then a second later, a torch exploded in Lucky’s face. His eyes burned for a moment from staring into the hot flame until it turned and started cutting into the other side of the blast doors that Fang was busy sealing. The second torch was stronger than Fangs and the person using it was much more deft with it.

      Lucky saw the heft of the man holding it a second before he saw the tattoos along the big arms.

      Golan’s face was still a little blue around the edges, and his eyes still bulging, but this time it appeared to be from exertion rather than because he was choking to death.

      “We got this,” Golan said, his old voice sagging as much as his skin seemed to be in the water that was now at Lucky’s chin and still rising.

      The old miner’s welding gun worked in the water like it had been built for underwater use. In fact, for all Lucky knew, it was. All the miner’s equipment seemed to be more hardy than any tech he’d ever seen.

      Lucky suddenly felt very small for having suggested earlier that being a miner was as easy as operating all the drilling drones down here. It was clear that the miner’s knew a helluva lot more than Lucky was giving them credit for.

      “We got this,” Lucky repeated, spitting water out of his mouth. The water had a sour, sickly taste to it. He could only guess what chemicals were in this water that was seeping in here.

      “We got this,” Golan said firmly.

      And just like that, they did.

      He’d reached the top of the doorway faster than Fang and fully locked it down. Then he ran his welder down the side that’s she’d used her own crude plasma torch to burn shut.

      Then he winked at Lucky and put his head underwater and ran his torch along the bottom of the doorway.

      When he came back up, he turned off the torch.

      Fang had already killed her torch.

      It was dark in the room, but several of the miners had lights on their hats and had turned them on so that there was eerie shadows lighting up the walls all around them.

      Everyone was breathing hard as they stepped away from the door.

      “Not my best work,” Golan said, inspecting the blast doors that had been welded back in place. “But better than nothing.”

      Lucky allowed himself to glance around, counting heads. There were eight miners, including Golan. Six of them had lights on.

      Now that Lucky wasn’t crouched over on his knees trying to hold the blast doors in place for the welders, he could stand up. The water was up to the middle of his chest. Jiang had it right up to her chin and had to angle her head slightly to keep her mouth above the water line.

      “Sucks to be short,” Rocky offered.

      “I’ll let her know you’re thinking of her,” Lucky echoed back.

      “So what now,” Knives said. He sounded angry. Maybe a little too angry for a guy who should be dead, but then again, Lucky couldn’t really blame him.

      What was next?

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Fang said. Lucky listened and now he could hear it, too. It was the creaking and moaning of metal all around them. It felt like the alien ship was settling. The floor under his feet felt like it was rumbling ever so slightly.

      “The rock is shifting,” Golan said, looking up at the ceiling as he said so. “It’s settling as the water changes the pressure down here.”

      “So what the hell does that mean?” Malby asked. “Is this damn thing going to collapse?”

      Golan shrugged.

      No one spoke. Lucky just took a moment to catch his breath. At least, as long as he could. Then he said what everyone was thinking.

      “We bought ourselves some time in here,” he said. “But there isn’t enough oxygen to last more than a few hours.”

      “And?” Malby asked.

      “And I don’t see how Otto is going to get us any help in a few hours,” Knives said.

      Malby frowned. “Seriously?”

      Lucky shrugged. “It was a good idea,” he said. “Coming down here. But I’m not sure it did much more than delay the inevitable.”

      “Agreed,” Fang said, her voice resigned. “We’re still screwed. Now we’re just wet and screwed. And I’m not opposed to that most of the time, but this time…”

      “It’s worse than that,” Jiang said.

      They all turned to her. Lucky saw now that she was actually having to kick some to keep her head above the level of the water.

      “The water level is still rising.”
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      “Asoph?” Golan said to the skinny miner who’d spoken up earlier.

      “On it,” he said. He took a deep breath and dove down into the water.

      “What is he doing?” Fang asked.

      “Looking for bubbles,” Golan said.

      A second later, he came back up. “It’s on the backside,” he said, pointing. Golan swam over with him and together with two more of the miners they took turns diving down into the water, firing Golan’s powerful torch wherever they saw bubbles.

      As they were taking turns at that, Lucky started to head over toward Jiang. He was going to offer to hold her up out of the water, but she’d managed to find something like a step stool that she was able to stand on.

      Fang and Malby came over to join them along with Knives, though Lucky got the impression that even here, as hopeless as things were, Knives would rather figure out a way to kill his sister than save her, even if it meant killing himself in the process.

      “We really need them to work together,” Lucky said. “This is going to be a problem going forward.”

      “Going forward,” Rocky offered. “As in the next few minutes we’re alive or what?”

      “Good point.”

      “I wish it weren’t.”

      “So what now?” Malby asked.

      “You keep asking that like we have all these answers,” Fang snapped at Malby.

      Jiang rolled her eyes. “You get used to it after a while.”

      “I’m just saying,” Malby said, but then followed it with nothing.

      “Just saying what?” Fang hissed. “That we’re screwed and you don’t have any ideas? We knew that.”

      The miners that had been taking turns diving under the water seemed to have stopped and were huddling together for a little powwow of their own.

      Lucky didn’t want the group to split down into two groups at this point so he called out to them. Golan nodded and the rest of the group of miners waded their way over to where Lucky and his group was.

      “We’re brainstorming,” Golan said.

      Lucky nodded. He continued to be impressed with the big man. His group clearly looked up to him as a natural leader even though Lucky suspected that, were things not completely screwed up and upside down right now, Fang would actually have the authority here.

      But miners, following Golan’s lead, were calmer than Lucky and his group, if anything.

      Knives decided to come back and join the group. “Good luck with your brainstorming,” he said. “Let me know when you figure out how to get us from an alien ship with a few hours of air back up through 3 miles of ocean.”

      “We could start by thinning out the group,” Fang said.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Knives said coldly back to his sister.

      “Easy,” Lucky said, feeling like the dad of a particularly angry group of kids on a long ride. “We aren’t going to start killing each other.”

      “Why not,” Fang said. “We aren’t all going to make it.”

      “You first, then,” Malby said.

      “I’m happy to decide it any way you want, big boy,” Fang said back to Malby, holding his stare.

      Neither was willing to break eye contact until Jiang started clapping her hands.

      “Dick measuring contests later,” she said. “Ideas now.”

      “There are other mines,” Golan said.

      Lucky turned to him. “I was under the impression that there weren’t any in this hemisphere.”

      “Not officially,” Golan said. “But there are several that aren’t on the maps. We’ve always let them be.”

      “Bullshit,” Fang said dismissively. “The reason we don’t give a shit about them is because they are tiny operations.”

      “They’ll have air supplies they can give us.”

      “Do we have a way to contact them?” Lucky asked.

      Golan frowned. “That’s what we were talking about.”

      “No,” Fang said. “We don’t.”

      Golan nodded. “I’m afraid she’s right. And unfortunately the only place we have that would give us the data we need isn’t available for this time frame. I’m not even sure when it would be.”

      “In Empire Standard?”

      “We’re screwed,” Fang said. “Like I said before.”

      “How long until Otto can contact us again?” Jiang asked Lucky. “Does Rocky know?”

      “Who?” Golan asked.

      “His AI,” Jiang said.

      “Your AI,” Fang said, eyebrow raised.

      “It was in contact with Spider,” he said. “Or she was in contact with it,” Lucky said. “It’s not really clear.”

      “How?” Malby asked. “She was in that crazy alien ship.”

      “Don’t ask me,” Lucky said truthfully. “You know how powerful she was with networks.” Lucky hadn’t shared what he knew of Spider with the others, although he suspected that Jiang had figured it out. And Knives, well, he seemed to know more about the rest of the crew than he let on. Lucky knew he liked to act like he didn’t pay any attention, but he clearly did watch closely. He kept his hear to the ground.

      “She’s an AI,” he said offhand.

      “She’s what?” Fang asked.

      “She’s an AI,” Knives repeated. “Some Empire skunkworks. She was some braindead soldier that they stuffed an AI into, just like these Frontier Marine freaks.” He nodded at Lucky, Jiang and Malby. “They have those AIs in them.”

      Jiang and Malby shared a glance. “We have AIs. They overlay the battlefield, give us data dumps, run drones,” Jiang said. “But we can’t establish networks. I mean, our AIs can hop into them, but they can’t make networks on the fly where we can all share thoughts.”

      “I thought you freaks did that all the time,” Knives said.

      Malby sneered. “When we are in-mission, we have network facilitation gear. But that’s the only time our AI can talk. It needs something to create the network they use.” Lucky sometimes forgot that Malby was a tech specialist.

      “So you’re talking to her,” Malby said to Lucky. “Even without a network?”

      “She creates networks,” Lucky said simply. “Beats me how. But she’s done it with Rocky more than a couple times.” He didn’t say the other thing he was thinking, which was that he had a feeling they talked without even dealing him into the conversation.

      “Could have told us that sooner,” Malby said, although what he’d do with that information Lucky didn’t know.

      Fang looked at her brother for a long time. “I see. I guess that explains why the Masters want her.”

      Lucky turned to face her. “What did you say?”

      “The Masters,” Fang said. “If she can create networks like that, then she’d be right up their alley. They love that stuff.”

      “Are you telling me you’ve heard of the Masters?”

      Jiang, who hadn’t been in the room to hear Blight earlier, asked, “Who are the Masters?”

      Before she could answer, Golan said, “Do you hear that?”

      They all went quiet. And now Lucky could hear it. “I’ll be damned.”

      It was the distinctive sound of tapping on the wall from the outside.
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      “You’re dead,” Spider said, staring in stunned disbelief at the man walking toward her. He had appeared out of the shimmering curtain-like walls that the strange Masters had come through.

      But this wasn’t a Master.

      This was Merlin.

      Merlin raised his palms and shrugged.

      “You’re dead,” Spider repeated. She looked at him expecting to see though him. Surely he was a ghost.

      “You’re not dreaming,” Merlin said as he got closer. “Because that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking?”

      “I always know what you’re thinking.”

      She sat up on the rock dais and turned to face him, her feet dangling over the edge. “You always think you know what I’m thinking,” she said automatically. This was a game they played. Or had played.

      She hopped down off the dais and collapsed.

      “You know the rules,” Merlin said, helping her to her feet and back up onto the rock again. She instantly felt all her strength return. What was it with this damn rock?

      “How do you know them?”

      “I think I’m in your head,” Merlin said.

      “So then you are a dream.”

      “Nope,” he said again. “I think that I’m really in your head.”

      “I think we’re splitting hairs here,” she said teasingly. She smiled. She felt happy for the first time in days. Maybe weeks. Maybe forever. Time was impossible to track here.

      “Let’s just agree that I’m right,” Merlin said.

      “Like that will ever happen,” Spider said.

      Merlin just cocked his head and looked at her. “You’re damn pretty when you think you’re crazy, you know that.”

      In spite of being sure that this was her imagination talking to her, and that she was very well might be going insane, she felt herself blush. She looked down at her feet. They looked small and shriveled. Her legs, too. If she’d eaten in days, she couldn’t remember it. She could barely remember existing. “What is happening?” She whispered. She felt tears running down her cheeks.

      Merlin reached down and took her by the chin, something he’d never done in her life. “I don’t know,” he said. She looked up and saw the tears in his eyes, too.

      “What do you remember?”

      “Everything,” he said. He hesitated, looking around the room that Spider saw as a prison. “I think. I think when they killed me, they took a little bit of me with them. And they’re letting me see you.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. But I know that you’re calling me and not the other way around. I’m here somewhere, but only when you reach out for me, do I come alive.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Spider said.

      “I don’t either,” Merlin said. “But I like it.”

      “He’s always here,” said the strange voice of a Master.

      Merlin spun around and Spider followed his eyes. “What is going on,” she said.

      The Master’s voice came like a cascading waterfall of voices, all in perfect harmony. “He’s here,” the Master said, tapping his head. “And all you have to do is open up and reach out for him and he’ll be there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course you do,” the voice said. “Just open up your network.”

      She hesitated. “My … network?”

      She glanced over and Merlin was gone. Like he’d just blinked out of existence. “How?”

      “Think of Merlin as an AI. Do you remember your AI friends? The ones you could reach out to when you were trapped underground in the labs that we saved you from?”

      Spider did remember that. She remembered it all too well. Those were the saddest days of her life. She’d only felt alive when the scientist had removed the limiter and let her reach out to the others.

      “Are you saying he’s an AI?”

      “No, he’s in the network. Let us show you.” The walls around her disappeared and she could see the fire all around her. It was as though they were standing inside a nebula that had been compressed down and sliced into a shape of a thin wall of glaring red and yellow light all around her.

      “What is this?”

      “We built all of this for you,” the Master said.

      “For me?”

      “All you have to do is exist inside this ocean. Just keep the network open so that we can coordinate within it. And as long as the network is open, everything in the network is available to you. Like Merlin.”

      Spider wasn’t even aware that she’d closed her eyes, but when she opened them, Merlin was next to her again. He smiled that sarcastic little smiled she loved so much, like he knew something about Spider that nobody else knew. She couldn’t think of anything to say in the moment, so she just smiled back stupidly.

      The Master was gone. Had he really been there? His words didn’t make sense, but on the edges of her network she could feel minds. Foreign minds. She pushed back at them, trying to close her mind to them.

      Merlin winced in pain. “Ouch,” he said. “Easy.”

      Spider looked down at his side, where she knew that the strange energy rope that had grabbed her had also cut into his side. She saw blood there, just a little, leaking down his side.

      “You’re hurt,” she said.

      “You did that,” he said.

      “What?”

      Somehow she sensed his meaning. She swallowed, and slowly allowed the strange minds that she felt at the edges of her mind to grow back into it. The network extended around them. She was relieved when they didn’t reach back to her. They were only interested in each other, in talking amongst their own minds, using Spider’s network.

      She could sense their thoughts, but she pushed them away. She didn’t want to know what they were doing. She didn’t care. The second she opened up to them, Merlin’s wound disappeared. The bloodstains were gone like he’d never been hurt.

      Like he’d never died.

      Spider opened the network up as wide as she could, enveloping every mind she could find.

      Merlin’s smile grew bigger than she’d ever seen it.
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      Knives listened as Lucky and whoever was on the other side spent a good twenty minutes going back and forth tapping out code to communicate what was going on inside the sealed-off room and what was happening out there in the submerged cave.

      “I still don’t have any answers,” Lucky said to Golan. The fat old miner and his useless dirt loving buddies weren’t able to follow along with the conversation.

      Lucky and his Frontier Marine cronies could rely on the AIs in their head to decode the message that was being tapped through. Knives had no doubt that they didn’t know the code by heart, and had listened as more than once Lucky had given a bad signal and had to start again. By contrast, whomever was knocking on the other side was using perfect code.

      Just like Knives did. Because surprise, surprise, the Empire assholes didn’t know anything about how to do shit without their fancy toys. Just like they didn’t know how to use any equipment that wasn’t Empire build. Knives, like lots of other Reds, had to know how to work everything, both Cardinal Order build and from the other human factions. Only assholes like the Empire pricks didn’t know how to use anything but Empire equipment.

      And so it went with the code. The AI knew it. The rest didn’t.

      Knives glanced at Fang and could tell that his sister was following along as well.

      That wasn’t a surprise. She might be an alright con artist and a killer, but she’d bounced around so many of the upper echelons of the Cardinal Order leeching information she could use to blackmail this person or keep tabs on this one that she was bound to learn a few tricks, if not by accident as anything else.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Golan said.

      Lucky was of course leaving some details out. There were some answers coming from the other side. Just no answers that made sense.

      “Otto must have gotten them to come help us,” Malby said. “That makes sense.”

      “How the hell did they get here so fast?” Knives asked. The bastard Malby was always stating the obvious and then doing nothing with it. This was another occasion for his stupidity to shine through.

      “Maybe he told them to hurry.”

      Even Jiang snorted at that one. She was a tough one to read. She was definitely not going to take his side on anything, though. He’d figured that out already.

      Malby at least was just a dipshit who wanted to shoot things. Stupid as he was, Knives would have much preferred if the rest of the marines were just like him.

      If only.

      “There’s no hurry in the universe that could get these guys here this fast,” Fang said.

      “So what, then?” Golan said. “How can there be divers out there this soon?”

      Knives knew how. But he was desperately hoping he was wrong. So desperate, that he said something he knew was wrong. “Maybe Otto enlisted help from one of the other platforms near here.”

      Several of the miners nodded at that. Even Malby seemed to agree it was possible.

      But his sister rolled her eyes. And Jiang shared a dark glance with Lucky. He had a feeling that the marines were as baffled as he was.

      “They’ve got a submersible with a cutting dock. They’re going to bring it down here and cut into the wall.” Lucky pointed to a portion of the wall that was above the waterline and next to the blast door they’d managed to weld shut.

      “That doesn’t sound like something that one of the other rigs would have,” Golan said.

      “You think?” Fang said sarcastically.

      Lucky frowned. He had that constipated look that told Knives that he was in deep conversation with his stupid AI. They were probably trying to figure out just what was happening. Maybe the AI was smart. Maybe that was how somebody who seemed as slow as Lucky had managed to live this long.

      Well, there was that temper of his.

      At that thought, Knives backed away a few steps from Lucky. Just in case he lost his shit when the submersible cut through.

      “You know what this is right?” Fang whispered in his ear.

      Knives hadn’t realized he backed into her personal space. He almost spun around and planted a punch on her face. He was already angry that his dreadlocks were getting wet. He didn’t need shit from her to finish off his shitty day.

      “Screw off,” Knives managed thoughtfully.

      “You’re a bitch, you know that?” Fang said. “We’re down here about to die and all you can do is be a little bitch about shit that is ancient history.”

      Knives had a little image flicker in his mind. It didn’t come up much. In fact, he hadn’t remembered seeing it in years. Maybe since the last time he’d seen his sister. Maybe back when they were both still teenagers.

      It was an image of his father. He was a little bit ahead of Knives. They were standing just outside the open fields near the main spaceport where they’d watched so many settlers take off from.

      He didn’t know which ship their mother was on. Or his sister. But for whatever reason, they’d decide it was the one they saw taking off in that moment.

      And there was nothing wrong with that, Knives supposed. Gotta watch out for yourself, after all. But there was only one family ticket off the rock and there it went without Knives and the Old Man.

      Knives couldn’t see his father’s face. He could only see the back of his head. Those huge, powerful shoulders. Those giant, callused hands.

      And as that rocket took off, heading out of the atmosphere, Knives watched his shoulders slump. Those giant hands had started to shake.

      Suddenly, his father, who had been bigger than life, looked small.

      Knives swung at Fang and connected with her right below the chin. In the dark shadows of the flooded room, she’d never seen it coming.

      But the flood water had hindered his own punch so that he’d gotten little behind it. All it did was splash a bunch water in her face and knock her back a step, holding her jaw. “Not ancient history. Just history. And it ain’t going anywhere.”

      Fang just looked at him, slowly shaking her head.

      Then the power saw cut through and the circular chunk of the wall fell out.

      Sitting there on the other side was a pair of marines with big rifles pointed at everyone inside the room.

      The both had a matching red smear that ran across their faces like someone had taking them and run a paint brush over their faces.

      “Shit,” Lucky said.

      One of the men looked at Lucky. “You Lucky Savage?”

      Lucky nodded.

      “Then you are in shit.”
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      Lucky stared at the man’s red face, trying hard not to believe what he was seeing.

      Sonofabitch.

      “Rocky, what did you tell Otto?”

      “I didn’t have access to him,” Rocky said, her words coming out in a jumble. For once, she was the one who was frazzled. Lucky couldn’t decide if he liked that better or worse. Considering she was usually a smug bitch when he was in danger of dying, it was probably pretty bad.

      “So can you guess what Spider told him?”

      “I’m sure she told him that it was an emergency.”

      “Emergency,” Lucky echoed. “That’s what we got here now.”

      The man put his rifle away as he offered out a hand to Lucky. Lucky took it and the man with surprising ease dragged Lucky up in into the submersible. Lucky nodded to the other man, red marked like his friend. He only stared at Lucky.

      “Friendly crew,” Lucky remarked to Jiang as she climbed in.

      “You know what this means, right?” She whispered.

      “It means Otto screwed us over,” Lucky said.

      Jiang was shaking her head. “How could this happen?”

      “I knew it,” Knives said, his face almost as red as the marked men who were helping the rest of them in. He was livid. “I damn well knew it!”

      “Well thanks for telling the rest of us,” Lucky said.

      “They were expecting this,” Jiang said. “That’s the only way they’d have a crew stationed nearby.”

      “Of course they were,” Knives exploded. “The Company lives to red mark their crews. And you walked right into it!”

      Before Lucky could defend himself from what was probably a pretty valid criticism, the man who’d first pulled Lucky in yelled back. “Who the shit are these people?”

      He had Fang in his grip, but was holding her half out of the opening. Again Lucky was impressed with his strength. The water might have helped to make any of the buoyant, but once out of the water, if anything the waterlogged crew should be heavier.

      “I’m somebody not to screw with,” Fang snarled.

      The man looked back at Fang, considering her like a kid looking at a bug he had trapped. “The Company sent us for them,” he said. “Not you.”

      “They’re with us,” Lucky said.

      “No they’re not,” Knives snapped. “Not that one. You can definitely leave her behind—”

      “She’s with us,” Lucky reiterated.

      Knives threw his hands up in disgust and mumbled to himself something about leaving him behind so why couldn’t he leave her behind.

      “If she’s crew, fine. But otherwise—”

      Fang reached in and grabbed the man by the collar of his combat suit. Before he could react, she twisted the collar in her fist, causing it to squeeze tight on his neck. The man’s huge muscles bulged on his neck, but those were little help against the collar that was already cutting into his windpipe.

      The mute man next to him rushed forward, pointing his pulse rifle in Fang’s face, but the space was tight in the bottleneck of the submersible watercock and there was little room for him to control the muzzle.

      Fang calmly grabbed the pulse rifle with her free hand and yanked it out of the man’s hands. He yelped in pain as his finger was caught in the trigger housing and nearly ripped off. The rifle discharged and fired through the room, blowing a hole in the back wall of the room behind Fang.

      The other miners started to yell as the hole instantly began vomiting water into the room at an alarming rate.

      “Let me the hell in, dickwads,” Fang said.

      “She’s with us,” Lucky repeated again.

      The big man’s shoulder sagged a little bit, either from acquiescing to the request to allow Fang aboard or to the lack of oxygen getting to his brain. Either way, he allowed Fang to claw her way into the submersible.

      The mute gave her a dirty look that Fang returned with interest then she climbed her way past.

      “What’s with tweedle-dee and Tweddle-dum up there?”

      “They’re just doing their job.”

      “And the rest of these?” The first man said, his voice noticeably strangled. He was rubbing his neck where a red line was visible from the neck of his combat collar.

      “I said, they’re all with us,” Lucky reiterated.

      This time the mute spoke. “You’re red marked,” the man said. “As of this moment, you don’t get to call the shots. The Company owns you. That’s the contract. You called us for help. The Company provided it. And now they own you.”

      “I know the contract,” Lucky said. “This is a misunderstanding. We needed help but we didn’t need you to activate a red code.”

      “A red code,” Knives spit. “Never in a million years did I think I’d be on a crew stupid enough to call a red code.”

      “Blame Otto,” Jiang said to Knives. “We didn’t call them.”

      “What the shit is a red code?” Malby asked.

      “Unbelievable,” Knives said, slapping his hands against his thighs. “This is why I didn’t want to work with you green motherfuckers. You don’t know shit about the mercenary code. You don’t know shit about how to work with the Company. And now you screwed me over when you were screwing yourself over. Are you happy?”

      “What the hell is a red code!” Demanded Malby.

      “It means you’re a slave!” Knives shouted back at him. “OK? Can you get that? We’ll never get another contract. Nobody will work with a red mark. Because we’re not allowed to negotiate for ourselves anymore. Now the Company owns us. They send us wherever they want to send us. And do you know what happens to red marks? They go to front lines. They get to be cannon fodder.” He held his hand out at the two men with red smeared faces. “No offense.”

      The nearest one shrugged like it never crossed his mind. They were still in the front of the submersible ignoring the screams for help coming from the miners who were in the room that was now quickly filling up with water thanks to the pulse rifle discharge.

      Malby looked at Lucky. “Is this for real?”

      Jiang answered. “Otto made a deal with the Company. They save us in exchange for red marking us.”

      “Making us slaves?!” Malby repeated hysterically. “Making us damn slaves!”

      “It’s not that bad,” said the big red smeared man who was still rubbing his neck. “If you get a good assignment.”

      Lucky glanced around. “And this is a good assignment?”

      “It could be worse.”

      “Alright, fine,” Lucky said. “We’re red marked.” He held up a hand as Malby was about to lose his mind again. “We’ll figure it out later. For now, I’m telling you to save those men. They are with us.”

      “And I’m telling you—”

      A pulse rifle discharge drowned Lucky out. The smaller of the two jerked back, his eyes bulging. Because of the tight quarters, he’s body simply slumped over as he stared at the blacked hole in the middle of his chest.

      Fang fired again and his red-smeared face exploded, sending white flecks of bone and grey matter splattering all over the interior of the submersible.

      The headless body, still smoking a little form the cauterizing impact of the pulse slug on his neck, slumped completely over. Guts oozed from the opening in his neck.

      “You wanna join your friend, tough guy,” she said, her rifle pointed at the back of the other man. Lucky hadn’t even realized that she’d kept the pulse rifle that she’d jerked out of the man’s hands. He’d just assumed she’d thrown it behind her into the water.

      The man snarled something at Fang. She fired again, her pulse this time flashing past the man and out the open end of the submersible and again blowing a hold in the wall of the room beyond.

      If the men screaming and shouting for help weren’t already loud, they were positively hysterical now.

      The water level in the room was threatening to reach the lip of the submersible. “Better hurry pretty boy, or we all get killed.”

      The man barely flinched at the shot, but still complied and turned around slowly.

      He reached out and started helping the miners in. The moment the last one was in, he closed the submersible hatch and turned around.

      “There,” Fang said, allowing the pulse rifle to lay against her side. “That was easy.”

      The man cocked his head. “He was our pilot.”
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      The red-smeared man stepped through the destroyed brains of his comrade, which the miners had been carefully going around as they were helped into the submersible, and walked over to an array of computers that were lined against a wall.

      “What do you mean he was the pilot,” Lucky said. “Isn’t this thing AI controlled?”

      The man shook his head. “The company doesn’t allow it. They use impulse AIs that are embedded. He turned his head and ran his hand along a set of ridges on his neck which corresponded to a dark colored tattoo with lines crisscrossing it.”

      “Nobody embedded anything in us when we joined this crazy Company,” Malby said.

      The man shrugged. “No, you were free contractors.” He smiled ruefully. “But no longer.”

      “This is shit,” Malby said. “If they think we’re just going to submit to this shit, they’re crazy.”

      “You won’t have a choice,” The man said. “No one will take your contracts. Nobody in the universe will work with a red marked contractor. The Company has seen to that.”

      “OK, well, there’s still some negotiating to go on that count,” Lucky said. “For now, we need to get out of here.”

      The man simply sat and looked at Lucky. Lucky was really getting tired of this passive aggressive shit. The man had more muscles than brain cell.

      Of course, Lucky’d been accused of that before, but this was different. This guy was just a sad sack.

      “Any ideas?”

      “Malby,” Rocky said. “His should be able to hot box into this thing and drive it.”

      She paused as Lucky told Malby to see what he could do. Malby looked at Lucky like the thought of doing so had never occurred to him. Jiang rolled her eyes started to rub her temples.

      “But it doesn’t fix our problem with the Company,” Rocky echoed.

      “This is bad, Lucky,” Jiang said, as if she were hearing Rocky. “Really bad. He’s not wrong. We won’t get another contract as long as the Company has us flagged.”

      As Malby worked on getting into the submersible computer system, the red-smeared man simply sat passively, like a toy that had been turned off.

      “Captain Depressing over there is getting old,” Lucky echoed.

      “It’s eerie,” Rocky echoed back. “It’s like looking at an image of you in a few years when your mind finally goes.”

      “Ha, funny,” Lucky said. “Then you’ll be stuck in there with me and my dead mind.”

      “Finally, some peace and quiet.”

      “What the hell was Otto thinking?” Knives said. “How could he do this?”

      “He probably saved our lives,” Fang said. “I aim to thank that damn AI on your ship.”

      “You don’t even know him,’ Knives said.

      Fang rolled her eyes. “I knew everything about your crew before you got here, remember? I know all about Otto.”

      “She’s right,” Jiang said.

      “I know I’m right,” Fang said. “I’ve been following you for some time.”

      “Not about that,” Jiang said. “About Otto saving our lives.” She looked at Lucky. “You and I both know that there was no way we were getting out that predicament in a few hours. Or even a few days. Otto would have to break orbit and make for the first relay position to get a message out. It would be weeks before he could get us help.”

      “He could get help down here,” Fang said. “Golan was right about the other operations around here. We look the other way. They aren’t official, but they are there. Assuming Otto could have ID'd them even, it still would have taken weeks.”

      “Which means the Company had to have this all set up,” Lucky said. “Even they couldn’t arrange this so quickly. They were here within an hour.”

      “The Company does this,” Knives said, looking like he was going to cry. He was laying on the ground, staring up at the ceiling, shaking his head. “They do this. You don’t think they didn’t have rescue teams around Dafuna?”

      “They can’t just go around having people sitting around ready to swoop in everywhere,” Jiang said. “That’s just stupid.”

      “No, stupid,” Knives said. “They do it to new crews. New crews. Like you idiots!”

      Lucky sat back. That did make sense. This was probably low hanging fruit for the company. New people join, don’t realize what they’re getting into. They probably get in over their head, make an Emergency request to the Company, and the Company comes and bails them out and gets them red marked.

      “I’d think plenty of people would rather die than get red marked,” Lucky said.

      “You’d be surprised,” Fang said. “Lots of people say that, but when the moment comes, they cave. They figure it can’t be that bad. And besides, living as a slave is still living.”

      “Wrong on both counts,” Knives said. He looked at his sister. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? You’re not red marked. Just us. How convenient.”

      Before she could respond, Malby shouted, “Got it!” And the submersible started moving.

      After several minutes of maneuvering, they entered the hatch of a much larger ship. It had been docked at the same port that the alien ship had been at. It was flooded now, but they’d blown open the docking hatches.

      Lucky realized this was a hybrid transport known as a fortress ship. It was way, way above his paygrade. The kind of toy only a few non-government entities would have. The multi-purpose ship would take them to the water surface in a few minutes and then could reconfigure and thrust right into space once it was there.

      This ship, then, was their final destination.

      “Uh oh,” Malby said a minute later.

      “What does that mean?” Lucky asked.

      The front water lock to the submersible opened. A little water splashed in, but otherwise it was dry outside. They had been hauled inside the transport ship that was taking them to the surface. Lucky could feel the shift in pressure and knew that if it weren’t for the artificial systems here, they’d probably get the bends, as they used to call the sickness that came with rapid ascent like this.

      “It means the greeting party is here.”

      While Lucky waited for somebody to come through the open hatch, the red-smeared man clambered back toward the exit. The miners parted to let him through. The submersible wasn’t that big, and while it was able to accommodate the dozen of them, it wasn’t exactly roomy. Especially because the corpse with the head blown off was still splattered across the walls and floor near the exit and none of the miners wanted to go near it.

      Lucky didn’t blame them. He didn’t either. It was starting to smell.

      “Hey,” Fang said. She held up the pulse rifle. “Dipshit,” she said. “I’m gonna shoot you if you don't stop.”

      The man just raised a middle finger to Fang.

      Fang fired a shot at the wall of the submersible and it went right through like it was paper. The man simply slipped out without looking back at Fang.

      “Can you stop shooting shit while we’re still underwater?” Knives said.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, princess,” Fang said. “I didn’t know shooting made you so uncomfortable.”

      “Well I don’t care for it myself,” said a mechanical voice.

      Lucky turned to see a rectangular robot enter the submersible. It had a dozen weapons sticking out its ports. “If you’d be so kindle as to disarm yourselves, I’d greatly appreciate it.”

      Then it fired one weapon right into the rifle that Fang was holding. It exploded in her hand and fell to the ground in pieces. “Sonofabitch,” she said.

      “Thank you,” the robot said. It turned around. “Follow me.”
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      “That’s a company bot,” Malby said helpfully.

      “So you know that but you don’t know what ‘red marked’ means?” Knives shot back.

      They had followed the robot while it had exited the main dock of the ship.

      The dock was enclosed by a force field. It was strange to look at the water standing like a wall along one side of the opening launch dock.

      The wall of water was twenty feet high and ran floor to ceiling and all around him in either direction at least a hundred feet. The landing dock had several other small submersibles in it similar to the one they’d been brought back up in.

      Lucky could tell just looking at the configuration that this was an Empire-build vessel. He’d seen them before. This one would have water thrust engines down here but would easily be capable of full flight as well as soon as they got to the surface. Basically, this single ship could go from orbit to the center of the planet and back again. The Empire liked toys like this.

      It was the kind of cool toy that make most officers question why the Senate felt it necessary to use the standard ships in the fleet long past their original design life. But using things beyond their expiration date and then feigning ignorance when things went wrong was pretty much par for the course for any government in human history so why should the Empire be any different?

      He heard Jiang suck in her breath and turned to see what was happening. Over her shoulder, he saw what she’d seen. The Last Gasp was parked on the deck, rather larger than the ships all around her. Although she also wasn’t exactly as shiny. Though Lucky’d managed to get enough credits from the last gig to fix her up halfway decent, she still had plenty of patches on her hull. But the engines were strong and well-tuned for once, or so Spider had told him. Before she was gone. And now he had no pilot, he realized. Not that Jiang couldn’t fill in for her. Or Lucky.

      But damn. Now he was thinking about Spider.

      And Merlin for that matter, not that the asshole could fly anything worth shit. But the cyborg knew his way around her weapons systems. Lucky could see the big autocannon that hung out of the back-docking bay from here. The one they’d managed to rip right off when Lucky someone conspired to have Merlin crush it while he was trying to hold an entire hover train in place.

      And then he saw Merlin’s corpse down there, immersed in water now, buried at the bottom of the ocean here and never to be seen again.

      Spider, though. Lucky was going to see her again. He made that promise to himself.

      “I see you have spotted your ride,” the robot said. Above the rectangular body with multiple weapons protrusions was a flat, frisbee-like head. But projected above it was a 3D image of a human face with crude emotions. The face was a of a man with spiky white hair and brown face with green eyes. His smile was mirthless. “You are welcome to leave with our blessing as soon as we reach the surface.”

      “And how long will that be?” Lucky asked. He looked beyond the robot, or rather through the ghostly pale 3D image that was projected above it, at the wall of water beyond. He thought he saw an enormous shadow flit past. He could only image what giant creature of the deep that had been. But the fact that there was light enough in the waters beyond meant that they were quickly ascending.

      “Thirty seconds,” the robot said.

      “Fine,” Lucky said. “We’ll go aboard, then.” He waved for everyone to join him. The Miners started shuffling in the general direction of the ship. Lucky was pointing out to them which one when the robot spoke up again.

      “Where are you taking them?”

      Lucky paused then turned around. “What does it matter to you?”

      The face was still smiling. And it was still mirthless. “They are not part of your crew.”

      Lucky glanced at Jiang. He got a cold feeling in his stomach. “What does that matter?”

      “You understand your situation, now, correct?” The robot turned as it spoke. “Did our colleagues,” it paused, glancing at the red smeared man standing a few paces away from the robot. He’d gotten a pulse rifle from somewhere, Lucky noted. “I beg your pardon, colleague, explain the situation to you?”

      “I understand the contract,” Lucky said uneasily. “But our ship shouldn’t have called you. We didn’t tell it to call you. That was a choice it made independent of me.”

      “So you would have preferred to drown down there?”

      “I think we’d prefer not to be in this conversation,” Rocky echoed.

      “Bingo.”

      “I would have preferred to discuss with my colleagues before we decided to make an emergency call.”

      “You understand, once an emergency call is invoked to the Company, there is no going back. It’s one-way traffic. You’re now red marked.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Lucky said, glancing at the man with red paint on his face. “Am I going to have that done to my face?”

      The ghostly head atop the robot chuckled. “Mr. Zanz and his deceased brother are special cases. They are part of our recruitment division.”

      His brother. Lucky glanced at Fang. She’d shrugged. Apparently making lifelong enemies came easily to her. He glanced at Knives, who was staring daggers into his sister’s head, and thought he had the proof right there.

      “Well, we’re sorry about the altercation earlier. Just a misunderstanding regarding the miners.”

      Lucky glanced around behind him and saw that Jiang was already at the foot of the entry plank for the Last Gasp.

      The face floating above the robot suddenly turned red. “You will not take the miners. You will not take anyone other than your crew from here.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “You have direct orders from the Company to follow. They have been transferred to your ship AI. They don’t include making excursions with the miners.”

      “Maybe they’re joining my crew,” Lucky said. “I mean, I can always use the help.”

      “Stop!” The robot roared. Jiang was at the foot of the ship. The first of the miners was about to board. Jiang disappeared up the walkway but the miners were too frightened to follow.

      Zanz, as Lucky now knew his name, raised his pulse rifle. The robot shifted all of its comically over-designed weapons forward as well. “It will only take a moment to kill all of you. Don’t make us do that when we have just started what is sure to be a fruitful relationship.”

      Lucky nodded. “I see that now.”

      “We will take care of your guests. You will take care of your new assignment for the Company. No questions asked. This how it is for you from now on. Do you understand.”

      Lucky smirked. “I thought you said no questions asked.”

      The robot face smiled back. ‘Your reputation is indeed well earned, Mr. Savage.”

      “That’s Sergeant Savage,” Lucky said.

      Then the ground beneath Lucky exploded.
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      Lucky threw himself flat on the ground as the rear pulse cannon on the Last Gasp opened up. Jiang was a good shot, but he still didn’t want to give her a chance to shoot him instead of the robot in front of him.

      To Lucky’s shock, when the dust settled, the robot was gone. The pulse cannon had ripped two huge chunks out of the metallic floor of the dock. Jiang had been careful not to hit anything close to the edge of the plasma field. They were getting closer and closer to the surface, but still at this depth to lose that shield would probably take down the ship. It would certainly kill Lucky and he was fond of doing being dead.

      Lucky looked around for the pieces of the robot, but they were nowhere to be found. Then he watched it crash down to the ground. It must have flipped through the air like a toy on the end of a spring.

      At least the landing was unceremonious, and as Lucky watched he saw why. At least part of the impact into the dock had thrown debris up into the bot. While it hadn’t taken a direct hit from the cannon, it had been damaged badly enough on the undercarriage that it couldn’t stay upright. One of the two traction gears that it sat on was completely gone. The other one was ripped up with the tread hanging off.

      It was enough to make the robot lean over and fall on its side.

      Of course, that just put the robot’s weapons right on par with Lucky.

      “That’s not good,” Rocky echoed. “Why do all your good breaks turn into bad ones?”

      Lucky rolled blindly trying to make his way under the nearest ship that was sitting on the dock. He didn’t know or care what it was, all he knew what that it was shelter.

      The robot opened up firing with its pulse weapons. Lucky squeezed his eyes shot, kept rolling like an idiot child rolling hopelessly down the side of a hill, and waited for the pain of the hot rounds ripping into his body. He could only hope that he could limit the damage when he got some cover that his medbots could fix him up in time.

      But it wasn’t the robot firing. Lucky stopped rolling, opening his eyes a crack and looked back to see that Malby and Fang, rearmed from the ship, were at the bottom of the steps of the Last Gasp firing their pulse rifles at it.

      Knives was nowhere to be found, but Lucky was pretty much used to that. Jiang must have been trying to prep the ship for takeoff because it was venting gas from its thruster assemblies on both side.

      That was Lucky’s cue to take off.

      He rolled onto his knees and started to stand up when he felt cold metal on the back of his neck.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” Zanz said. “I think you’re going to have to stop right there.”

      “Zanz,” Lucky said. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Oh, but he does,” the robot said. It was dancing around dodging all the fire that Malby and Fang could throw at it and still had time to point it’s 3d face at Lucky. This spiky-haired man was still smiling, but this time it looked like his smile was genuine. Like he really was enjoying this. “That’s how this works for you from now on. You do what we tell you. No questions asked. Just like Mr. Zanz here.”

      Zanz’s face was as depressed looking as ever. It looked like any emotions on his face hurt.

      “Mr. Constipated is a helluva recruitment advert,” Rocky offered.

      Lucky looked down the barrel of the pule rifle that Zanz had on him. Was he crazy, or was Zanz purposefully holding it too close? Lucky watched as the slightest hint of a curl showed up at the ends of Zanz’s lips.

      Lucky wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, however depressed it was. Lucky swung his leg under Zanz, sweeping him off his feet at the same time that he smacked his head back against the rifle.

      It discharged, but it was already aimed away from Lucky. He grabbed the muzzle and swung his leg up, catching Zanz in the solar plexus.

      He grunted as his chest compressed and he released the rifle. Lucky swung his other leg up and connected with Zanz’ face, sending him sprawling backwards. Lucky didn’t want to kill the man if he could help it. Fang had already killed his brother for no good reason and Lucky thought that was enough killing.

      Lucky turned and army crawled toward the robot that was still on the ground. It seemed to be slow to recognize the threat as a third shooter had joined in. Finally, thanks for joining us, Knives. Knives was a good shot, though, and he was hitting the robot consistently. Several chunks of the hard shell of the robot were cracked and broken.

      Lucky shoved the pulse rifle into the gap between the robot’s disk head and body and pulled the trigger just as the robot swung one of its sliding muzzles into his face.

      He felt his spiders go nuts and he yanked his head aside. His shoulder felt like it was on fire as the huge pulse round from the robot connected with him. He was thrown backwards, sliding along the ground in a half-circle, arms flailing, like a kid making snow angels.

      He came to a stop, the pulse rifle flopping to a stop on the ground a few feet away from him. He sat up and his arm was hanging limp at his side.

      He turned to look at the robot and saw he had it pretty good compared to it. His shot had completely severed the head from the body.

      He turned back around to pick up the pulse rifle. But just as he did, a foot landed on top of it. Lucky looked up to find Zanz standing over him. He had a sad look on his face. He was rubbing the strange crisscross raised tattoo on his neck. “I’m sorry,” he said. “They make me do these things.”

      “It’s alright, Zanz,” Lucky said. “The Company is messed up. I don’t care what these contracts say. They can’t just make us do anything they want. We’re telling this assholes to go to hell and you can come with us.”

      Zanz actually started to smile broadly this time. Lucky heard shouting from behind him.

      “Shit, Lucky, we gotta go!” Screamed Malby. He started laying down covering fire against what he saw were a dozen more robots just like the one he’d just decapitated. They all sported the same face floating above them. Apparently the Company had an army of the robots aboard. Lucky wondered absently why the Company needed to have red marked men working for them at all if they could just use an army of robots to get anything done.

      Lucky turned back to Zanz. “Listen, man—”

      Then he stopped. In his hand, Zanz was holding a grenade.

      “What are you doing.”

      Zanz was still smiling. “I’m sorry,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Lucky realized he wasn’t smiling. His jaw was locked closed. Lucky could see thick vein-like lines under his skin extending from the edges of the tattoo on his neck. And the tattoo was burning his skin. Lucky could see little whips of smoke rising up from it.

      “What the hell is that?” He echoed.

      “The Company,” Rocky echoed back grimly.

      Then Knives appeared right behind Zanz.

      “Wait!” Lucky shouted.

      But it was too late. Knives put a pulse shot right through Zanz back. A pained expression flitted over his red-smeared face for a split second, then he opened his mouth like he was going to speak. Blood dripped out of his lips.

      He crumpled forward, the grenade dropping out of his hand and bouncing on the ground as it activated.

      “You’re welcome,” Knives said as he looked down triumphantly at Lucky. “You know how long it took to sneak around—”

      “Get down!” Lucky screamed. He spun around and kicked the grenade away as he yanked Zanz’s body up over him as a shield.

      “Oh shit!” Knives exclaimed, diving to the ground with Lucky.

      “No!” Rocky echoed.

      And then Lucky realized why.
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      In theory, kicking the grenade out the force shield and into the water beyond was a good idea. Since this was an empire build, Lucky understood how the forcefield worked.

      It created a perfect seal against the outside. Thus they could watch as the ocean swept past with little concern that some giant sea creature was going to come crashing through the forcefield. Nothing was getting through that membrane and that included many smaller caliber ship-to-ship projectiles and plasma bolts.

      On the other hand, anything of sufficient mass and force could pass through the membrane from the inside. After all, they didn’t raise the shield to allow ships to launch. In Lucky’s estimation, the grenade should be able to slice right through the membrane like any other ship he’d ever been on in his life had been able to.

      Except, of course, the grenade didn’t have enough mass to clear the membrane, no matter how hard he kicked it.

      But that thought only dawned on him a second after he’d kicked the grenade.

      “Move!” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky shoved the dead corpse of Zanz away, taking one last look at the strange raised tattoo on his neck. The crisscrossed lines had turned black and receded under his skin.

      He turned to find Knives balled up in the fetal position behind him. Lucky grabbed him and started running.

      Knives stumbled to his feet. They didn’t get three steps when the grenade exploded behind him.

      Fire enveloped Lucky and the ground disappeared out from under his feet. He heard an almighty cracking sound that made his ears explode with pain like someone was standing over him pummeling him on the sides of his head. He opened his eyes and found the world upside down as he was looking backwards now. Rocky must have hit him with a combat stim before for a moment it felt like the entire world stood still along with his heart.

      He stared with detached amusement as he realized what had happened. The grenade had wedged itself inside the lip between the end of the bay and the forcefield generators. Only the fact that the base of the landing bay was several feet thick and reinforced dura-alloy kept he and Knives from bearing the full brunt of the grenade explosion.

      As it was, the thick metallic edge of the bay was curled upward by the blast. It looked like the snarl of a cruel man telling a joke.

      The forcefield assembly below it was destroyed instantly. Probably vaporized, along with several of the energy cells on either side of it.

      Lucky got a glimpse of water cascading inward, roaring through the floor to ceiling tear in the forcefield like water through gapped teeth.

      And then time resumed its regular speed. He flipped back around, realizing now that he was definitely flying through the air, and promptly smashed his face against the landing sled of a small medical ship.

      He lost his grip on Knives, if he’d even had it to begin with, and the world went dark for a second.

      He jerked his head up a second later, spitting broken teeth out of his bloody mouth. Knives was standing over him, screaming. It was his turn to grab Lucky. They started running again.

      Lucky felt the cool sensation of water splashing up on his face. He looked down to see that he was running through water up to his shins.

      The world was still silent around him. His ears were bleeding, he knew that much. Probably the proximity to the grenade explosion.

      A pulse blast roared above his head, smashing into a small speeder that they ducked under. Then another.

      Lucky looked back to see that the Company robots were firing at them. There were now at least two dozen that had come rushing into the bay.

      But only the ones nearest Lucky were firing. The rest were covered in water.

      Water.

      Shit. Lucky felt the fuzzy static in his mind lift and he could hear Rocky shouting at him.

      “In the ship!”

      “What?”

      “Get in—”

      “Move, mofo!” Screamed Fang in Lucky’s face.

      He looked up to see her hanging from one of the supports holding the gangway of the Last Gasp open. The bottom of the gangway was completely submerged.

      He stumbled, his feet smashing against the lip of the walkway.

      Then Knives was shoving ahead of him, taking Fang’s outstretched hand and hoisting himself into the ship. Lucky swore that he gave her a little extra shove as he went past. Lucky couldn’t be sure if Fang noticed the gesture, but he was sure that she gave him a good shove in the back as he went past, causing him to stumble and sprawl forward as he tripped on the shit littered along the bottom level of the Last Gasp.

      Knives didn’t seem to notice, clawing his way to his feet and into the steadily-deluged ship.

      The firing from the Company bots behind him ceased. They were all underwater Lucky surmised without needing to turn around and verify for himself.

      “Don’t really need to verify that everything is screwed,” Rocky concurred.

      “Are we going to make it?”

      “Otto thinks so,” Rocky said, as the walkway retracted and sealed, leaving the sound of splashing water inside the lower deck as Fang and Lucky ran behind the fast-moving shape of Knives as he ran upward toward the topflight controls.

      “Who’s flying this bucket?” Lucky asked Fang, his voice sounding garbled with his face still regenerating from its close encounter with the side of the medical ship’s landing sled.

      “Jiang,” Fang said.

      “Well why the shit hasn’t she taken off?”

      “Waiting for you,” Fang said flatly. “I told her to leave your sorry ass behind.”

      The ground under them shifted violently just as they got to the top of the steps in the central level of the ship. It turned sideways and for a second Lucky thought that the ship must be falling over from the rushing ocean of water pouring into the docking bay.

      Then the ship seemed to right itself.

      Lucky glanced around and realized there were a half-dozen faces of frightened miners staring back at him, all strapped into the crash seats around the outside of the main dining area. Golan’s face was so white he looked like a ghost. None of the others looked much better.

      “We’re good, guys,” Lucky said. At least, he tried too. His bloody mouth still struggled to form the words. A couple of the guys closest to him looked at each other uncertainly.

      “I think I’m frightening them more than I’m helping,” he echoed.

      “I think that’s one of your best qualities,” Rocky echoed back.

      Fang shrugged at Lucky as though she didn’t understand why he bothered. Then she nodded forward and they sprinted up the steps to the cockpit level at the top of the ship without another word.

      Inside was chaos.

      “Go, go, go!” Knives was screaming. He was standing over Jiang, who was in the pilot’s nest. None of the screens around her was active as far as Lucky could see. Only the main viewscreen that projected up in front of the cockpit was active.

      “Not yet!” Jiang was screaming back. She had both of her hand on the stick and was visibly fighting to hold it steady.

      “Screw this!” Shouted Knives. He leaped over Jiang’s shoulder and grabbed the stick.

      The ground shifted again as the ship bounced sideways. Fang lost her footing and staggered to her knees. Lucky had been behind her and in the blast doorframe and was able to keep his feet.

      He lunged forward and hit Knives in the midsection, crushing him forward against the edge of one of the monitors around the pilot’s nest and sending his sprawling away.

      “What the shit, man!” Knives shouted. “She’s crazy! We gotta go.”

      Lucky did have to admit that he agreed with the sentiment, although he’d be crazy if he was going to stand around and let Knives push Jiang around.

      The ground leveled off again as Jiang centered the flight stick. But she was still clearly straining to hold it in place. “Lucky, help me out here,” she grunted.

      Now it was Lucky’s turn to reach over Jiang’s shoulder. He grabbed the stick and said, “What are we trying to do.”

      “Hold it steady right here,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Lucky glanced up through the viewscreen. It took a moment for him to get his bearings. Then he realized what she was doing. The ship was floating above the fast flooding bay. Lucky could make out the rising water from the various detritus from the bay that was floating on top.

      “Uh, guys,” Lucky heard the voice of Malby over the speakers in the cockpit. “We’re getting a really close—shit!”

      Lucky felt a slight tremor in the stick as he was helping Jiang hold it. “That’s all we got,” Jiang said.

      Lucky could see now what she meant. The Last Gasp was right along the roof of the bay. It dawned on him that Malby must be in the top pulse cannon assembly. He’d probably watched as the ship had slowly thrusted her way right until she was touching the ceiling.

      “This is crazy!” Knives said. He was back on his feet, but smart enough not to try and muscle his way onto the stick again.

      “I kind of agree with the twerp,” Fang said.

      Knives flipped her off.

      Even Lucky was starting to wonder what they were doing. “Uh, Jiang,” he started.

      Suddenly the viewscreen exploded with bright light.

      “Now!” Jiang shouted.
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      Otto must have been waiting for Jiang’s command.

      “Engaging,” Otto’s soothing computer voice said over the cockpit speakers.

      The ship instantly lurched forward, her rear thrusters exploding to life even before her maneuvering thrusters had stopped firing.

      “Fuckity fuck!” Malby screamed over the speakers. Lucky could see sparks flying in the forward viewscreen and knew from Malby’s response that it was from the top of the ship scraping along the top of the hanger.

      “This is gonna be close!” Rocky echoed, proving she was more aware of what was happening that Lucky was.

      “Hot damn,” Fang said, and Lucky saw what she was seeing out of the viewscreen.

      The bright light was from the twin suns. Jiang had been waiting for the ship to clear the top of the water. If she’d tried to go sooner, Lucky realized, the ship would have just been flooded. Unlike the multi-purpose ship that the Company had used to come get them, the Last Gasp wasn’t going to be able to last in any sort of water.

      The ship stuttered as it headed for the forcefield, or at least what was left of it. The other power cells around the dead ones destroyed by the grenade were failing now as well, this time from all the water pouring into the landing bay.

      And the landing by was almost full now. The base of the ship was practically in water. Lucky had to imagine the ship’s thrusters were very close to getting flooded, which would mean the reactor would follow right behind.

      The amount of space that they had to navigate was actually narrower than the width of the ship.

      Just as the Last Gasp hit what was left of the forcefield, it completely collapsed.

      Angry ocean water gushed into the gaping maw of the huge docking bay. Lucky could almost feel the entire ship sag under the incredible strain of its entire docking back filling with water.

      When it was all said and done, the transport ship wasn’t much more than a huge docking bay with thrusters attached. So the docking bay full of ocean water probably tripled the weight of the ship if not more.

      The Last Gasp cleared the bay opening just as the transport started to settle back into the water.

      “Oorah!” Screamed Malby, who had the best view from the top of the ship. He was probably also happy that the assembly he was sitting in hadn’t been completely ripped off when the ship took off.

      Jiang’s shoulders seemed to relax. Lucky took a deep breath and glanced back around the cockpit. Knives still looked angry, although maybe the slightest bit sheepish from his earlier actions. Fang had her hands on her hips and was watching the viewscreen intently at the clear sky in front of them.

      “Now we can go,” Jiang said, taking her hand off the stick to crack her knuckles. “Otto, see if we can’t figure out where we can—”

      Then the stick whipped out of Jiang’s hands and the ship shuddered, her forward momentum stopping suddenly.

      Lucky was right behind Jiang, so he ended up only smashing into her back. Fang and Knives ended up practically smashed into the base of the viewscreens at the front of the cockpit well in front of Jiang’s pilot’s nest.

      At least all three of the monitors that surrounded Jiang were now operational. They’d come on with the main thrusters.

      “Where’s that coming from, Otto?” She asked.

      By way of reply, the image on the viewscreen flipped around to show the view directly behind the ship. They could see the giant transport just above the ocean surface, seemingly hovering there.

      But Lucky knew better. She was struggling. He could see a wicked shimmy in the floating fortress even as he watched.

      The image switched to a false-color image overlaying the outline of the fortress ship. A huge red splotch was visible near the bow.

      “What the hell is going on?” Knives said, crawling to his feet.

      “Tractor beam from the dock,” Lucky said. He was watching the data that Otto was sending over the monitors around Jiang.

      “Tractor beam?” Fang said, rubbing her head and cursing to herself. “How much money do these bastards have?”

      “The fortress is falling back into the water,” Otto said.

      “Good,” Lucky said.

      “She’s going to take us down with her.”

      “Not so good,” Rocky echoed.

      “Can she really take us down with her? How will she keep power if she falls back into the water?” He echoed.

      “I don’t think we want to find out.”

      “Malby?” Lucky snapped. “Tell me you can hit that.”

      “I’m on it,” Malby replied. Lucky felt the top cannon on the ship coming to life. On the screen with the false color, new blooms of red exploded on the hull of the ship below. They slowly moved toward the main red color blob.

      “A little quicker, Malby,” Jiang shouted. She was again struggling with the ship controls, but this time there was little they could do. She thrusters were firing at capacity, straining against the tracking beam. “We’re going to cook our thrusters in five seconds.”

      The blooms of red finally reached the central location where Otto had painted the tractor beam. It was started to slip underwater. Lucky knew soon their kinetic impactors would be rendered useless. And if she managed to keep the tracking beam on them a little longer.

      “We’re picking up water,” Otto informed them smoothly. Sure enough, the Last Gasp was back to within a hundred feet of the ocean surface now. And the choppy water was kicking up waves at them.

      The fortress ship was almost completely underwater.

      “Malby!”

      “I’m working on it!” He shouted. His shots were locked in now. The blooms of his impactors were indistinguishable from the energy source for the tractor beam.

      But still, the Last Gasp didn’t budge.

      “We’re out of time,” Jiang shouted. The Last Gasp started falling back.

      Then the bloom of red on the viewscreen erupted, filling the entire screen and blinding Lucky for a moment. The image flipped back to a view without the false color. A fireball was erupting from the top of the sinking ship.

      “Booyah!” Malby shouted proudly.

      A huge tidal wave of water was thrown upward from the detonation of the tractor beam just below the surface of the water. The entire fortress ship had slipped back into the ocean now.

      The water roared up and bathed the Last Gasp just as she exploded free of the tractor beam.

      For a telling second, the ship’s thrusters refused to catch. Lucky just felt a sense of weightlessness in the cabin and started to wonder what they’d do when the ship splashed down into the ocean, a thousand miles in any direction from anything, when the thrusters seemed to find new life. They whined and roared into life, yanking the Last Gasp forward into the air.

      After only a few seconds, the ship was into the upper atmosphere.

      Lucky let out a huge sigh before he even realized he’d been holding his breath.

      “Nobody say anything,” Knives said caustically. “Just wait.”

      Fang rolled her eyes, but nobody said anything for several more seconds.

      Then the cockpit was filled with static followed by Malby’s voice. “I don’t wanna see another ocean planet, OK?”
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      After a few minutes of deliberation with Golan, they were able to zero in on one of the illegal mines that he and the others were familiar with. The Last Gasp dropped him and the rest of the miners off there. Lucky had expected that would be where they end the journey with Sheriff Fang. But she surprised Lucky.

      “Why?” Lucky asked, rather stupidly and surely rudely, when Fang informed he and the rest of them that she was coming with them.

      “You’re red marked,” she said.

      Lucky glanced around the table. They’d all reconvened here after the drop off to figure out what the hell they do now.

      “You’re not,” Knives said. “So what the shit do you care?”

      “What if I said I want to keep an eye on my brother?”

      “I’d say it’s a little late now.”

      Fang rolled her eyes. “I was kidding. Obviously.”

      “So why would you want to stay with us?” Jiang asked.

      Fang sat back and crossed her arms. She was clearly searching for the right words.

      Lucky leaned forward. “Why exactly wasn’t it good enough when I asked?” He echoed Rocky.

      “She like Jiang.”

      “And she doesn’t like me?”

      “Bingo.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Feminine intuition.”

      “I think she just doesn’t like people.”

      “That, too.”

      “So here’s the thing,” Fang said, putting her hands behind her back. “You guys are screwed. Nobody in the universe is going to work with you since you’re red marked.”

      “No shit,” Knives said. “We know that.”

      Lucky actually didn’t know the details. He was sure Jiang and Malby didn’t either. Knives had lots more time in than the rest of them. So did Spider. But she wasn’t exactly around to educate them. Or Merlin for that matter.

      Lucky took a moment to reflect on how he’d affected this crew since he’d joined up. Merlin was dead. Spider had been picked up by aliens.

      At least Knives was still alive. And his sister, now. The one that didn’t like Lucky.

      Winning all around.

      “How the hell does that work anyways?” Malby asked. “I mean, those assholes had like red paint on their faces or something. We’re not putting on goddamn war paint.”

      “No shit,” Fang said. “Those assholes screwed up even more than you. They were chipped.”

      Lucky thought about Zanz. “Is that those tattoo things on their necks?”

      Fang nodded. “Yup. Pain riders. They link right into the nerve endings. When you get that, it’s over.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Malby said. “Why don’t they just rip it out.”

      “Linked to the optic nerve,” she said.

      Malby shook his head and shrugged.

      Fang looked at the ceiling. “If you dig it out, you go blind. And it feels like somebody is digging your eyeballs out of your head from the inside out,” she said. “So most people don’t.”

      “So these guys. They were forced to do what those Company bots were telling them because of those chips.”

      “It’s persuasive,” Fang said.

      “But we don’t have those chips,” Lucky said.

      “Not yet,” Fang said.

      “Wait, are we?”

      “Like I said, those guys did something bad.”

      “Like sending a fortress ship to the bottom of an ocean?”

      Fang smiled at Jiang. She did like her, Lucky thought. “Yeah, that’ll do it.”

      “So we’re gonna get chipped?!” Malby said, standing up. “Like those eyeball sucker chips?”

      Fang shrugged. “I’d bet.”

      “OK, so you didn’t really answer Malby’s first question,” Lucky said. “The one before he was freaking out.”

      Malby was standing and pacing now, clearly working himself up over the pain chips. Which Lucky had to admit he wasn’t liking the sound of either.

      “You won’t get any more contracts from the Company. They’ll put out a red release on you, which basically is a note to all their partners that you’re not to be contracted.”

      “So basically they’ll starve us out,” Jiang said.

      Knives started laughing and shaking his head. The laughter grew into snorts of derision.

      “What the shit is so funny?” Malby asked after it went on for several seconds.

      Fang just snorted again and fell away laughing. He was losing his mind a little, Lucky was sure. And he had a bad feeling about why.

      “You done with your little performance?” Fang asked. She crossed her arms and looked at Jiang, ignoring Malby’s increasingly panicked face.

      “They’ll starve you out, sure,” she said. “But they won’t wait around for that to work.” She paused. “They’ll send out a bounty hunter.”

      “Uh oh,” Rocky echoed.

      “A bounty hunter?” Lucky asked. “Like another mercenary team?”

      Fang smiled ruefully. “I wish, but no. A company bounty hunter.”

      “What are they like?” Jiang asked.

      “Just the one,” Fang said, correcting her. “And they are very, very bad news.”

      Lucky sat back. “I’m not too worried about a single bounty hunter right now—”

      “You should be,” Fang countered.

      Lucky watched her face, waiting to see what she said next. But it was a poker face he couldn’t read at all.

      “So back full circle, then,” Lucky said. “We’re not getting any contracts. We have a bounty hunter after us. And based on the fact that we managed to sink a multi-trillion-credit fortress ship and who knows how much hardware aboard when the Company came to claim us, it’s pretty clear we’re all in line to get chipped.”

      Malby shivered involuntarily and rubbed his eyes.

      “I don’t get why you want to help us,” Lucky said.

      “You shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” she said.

      “I know the expression,” Lucky said. “And in my experience, the universe is short on good Samaritans.”

      “I have my reasons,” Fang said.

      Knives snorted. “Classic. Always an angle, isn’t there?”

      “Well?” Lucky echoed.

      “Well, what?”

      “Well, what do you think about this bullshit?”

      “I think she’s right,” Rocky said. “I think we’re screwed. And I think she wants to help us.”

      “So you trust her?”

      “No way,” Rocky said. “But I think she wants to help us for some reason. I don’t get any spikes in her heat signature that suggests she’s lying.”

      Lucky frowned. Fang rolled her eyes and Lucky could tell that she was aware that he was talking to his AI. “Since when can you—”

      “OK, fine,” Rocky said. “I just don’t think she’s lying. About this, at least.”

      “OK,” Lucky said at last. “So you want to help us. And you know what we want to do, right?”

      “Get the shit out of here and never look back?” Knives asked. “Get the shit away from the Company and figure out how to survive while we’re red marked, which good luck with that. We should just go our own separate ways.”

      “The company will find you,” Fang said.

      “It’s academic,” Lucky said. “That’s not what we’re doing.”

      Knives turned slowly toward Lucky. “So what are we doing?”

      “We’re getting Spider back,” Lucky said matter-of-factly.

      Knives looked apoplectic. “What?! She’s gone. Aliens took her. Aliens which, unless I’m mistaken, looked pretty badass.”

      “Masters,” Lucky said.

      “What?”

      “Masters,” Lucky repeated. “That’s what they called themselves.”

      Knives looked around at the others. “Who the hell cares what they call themselves? Are you guys hearing this?”

      Jiang crossed her arms and stared right back at Knives. Knives looked at Malby. He shrugged back at him.

      Knives put his head in his hands. “Oh god, tell me this is a nightmare. Please tell me you marines aren’t so stupid that you’re actually going to do this.”

      It seemed like it was dawning on Knives that without Spider and Merlin there was nobody here that wasn’t a marine willing to do what Lucky told them.

      Except his sister.

      Knives turned to her in desperation. “Tell me you don’t want anything to do with this. You didn’t even know Spider.”

      Fang actually smiled. “Oh, no,” she said. “I definitely do want something to do with this.”

      Knives looked like he might cry. “Why?”

      “I have a score to settle.”

      Somehow, that didn’t surprise Lucky. Fang was the kind to have lots of scores to settle.

      “With who?” Knives asked incredulously.

      Fang put her feet up on the table and leaned back. “The Masters.”

      Knives threw his hands up.

      Lucky looked at Jiang who looked as surprised as Lucky felt. “Those aliens that took Spider,” Lucky sputtered.

      Fang smiled. “I’ll take you right to them,” she said. “And all you have to promise me is one thing.”

      Lucky shrugged. “Name it.”

      “Promise me we’re going to kill lots of those bastards.”
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      Hidin listened while the Company computer spoke to him. It gave him all kinds of information that he knew was wrong or outdated, but he didn’t mind. This is what computers did.

      They meant well enough, the Company did. And they’d saved his life when the Da’hune had left him for dead.

      He’d sworn an oath that day to Ganlona on high that he’d pay back to strangers for what they’d done.

      But that was long ago.

      It turned out that paying back the Company for saving his life was something that he enjoyed immensely.

      He touched the small sensor hidden in a tiny pouch of his outer skin membrane. It was similar to the chips that the humans had embedded in their skin. But on Hidin, it was simply below his thick hide and hidden by the hair that covered his neck and shoulders.

      When the information dump was over, Hidin carefully ran his claws over the edge of the airlock. He could hear screaming inside. Someone had been alerted to his presence.

      Which was, after all, exactly what he wanted.

      He found the airlock seam and slowly pushed his fingers into the edges until he could sense the air from inside the ship escaping into the vacuum. Hidin’s own thick hide would last for hours in space. His flaps were closed on his face and he was regulating his own internal systems. He used his heat eyes to watch everything around him.

      He watched the ripple around the airlock seal release as he tore the airlock off. The inner hatch was functioning and he was glad for that. He was hungry.

      He had the rest of the crew on the main ship. But it was the principle of the things. These had tried to escape him.

      The escape pod blared a warning about decompression. He shoved through the inner airlocks one at a time.

      When at last he was inside the ship, he left his hide flaps on his face. No reason to terrify the humans yet.

      But the screaming was growing even louder now. They knew what was happening.

      Hidin sighed to himself. How small these humans always seemed. But if this was what the Company wanted, who was he to disagree?

      A woman fired a weapon at him. He allowed it to hit him, felt the burning on this thick hide and it felt good.

      He swung his thick arm at her and smashed her face against a bulkhead. She popped like a balloon, spilling her red blood everywhere. The humans were so easy to break.

      Another scream, this one of anger, and more pulses fired into him, this time at his neck and shoulders.

      Those stung and it angered him. He spun around, sliding back the flaps over his face to expose his mouth.

      He screamed at full decibel and spit at the human. His thick saliva splattered across the human. The acid instantly ate away the combat suit he was wearing. As the man began to scream, Hidin fired a stream of juice into his mouth.

      The human gulped and gasped, his shoulders bouncing up and down as he vomited.

      And then his body went limp, the paralysis fluid taking only a few moments to render him completely inert. Only his eyes, bulging and panicked, were moving. That was the only sign that while his entire nervous system had been paralyzed, that he was still alive in there. Still aware of what was happening to him.

      Hidin went through the cabin and found three more humans to eat. He left the punctured woman. He wouldn’t eat dead things. That was barbaric.

      The took the four paralyzed humans and lay them together. Then he started slashing them. He cut them open, their guts oozing out, and he injected another round of paralyzing liquid, all the better to soften them. But not too much. He didn’t want them to die. That would destroy the flavor. It could take days to eat all four of them. He wanted them to last at least that long.

      They were defenseless now. He felt himself starting to salivate and resisted the acidic urge. He’d drooled on humans before and they’d punctured within moments.

      At last, Hidin sat down to enjoy his spoils. He began peeling off skin one strip at time, putting each delectable piece in his mandibles. Soon, the humans would be little more than sinewy muscles and bones. He liked to eat the eyes last, so that they could watch him eat the rest of them alive.

      The Company computer beeped again. He spit out the strip of skin he’d been sucking on and touched the small computer in his neck.

      It began talking to him.

      “Bounty Hunter Hidin, your assistance is requested.”

      Hidin had learned over the years to communicate with the computer with his thoughts. “I am eating.”

      The small computer seemed to hesitate for a moment, then it said. “The current assignment is completed. We understand that you are … enjoying it. But this is a priority.”

      “I am eating,” Hidin said again. Usually this was enough to make the small computer stop talking.

      But the Company was insistent this time. “We have given you last know coordinates. You must track them from there.”

      Tracking was something that Hidin enjoyed almost as much as eating.

      “Will it be difficult?”

      “We have few leads,” the voice said.

      Even better, Hidin thought. A challenge. But still. “Very well, then. Send what you have. Since it is of little help, it will not hurt to wait.”

      “Very well. You have a day to begin.”

      A day!

      Hidin looked at the four paralyzed humans in front of him. At least one of them would last several days. He tried to imagine the tastiness of eating one of them slowly over the course of days. It sounded delicious.

      But the Company called. And he owed them a life debt. “Very well,” Hidin said at last.

      “Send what you have. I will go now.”

      “You can take a day,” the computer reiterated.

      Hidin sighed. “What is the point,” he said. He began swiping his claws through he humans, breaking them one at a time and watching them ooze red puddling together under their tied mass. “I have only one request.”

      “You are not allowed requests,” the Company computer said.

      “When I catch these, I’m allowed my customary seven days to eat them.”

      The computer was silent. “Very well,” it said at last.

      Hidin nodded and stood as the computer began giving him location data for the Last Gasp.
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      “Wakey wakey, sleeping ugly,” Rocky echoed. “Welcome to Akara system.”

      Lucky awoke from hypersleep with the same headache he always did.

      He opened his eyes and squinted as blinding light spilled in around the hatch of his sleeping pod. It was a temporary one, and a cheap one, which they’d set up in the central level of the Last Gasp.

      The Last Gasp. That’s where he was. Memories flooded back. Where they were. Why they were.

      He sat up.

      All around him he saw the tops of similar sleeping pods, all with their tops up and their occupants gone.

      “Where the hell is everyone?”

      “Up in the cockpit, where Fang is holding court,” Rocky echoed. “She’s really got a hard-on for this Krek guy.”

      Lucky vaguely remembered the name. It was the contact she’d mentioned that was going to help them find the Masters. Krek was the reason they were here.

      “She didn’t sound too fond of him before.”

      “No,” Rocky said. “And she still doesn’t. That’s how I know something is up.”

      Lucky didn’t think that made much sense, but he had too much of a headache to argue right now.

      “Why the hell didn’t you wake me up with everyone else?”

      “I did,” she replied. “You’re just getting old.”

      Damn. She was right, of course.

      Lucky clambered out of the pod, found his feet, and slowly made his way up to the cockpit. Rocky went on and on about how he needed to get some food and fluids, but he didn’t listen. “Just stim me,” he said.

      “That’s your answer to everything,” she said as he stepped into the cockpit.

      “So you don’t have to ask then, do you?”

      “Nice of you to join us,” Malby said sarcastically, and predictably.

      “Nice of you to think up something original to say,” Lucky mumbled back. “Where are we?”

      “Otto is bringing up the visual now,” Fang said.

      They all stood around awkwardly while they waited for the screen to pop into life. Lucky yawned and had to fight to urge to scratch his belly and worse. Even a short freeze made everything itch.

      “Since we’ve got a second,” Rocky echoed. “Can I just take a moment to admire your crew?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t.”

      “You got a guy who blames his sister for abandoning him and killing dear old dad,” she said, ignoring him. “And you’ve got a woman who is a pathological liar telling us where to go. She’s also the eponymous abandoning-and-dad-killing-sister.”

      “Eponymous? Big words hurt both of us,” Lucky said, rubbing his temples.

      “And then you’ve got a couple frontier marines who don’t know shit about being mercenaries.”

      Lucky realized she was done. Because, of course, she didn’t have to include Spider or Merlin. That thought hurt more than his headache and he winced again. “And me,” he said.

      “And you,” Rocky said.

      Lucky waited. “Nothing to add on that last one? What about his AI?”

      “Impeachable,” she said with a sniff. “And probably the only reason they’re not dead yet.”

      The viewscreen burst into life, static-filled for a moment until the image stabilized.

      “Finally,” Fang said sarcastically.

      “You’re welcome,” Otto said in a monotone from the ship speakers.

      Malby was the one who was standing closest to the viewscreen. He leaned in, then wrinkled his nose. “Explain again how these guys are going to help us?”

      Malby pointed at the only activity on the screen. It was right on the very edge of visual range. Otto probably wouldn’t have bothered showing them if Fang hadn’t asked for him to put it up. “Because they look like shit eaters.”

      They’d made a jump to a system that Lucky knew well along the disputed border between the Cardinal Order, the Alliance, and the Empire. Skirmishes here were common and deadly. Akara system was a good place to find exactly what they were seeing.

      An illegal salvage operation. Malby was right. These were shit eaters.

      Lucky glanced at Jiang. She was in the pilot’s nest. Even though Otto had successfully flown during the jump, she preferred the seat. Her face was neutral, but Lucky was sure she was seeing the same thing.

      Malby, for his part, was just Malby. He was bored because he wasn’t shooting anything and it made him cranky. Sometimes, Lucky had to admit he was OK with having Malby on the team. One of them needed to be uncomplicated.

      “Shit!” Malby said emphatically. “Eaters!”

      Otto had stabilized the image now. Whoever Krek was, his ship was orbiting the husk of a huge Empire dreadnaught. He was sure if they got closer they’d see a sled for ferrying salvaged gear back and forth.

      The salvage ship itself was unusual looking. He thought it might be an old Alliance ship, but beyond that, he couldn’t be sure. Whatever it was it had been heavily modified. He could see several cannon turrets, which meant there were just as many hidden from view. Whatever the little salvage ship was, you didn’t want to mess with.

      “They are shit eaters,” Fang said. “And so are you. So you shouldn’t be too judgmental.”

      Shit eaters. Salvagers. Pirates. Pick a nickname. They were all worse than mercenary, and that was saying something.

      “I ain’t no shit eater,” Knives said.

      “Well, you’re red marked,” Fang said. “There isn’t much of a difference. Until the Company picks you up, you’re shit eaters. After they pick you up, you’re slaves.”

      Lucky took it back. Slaves was much worse than shit eaters.

      “So this is your friend?”

      She cocked her head. “This is Krek. Let’s leave it at that.”

      Jiang leaned forward from the pilot’s chair. “What does that mean?”

      “Look, I’ve worked with him before. He’s … reliable.”

      “He doesn’t like you,” Lucky said.

      Fang smiled thinly. “I don’t make a lot of friends. You lot should know the feeling.”

      “So wait,” Jiang said. “Is he going to help us, then? I mean, are you sure?”

      “This is stupid anyway,” Knives said. “We’re listening to her? This is crazy.”

      “Well, these were the coordinates,” Otto chimed in over the speakers. “And the transponder checks out. So she isn’t making that much out.”

      “Probably going to turn us over to the Company herself,” Knives said. “Collect a fat reward.”

      “Oh shit,” Maybe said, whipping his head around. “Can she do that?”

      “Of course I can,” Fang said. “But I’m not, idiots.”

      “Because,” Jiang prompted. “You’ve got a score to settle.”

      “With those Master dicks,” Fang said. “Exactly.”

      “So who are the Masters?”

      “I can’t believe you call yourselves mercenaries and you don’t know who the Masters are.”

      “Indulge us.”
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      “When you’ve spent as much time as I have working your way through the upper levels of the Cardinal Order—”

      “Lying, cheating, backstabbing,” Knives said.

      “—You learn a few things,” Fang said. “Like that the Empire is a bag of dicks.”

      “Knew that,” Malby said helpfully. “Pretty proud of it, too.”

      “And that they don’t invent anything they can’t steal,” Fang continued.

      That much was true. The Empire had some amazing clones working for them. But they knew when buy out the competition, too. And that usually involved stealing anything they wanted and destroying the evidence.

      “True enough. What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “The Masters came through the NewVerse corridor,” Fang said.

      Lucky was really bewildered. “Okay.”

      “You know a little something about that, don’t you?” She said to Lucky.

      “You’ve read all our files,” Jiang cut in. “Let’s just get on with it.”

      Fang shrugged. “The story is the Da’hune overran the Master’s ancestors and enslaved them.”

      “Which is pretty much the story of all the species in the NewVerse,” Lucky said.

      “Yeah, except they weren’t in the NewVerse. They were here.”

      “But that’s not possible,” Jiang said. “They destroyed everything here before they went through the corridor to the NewVerse.”

      “Except humanity,” Fang said. “But these guys weren’t an oversight. See, the Da’hune took them with them when they went.”

      “Through the corridor?”

      “Yup.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Look, I didn’t make up the story. This is the story, OK? It’s the story that I heard from everybody at Red Dragon and I don’t think they were making that shit up.”

      Red Dragon was the Empire’s code name for Cardinal Order fleet command. Lucky had a feeling Fang was using it to be a smartass to the Marines. But Lucky had no doubt that Fang had high connections with the Reds.

      “So what makes the Masters so special?”

      “Well, it turns out the Da’hune aren’t that different than the Empire, if you know what I mean.” When nobody seemed to be following her, she sighed. “Why bother inventing something from scratch when you can just steal it from somebody else.”

      “So the Da’hune overran the Masters and took something from them?”

      “In a way, yes. The Masters, they really have a knack for melding their tech with organic systems. Apparently it goes way, way back with them. The Da’hune, they have this need to cross through the corridors, but they couldn’t do that without a perpetual energy source and a navigator. The energy sources were hard enough to get, but the navigators, well, those were impossible. Because the ability to maneuver through the corridors kept killing the Da’hune.”

      It all clicked into place for Lucky. The very experiments the Empire had been conducting with the tacit assistance of the Da’hune was based on that technology. He’d always assumed it was the Da’hune alone who possessed it.

      “So the Masters helped the Da’hune to blend their corridor-navigating skills with biological systems? To put that ability inside themselves?”

      “You’re getting ahead of me, but yes,” she said. “And even more importantly, to extend their technology to cross the corridor completely. Using networked AIs that could communicate across the divide. They could literally be in both universes, talking to each other simultaneously.”

      “That’s how the Da’hune were able to influence the tests from the other side of the corridor,” Rocky echoed.

      “Even before they could traverse the corridors, they could send signals across them,” Lucky echoed back. The revelation stunned him. Nico. Vlad. They seemed like names from another lifetime. But they’d been surrogates of the Queen Mother. She’d been able to operate them from afar, like puppets on a string.

      Just like Blight could do with his bodies.

      “Of course, the Da’hune took and adjusted that ability for their own uses. They figured it out and once they didn’t need the Masters anymore,” Fang shrugged. “That was that.”

      “What’s that mean?” Jiang asked.

      “Killed them off. Or tried to. Guess got away when the corridor opened up permanently and all these aliens started coming through.” She smirked. “You guys know a little something about that, too.”

      Something about Blight in the context of the Da’hune and their abilities made something else click for Lucky.

      “Blight,” he gasped.

      The others turned to him. “What?” Jiang asked.

      “The Empire was trying to recreate the Master’s abilities. Since the Da’hune turned on them, they went to the source.”

      “You wish,” Fang said. “The Empire couldn’t find their dick with a map.”

      “So what then?”

      “The Masters brought it to them. All that tech. They brought it to the Empire.”

      “But why?”

      Fang looked at Lucky as though he was the simplest man in the galaxy. “Revenge, stupid.”

      “So, I’m lost,” Malby said. “The Masters gave Blight to the Empire? Or at least, the tools to make Blight.”

      “And Spider,” Fang said. “Same skunkworks program.”

      “And this helps them how?”

      “By using them to take control of all the human factions and turning them on the Da’hune. And they can pull it off. Blight is loose and already had the Empire by the balls and the Reds are scared shitless. It’s only a matter of time before the Alliance is rolled up, too. And then it’s just the Asiatic Rings holding things together. And they can’t last against all the other human powers.”

      “So the Masters want revenge,” Lucky said. “And humanity is going to give it to them.”

      “Or die trying, sure.”

      They were all silent for several seconds. “What the hell are we doing out here, then?” Malby asked. “With your Shit Eater friends?”

      “The Masters have used lots of mercs over time.”

      “You mean the Company knew about all this?”

      “Oh gods no,” Fang said. “The Company doesn’t know shit.”

      “So how—”

      “Red marks. Salvagers. All the ostracized that are desperate for money and jobs. The Masters have been grabbing them for years. How do you think these guys survive? The Masters have a network of assholes like this they’ve used for years.”

      “So that’s how your man Krek knows where the Masters are.”

      “Krek is tight with the Masters,” Fang said. “Or at least, he used to be. Until recently when they cut him and all the others loose. Things are screwed out there right now.”

      This was a world that Lucky truly knew nothing about. He barely understood how the Company operated and the mercenary teams it employed. But this black-market underground of mercenaries was truly a thing that Lucky was naive about.

      “So you think that Masters are moving ahead?” Jiang asked, clearly following along better than Lucky was.

      “If they’re cutting ties with their old crews and picked up Blight and now Spider?” Fang asked. “Yeah, for sure. They have their Blight network embedded in the Empire. They have Spider to hold it all together all over the galaxy. A simultaneous attack on the Empire now, when it’s already struggling, will completely cripple it. If they could get to General Blissh for the Reds, they probably have already gotten to half the Empire high command, if not more. Hell, that Emperor of yours might be a Blight clone by now. Hell, it might just be a nice bloodless coup.”

      “That’s a helluva lot of conjecture,” Lucky said.

      “Hey, you can ask Krek,” Fang said. “He’ll back up what I’m saying.” She paused. “I think.”

      “You think?”

      “If he’ll talk to me.”

      “We just flew halfway across the galaxy and you’re not sure he’s going to help us?”

      “He’ll help me. He always does. Even if he doesn’t want to.” She shrugged. “He’s been helping me for years. I don’t think he’s going to stop now.”

      “Wait, what is this guy to you?” Knives said. “Some boy toy of yours?”

      Fang laughed hard. “No,” she said. “Definitely not.”

      “So what, then?” Jiang asked.

      “He’s my ex-husband.”

      Somehow, Lucky managed to keep from gasping. Knives make no such effort. He just strangled off a noise that sounded like a cross between a yelp and a scream and slapped his hands to the top of his head.

      “Boom!” Rocky echoed. “Called it!”

      “Congratulations,” Lucky echoed back. “Things just got a lot shittier.”

      An alarm blared on the screen in front of Jiang. She swung her feet down and stabbed at it. “Proximity alert,” she growled. “We’ve got company.”

      “You were saying?”
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      “It’s an Empire corvette,” Otto said over the speakers.

      “It looks like Fang’s friend is popular,” Jiang said distractedly as she ran her fingers over the console.

      “Not friend,” Knives said. “Ex.”

      “Semantics,” Fang said.

      “I hate you and we’re related,” Knives said bitterly. “I can only guess what he thinks of you.”

      “Actually, he likes me.”

      “Can we not do this now?” Lucky asked as he slid over behind Jiang. “What do you think?”

      “I think we can’t fire thrusters now,” she said. “They’ll be on us in seconds.”

      “They aren’t interested in us,” Malby said. The main viewscreen had been shifted back some by Otto so that they could see the entire scene in front of them. It was clear that the corvette was heading toward the salvage ship.

      “What the hell is that?” Lucky asked. The Last Gasp was coasting since coming out of near-FTL jump and now the view was getting even crisper. On the far side of the dreadnaught there was another shape of a disabled ship.

      “Another Empire corvette!” Malby snapped. “They disabled it.”

      “What did they think was going to happen?” Knives said incredulously.

      Fang cursed under her breath. “Krek, you asshole.”

      Jiang threw up a tactical display on one of her pilot’s monitors. The distances were too great for them to fire from where they were. It would take hours of drift to get closer. And she was right about the thrusters. That would be a giant red flag.

      “Well that’s that,” Knives said. He turned around to the others. “We can’t help them. They screwed themselves.” He glanced around, looking for agreement. “Right?”

      “We gotta help them,” Fang said.

      “We gotta do shit,” Knives said. He turned to Lucky. “I get wanting to save Spider. But we can’t get ourselves killed for her.”

      Lucky as inclined to agree, as much as it pained him.

      “Besides,” Knives continued. “We only have her word that this is all legit. Who knows? I still think she’s full of shit.”

      Again, Lucky didn’t find himself disagreeing with him. He turned to Fang. She was staring daggers into Knives, but Lucky noted she hadn’t really said anything the way of rebuttal against his points. “Can anybody else get us in touch with the Masters?”

      “Sure,” she said, her voice tight. “But I don’t know them. And they don’t owe me anything. And nobody is going to turn on the Masters. Period. They kill people fast. Maybe you’ve seen Blight in action?”

      “How do you know these guys were going to help us?”

      “He’s my Ex because of the Masters,” Fang seethed. “Besides, he’s helped me out this long. I found your ass, didn’t I?”

      “What the shit does that mean?”

      Before she could answer, Jiang said, “Hold up.”

      “What?”

      “Shit,” she breathed. “Those assholes are coming our way.”

      “The Empire corvette? How did it spot us?”

      Lucky wanted to point out that finding them was as easy as looking for them and the only reason they hadn’t been spotted yet was probably because they didn’t care to look. But Jiang was already shaking her head.

      “Not them,” Jiang said. “Our new friends.”

      Now that Lucky was looking at the tactical over her shoulder, he saw it. It was clearer than it was on the main viewscreen. The salvage ship was burning straight for them.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Knives said. “Trying to ram us?”

      “They’re bringing them to us,” Fang said.

      “How do they even know who we are?”

      “I’m afraid that’s my fault,” Otto said. “The Sheriff gave me a coded message to send as soon as we arrived. I was not under the impression that since she had the transponder and we were following her directions that it wasn’t an issue to do so.”

      Lucky bit his lip. He suddenly felt like he was having a conversation with Malby. “Maybe in the future, Otto, we can have a frank talk about your choices.”

      “Of course,” Otto said.

      “So what the hell did you tell them?” Knives said darkly.

      “I told them we were here,” Fang said. “More or less.”

      “Well, it seems like he really wants to see you,” Malby said. “They’re coming fast.”

      “Phrasing,” Rocky echoed with a chuckle. “Hey, you still want my ideas?”

      “Yeah, I really do now.”

      “Get to the cargo hold and get some drones up.”

      “You think they’re still there?”

      “I don’t know,” Rocky said. “But Otto and I checked our systems up and down to make sure the Company didn’t put a tracker on us. And we didn’t see where they’d with anything.”

      What were the odds that was true, Lucky thought to himself. I guess you’ll have to go look.

      “Jiang, don’t fire those thrusters yet. Let them keep closing. Malby, get on that deck cannon and get ready to blow the shit out of those bastards if they get within our firing radius.”

      “Which one? The shit eaters or the Empire goons?”

      “Yes.”

      Malby smiled and ran out the back doors.

      “Knives, you’re with me.” Lucky turned to follow Malby out the door. He sensed Knives reluctantly following him. “Where the shit are we going?” Knives asked.

      “To the cargo hold.”

      “For what?”

      “Give my AI something useful to do for once.”

      Lucky couldn’t be sure, but he thought he felt a little electric shock at his fingertips as he touched the bulkhead on his way through the blast doors.
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      “Oh shit, not these things again,” Knives said, backing away as Lucky yanked down the drone box.

      “These ones aren’t going to try and kill you,” Lucky said. “I mean, not directly.”

      “What does that—”

      “Just help me get them on the pad.”

      Lucky dragged the huge drone box clear of the stacking restraints along the side of the cargo wall, with the minimum amount of help from Knives, the threw the top open.

      Knives flinched like a gun was shot near him, but managed to recover in time to join lucky outside the bay before they opened the doors.

      The box contents, were immediately sucked out into space, along with two other boxes of gear that had been locked into the same portion of the stacking restraints.

      “Whoops,” Lucky said. “Hope that wasn’t important.”

      “I think those were food pods,” Knives said.

      “Details,” Lucky said sheepishly.

      “Man, you really are a one-man wrecking crew.”

      “He has no idea,” Rocky echoed.

      “So you got them or not?”

      “Online,” she said, positively giddy. “Now let’s get moving. I’ll ride in your thruster bubble.”

      “You and that damn voice in your head,” Knives said. “Gonna get us killed.”

      “She’s got ideas, I’ll grant you that,” Lucky said.

      He reached for the comm button. “Jiang, fire it up and take us in.”

      He trusted that Rocky had already transmitted the data through to her AI. And Malby for that matter.

      “Take us in?” Shouted Knives. “In where?”

      Lucky felt the slight shift in the signature of the ship. “You know how to fire a cannon, right?”

      “Screw me,” Knives said as he followed Lucky. “I know more about cannons that you Empire ass lickers do.”

      “Great,” Lucky said. “Then you’ll love this.”

      Lucky jumped down the bottom rung on the ladder and found the hatch next to the down ramp. Only the bottom air lock, thruster engines and landing plates were down here.

      “Warm down here,” Rocky observed.

      “And tight,” Lucky said.

      He heard Rocky snicker and rolled his eyes. “Just tell me where we are with your drones?”

      “They’re hanging with us while we’re inbound. But when we stop…”

      “I know, I know,” Lucky echoed. “We’ll have to buy some time.”

      “Are you sure you can do this?” Lucky echoed.

      “Are you sure you can?” She replied back. “We have Empire drones inbound.”

      An image in Lucky’s mind’s eye was cast by Rocky from one of her forward drones. The drones that had been in the box were locust drones. Small and maneuverable, but not blessed with much firepower. But they had excellent visual range.

      Lucky jabbed at the comm switch on the wall and the speakers in the confined space of the twin cannon assembly along the base of the ship came to life. Lucky could just see Knives through a slit in the two seats. The small gunners bubbles were attached so that they spun in tandem. But they each had individual control of their own pair of pulse cannons. The range was a bit shorter than the top gun where Malby was hanging out. But they still had plenty of firepower. And Lucky had a feeling what they were going to be shooting was going to be coming toward them.

      The static in the speakers crackled to life with Jiang’s voice. “OK, this is about to get fun. We’re burning inbound toward our friend Krek who is coming our way in a hurry.”

      Lucky didn’t tell Jiang that he could see everything with his mind’s eye view.

      “I think that corvette has ID’d us, too,” Malby said. Lucky could hear in the background that he was swinging his big cannons around up there.

      “Malby, we’re worried about the drones, first. We’ll deal with the ship second.”

      “What drones?” He asked.

      “The ones that bastard corvette is dropping now,” Jiang said.

      Lucky watched the scene unfolding in his mind’s eye with detached fascination. He hadn’t been sure what would happen here, only that they needed to advance Rocky’s drones as far and as fast as he could for her plan to work.

      But now he could see that the salvage ship—Lucky really should think of another term for it because it was armed to the teeth, even if it looked like half the armor was scorched and the rest was hanging off—was being chased by the Empire corvette. Lucky knew that the old salvage ship, well-armed or not, couldn’t jump. So it was trapped.

      The corvette knew that too. It was in pursuit, but holding back out of range of the salvage ships big cannons, content to let its battle drones do the damage.

      The salvage ship was exchanging fire with the handful of rail-guns in the mix of drones, but as Lucky watched, a good chunk of those drones split off and started coming for the Last Gasp.

      “Three seconds,” Jiang said. “And we’re gonna have to drop thrust or those rail-guns will split us open.”

      “Two.”

      “One.”

      The Last Gasp shuttered as Jiang reversed thrust and a huge volley of plasma beams roared ahead, just missing the ship’s nose as she settled.

      The drones adjusted to her new location and started firing again.

      But Lucky was already slamming home the triggers on his cannons. The nearest battle drone in the group danced around his shot, but right into another stream of fire.

      Lucky glanced over to Knives, who had his teeth gritted and was murmuring to himself as his cannon pounded away.

      “Teamwork makes the dream work,” Lucky said.

      “Shut the hell up,” Knives answered thoughtfully.

      Lucky laughed to himself as he lined up the next shot. “Gonna join us, Malby?”

      “Jiang wants me to hold,” he said.

      “For what?”

      But Lucky got his answer a second later when he saw in his mind’s eye that the corvette had overshot. It hadn’t expected the salvage ship to come to a stop, and who could blame them? The salvage ship probably hadn’t either. But when Jiang came roaring up in the ship’s face at full speed, it had a tendency to make people stop.

      Either the corvette hadn’t seen the Last Gasp or, more likely, it had expected it to coordinate with the salvage ship, not completely block its path.

      The top cannon roared to life as the corvette slipped into the big guns larger firing range.

      “Eat that, bitches!” Malby shouted, pounding the cannon assembly so hard Lucky could hear it over the speakers—and maybe even through the ship structure.

      It would have been nice if the salvage ship had taken the hint and tried to chip in some shots, but it simply slipped around the side of the Last Gasp, putting them between the Empire ship and themselves.

      “Gods damn cowards,” Lucky heard Fang shout in the background of Jiang’s open mic in the pilot’s nest. Lucky had to agree with her on that one.

      “Shit eaters!” Shouted Malby, still firing orgasmically from the top cannon. “What do you expect!”

      Lucky watched the view shifting and realized that Rocky’s drones were shooting off, using the energy of they ride inside the thrust bubble of the Last Gasp to slip right through the engagement and fire off toward the husk of the dead warship beyond. At least one of the tiny locust drones was spotted and cut down by the cloud of battle drones as it passed, but only a couple. Most sailed right past.

      “Good luck, little—”

      “Look out!” Screamed Knives, bringing Lucky back to the situation at hand.

      He fired blindly, and entirely too late, as he saw what Knives was yelling about.

      He’d hit a battle drone just as it was firing and the subsequent explosion had ripped two other drones in half. But they had continued on their trajectory and one was inbound right for their cannon assembly.

      Lucky hit the nearest chunk, blowing it to bits and sending debris rattling against the hull plating. They were small enough chunks that the hull wasn’t breached. But they were more than big enough to pepper his cannon assembly to death.

      He felt the trigger die in his hands, the mechanical assembly doing nothing to fire the now-dead cannons beyond.

      And then through the cloud of debris he saw smaller chuck inbound. It was still more than big enough to rip the cannon assembly right off the bottom of the ship.

      “We’re screwed!” Knives shouted, practically trying to claw his way out of the cannon assembly.

      Lucky was right behind him.
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      “What the shit are you doing?” Rocky echoed a moment before a bright white light flashed just outside the cannon assembly.

      Lucky stopped madly scrambling long enough to turn around. The chunk of the drone that had been streaking toward them through space had been blown to bits. Something streaked by. Then another.

      Locust drones.

      “You left a couple behind,” Lucky echoed, the relief in his voice palpable.

      “Insurance,” she echoed. “I’m still in your head.”

      Lucky shook that same head and turned to see Knives had already scrambled up out of the cannon assembly and was standing above it.

      “What the hell just happened?” He asked, staring down into the cannon and out into space through the dura-glass beyond. “Did it miss?”

      “My AI,” Lucky said, tapping his head. “Smashed a locust drone into it.”

      Knives blinked. Lucky could tell he was struggling to decide how he felt about one of the Empire Frontier Marine crazy AIs saving him. He scowled and Lucky figured the decision was made. It wasn’t in favor his AI.

      “Well there are plenty more drones out there,” he said. “Tell that voice in your head to kill them himself. I’m out.”

      “Herself,” Lucky said automatically.

      Knives had started to turn, then turned back. He looked at Lucky incredulously. “Damn insane Marines.” He shook his head. “We only got one cannon left down there. You’re welcome to it. I’m heading up to the cockpit.”

      The fact that he’d rather be with his sister was a pretty damning statement, Lucky figured. “Your loss,” Lucky said and started to lower himself down into the other seat in the cannon, behind the pair that Knives had been firing.

      “You know, I just wanted get paid,” Knives said. “For the record. Is that a sin? The Reds weren’t. This work paid. I signed up.” He shook his head. “Just screw me, man.”

      He wandered off up the ramp. “Keep your head on, Knives,” Lucky shouted after him. “We’re gonna be fine.”

      Knives flipped him off as he went.

      “He’s going to be OK, right?” Lucky echoed.

      Rocky didn’t reply.

      “I’m sorry, is this boring you?”

      “No,” Rocky echoed back. “But keeping Malby from getting killed is taxing.”

      Now that he was back in the cannon seat, he could again here the chatter from he speakers around him.

      “I’m getting bum rushed here!” Malby shouted.

      “Tell him to come around and aim at the nose,” Rocky echoed snippily.

      Lucky conveyed the message to Malby, who managed after a couple tries to do what Rocky wanted.

      She got a pair of her drones in the way of one of the battle drones and managed to spin it around as it fired, sending a shot back along the line of drones and killing two more of its own before being destroyed by a third locust that ran up the bigger drone’s exhaust thruster.

      It exploded spectacularly, eliciting a whoop from Malby.

      “Why can’t your AI talk to my AI directly?” Malby said.

      “Because we don’t have a network here,” Jiang said in answer. ‘The same reason my AI can’t link with your either.”

      “Oh, right,” Malby said. Lucky was amazed how often it seemed like Malby forgot about how all their best toys were designed to work within the Empire structure and not outside it. The small network nodes on a typical Empire mission were so ubiquitous as to be easily forgotten.

      Until you were cut off from the Empire, that was. And then you suddenly realized how much all the Empire toys worked with each other alone. Maybe Knives was right. Maybe it was a huge mistake to only train the Empire soldiers to work with Empire gear. Lucky knew the other powers, like the Cardinal Order, made a point of training on off-the-shelf gear and stuff from their opponents on the assumption that it could come in handy someday.

      The Empire decision-Masters had decided that was a waste of resources. But now Lucky could see the other side. It was only nice to work for a monopoly as long as you were on the inside.

      “His AI has the personality of cardboard,” Rocky sniffed. “And it barely understands how to coordinate systems.”

      “Rocky says she’d love to if she could,” Lucky said.

      “Oh yeah?” Malby said.

      Lucky tried not to get too distracted while he fired off a couple shots at a battle drone that skittered by in his view and then disappeared. The lack of drones in the space around him seemed strange. Surely they hadn’t managed to destroy them all yet.

      “Hey,” Malby said. “When we get Spider back, maybe I can talk to her then?”

      Jesus, Lucky thought. This is what I need. On the other hand, the sense of assuredness the they’d get Spider back in one piece was almost startling. Even Lucky, for all his self-assuredness, didn’t know if he truly believed deep down that they’d get her.

      But here was Malby, right on board with it all.

      “Yeah, sure,” Lucky said.

      “Uh, maybe you should ask her?” Rocky echoed.

      “Well?”

      “Well what,” she said playfully. “Of course. Just tell his AI to screw off.”

      “Shit!” Malby shouted. “This sucks.”

      Lucky spun his head around, looking outside his window to see what was bothering Malby. But the space was clear.

      “What?”

      “I got nothing to shoot at!”

      Lucky frowned. “Neither do I.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Lucky echoed.

      “We got a problem,” Jiang said.

      “We got a big problem,” Rocky echoed.

      “And that is?”

      “That salvage ship just lost her engines.”

      Lucky spun his gunner cage all the way around and stringed to look upward past the edge of the bottom of the Last Gasp.

      And then he saw where all the drones had gone. They were all up there ripping the ship out of the salvage ship. Now lucky could see the burning on the back of the ship that Krek and Co was on. The big beast of a ship was still firing gamely, trying keep the drones off her back.

      But with her engines dead, she was dead in the space.

      Then another explosion sent the ship spinning away, the entire rear side of it aflame on the inside. Something must have burst, because there was an expulsion of air and the flames instantly went out. Lucky realized she was venting air into space.

      It put out the fire, but it also sent the ship tumbling.

      More concerningly to Lucky, her cannons had stopped firing. He had a bad feeling she was dead in space.

      This is a problem, Lucky said.

      The drones that remained were starting to close in. The salvage ship would be salvage itself in a matter of moments.

      “Got any ideas?”

      “Only bad ones.”

      “Those’ll have to do,” Lucky said.
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      “So, as far as bad ideas go, this is a doozy,” Jiang said.

      Lucky had given up his seat in the cannon, but instead of relying on Otto to try and shoot straight, he was coming up with another plan for the ship-board AI.

      “You got a better idea?” Lucky asked.

      Jiang shook her head. “Nope, and we’re outta time.”

      On the viewscreen, the drones were closing the trap on the salvage ship. She wasn’t as powerless as Lucky had assumed. It seemed she might have been playing possum, drawing the Empire drones in. She’d managed to open up and clear out a good chunk of time.

      Enough that the corvette seemed to have had enough. The big ship was sliding into position. It seemed she was willing to risk the damage from the salvage ship’s big weapons to get in a kill shot of her own.

      And Lucky didn't blame them. Honestly, the combined firepower of the Last Gasp and that salvage ship, impressive as its big cannons might be, was the equivalent of two flies trying to gang up on a horse. They were just going to get flicked away.

      The Last Gasp lurched forward as Jiang mashed the thrusters.

      “This is crazy,” Knives said.

      Even Fang, who was generally onboard with anything, looked a little skeptical.

      “Otto, you got this right?” Lucky said to the ceiling of the ship.

      “If you’re asking if this maneuver will work, that will depend on Jiang,” he said. “If you mean if this is a good idea or not—”

      “Nope,” Lucky said. “That’s fine. Just get that docking beam ready.”

      “It’s ready,” he said. “We just need to get in range.”

      “Ten meters,” Jiang whispered under her breath. “No problem.”

      “As soon as we’re in range, shouted it out, Otto,” Jiang said.

      The Last Gasp fired right at the dead salvage ship as she floated in space.

      “Are we sure she’s not going to fire at us?” Malby asked suddenly from somewhere back in the top cannon assembly.

      Lucky looked around. “Well?”

      Jiang shrugged. “Beats me. We’re about to ram her, or so it will look to her.”

      “We’ll just hope for the best,” Lucky said.

      “That always works,” Malby said.

      As the Last Gasp closed the gap, the corvette seemed to realize what was happening. She turned her cannons to bear on them. A barrage of red lights exploded into life on the monitors around Jiang.

      “Incoming,” she said sarcastically.

      “Get some!” Malby screamed and his cannon came to life, peppering the nearest cannons on the bottom side of the corvette as she twisted herself into range.

      The Last Gasp rocked, but Rocky had a handful of drones left out there and managed to kamikaze enough of them into the kinetic impactors the Empire ship was raining down on them to minimize the damage to the hull plating.

      But that didn’t meant here wasn’t anything getting ben on the ship.

      “This is feeling a little suicidal!” Knives said. “Just a little.”

      “Jiang?”

      “Almost there!” She shouted. She scowled and Lucky could feel the energy of both Fang and Knives behind him.

      Knives in particular looked like he had some better ideas, but Lucky was sure they all started with gifting the hell out of here and Lucky wasn’t going for that.

      He kept telling everyone he wanted to save Spider. But the truth is … what Blight had said had shaken him. What were the Masters planning? If it was as massive as Blight seemed to imply, and that Fang seemed to think they wanted to do, he felt like he had to stop it.

      Why? He didn’t work for the Empire. It wasn’t his job to keep them from getting smashed in the mouth by somebody that they’d screwed over. It wouldn’t be the first time that the Empire got what it deserved. Or almost did, if int weren’t for Lucky and the rest of the Marines that came to the defense of the Empire time and again when she got herself into trouble doing things she never should have been doing.

      But this felt different. If the Masters could turn the Empire and the Reds, it could indeed gain control of the human powers. And with Blight apparently emboldened and empowered by the Masters, able to go deep into the power structure of the Reds now in addition to the Empire, the chance they could succeed was genuine in Lucky’s opinion.

      And whatever he felt about the Empire, he wasn’t letting humanity get hung out to dry because the Empire and the Da’hune had been screwing with stuff they shouldn’t have.

      In all of this, the idea of the Hate hadn’t hit him. Which was amazing in its own right. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much control over the Hate.

      But he was sure that the Masters could draw it out of him. Maybe even worse than before. After all, they ultimately were responsible for the technology that had resulted in the Hate getting into him in the first place. They might be the perfect breeding ground for the hate again. And the idea of turning all humanity on itself sounded like the kind of thing that the Hate would love, even if the idea of using them to attack the Da’hune decidedly didn’t.

      Either way, forward was the only direction, whatever the risk.

      “Almost there,” Jiang repeated. “Almost—”

      “Docking beam engaged,” Otto shouted.

      Jiang yanked hard over on the stick while she fired the landing thrusters along the bottom of the Last Gasp. They weren’t made for this purpose, but they’d work in a pinch.

      The ship responded with a lurch just before a huge crash threw Lucky off his feet. He stumbled forward and smashed his face against the bulkhead at the base of the viewscreen.

      Knives ended up on top of him. Only Fang managed to handle it with anything close to dignity, probably because she’d been smart enough to brace herself on something.

      “Whoops,” Jiang said.

      “Whoops?” Malby shouted. Apparently he’d been kicked around in the gunners cage as well. Although he should be tightly strapped in up there, similar to Jiang in the pilot’s nest. But knowing Malby, he wasn’t. He barely seemed to know what safety harnesses were for. “What the hell. You ran into them!”

      “We had to get close for the docking beam!”

      She was right, of course. The docking beam on the Last Gasp was notoriously weak. It wasn’t some giant tractor beam. They needed to get right on top of the salvage ship if they wanted to snag it.

      But snag it they did.

      “We have them,” Otto said.

      The Last Gasp shook as a barrage of cannon fire hit her from the Empire ship.

      “We gotta move!” Malby shouted.

      “No shit, you think?” Jiang shouted back, annoyed.

      Lucky saw that she had the thrusters all the way forward. But the space outside the ship as barely shifting. “Why aren’t we moving?”

      “We’re getting some momentum,” she said. “That thing was spinning out of control. It’s going to take a second for us to get some distance.”

      The ship rocked again. This time the lights flickered and Malby screamed in real pain. “Shit, my sticks are dead!”

      If the canon was gone, that meant the entire hull had probably been compromised. Maybe it was buckling that moment.

      “Rocky?”

      “I got no drones left near you,” she echoed. “I can’t tell you how screwed you are.” She paused. “But I’m just now getting to this other wreck. Gimme thirty seconds and I should have her weapons under my command.”

      The other Empire corvette, the one that had been killed by the salvagers, still had her systems working. She was an AI boat, which meant she had no humans aboard. Rocky knew that they were still powered, they’d just shut down when they recognized the catastrophic damage and immediately called for backup. Since they always ran in twos, something that anybody that worked for the Empire would have known, Lucky knew the protocol. The AI went dormant, with security locked down, until help came.

      And Rocky could crack that and sabotage her guns.

      But it would take tome.

      “We don’t have thirty seconds,” Lucky echoed with a hiss.

      “we’ll find it,” she shot back.

      “We’re screwed,” Fang said.

      Lucky looked up. Time was up. The corvette had them dead to rights. And then the Empire ship inexplicably shuddered and Lucky watched in fascination as a tremor seemed to erupt along the bottom of her hull.

      Malby came stumbling into the cockpit, his face ashen, cuts on his shoulders where he’d clearly been jostled around in the cannon assembly. But his wounds were superficial, at least as far as wounds to a frontier marine went. It should take no time for his medbots to fix that damage.

      It wasn’t his injuries that was draining the blood from his face. It was what was on the viewscreen. “What the hell is that?”
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      Lucky stared stupidly as what he could only describe as a furry spider with an oversized head crawled across the outside of the corvette. As it went, it ripped the hull plating off like it was tissue paper.

      As it arrived at the central firing core of the outer cannons at the base of the corvette, it simply smashed the giant head into the assembly and it wilted and broke up like it was a toy.

      “That’s a Mally,” Fang said.

      “A what?”

      “A Malevolent,” she said.

      “It definitely doesn’t look like it means well,” Lucky said.

      “It’s the Company,” Knives said.

      The creature, apparently the Mally as Fang was calling it, had reached the small docking bay that was at the base of the corvette. The ship wasn’t big enough to have fighters of its own, but had a large array of drones that launched out of the small landing platform. Next to it was one of several hatches that allowed egress from outside the ship.

      The creature slide one of its claws—and Lucky saw now that it wasn’t a spider, it only had four limbs, but they were spread out wide as if it were a spider as it crawled across the surface of the ship—into the lip of the airlock. With a simple flick, it sent the airlock spinning away.

      A group of marines must have been at the entrance, because they were instantly sucked out into space. Most of them were, at least. The Mally reached out and grabbed one of the mean and yanked him back. The man was flailing about, but the creature simply twisted his head like opening a bottle. The limbs went limp, floating around the body in the zero-G.

      Then it calmly reached one of its claws into the neck of the man and began to slice him into pieces. As Lucky watched, the creature began to tear sheets of his skin off like he was pealing a fruit. Or creating some fresh human jerky. The creature then took one of the strips and stuffed it into its face. There was a huge mandible there, and it must have razor sharp teeth, because the moment the strip of skin that was torn off the man came into contact with the mandible, it was turned into shredded beef.

      The creature repeated it again as it slowly ate the skin off the man.

      “The Company?” Malby said incredulously. “They sent that?’

      ”It’s a bounty hunter,” Fang said. “They only use Mally’s.”

      “I would think you wouldn’t want your bounty hunter to eat the people they are hunting,” Jiang said.

      While all of this was going on, she’d managed to get the ship under control and was pushing forward now, slowly, getting some distance forward between the corvette and the them. Lucky hadn’t noticed, engrossed as he was in watching the creature work. It had gotten into the landing bay now and was elating two more marines that seemed to have come into its space. Or maybe they were just people int he wrong place at the wrong time. Lucky was tatting to think that awning around this thing was int he wrong place at the wrong time.

      Which was a problem since if Fang was right, they were next on the menu.

      “They are easy to control,” Fang said. “With a chip implant.”

      Lucky suddenly had an image of the tattoo on the side of Zanz’s neck. The way it had turned red and practically burned off his skin when he was being controlled. He said he couldn’t stop itself. And now he was beginning to understand hwy.

      “Like those tattoos?”

      “The chips,” Fang said. “When they catch you, they’ll give you some, too.”

      “Wonderful,” Jiang said. “So a chip can control that thing?”

      “Like I said, they use them all the time,” Fang said. “They’re stupid.”

      “They’re eating people,” Malby said, fascination in his voice.

      “Oh yeah,” Fang said. “In the worst way. They don’t just rip you in half. They prefer the test of fresh flesh. They won’t eat a dead human. They want to eat you while you are still warm. Preferably pealing the skin off you while you’re breathing. Then they gut you. Then they bleed you out, then they eat your internal organs in the same way. Peeling away, one slice at a time.”

      “Well isn’t that just an appealing appetite.”

      “They’re from the NewVerse,” Fang said, as if that nugget of information as needed. “They didn't used to eat humans. But now that they have a taste …” She shrugged.

      “We’re making good progress here,” Jiang said.

      The view through the views screen was enhanced so that it didn’t waiver. But in reality, they were leaving the carnage far behind.

      “Well, that’s good,” Lucky said as the creature disappeared into the corvette. The Empire ship had spun around and was in pursuit of the Last Gasp for a few moment, but then it stopped. Clearly the creature inside that was eating it from the inside out was more of a priority than catching the salvagers and their new friends.

      Funny how that happens.

      “Well let’s keep going,” Lucky said. “We need to get in range of—”

      “Shit,” Jiang said. “It’s moving again.”

      “Dammit,” Malby said. “It’s going fast, too.”

      The corvette was moving quickly in pursuit of the Last Gasp. And with her size and power, she’d overtake them quickly. Especially with Jiang having to maneuver with the salvage ship docked to them.

      “We’re not going to make it,” Lucky echoed. “How close are you.”

      “I have control.”

      “Can you come closer?’

      “No,” Rocky said with exasperation. “These asshole did d a fine job of incapacitating this things. I have no power at all or engines. And I’ll probably only get a shot or two out before the automated systems figure out what's up and shut me down.”

      “In other words, we gotta come to you.”

      “You’re close,” she said. “Tell Jiang ten more seconds at full burn and”

      The ship rocked. Lucky turned to see the corvette was already right on top of them. She was again pounding away with her cannons.

      “Lucky, I’m out of ideas!” Jiang said.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Knives said. “Can we use the belly cannon?”’

      “Too late,” Lucky said. “And too weak anyways.”

      “Well, what then?”

      Lucky shook his head, glancing back at Jiang who looked as out of ideas as Lucky felt.

      “Holy shit,” Malby said. “Look at that!”

      When he looked back, the creature thing was back on the hull. It actually had simply burst through the hull. It probably had killed everyone on board and just had the cannon firing on automatic commands. And the thrusters for that matter, he clearly didn't care. It just wanted to get close enough.

      Lucky didn’t know a thing about the alien creature, but he could see it was impervious to vacuum of space. And if he didn’t know any better, he’d say it was preparing to leap out on them.

      Screw this.

      “Drop it,” Lucky said.

      “What?”

      “Drop them!” He shouted.

      Jiang took the hint. She released the docking beam that held them to the salvage ship.

      Instantly the Last Gasp jerked ahead.

      The corvette shot forward after them.
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      Decoupled from the scavenger ship, the Last Gasp was still short on speed. The thrusters started spooling hard, but the distance with the corvette was closing fast.

      “She’s going to catch us,” Malby said.

      “I see that, Malby,” Jiang replied, her tone showing her appreciation for his pointing out the obvious.

      “Rocky?”

      “Keep coming.”

      The Last Gasp shook again, and this time a pair of alarms lit up the right of Jiang’s screens. I just lost a maneuvering thruster.

      “That’s not too bad,” Lucky offered.

      Jiang glanced over at him with enough daggers to make Lucky flinch. “It’s not too good.”

      “Holy shit,” Knives said.

      Lucky turned to him, then followed his gaze to the viewscreen.

      “Well there’s something you don’t see every day,” Fang said, entirely too levelheaded for Malby’s taste.

      “You think!?”

      The Mally had leaped into space, arms spread wide, like a spider leaping through the air.

      A moment later, the corvette exploded.

      The fireball roared outward, engulfing the Mally.

      “Gotcha!” Rocky echoed.

      Another explosion roared from the surface of the corvette. And then another.

      “That’s the whole show,” Rocky said a moment later. “They locked it down.”

      “What the hell?” Knives said.

      Jiang slapped her hand on the pilot’s nest. “Nice!”

      “What just happened?” Knives asked again, looking around.

      “Rocky’s drones finally made it to that corvette that your friends disabled,” Lucky explained.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Knives asked for the third time, his irritation growing. He really was like a more aggro version of Malby. Which, if he was honest, described half the marines he’d jumped with so it didn’t bother Lucky all that much.

      “It was an AI unit,” Lucky said. He nodded at Malby and Jiang. “We know how the Empire operates out here. Your friends killed a dumb corvette. Nothing to be too proud of, because it just scouts out ahead of a staffed ship. So when your buddies hit it, the ship just clams up and waits for the big kids to get here.”

      “So it wasn’t destroyed?”

      “Far from it,” Jiang said. “Just sitting there waiting.”

      “Not exactly,” Lucky said. “The engine’s weren’t exactly operational Your buddies did a number on it. Because of that, we had to lure that other corvette into the range of her weapons. And even then, we only had a few shots before the AI would see what Rocky was doing and shut down completely.”

      “Three rounds,” Rocky said triumphantly. “That’s one slow-ass AI.”

      Malby hadn’t taken his eyes of the slow burning apocalypse of the corvette that had been following them. It starting to drift over on its side.

      Lucky watched, too. At the rate it was going, it was going to hit the dead warship that had been salvaged to start this ordeal. “That’s going to make a mess,” he said to himself. “We don’t want to be here. Can we go back and get that salvage ship?”

      “It’s coming to us,” Jiang said. “Really coming for us.”

      “What does that mean?” Lucky asked, but now he saw it. The blast wave from the explosion of the corvette was sending it end over end, speeding up as it went, straight for the dead warship as well.

      “Shit, we need to grab them,” Lucky said. “Same game plan?”

      Jiang shook her head. “It’s going a lot faster and a lot more out of control.”

      “We can secure it with grapple arms,” Malby said, as if he did that every day.

      “And you know this how?”

      “I saw Merlin do it,” Malby said. “It’s not that hard.”

      “The winch is busted,” Knives said.

      “I think we can fix it,” Malby said.

      “Let’s give it shot Malby. We’ll take the optimist with us.”

      “I’ll come too,” Fang said. “Krek is liable to kill somebody for everything that’s happened to his ship.”

      Knives rolled his eyes as Malby smiled. “You think he won’t want to shoot his Ex?”

      Fang shrugged. “I guess we’ll see.”

      As they slipped out, Lucky glanced at Jiang. “You think you can do this again?”

      Jiang glanced up. “Otto? Whatcha thing? We did it once.”

      “Well, yes,” Otto said. “Technically, but that was before the rotation had reached the point—”

      “We’ll be fine,” Jiang said.

      “Love ya,” Lucky said.

      “Kiss my ass,” Jiang said.

      Lucky bolted out of the cockpit and down the stairs four at a time. When he hit the docking bay, everybody else already had suits on. Lucky threw his on while Malby yanked the grapple arms out. Knives wasn’t wrong. Both were badly bent from the last time they’d used them. That had involved trying to stop a full hovertrain, though, so he couldn’t blame them for that.

      “Are you sure these will work?”

      “Yes,” Malby said.

      “No,” Knives said. Then he frowned. “OK, fine. Yes.” He cranked one of the shafts opens and loaded up the grappling gun attached to the arm. “Let’s do this.”

      The back of the bay was opened once Lucky had confirmed that nothing else was loose in the hold. He at least learned that from the last time when he’d let god knew what float out when he’d release the drones for Rocky. Considering whatever was back in the hold was something he’d bought with credits from their lost job and it didn't seem like more jobs were on the horizon, he had a feeling he was going to be missing whatever that was when he figure it out exactly.

      In the distance, the salvage ship was rapidly coming to fill the view from the lip of the docking bay. Lucky could just make out the hum of the energy packs on either side of the bay as the docking beams reached out, trying to latch onto the salvage ship.

      But it was spinning way too fast. They’d have to hit with the grapples first.

      Malby lined up a shot for the rear access door as it was spinning around.

      “You really think you’ll hit that?” Knives said.

      “Nope,” Malby said. “But I’ll hit something.”

      Malby wilted a few seconds and fired. He actually managed to hit a good location. The grappling end locked into one of the supports next to the similar docking bay on the salvage ship. Up close, Lucky could see all the warped and damaged plaiting on the ship. He could also see that, for all the big guns and modifications, at its heart it was just a transport ship. Which mean it was small and light.

      Lucky fired the second grappling hook and to the enjoyment of Malby his hook missed everything he was aiming for. It still locked into one of the half-broken hull plates, at least. With two locations locked, they started slowly pulling the salvage ship closer and slowing the spin as they did so. Within a few seconds, they’d slowed it enough that the tracking beams locked in, too.

      The rotation instantly stopped, or rather, the Last Gasp managed to join the rotation and then slow it.

      “We’re good link down here,” Lucky said.

      Then a blast of gas exploded from the airlock. The door opened and a man with no helmet step out. He wasn’t even wearing a space suit. He wasn’t wearing anything.

      Lucky was about to shout a warning when he realized that the man was metal.

      He was an android with no skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Krek had told Norbit to wave them over. He wasn’t going anywhere, although he did have his spacesuit on and locked in. He’d come down to the tiny airlock bay where he could meet them.

      Krek had two rifles hidden on either side of the door. He had a good slicing knife in his boot and another in his utility belt.

      And he had a pistol that was clearly visibly holstered on his thigh. That was the one for show, just so people knew he meant business. He rarely used it, preferring instead one of his trusty pulse rifles that he kept all over the ship.

      Norbit ducked back inside. “They aren’t coming,” he said.

      “Explain it to them.”

      “I waved at them. How exactly would you like me to explain it to them.”

      Krek sighed. He supposed he didn’t really know, either. He just wanted his android to show a little more backbone. “Just keep waving them over.”

      Norbit shrugged and turned back. Krek could see a shadow along the outside of the ship thrown up by the bright lights from the back of this ship that he was thinking of as Shayla’s ship. He could see the robotic repeated gesture of the android endlessly trying to usher them over.

      The hand kept spinning and spinning almost hypnotic.

      This was, he supposed, Norbit doing exactly what he’d said to do. He was waving them over. And over. And over.

      Finally, to his surprise, the android stopped. Then he stepped back and a person in a dark spacesuit that looked to be either very old Empire or very new Union gear. He suspected the former.

      “Shayla,” Krek gasped. “It really is you.”

      His ex-wife sauntered in and tapped his head like he was mentally challenged. He could see her mouthing the word ‘hello’ over and over and pointing to her armband. He finally got the message and looked at the coded link there.

      He adjusted his comm frequency.

      “Hey dipshit, thanks for taking a hint.”

      Krek stared at his wife. “Shayla.” He said again. “You look, uh, good.”

      “Yeah, not really the time,” she said.

      “Shayla?” Said the man who came behind her.

      He had a big shock of blond hair squeezed into his gear. He was wearing classic Empire combat gear. It put Krek on edge. He knew that suit would be hard to compromise. He might not have a weapon, but if he knew what he was doing in that combat space suit, he wouldn’t need one.

      “Shut up, Malby,” Shayla said.

      Krek noted the name was stenciled on his gear. So it was his gear, not something he’d borrowed as so much of Krek’s gear was. That made him only more paranoid. He didn’t like Empire assholes. Nobody did.

      The next man was wearing an old Reds space suit. Not high grade, but tough enough. Krek wasn’t happy now. He glanced at Norbit. The android was made of tough stuff. If shooting started, he trusted him to hold his own. But he wasn’t impervious to weapons fire. He’d seen plenty of androids die to know that—

      Krek froze. The face of the man in the Red suit was finally clear. It was the face of the man he’d been tracking for at least a decade, if not longer. The man that Shayla had constantly been in touch about, getting regular updates on his whereabouts and activities in general.

      Krek had begged Shayla to just reach out to her bother and clear up their stupid feud. And now, it seemed, at long last, they had.

      “Devon?”

      He scowled.

      “You found your brother, then,” Krek said to Shayla. She squirmed a bit uncomfortably. Devon’s scowl deepened. So perhaps the hatchet wasn’t so buried after all.

      “Devon?” Repeated the blonde man in the Empire combat suit. This time he smiled. “Devon?”

      “Shut up, Malby,” Devon said, it was appeared to be a standard response.

      Malby snorted in laughter as the last man person entered. His face looked worn and tired, like a man who’d seen all the world had to offer and wasn’t terribly impressed. He glanced at Malby.

      “Nothing is that funny, Malby.”

      “Shayla,” he said, pointing. “And Devon.”

      The man frowned and shook his head.

      “This is Krek,” Shayla said by way of introduction, ignoring the laughing man. “Krek, this is Lucky. He’s running this little mercenary team over here.”

      Lucky nodded. Krek nodded. And that was that.

      Krek allowed his hand to slide over his pistol. It was still holstered and it shouldn’t look like a threatening move to a man who knew the situation. Just a little reminder of who was who.

      Lucky nodded without seeming to acknowledge his hand.

      A cool customer, this one, Krek thought.

      “So what the shit was that all about, slamming into my ship,” Krek said.

      “What the hell did you guy have to go flying up our ass?” Malby shot back.

      Krek looked at the hothead then over to Shayla. “I figured the two of us were a better bet against that thing than alone.”

      “It would have been better if you bastards hadn’t managed to screw everything up in the first place,” Shayla said.

      “Me? What the hell did I do? I’m not the one who showed up uninvited and demanded that I drop everything to help her.”

      “And yet here you are,” Shayla said, crossing her arms with that self-satisfied smug that he hated so much.

      “Let’s not get off on the wrong foot,” Lucky said. “We need to get you all back to our ship so we can get out of here.”

      As he said it, a burst of gas from one of the carbon freezer components broke loose. Norbit turned and with his bare metallic hand, squeezed it shut.

      “I’m not leaving my ship,” Krek said.

      “It’s a piece of shit,” Shayla said.

      “It’s lost power,” Krek said. “We’re working to restore it.”

      “It can’t be restored,” Norbit said helpfully. “I thought we discussed this already earlier. We can’t possibly get underway again before—”

      “Yes, Norbit,” Krek bit off. “I know that.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “Norbit?”

      “It’s a long story,” Krek said.

      “It’s his pet,” Shayla said matter-of-factly. “He calls it Norbit.”

      “I’ve never heard of a pet android,” Malby said. “Kinda want one now.”

      “We really need to move,” Lucky said.

      “Why?” Krek said. “What’s the issue?”

      “The issue is that time is of the essence,” he said. “And I don’t like feeling as exposed as we do right now.”

      Krek frowned. “What are we exposed to?”

      With an enormous explosion, one of the hull plates was ripped off. It floated away in space, rotating as it did so, sending reflections of light flashing into the dim airlock bay.

      It wasn’t the first time that Krek has watched part of his hull ripping clear. He was already shaking his head and counting up the cost of his latest repair job when a shadow appeared on the lip of the opening into space.

      Krek stared in shock as a giant furry creature with long legs jumped in.
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      “I thought you killed that thing?” Lucky echoed.

      “Well, this is my first Space Spider,” Rocky replied. “So I don’t have much practice.”

      The creature hauled himself in, at a great advantage over Lucky and the others since his arms appeared perfectly created for reaching out to touch the sides of the tight airlock as he pushed himself downward through space, floating with his huge, flat face downward and his huge appendages hanging behind him.

      The skin on his face seemed to ripple and slide back, revealing a ferocious set of mandibles and inset eyes.

      “I am Hidin,” it screamed. “You all will come with me or else.”

      Lucky didn’t ask “or else what?” like he would have if he weren’t scared shitless. He hadn’t seen anything like Hidin since he’d last seen a Da’hune. Though this creature lacked the powerful hard-shell exoskeleton that those menacing aliens did, he had a feeling that the thick hide that seemed to provide some impossible seal against the vacuum of space was going to be just as hard to penetrate.

      But he also knew if he could, the creature would struggle against the effects of the vacuum around him.

      Unfortunately, that was also true of Lucky and space around him. And his combat suit, even if he’d gotten a new one from the Last Gasp, wasn’t going to be a match for the claws he saw on the appendages.

      All except one. It was shaped more like a human hand with three fingers. And it held—

      He felt the spiders in his mind pluck at him and he dipped a shoulder just as a plasma bolt fired over his shoulder.

      It tore into the side of the ship behind him, blowing the hull plating there right off the side of the old salvage ship.

      “No fair!” Rocky yelped as Lucky kicked hard against the ground and released his mag boots, floating wildly clear of the spider just as it smashed into the ground where he’d stood. “He’s got claws and a bigger gun!”

      Malby already had his rifle up and fired at the spider, but the pulse fire did little more than leave small black patches on the thick hide of the creature.

      Knives and Fang had both drifted close to the back exit and were practically out of the ship. To their credit, neither had turned and run for the Last Gasp. Instead, they were hanging around firing from the lip of the airlock back into the tight bay of the scavenger ship.

      But their angles were shit from there.

      Krek had produced a weapon from somewhere, although Lucky had no idea where, but it was a small caliber shit spitter that wouldn’t have been much use against Lucky and his combat gear, let along whatever this alien bastard was made of.

      A powerful bolt clipped Krek in the hand and he let out a groan of pain as his hand was shattered by the impact, the weapon his was holding disintegrating.

      Lucky spun around, sure the alien spider bastard was going to shoot him next. As he did so, something burst into his peripheral vision, causing him to stumble backwards in surprise as whatever it was shot past him like a rocket.

      It took him a second to realize it wasn’t another chunk of the ship. There seemed to be piecing coming off everywhere.

      It was the android, the one inexplicably called Norbit. It smashed into the gut of Hidin with the crown his head, jerking both of them to a stop in the middle of the tiny airlock bay. The android bounced away like a spent bullet. Hidin’s arms quivered for a moment and the gun seemed to come loose in its claw grip. The trigger looked strange, like it was made for the creature with three fingers, but Lucky had a feeling that it wasn’t that different than any weapon he’d ever seen. Just get it out of the bastard’s hands first, and figure out how to use it second. He had a feeling it would be more useful against the creature than his own pulse rifle.

      “Malby!” Lucky shouted. “Gun!”

      The tech specialist seemed to take forever to get what Lucky was saying, but the words finally hit him. He nodded and clicked off his mag boots and shoved off to launch himself at the creature, hoping to jar the weapon loose.

      At least, that’s what Lucky was expecting him to do. But when he released his boots, he floated a couple inches from the hull plating. In the chaos, he must have come unstuck from the floor and ended up on the side plating.

      When he tried to push off the side, his boots ripped right through the plating. Rather than shooting forward, Malby send yet another section of the outer hull blasting into space. Lucky saw Malby tumbling around, spinning with stars as a background. “Shit,” he said helpfully.

      “Stop tearing up my ship!” Krek screamed, clearly through clinched teeth as he cradled his badly smashed hand.

      “Get out!” Lucky shouted at Krek. “You’re no help now.”

      With his hand smashed, he had to have damage to the coupling of his suit. It would cut off the damaged area, but that only meant he was going to lose the damaged hand completely if he didn’t move fast. And with his weapon pulverized, Lucky didn’t need his help anymore.

      Krek shoved off, much more assuredly than Malby had, across to the rear airlock.

      But Hidin lunged out for him. He must have incredible strength because it was able to generate considering speed even in the zero-g space. It wasn’t exactly zero-g since the ship was still spinning. But it was close enough.

      But again Hidin quivered, shocked by an impact this time into its back. Again the android was using it’s body as a battering ram.

      But Hidin had clearly had enough. As the android floated backward, flipping end over end, Hidin lashed out, smashing the android against one of the support bars against the rear of the ship. It bent at a hard angle, causing the entire back airlock to buckle slightly.

      There would be no closing it now.

      Both Knives and Fang yanked back outside of the opening, dragging Krek with them. That left Lucky and Malby alone inside with the creature.

      Lucky hit his mag boots and slapped the bottom of the bay, careful not to follow Malby’s example, and shot across the near zero-g directly at the weapon hand.

      He got there just as Hidin realized what he was doing. He smashed into the claw, but the weapon didn’t come loose.

      Another of the appendages slashed down on Lucky and he couldn’t avoid this one without giving up his grip on the weapon. And if he did that, it would surely put a hole in him. He’d already seen how powerful it was.

      The best he could do was turn so the claw slashed down his side where he was able to draw his elbow down and his hip up and keep his guts from getting split open.

      But the pain was instantaneous from the claws. In his suit HUD, red emergency lights blossomed.
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      Lucky’s combat suit chastised him like he’d made a choice on his own to rip the shoulder and thigh of the suit open. The suit closed them as quickly as it could, but informed him in no uncertain terms that the fixes were temporary.

      He hoped his medbots could do something more permeant, but the blobs of red blood floating in space around him told him that even if his nanobots could repair him quickly, there was a lot of blood lost.

      He held on doggedly to the weapon.

      “We can’t keep taking this beating!” Rocky announced, obviously, as the creature tried again to slash him open.

      This time he at least saw it coming and was able to pivot around the muzzle of the weapon he was holding. Either his effort or the creature’s caused it go off, firing a huge gaping hole in the side of the ship.

      For the fourth time in as many minutes, Lucky looked up at stars through the side of the ship.

      He turned to see that Malby had gotten his footing back, with is mag boots locked down, and was firing again. But his pulses were still doing little more than scorching the hard, thick skin of the creature.

      Then he saw Krek dive back into the airlock. He ripped off a section of the wall plating. Lucky must be suffering from the blood loss because he couldn’t help in that moment but find it funny that Krek, who was so worried about his ship turning to Swiss cheese, was the one pulling pieces of it off.

      But then Lucky saw him fumbling for something wedged into the wall. It was pulse rifle. A big one.

      He spun and fired.

      The spider must have felt that impact, because it yanked back.

      “Shove it!” Rocky echoed.

      “Shove it where?” Lucky shouted back, but just as he said it, he saw a shadow flit across the big chunk of missing side of the ship where the creature had first pulled the hull plating off to let itself in.

      Lucky let go of the weapon and smashed his shoulder and back against the deck of the ship, shoving upward with his legs.

      His momentum, stopped by the deck, pushed the spider upward.

      It swung the weapon around, facing it at him, and Lucky swore he could see some kind of energy forming in the center of the muzzle and expected it to blow his head open.

      And then the drones that Rocky had waiting just outside the ship opened fire.

      Hidin let out an ear-piercing scream, which shouldn’t even be possible at this point since the ripped-up airlock bay, then slipped out as it turned to fire at the drones. One drone smashed right into it. Another looked like it was about too.

      “Maybe don’t sit here and enjoy the show!” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky took the hint and turned over. His left let refused to work but Malby slipped up next to him and grabbed him by the shoulder.

      It wasn’t until he was almost to the airlock and saw Malby there reaching back for him that he realized it was the android that had him by the waist and was helping him along. It’s humanoid head looked to have been dented in one of the encounters.

      The blood loss was affecting him, and his medbots were struggling. Lucky felt dizzy as Malby helped drag him across to the other side from the platform.

      “Tell Jiang to go,” Lucky said over the comm.

      “She’s going,” Jiang said in reply as the docking clamps went out and the scavenger ship dropped behind them.

      Lucky watched the ship as it grew smaller. He thought he could see some movement on the hull where the spider thing would have been, fighting off the drones that were going after it.

      “Rocky?”

      “We’re going to be out of range, soon,” she said. “And it ain’t dead.”

      “As long as it can’t follow us, I don’t care.”

      Lucky watched for several seconds, sure that at any moment Hidin would somehow come floating through space like he’d seen it do already.

      But nothing was following them. They were away. For the moment.
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      Hidin felt a sting and spun to see the last of the drones that was firing at him turn and try to dive into him. He smacked it hard with his arm and it spun around, one of its thrusters ripped open, and shot off into space. He shot it for good measure and enjoyed the explosion and the pleasing blast wave that rolled over him.

      His mandibles were closed and his eyes were using their infrared again now that he was in space. He felt the warm patches from the impact of the prey.

      It had been a long time since Hidin felt that his prey had gotten the best of him. It was good to be reminded that not everything would go his way.

      He floated back to his ship, which was attached to the backside of the salvage ship. He’d hoped that he’d get a snack here, but he was disappointed to find the ship deserted. He suspected that there were others here. He could smell the activity on the damaged husk of an Empire warship below him, but he wasn’t here to get distracted by snacks.

      At least, not while he had a worthy prey for once.

      He slipped into his ship and closed the hatch. He enjoyed the soothing sensation of warm atmosphere returning around him. He enjoyed the cool sensation of space, but he preferred if he could reveal himself in warmth. At last, with the vacuum gone and breathable air around him, the thick hide on his face slide back and he was himself once again. His big, bulbous eyes slowly adapted to visible light.

      He flipped the instruments on, powering the ship up. He glanced down at the glowing tracking beacon, the one he’d put on the mercenaries ship before he’d begun trying to eat them.

      It showed a positive lock. He watched them streaking across the system at near-FTL speed. He couldn’t outrun them, or even keep pace with them. But the tracker was Company-provided. It would feed off the subnet to keep him apprised of their moments.

      From now on, he’d know exactly where his prey were. He could afford to bid his time.

      He’d get his meal soon enough.
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      “I have men back there on that salvage ship,” Krek said.

      “Oh spare me this bullshit about caring for your men,” Fang said. “They have the sled. That thing can last for months and has plenty of power. And we aren’t going back near that spider thing for, like, ever.”

      “It also has all my salvage on it!” Krek exploded. “So now Jawad has it. And he’s going to— Well, the point is, we have to go back for them.”

      “You just know he’s going to get a better price for that shit.”

      “Only if he can get to market.”

      Fang cocked her head. “You didn’t tell him about that spider thing, are you?” She shook her head. “You asshole. You know they’re going to go straight for your ship and try to repair it.”

      “Jawad has always wanted her,” Krek said. “And now he can have her.”

      “If he doesn’t get killed by that Spider thing.”

      “That’s his problem,” Krek said smugly.

      Lucky, who’d been watching the little argument between Krek and Fang play out like a little lovers spat, stepped in. “You didn’t tell your man where we are going, did you?” Lucky asked Krek. “If he goes back to the ship and that thing captures him, it could follow us.”

      “It didn’t seem like the capturing type,” Knives said.

      “Even so. It’s there to get us,” Lucky said. “At least, that’s what you said.”

      “It was,” Fang said. “The company loves to use Mally as bounty hunters, especially when they aren’t trying to bring anyone in alive.”

      “Bastard company,” Malby said.

      “How would I tell him where we’re going?” Krek said. “I don’t even know that.”

      He had a good point. They were sitting around the table in the center of the Last Gasp. They’d gone near-FTL to slip away from the bounty hunter, mostly to mask their location.

      “How did that thing know where we’d be in the first place?” Jiang asked. She’d left the flight duties to Otto for the moment.

      “The Company,” Krek said. “I’m sure they knew what I was doing for her.” He nodded at Fang.

      She squirmed.

      “And what was that?” Lucky asked.

      Krek looked at Fang, who gave him a dark glance. He shrugged. “Keeping track of her brother.”

      “I knew it!” Knives said, shooting up to his feet. “That’s how you found us. You were spying on me!”

      “Would you relax?” Fang said. “Yes, OK. I was having Krek keep an eye on you. I couldn’t. He had old Company contacts. And once you left the army and got in with them, it got complicated.”

      Krek snorted. “Once you started kissing ass and making your way up the chain, you mean?”

      “I do what I have to,” Fang said, sticking out her lip. “Don’t get too judge-y, shit eater.”

      Krek crossed his arms. After a few seconds of awkward silence, Krek said. “So, is somebody going to explain any of this to me?”

      Lucky looked over at Jiang, sighed, and said. “It’s a long story.”

      After about twenty minutes of explaining how they’d come to be here, in which Krek looked more and more incredulously at Fang as the conversation went on.

      “So she drags us here, sure you can help us find the Masters, and that’s about that.” Lucky nodded as he finished up.

      Malby had sat back and put his feet up on the table while he was talking. He had his punch pistol out and was disassembling and cleaning it. “That’s about that,” he said.

      Krek was silent for a long time.

      “So how long was the near-FTL burn to get here? Two months in galactic standard?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, no offense, but the war is already started.”

      Lucky leaned forward. “What war?”

      Now it was Krek’s turn to look confused. “You just said you wanted to see the Masters, right?”

      “Right?” Lucky said, not following him.

      “Well, they already declared war on the Empire. A month ago.” He shrugged. “It’s basically over. Did you see all those ships out there that we were working over for salvage? Notice how many there were? I mean, we were only going to the reactor core parts, obviously”

      “We saw lots of debris, but that’s not that unusual in that system.”

      Krek glanced over at his android friend, who wasn’t saying much. “Not all Empire debris, though.”

      “All of it?” Jiang asked.

      “All of it,” Krek said.

      “Good,” Knives said. “Empire deserves it.”

      “Spoken like a good Red,” Fang said.

      “And you’re not?”

      “I’m not any for any side but my own.”

      Krek nodded. “I hear you. Although I think this is going to bad for all of us in the end.”

      Lucky cocked his head. “What is?”

      “Look. The war is pretty much over.” Krek said, looking around the table at everyone.

      “In a month?” Malby asked incredulously? “What war is over that soon?”

      Krek shrugged. “Thanks to the Cascade, the Masters already won.”
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      There was a long silence around the table as they all took that in.

      “The Cascade?” Lucky echoed. “That mean anything to you?”

      “I have a couple guesses, but nothing that’s on the local nets. Maybe if we got the Empire nets, but, yeah.”

      Rocky had been trying ever since they’d gotten the boot—or retired, as it were—from the Empire to be able to read her nets. But so far, no luck. Lucky suspected that Dabs and the Queen knew what they were doing when they locked Lucky out of the Empire. But if the Empire really were getting their asses kicked, well…

      “We need that access,” Lucky echoed.

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?”

      “I mean, what the shit do we care about the Empire.”

      “Well, I mean…” She had a point. Lucky wasn’t Empire anymore, even if he had a soft spot for it. That was personal. And this was business. He needed to get that through his head. They were mercenaries now. Or had been. Now they were red marked, which mean they couldn’t be mercenaries anymore, not like they’d been before. Now they were going to have to figure out another way to survived.

      Like Krek did. Like shit eaters.

      “OK, we told you what we know,” Lucky said. “I think you need to tell us what we missed while we were … otherwise occupied.”

      It felt strange to now know what was happening with the Empire, or not get an instant update when he awoke from hyper sleep from Rocky. But since she didn’t have access to information, he didn’t either.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Krek said.

      “Well actually,” Norbit started. “There is quite a lot.”

      “Shut up, Norbit,” Krek warned ominously. The android fell silent.

      “Let’s start with this Cascade thing.”

      “The Masters have had that for some time,” Krek said. “It’s an energy phenomena in space. They live there, you know.”

      “Wait, you know where the Masters live? Where they are right now?”

      “Well,” Krek said, hands up. “Knowing where they are and knowing how to get you in there are two different things.”’

      “We did some jobs for them,” Norbit said.

      Krek spun around. “Shut UP, Norbit,” Krek said sharply.

      “You did jobs for the Masters?” Jiang asked. She looked at Fang. “Did you know that?”

      Fang nodded. “I told you that.” She sounded almost offended that Jiang hadn’t believed her.

      “Lots of ex-mercs do,” Krek said.

      “Why?”

      “They give us jobs,” Krek said. “They don’t give a shit about the Company.”

      “What kinds of jobs?”

      “Smuggling mostly. See, the Masters. They don’t have much in the way of resources back there behind the Cascade, at least that’s how we figure.”

      “But you don’t know for sure?”

      “It’s like an energy waterfall in space,” Krek said. “That’s how I’d describe it. Except it’s like a waterfall on all sides. Every direction you approach it from, the energy flows outward. It’s hell on shielding. I’ve gotten close a few times, but we turned back.”

      “So this cascade. You’ve never seen behind it?”

      “I don’t think anyone has other than Masters. They don’t really like to share, you know?”

      “So how do you meet them?”

      “They have a couple stations outside the Cascade. We used to meet them there. Or they did. Until everything went nuts.”

      “So you brought them supplies there?”

      Krek nodded. “Yeah, we’d usually pick up their special ops guys, deliver them to the rest of the worlds in the system here, then we’d do some black trade for goods.”

      “Wait, you ferried special ops for them?”

      “Yup,” Krek said. “Humans always. I think they did that so they’d blend in. They wore Empire gear mostly. Made sense. The worlds we would go to for the smuggling deals were always Empire. The Masters,” Krek shook his head. “They always liked screwing over the Empire.”

      Lucky sat back and looked at Jiang. He could see she was thinking the same thing he was. “The special ops guys, did you notice anything strange about them?”

      “Yeah, they were weird as shit. Never spoke. Not a word. Just this creepy stare.”

      “And what about their skin.”

      “What about it?”

      “Look pretty pale? Like they’d never been out in the elements.”

      “Oh, shit,” Knives said.

      Jiang was shaking her head.

      Only Malby remained clueless. “What?”

      Krek nodded slowly. “Yeah, you could say that. Kinda baby skin. Like—”

      “Like they’d just come out of a test tube.” Lucky shook his head. “And I’m betting you never picked them back up. Just drops.”

      Krek shrugged. “Like I said. We did smuggling pickups. I just assumed other teams were picking these bastards up after they were done with whatever covert ops shit they were up to.”

      “There’s a reason all the smuggling runs were to Empire worlds. They didn’t give a shit about the smuggling. That was a cover. I’m sure of it. The point was to deliver the special ops guys.”

      Krek held up his hands. “I just needed the work. So did all the guys. The company cut us off. The Masters kept those bounty hunters off our back and they paid. What else do I care?”

      “They didn’t save you from that bounty hunter back there,” Fang said. She’d not seen Blight, so she wasn’t as worried about the test-tube clones as Lucky and the rest were.

      “Well, we weren’t supposed to be there,” Norbit said. “We were specifically told not to be in the combat zone, but we wanted salvage so—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you to shut the hell up, Norbit?” Krek said.

      “I don’t care about that,” Lucky said. “I care about what you were ferrying around. Those were Blight. Those were test-tube clones. We destroyed thousands of them before. I thought all of them. But now I’m sure we didn’t. Or that it was just one part of the Empire experiment.”

      Krek looked around the table. “But that doesn’t make any sense. I mean, what would the Masters be doing with Empire experiments?”

      Fang sat back. “Well, that’s the game right there, isn’t it?”

      Now Lucky could sense that she understood, too. “They have Blight. They have Spider. She provides the network so that Blight can operate across multiple worlds out here. They can coordinate an attack.”

      “The Empire would have no chance,” Jiang said. “With Blights abilities it would already be a battle. But with Spider to enhance that network.”

      “From the Cascade,” Rocky echoed.

      “What?”

      “An energy waterfall? I’d bet all the perverted thoughts in your head that the Masters are using that as some kind of signal boost. Hell, they might have built it just for Spider. They’ve been planning this for a long time. For years, even. They helped her and Blight. And now they are going to help the Masters to crush the Empire.”

      “And all humanity, unless I’m not mistaken. And use them to fight off the Da’hune.”

      Lucky told the others what Rocky was thinking.

      “That’s screwed up,” Malby offered.

      Krek got a curious look on his face. “What did she look like?”

      Lucky frowned. “Spider?”

      He pulled up an image. Krek looked like he’d seen a ghost. “That’s her. That’s the Power of the Masters.” He shuddered. “She’s the one pulling all the strings.”
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      “What the shit are you talking about?”

      Krek glanced over at Norbit. “You wanna show them the feeds?”

      Norbit touched a button his shoulder and a 3D image display appeared in front of him. On it, Lucky looked at what he could only describe as a ribbon of fire in space. The wisps reached out like little tendrils or roots of a plant, but they continued outward for hundreds of miles in every direction. Occasionally, there were small explosions in space, that looked like little localized storms that you might find at the heart of a nebula. But this nebula wasn’t a diffuse, inactive thing. It was discharging energy at a terrifying rate. Lucky could practically see it burning off into space, dissipating into turbulence that made the images of stars beyond it wink and shimmer.

      And in the center of the ball of energy, was a face. If you looked straight at it, the details were hard to see. But if he shifted his glance so that he was looking at it from one side or the other, the face instantly came into view.

      It was Spider. Her eyes were closed, but her features were unmistakable.

      “Holy shit,” Malby said.

      “And you see this all the time?” Lucky said, his voice low. It was like everyone sitting around the table was whispering now.

      “No,” Krek said, shaking his head. “Only when the Cascade is active.”

      Lucky turned. “What does that mean?”

      “I mean, whenever we see her face, there is some fight going down. Like the one at moons of Dallian.” He nodded backward and Lucky took it to mean where he was looking through the husks of destroyed empire warships.

      “There were dozens of ships there,” Jiang said. “Are you saying they all got destroyed at the same time?”

      “They all turn on themselves,” Krek said. “I don’t know how to explain it. It just happens.” He looked at Norbit almost like the two of them were sharing a secret. “We’ve seen her a half-dozen times now, and every time, I just have to go looking in the system to find the carnage.”

      “And we’re supposed to avoid those locations,” Norbit pointed out.

      “And the scared robot wants us to avoid those locations.”

      Lucky looked at Jiang. She just shook her head and looked back at him. Malby had finished cleaning his pistol and just had his hands behind his head and was looking up at the ceiling. “You know, I don’t think she ever liked me,” He said.

      “Of course she didn’t,” Jiang said. “You hit on her.”

      “But you know, in a really classy way,” Malby said.

      Jiang shoved his feet off the table. “You don’t do anything a classy way, Malby.”

      He shrugged, but didn’t bother arguing.

      “Well, we can’t help her now,” Knives said. “I mean, that’s that.”

      Krek seemed to pick up the thread. “Wait. Is this the person you’re trying to help?”

      “That’s her,” Lucky said, exasperated.

      “OK, I think my pencil dick brother is right,” Fang said. “We gotta let this one go.”

      “Most definitely,” Krek said, nodding to great effect.

      Lucky leaned back. What should he do.

      “They aren’t wrong, are they?” He echoed.

      “Technically, no,” Rocky said.

      “But,” Lucky said. “I know there is a but.”

      “But, there’s nothing to say that she’s doing anything of her own free will here. She might be coerced.”

      “That’s not really the point. She’s at the center of the Masters war on the Empire. A war that they appear to be winning.”

      “But not yet.”

      Lucky turned to Krek. “You said the war was practically over. But it’s not over, is it?”

      Krek shrugged. “No. Rumor is the Empire is sending a huge armada. Headed up by the Emperor herself, if you believe that shit. I personally wouldn’t believe the Emperor was going to take a shit anywhere near the frontline, but what do I know.”

      “And does rumor say where this will take place?”

      “That kinda defeats the purpose of an attack, doesn’t it?”

      “But it’s going to be soon,” Jiang said, biting her lip. “The Empire has to try and stem the losses. They can’t keep losing ships like this. At some point, they have to go all in somewhere to break the cycle or risk just losing by virtue of small losses racking up one by one.”

      “So we have some huge battle that is forming up,” Knives said. “We don’t know where. We don’t know when. Only that it will be near here and relatively soon. That seems like a good reason to be nowhere near here and soon. And lest we all forget, that thing is behind us chasing after us.”

      “He’s back there,” Fang said.

      “He found us once,” Knives said. “He can find us again.”

      “But wherever it happens, when the shit hits the fan, her face will show up,” Krek said. “I guarantee it. She’s the center of it all.”

      Lucky sat back. “How close are we to this cascade?”

      Krek snorted. “We’re close.”

      “Too close,” Kitten said ominously.

      “We stay close in case we get more work,” Krek said. “So it’s half a day at full burn to get there.”

      “What the hell are you thinking?” Knives said. “I can see those stupid Frontier Marine wheels of yours turning. Are you talking to that AI in your head?”

      Lucky held up his middle finger. “We know what the Masters are going to do. Blight old us so himself.”

      “Yeah, so screw it?” Fang said. “I mean, seriously. We gotta get the hell outta here.”

      “They must have plenty of Blight clones in that expeditionary force. They’re walking into a trap. Once they get close enough to that Cascade of energy around the Masters homeworld, they’ll use Spider to activate the Blight networks imbedded in there.”

      “I repeat, who the hell cares?”

      “I do,” Jiang said quietly.

      They all turned to her. Except Lucky. He’d expected her to speak up. She, of all of them, understood what was at stake.

      “Well I appreciate your devotion to your former employer,” Knives said sarcastically. “But I’m struggling to see why I care. Or any of us should.”

      “I kinda liked her,” Malby offered. “So I’m in.”

      “You’re in.”

      “Yup.”

      “You literally have no idea what that means,” Knives said. “’Right? I mean, you don’t even know what in there is to be in.”

      Malby seemed to think about it. “Right.”

      Knives rolled his eyes.

      “Look, you should care,” Lucky said. “There’s no running from this,” Lucky said. “This is just the beginning. Once the Empire crumbles, they come after the Reds. Once the Reds crumble, they go after the Alliance. Then the Asiatic Ring. And then where are you going to run?”

      “There’s always somewhere,” Krek said.

      “Until there isn’t,” Lucky said. He surprised himself by slamming his hand down on the table. He felt a little surge of rage nibbling at the edges of his mind. It might be the Hate, making his presence known. Or it might just be his own emotions at the moment.

      “We’re the only people that can stop this.”

      “What?” Blurted out Fang.

      “How do you figure that?” Knives said.

      It seemed that the rift better brother and sister was healing over a shared distrust of whatever Lucky was saying. Even Krek looked like he was willing to side with his ex-wife.

      “He’s right,” Jiang said.

      “He is?” Krek asked.

      “Nobody else in the galaxy knows Spider,” Jiang said.

      Lucky let her words sink in for a second. “Think about it. Who else can get to her? There’s one chance to stop this and nobody else but us can possibly do it.”

      “Then nobody can!” Krek thundered. He seems to have had enough. “You come here, uninvited.” He glanced at Fang. “And thanks for that.” And you bring a bounty hunter with you that almost destroys my ship.”

      “After we saved your ass,” Malby noted.

      Krek ignored Malby. Everyone seemed to pick up on that given enough time. “And now you want me show you where Cascade is so you can, I don’t know, attack the Masters or something.”

      “It’s a rescue, first and foremost,” Lucky said. “We have to try.”

      “Assuming she wants to come,” Rocky noted.

      “Who’s side are you on,” Lucky said sarcastically.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Rocky replied.

      “We don’t actually have to try,” Krek said.

      “But we should,” Norbit said.

      They all turned to the android. “What?” Krek looked perplexed. “You’re afraid of your own shadow.”

      “When we were in the plague wars, why did we fight then?” Norbit asked.

      “Because our homeland was under siege,” Krek sputtered. “They killed my clan. Lots of my clan.”

      “And mine, too,” the android said. “Your clan was my clan, remember? And they were going to kill more. We had to stop them.”

      “So what’s your point?”

      “Humanity is a clan, too,” Norbit said. “And in fact, you’re my clan. Since I was made by humans. I have an affinity for them. Therefore, I find it in my best interest to defend the clan. And that means that we must take reasonable action to stop this if at all possible.” He nodded at Lucky. “It seems that we have here some people who have a link to what is happening. We are in a unique position to help now. I think we have to. We’ve done it for our clan before. It seems we must do so again.”

      Krek sputtered. “Humanity isn’t going to be destroyed. It’s an exaggeration.”

      “Is it? Because, I don’t think you believe that. At least, in the past, you haven’t.”

      Krek sat back and looked at the android. “How often do I have to tell you to shut up.”

      “Very often,” Norbit said.

      “Shit,” Krek said.

      He looked at Fang. She already had her head in her hands.

      “Shit is right,” she said.

      “Wait, what hell?” Knives said. “Why are we saying shit?”

      “He’s right,” Fang said. “Who else will have a chance like this? We’re the only ones.”

      Lucky frowned. He really hated being right about this. But there it was.

      Knives put his own head in his hands. “Surrounding by insanity,” he muttered to himself. “Utter insanity.”

      Malby slapped him on the shoulder. “Cheer up,” he said. “I’ve been surrounded by insanity my whole life and it’s turned out great for me.”
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      Spider watched as Merlin walked over to sit with her.

      “You’re coming more and more lately,” she said.

      “Are you trying to make me blush?”

      Spider was the one who blushed. Damn Merlin and his sense of humor.

      “Leaving the network open like this is exhausting you,” Merlin said.

      “It’s hard,” she admitted. “But I can do it.”

      “You feel them, though, don’t you?”

      She knew what he meant. There were more and more minds joining the network. They were on the periphery, but they got closer every day. And it seemed like more and more were moving in. Like the tide coming in, more and more minds kept arriving every hour.

      “Do you know what is happening?”

      “Hey kid, I’m just a dead guy in this network of yours.” He said.

      Spider smiled, but for some reason his smile didn’t help this time. He came and sat next to her. He put his hand in hers and she held it up to her cheek. They’d made love almost every time she’d seen him, but today she just kissed the back of his hand and set it back down again. It felt more and more to her like she was the one who initiated everything. And that wasn’t how she remembered it. She wanted him to want her that way, but something about his form in the network had changed his relationship to the physical world. That was the theory that was growing in her mind, at least.

      “It is taking a toll on you,” He said again. This time she could sense the serious concern under the playfulness of his voice.

      She just nodded.

      Merlin seemed to look off into space for a moment, then he turned to her suddenly. “Do you ever wonder.”

      “Wonder what?”

      “Wonder what they are? What they are thinking?”

      “I don’t care,” she said automatically. But it wasn’t true. She did care. She did want to know. But she wouldn’t let herself know. Because she was afraid of what she might find. Afraid that it would be something that would interfere with her time with Merlin. And she wasn’t going to allow that.

      “I’d care,” he said. “If I were you, I’d care.”

      “Well I guess it’s good I’m not you,” she said sarcastically.

      He’d expected him to give her a wry smile back, but for once, he was the one being serious. “It could be bad.”

      “Everything is bad,” she said. “The universe is full of bad.”

      Merlin nodded and looked back forward. Spider had his hand back in hers without knowing it. “Not all of it,” Merlin said.

      Then he disappeared. It was only for a moment, but it startled her. Spider concentrated on her network, stabilizing it. He came back.

      “What was that?” He asked.

      She knew the answer was all the minds. There were so many of them now. And they were moving and shifting. The really taxing thing was when the minds linked together with each other through here. It was a strange thought, but if all those millions of minds had reached out to her and only her, she’d be able to control it just fine. It was the fact that they all wanted to reach out to each other, almost like they were actively trying not to reach out to her mind, that was most exhausting.

      “I lost it for a second,” she said.

      “That’s a little scary,” Merlin said.

      “I have it now,” she said. “I just lost concentration.”

      “That’s what I mean,” Merlin said. “You hold me in your hands. Literally.” And there was his hand in her hand again. So warm, always so warm. She squeezed. He disappeared again and she again had to pull the network back.

      “What is happening,” came the flowing, harmonic voice of a Master.

      She turned to look at the on floating in its eerie way toward her. “What do you mean?”

      “The Network,” it said. The waterfall of voices was slightly off today. There was the slightest hint of some discordant voices in among the usual chorus of sound.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “I just got distracted.”

      The Master seemed to consider her for some time. Then it turned and looked straight at Merlin. He didn’t see it. He claimed to never seen them. Spider had a feeling he saw nothing but her, even if he didn’t want to admit that. She suspected he kept some things from her so she wasn’t scared.

      “Please take care of the network,” it said. “Now is the most crucial time.”

      As he turned to walk away, Merlin whispered. “Is that one of the freaks? I can’t see him but I think I can smell him.”

      Spider stifled a laugh. The Network flickered but she caught it. The Master paused, but didn't turn. He continued until he disappeared into the wall.

      “He doesn’t like me,” Merlin said. “I know it.”

      “Shocking,” she said.

      Merlin turned to her suddenly. “Hey,” he said.

      She turned to him. “What?”

      “Do you feel that?”

      “Feel what?” She thought maybe he meant his hand in hers. But they weren’t touching now. With surprise, she realized he was talking about the network. “I know who that is.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Merlin reached out. “I know that mind.”

      Spider shrank back. “Merlin, you shouldn’t go looking into those minds. I told you, I don’t care what they are thinking.”

      “And I told you I do,” Merlin said. “I can’t read them, though. I can’t see anything at all. Except that one. It’s faint, but it’s getting closer. To you see it?”

      He actually pointed. Spider giggled, following his hand. “You can’t actually point them out—” But then she saw it. A mind. A though. A very familiar one.

      A mind she’d assumed that she would never see again.

      “Rocky?”
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      “So that’s it,” Rocky echoed.

      “You can sense it?” Lucky replied. He was in the cockpit with the rest of them. They were all clustered around the central viewscreen. Dominating the view was the image that they’d seen earlier. But it looked so much more impressive—and imposing, up close.

      “That’s it.”

      “Well that looks like a fine place to die,” Knives offered.

      “It does look a little … imposing,” Jiang allowed.

      “I’d like to officially change my vote,” Malby said. “I just shit myself.”

      “I told you assholes,” Krek said. “Didn’t I tell these assholes?” He looked back at Norbit. “I know I told you.”

      “You were very forthright about the dangers,” Norbit assured Krek.

      “Damn right,” Krek said, like he was scoring an important point.

      “So where is the location you made the swaps?” Lucky asked. “We need an in, first.”

      “Otto?” Krek said. He’d been working the with onboard AI to build a flight path. “Can you enhance that?”

      A portion of the screen switched and Lucky saw that they were looking at a closeup of space station. It looked incredibly small next to the fire-red wall of energy behind it. It was so bright, that the space station looked like a black speck.

      “Well, that’s not making me feel better,” offered Malby.

      “See, this is crazy,” Knives said.

      “How long until we get there?”

      “Two minutes,” Otto said.

      True to his word, the location of the Cascade had been nearby. Krek was a true bottom feeder. Even this frightening thing couldn’t stop him from circling nearby, looking for a little bite of the action.

      “Does it look active?” Lucky asked. “I don’t see a face or anything like you showed us.”

      Krek shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I’ve never been this close for the fireworks. We only come when the Masters call us, and that’s never when they are in the middle of a campaign.”

      “OK, so this the cascade when it’s not turned on,” Lucky murmured. “That’s a little scary.”

      “We’re getting close to in range.”

      Lucky turned to Jiang. “Picking anything up at all?”

      She glanced across her board but there was nothing at all. “This is strange,” Krek said. “They’re always here to greet us. With those strange ships of theirs.”

      Lucky wondered if that was like the ships they’d seen at the bottom of the ocean that had grabbed Spider. It had been a multipurpose ship. It had climbed right out and into orbit, at least as far as Spider had managed to explain.

      That triggered a thought for Lucky.

      “Are you sensing Spider?” Lucky asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rocky said.

      “You don’t know?”

      “There’s a network here, but… I can barely get anything from it. Just noise and static.”

      “Well keep trying.”

      “Oh, thanks,” Rocky said sarcastically. “I will.”

      “Uh, this is interesting,” Jiang said. She was in the pilot’s nest and tapping on one of the screens.

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re getting scanned.”

      Krek came over and looked over her shoulder. “That’s not.. that’s not right.” He waved over the android. “You ever see this?”

      “We have always been met by heavy cruisers who have escorted us to the main docking bay,” Kitten said. “But it’s worth noting that they were expected then. We aren’t this time.”

      “Still nothing on our scopes,” Jiang said.

      Malby had slipped up into the cannon nest above while Knives had gone to the damaged one below. Both men had proven adept enough with the Last Gasp’s weapons that Lucky was comfortable with those options. “Malby?”

      “Nothing on visual, except for a giant wall of fire in space and a tiny little space station.”

      “You can just say nothing,” Jiang snapped.

      “that’s something,” he countered. “Just not something new.”

      “This is screwy,” Fang said. “They send out ships if they are expecting somebody, but if someone unexpected comes, they just scan them and then just let them waltz in? It has to be a trap.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” Lucky said.

      “But it probably is,” Jiang said what Lucky was thinking.

      “Probably,” Lucky said.

      “Ten seconds until we are with her docking space,” Otto announced.

      The boards around Jiang lit up like a Christmas tree. “We’re getting active scanned,” she said.

      Lucky could see the cannons on the side the station come to life. He recognized the strange engineering lines off the station. It was clearly related to the ship that had picked up spider and left them for dead. If those had been the Masters, as everyone was suggesting, then this was definitely one of their stations as well.

      “Five seconds,” Otto said.

      “Are they firing?” Lucky asked.

      Jiang had her hand on the stick, ready for evasive maneuvers. She was poised over the countermeasures, which would drop into space and make all kinds of noise the moment that anything was fired at them. But at the moment, there was nothing to counter.

      “Not a damn thing,” she said. “Their near-space weapons are hot and tracking us, but not shooting.”

      Lucky sat back. “This is damn weird.”

      He turned around to ask Krek if he could explain this all to him one more time when he saw the Android standing next to him swing his powerful arm strain into Krek’s chest. Even wearing a thin layer of combat protection, Lucky watched as his chest flexed in under the power of the swung. There was sickening crunch as he left his feet and flew through the air, smashing his back into the far bulkhead, just beside one edge of the viewscreen, causing it to bounce wildly.

      “Entering the bay,” Otto said.

      Lucky leaped forward just as Fang spun around to see that Krek was crumpled up against the wall. The android had adjusted his arm into a sharp weapon in a flash. Lucky saw the blue edge of the knife light up and he knew it was a plasma knife. He’d seen what they could do to flesh up close and it wasn’t good.

      Rather than try to stab Fang or Lucky, it went for Jiang in the pilot’s nest. But she was ready for it. At the last moment, she snapped her restraints free and slide down in the chair, right under one of the three monitors that ringed the pilot’s seat.

      The plasma knife swung through thin air, then smashed into the furthest forward computer monitor.

      Jiang swung around and smashed her boot into the knee of the robot, buckling it backward.

      But rather than lose its balance, the robot, wrapped its other hand around her boot before she could pull it back clear. It yanked her forward and slammed down with the other hand, plunging the plasma blade right into the top of her boot.

      Jiang grunted but didn’t yank her boat back, which would have done even more damage. Instead, she stayed locked in place for the split second it took for Lucky to smash into the android.

      The hard steel covering most of his body bit into Lucky, slapping along the side of his face and shoulder that was still healing from his earlier run-in with the bounty hunter creature.

      But he got enough leverage to at least get the android off its feet, which was all he was going for. As it fell back, the plasma knife was jerked free of Jiang’s boot.

      She spun around, unpinning herself from under the pilot’s seat and spinning around to face forward again, blood pouring out of the hole in her leg.

      She ignored it long enough to grab the stick, but Otto informed her, “I’ve completed docking as you were occupied.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Lucky, meanwhile, having send the android flying, found himself standing right next to Jiang at the pilot’s nest.

      Fang screamed something and lunged past Lucky before he could stop her. “No!” He shouted, trying to grab her. As far as Lucky could see, the android was unarmed. The only thing he had as a weapon was the plasma knife and it was only a few inches long. Shooting it from a distance made more sense than trying to engage it in any kind of hand to hand combat.

      But Fang jumped right on top of the android.

      Just as Lucky was sure the thing was going to gut her like a fish, the entire ship bounced violently.

      Lucky looked up at the viewscreen, now tilted at a slight angle where Krek has smashed into the support. Krek was still out cold, and maybe dead, on the ground under it. But on the viewscreen, Lucky could see that the huge docking bay doors had slammed shut violently.

      He didn’t know anything about the ship, or the Masters technology, but it seemed strangely simplistic technology to him. Every power that he knew of used force shields for their docking bays, not huge doors that opened and closed.

      But to each alien their own, he supposed.

      “What the hell is this?” Fang shouted.

      Lucky looked back at her.

      She was sitting on the Android, straddling it like a horse.

      But the android was completely limp.

      Just as she stood up, Malby dropped back down into the cockpit from the gunnery nest. He looked at Jiang, bleeding out of her foot, then to Krek laying crumpled on the ground.

      Fang, who was standing over the limp form of the android, kicked it in the head mercilessly. Once. Twice. Three times. Finally she stopped and it was silent in the cockpit.

      “What did I miss?” Malby asked.

      Knives followed him in. “What the hell is all this?”

      The android, with his face practically kicked in by Fang, said. “Hello everyone.”

      Fang jumped in, ready to kick it’s face some more. But something about the way that the body remained limp made Lucky reach out to grab her.

      “Who is this?” Lucky asked.

      Fang looked at him like he was crazy.

      “This is Spider,” the android said.
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      “What the hell, Norbit?” Krek wheezed, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Fang spun around, practically shoving Lucky over as she went to Krek.

      “Told you she had a thing for him,” Rocky echoed.

      “Chalk up another win for you,” Lucky echoed back.

      Fang carefully got Krek sitting upright. He looked bleary-eyed. The back of his head was matted with blood. She looked like she was caught somewhere between worrying about her ex-husband’s health and trying to find something to kill. Even though the android had gone completely limp, Lucky didn’t put it past her to come stomp on its head again.

      Lucky leaned closer to the android. “Spider, is that really you?”

      The head snapped to face him. “Yes.”

      Lucky lurched back in surprise, practically knocking Malby over.

      “Damn it, Malby.”

      “That think is freaky as hell,” he said. He had his pulse rifle out and pointed at the android.

      Lucky ignored him and leaned in toward the android face again. The features remained passive. “Spider, what is going on?” He asked.

      “So it is you,” the android said.

      “Why did you attack us?” Fang asked. She was cradling Krek’s head. He probably had a fractured skull, Lucky thought.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “Oh shit, did this activate before I got to it?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Spider said. “I took over this linked mind, but your time is short now, I think. Especially if it activated before I got to it.”

      Lucky turned to look at the others. “Linked mind?”

      “Yes,” she said. “This is an android sleeve. The kind that the Emperor uses. The kind that the Da’hune showed the Empire how to make. Which, of course, the Masters taught the Da’hune how to make.”

      “That seems like bad news,” Lucky said.

      “Well spotted,” Jiang said, coming to join him next to the android.

      “What are you doing here?” Spider asked.

      “We’re here for you, Spider,” Lucky said.

      There was a pause. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “I agree,” Knives said. “I tried to tell them that.”

      Spider actually snorted with laughter. “Oh, Knives.”

      Shit, she’s actually got a sense of humor about all this?

      “Merlin was the one who saw Rocky.”

      Lucky glanced at Jiang for confirmation that’s she’d heard the same thing. She frowned and mouthed the question, “Merlin?” back at him. So he wasn’t hearing things. Lucky shook his head and turned back to the android who was effectively Spider for now.

      “I think she might be cracking up,” he echoed.

      “You think?”

      Malby, for his part, was making cuckoo hand signals. “She thinks Merlin is alive,” he hissed, loud enough for anyone in this or any other universe to hear him.

      “I know he seemed to die,” Spider said. “But some part of him was preserved by the Masters. In the network. And as long as I keep it alive, he stays with me.”

      Lucky didn’t have any interest in figuring out what was going on. Something was nagging him in the back of his mind. Some critical fact he’d overlooked. He wanted to rewind the conversation, but time was short.

      “Spider, we’re coming to get you. All you have to do is tell us where you are.”

      “I’m shielding you for now,” she said. “But with the android, they must know you’re here.”

      “I think she’s the reason that nothing fired on us as we approached,” Jiang murmured. “I think she might have been shielding us without even knowing it.”

      Lucky looked at the android. “Spider? Did you hear me? Tell us where you are.”

      “I can’t let you come get me.”

      “Damn it,” Knives snapped. “Stop fooling around and tell us where you are. I wanna get the hell outta here.”

      “Rocky, can you spot her?”

      “I’m trying,” Rocky said. “But she creates the network, not me.”

      “It sounds like she has a network up now.”

      “Yeah, but not for me.”

      “Well it would be nice if you could crack it.”

      “Keep yourself from getting dead and I’ll try to crack this.”

      Before Lucky could ask her more, the ship shuttered again. But it wasn’t just the ship, was the entire station.

      “What the hell is going on?” Knives said.

      “I’m sorry,” Spider said. “But the network is demanding all my attention now. I can’t keep hiding you.”

      “What does that mean?” Knives asked, his voice growing higher pitched with alarm.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      Lucky got the message. He stood. “We have to move,” he said.

      “What?” Krek asked. “Why?”

      “Because your damn android was a sleeve.”

      “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “It means that it’s been giving away information about you to the Masters for some time.”

      “It’s a traitor, you asshole,” Fang said, looking for a moment like she might try to shake some sense into him until she remembered his condition. “It was controlled by the Masters.”

      “Or something else,” Lucky said. “But whoever or whatever was controlling it, it was a remote signal. Which means that they know just where we are.”

      “And everything we’ve been doing,” Jiang said.

      “Which means they know just what we’re planning.”

      Krek seemed to grasp it at last. “Norbit was a traitor?”

      “Bingo,” Fang said sarcastically. “The Masters were screwing you over. I’ve been telling you this for years.”

      “But, they kept us alive,” he protested. “We’d be dead without them.”

      “They kept you alive to be their errand boys,” she said. “All of you. As soon as you were desperate enough, they had you on the hook.”

      Krek shook his head, even though it looked like it hurt him. “It’s not like that.”

      “Tell yourself that if you want,” Fang said. “But we’d still be together if you didn’t have to run off and suck these Master cocks.”

      “It was the only way.”

      “Bullshit,” she said.

      “I’m starting to see why she has a little vendetta against the Masters,” Rocky echoed. “She blames them for breaking up her marriage.”

      “Well isn’t that sweet,” Lucky echoed back. “She’s a real romantic underneath that hard exterior.”

      “Yeah, and under that she’s a bitch,” Rocky echoed. “So I don’t feel that bad for her.”

      “Guys, I think we can argue the semantics later,” Lucky said. “Right now, we need to move our asses.”

      The ship shuddered more violently. The entire station was vibrating.

      “What the hell is that?” Malby asked.

      “Another good reason to move.”

      “Where?” Knives said. “Maybe you missed it, but they closed the doors. We’re stuck here.”

      “Can the cannons blow through them?” Malby asked.

      Jiang shook her head. “No way, those doors are battle blast doors. They’re made to withstand ship-to-ship impactors. Our cannons aren’t going to make much of a dent.”

      Lucky turned back to the limp android. “Spider, we need another way out.”

      There was a long pause and Lucky thought for a moment that she was gone, back to whatever the network was demanding of her. “There is a way,” Spider said at last. The android voice sounded far away and weak. “I’ll open it for you. But you have to hurry.”

      “And then we’ll come get you,” Lucky said stubbornly.

      “No,” Spider said. “You have to promise me you’ll run away from here. Far away.”

      Knives stared daggers at Lucky. “You dragged us out here to die and she doesn’t even want our help.”

      “Destroy the android,” Spider said. “Quickly. And then I can direct you.”

      “How?” Lucky asked.

      “I’ll network with you and Rocky. Now hurry!”
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      “Malby?” Lucky asked. He didn’t need to say more.

      “With pleasure,” he said. He lifted up the limp android and put his punch pistol under its chin. He glanced back at Krek. “Any last words for your pet android?”

      Krek, who seemed to look even whiter in the face to Lucky, nodded his head almost imperceptibly. “Just get it over with.” He let his head fell back. He was dependent on Fang to sit upright now.

      Malby gleefully fired a handful of shots until he’d completely separated the head from the body. He let the body slump down while he kicked the head into the corner of the cockpit.

      “Really, Malby?” Jiang said as she hopped out of the pilot’s nest.

      “What? I wanted to be sure.”

      Jiang ignored him. She and Malby joined Lucky at the doorway to the cockpit. He glanced back and saw the others weren’t moving. “Get down there and secure the ship,” Lucky said to Jiang. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      She glanced over his shoulder than nodded and started out after Malby, who hadn’t looked back. Apparently the fact that the guy who should know where they were going wasn’t following him didn’t concern him.

      “Rocky, you got a connection with Spider?”

      “She’s here,” Rocky said. She hesitated. “But it’s weaker than I’ve ever felt it.”

      “You have no idea how many minds I’m holding together,” Spider echoed. She sounded exhausted.

      “What kinds of minds?”

      “I don’t know,” Spider said.

      Lucky didn’t believe her. “It’s Blight, isn’t it.”

      “I don’t know,” Spider repeated. “And even if I did, I can’t stop or Merlin will die for good.”

      Lucky stared down at the decapitated body of the android. “Listen to me, Spider,” he echoed, trying to keep his voice as calm as possible. “Merlin died to save your life. He died to make sure you could live. You can’t repay that by just doing whatever the Masters are telling you to do.”

      Lucky could hear spider breaking down and crying. “You don’t understand. You just don’t.”

      The connection was broken. Lucky sensed it instantly.

      “Well that seems bad,” Rocky offered.

      “Yup.”

      He turned to look at the others in the cockpit. “I think Spider might have overstated her ability to help us.”

      “Then you better figure out how to open those blast doors fast,” Fang said.

      “Maybe we should,” he voice faltered. Krek was in no condition to make a run for it, as he was about to suggest. And his injuries were too extensive to just throw him over their shoulder and drag him out.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Fang said, stating the obvious.

      “Take him down to the main level,” Lucky said. “You can treat him in the hyper pods. We have med kits down there.”

      “I’m fine,” Krek said, trying to wave off all the concern.

      Fang nodded, but Lucky could see the concern etched on her face. She wasn’t so stupid as to think that a few regen bags were going to help Krek. He had internal injuries on top of his head impact.

      Knives came over and put his head under Krek’s other arm. Together, they got him to his feet.

      “See, I’m fine,” Krek said. He tried to laugh but only spit up blood.

      As soon as they were out of the cockpit, Lucky glanced around at the data boards on the pilot’s nest. They were still relaying data. “Otto?”

      “Yes?” Came the voice from the speakers.

      “We’re going to figure out how to get these blast doors open,” Lucky said. “Keep the engines spooled.” He hesitated. “When you have an opening, you get out of here with Krek, Fang and her brother. Don’t let them try to stop you.”

      “And what about you, Jiang and Malby?” Otto asked.

      Lucky took a deep breath as he headed out of the cockpit. “Don’t worry about us. We’re marines. We’re used to taking care of ourselves.”
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      “So what is Spider telling you?” Jiang asked when Lucky came down the bottom ramp of the Last Gasp. Malby was on the opposite side of the ship. They’d walked it once to make sure it was clear.

      Jiang had pointed out two entrances at the far end of the docking bay. Both were roughly the right size for them. Based on what Fang and Krek had said, the Masters were humanoid in shape and size.

      “She’s not,” Lucky said.

      “Wait, what?” Malby said. He looked back from the rear of the ship. He was leaning against the rear landing skids watching their back. Behind him, the blast doors were closed.

      The marines all had their combat helmets and gear on so they could share their comm link. The plan, after all, was to get the blast doors open as soon as possible.

      “She’s not talking to me or Rocky,” Lucky said again.

      “So how do we do this?”

      “The old-fashioned way,” Lucky said. “We find a release point.” He couldn’t see Malby but he could see Jiang. Her eyes asked him the question he didn’t have an answer to. How were they going to go get Spider if she wasn’t talking to them? The only answer he had was that she had to get back in contact with them. She was the one making that call.

      “She said she’d help if she could,” he lied, in answer to Jiang’s unasked question.

      She nodded unconvincingly.

      “In the meantime, we have to move fast. We have to assume that Spider isn’t hiding our location any longer.”

      “I see a wall unit,” Malby said.

      Lucky and Jiang, having seen no movement in the empty landing bay, spun around to follow him. “You think you can crack it?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      They made their way quickly across the hanger. It was twice again as wide as the Last Gasp and four times as deep.

      Lucky saw movement zip out of the rear of the Last Gasp. “Drones,” Jiang breathed.

      “A little heads up?” Lucky echoed. “I didn’t know we had any left.”

      “I kept a couple in reserve,” Rocky echoed.

      “How many is a couple?”

      “Three. All locusts. Not going to help in big fight, but we get some intel.”

      The hanger had gravity, that much was clear. It seemed to have thin but breathable air as well. Another good thing.

      As the three of them slide across the bay toward the screen that Malby had identified, Rocky’s drones painted a picture in his mind’s eye of the hanger. There were several more entrances beyond the two that Jiang had identified. They were smaller, and Lucky suspected they were drone access or something similar. Support for the dock itself. This was a space station, after all, deserted though it seemed. Krek had said that there had been plenty of activity here when they’d come before to make their pickups.

      Malby reached the screen. It had no power to it as far as Lucky could see. The moment Malby placed his hot box on it, the screen came to life. A series of flashes meant little to Lucky. Apparently they didn’t mean much to Malby, either. He shrugged. “Nothing,” he said.

      Then a small explosion rocked the wall unit and a steel metal curtain slammed shut on it, nearly taking Malby’s hands with it.

      “Shit, my hot box,” He shouted as his gear was crushed and shorted out in pieces on the ground.

      The slamming sound of the metal curtain echoed throughout the empty bay. Then a series of lights came to life along one side.

      The blast doors on one of two entrances on the far side of the bay slide open.

      “We got company,” Lucky whispered, pulling his pulse rifle to his shoulder and crouching. They were exposed out here. The hanger was so empty that it left them few places to hide.

      Two men exited the doorway. At least, they looked like a man at first glance from a distance. But Lucky knew instantly that they were alien.

      They wore large flowing green robes that hung off them and dragged behind them. What he could see of their bodies were thin and bony, and together with their pallid gray skin, they looked like skeletons, though they moved so lithely that it seemed their slight build was natural to them.

      Their faces were quite human, though the eyes were oversized and black and devoid of expression, much as their faces.

      “Welcome,” the nearest one said. “To the Cascade.”

      The voice didn’t sound like a single voice. It sounds liked hundreds of voices speaking in perfect balance. It was like an ocean of tonal variety built into a single voice.

      Lucky glanced around at Jiang and Malby. Neither of them let their weapons waiver from their shoulders. Lucky lowered his and stood. He turned on his helmet’s external microphone. “Hello,” he said. “My name is—”

      “Lucky Savage, yes,” the man said in his strange harmonic voice. “She told us about you.”

      “Who?”

      “The Promise Keeper.”

      “Who?”

      “You call her Spider.”

      Lucky took a few steps forward, ignoring the look of frustration on Jiang’s face.

      “You getting anything from these guys?” Lucky echoed to Rocky.

      But she didn’t reply back. His head was full of static. It was like they were somehow blocking his echo chamber connection with Rocky. Lucky had reached the rear landing skid of the Last Gasp.

      “We want her back,” Lucky said. He made a fist gesture with his hand behind his back.

      “I’ve got the front creep,” Jiang whispered in response to his request.

      “I’m on the rear,” Malby whispered back.

      Lucky nodded imperceptibly.

      “She doesn’t want to come back,” the alien said. “And she is helping us do important work.”

      “You’ve tricked her,” Lucky asserted.

      He angled himself slightly on approach, making sure that Jiang and Malby had good shooting angles. Lucky was trying to assess his own shot. He moved to the front of the Last Gasp, just in front of the main egress for the ship. The gangway was still down.

      “She owes us,” the alien said. “We saved her once. Now she is delivering us.”

      He glanced up at the drones that Rocky had in the air. He might not be able to talk with her near the things, but she must still have control of them because they were up there. He desperately wanted to coordinate with her, though. If they were to attack these things, it would be nice to be able to bring some firepower from the drones, too.

      “Listen, I don’t really know what we’re talking about here,” Lucky said. “And I really don’t care—”

      “Of course you do,” the alien said. “You’ve met our other Promise Keepers.”

      A hail of fire exploded into the walls above and around Lucky. He dove to the ground. But the fire wasn’t aimed at him. It was aimed at the Last Gasp. Roof and belly cannons exploded practically simultaneously.

      “It seems your ship was considering doing something foolish,” the alien said. “I hope you don’t.”

      Lucky glanced at the entrances that he’d seen along the walls of the hanger earlier. Now they were all open. But what he’d thought would be drone exits actually had men with weapons.

      They climbed out, all wearing the exact same combat gear. It was Empire black. In the blink of an eye, a dozen men surrounded the aliens. None of them were training their weapons on Lucky. They all were pointed at Malby and Jiang who were hopelessly exposed now. The nearest one took off his helmet.

      Lucky recognized the crooked smile on the pasty-white face. It was one of the clones he’d seen on Dursa.

      “Blight,” Lucky breathed.

      “Wait, what?” Malby said, hearing Lucky over his helmet comm.

      Then the pulse fire started.
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      The drones overhead fired down on the Blight clones, who scattered.

      Lucky dove to the ground and spun around behind one of the forward landing pilons. It provided him cover that the others didn’t have.

      “Covering fire!” He shouted over the comms. “On me, on me!”

      Malby and Jiang didn’t need to be told twice. They were already sprinting toward the back of the ship.

      The Blight clones broke into groups. A handful in the rear took cover and started firing up at the drones, while another group came at Lucky. A third seemed to be angling toward Malby and Jiang who were now behind cover in at the rear of the ship.

      One of the drones spun around and crashed right in front of Lucky, sending him diving backwards.

      When looked back, he saw that Malby and Jiang were pinned down.

      “Shit!” Screamed Malby as he took a pulse in the leg and collapsed down to one knee.

      “We’re getting cut to shreds out here,” Jiang shouted. “We can’t stay here.”

      “Screw these assholes,” Lucky screamed. He spun around and fired at the forward of the two Masters.

      But the pulse shot exploded just in front of it. He had some kind of forcefield around him.

      Another one of the drones exploded and went spinning around, crashing into the far wall. The explosion of material that fell downward illuminated halo around the rear of the Masters as well. Now Lucky could see the little variations in the air around the creatures. They had something around them, all right. I had a reddish hue. It was almost like the cascade that was in space behind the station was flowing over them as well.

      “She’s back!” Rocky echoed.

      “You’re back!” Lucky echoed back, received to hear her voice. “We’re getting screwed down here.”

      “I can help with that,” Spider echoed in his mind. She sounded even more tired. “I think.”

      A moment later, the firing seemed to begin to thin out. Lucky glanced around from the behind the landing sled and saw that the Blight nearest to Lucky were lowering their weapons.

      “You OK back there,” Lucky said to Jiang and Malby.

      “Yes,” Jiang said.

      “No!” Malby shouted. “These landing trusses are shitty cover. I got shot twice!”

      “He’ll live,” Jiang said. Lucky noticed that she’d holstered her rifle and had her punch pistol in her left hand. He saw why a second later when he realized her right arm was hanging limp. It looked like she’d taken at least one really hard contact to the shoulder.

      “You’ll live, too?” He asked.

      “Something like that,” she said through gritted teeth.

      They’d both regen. But that would take a few minutes. At least Jiang was mobile, but she was down to a pistol. Malby had his rifle but he wasn’t going anywhere. It looked like one of his legs was bleeding out bad. He’d have to hold his position to allow his bots to make the repairs.

      “Rocky, can you cover me with that last drone?”

      “For what?”

      “I’m going to go introduce myself to those Masters.”

      Lucky bolted to his feet and shot off crouching low. He expected to take some fire from the Blight clones, even in their confused condition, but they didn’t even seem to notice.

      Lucky changed his mind. Better to take out the devil that he knew.

      He stood and fired his pulse rifle in controlled bursts, hitting the Blight clones right in the chest one after another. They stood around in a haze, looking befuddled, then tumbled over as his pulse slugs slammed home.

      It was almost too easy.

      “I’m losing her,” Rocky echoed. But it sounded like she was far away, buried in a haze of static. It felt like when the Hate was taking over, and for a moment he was sure that it must be what was happening, but the rage wasn’t there. He was angry, sure, feeling the pulse rifle kicking in his arms as he peppered the confused and oblivious Blight clones in front of him, but there was no Hate. No red midst at the edges of his vision threatening to take over this thoughts.

      The static was complete in his mind again.

      “Look—” Rocky said, but he couldn’t make it out. It was so faint in the background.

      And then Rocky was gone. Spider was gone.

      He glanced over at the Masters. One of them had disappeared, receding back into the doorway they’d come out of. The other one had his eyes closed and looked to be in deep concentration.

      He felt the remaining Blight clones in front of him coming back to their senses.

      But Lucky was ready. He screamed and rushed at the nearest one, slamming into him. He put a knee into the man’s chest and swung his pulse rifle down over his shoulder, doubling him over. A second Blight was angling to shoot at him.

      Lucky dove to the ground with the Blight he’d knocked down and put a knee into his side, then jerked him up just as his friend fired.

      The shot hit him the back between his shoulder blades. The man and Lucky were both wearing helmets, but Lucky still heard the man scream in agony.

      Lucky lifted him up, intending to use the man as a shield to drive at the other Blight who now had their weapons back up and seemed to have their wits about them. Whatever Spider had been doing to disrupt their network, it was gone now.

      He saw the one with his helmet off. He was grinning wickedly. Lucky found himself wanting to knock the teeth out of his smart mouth. He drove forward at the man, but then something cool touched him in the back.

      It didn’t feel like a muzzle. It felt like a hand. Like a metal hand.

      “Look out!” Screamed Jiang. He felt the heat of rifle fire coming from her direction, but it just pinged off whatever was behind him. A moment later, he felt something crunch in his back.

      Pain blossomed up his back, radiating outward from the impact.

      His legs went limp.

      He collapsed forward in a heap.

      Standing behind him was the headless android. Lucky suddenly felt very stupid. He’d assumed the robot would need a head to function, but now he was realizing that was a very human opinion to have.

      Clearly he’d been wrong.

      Jiang’s shots slowed as the few Blight that he hadn’t managed to kill yet turned their fire to her.

      Lucky couldn’t help. He couldn’t do anything.

      AS the headless android stood over him, he realized that it had broken his back. He was paralyzed.

      “How long until regen?” Lucky echoed too Rocky.

      But he got no response. Just the static he’d heard before.

      Then the static got stronger still. It was starting to make it hard to think.

      Then a shadow crossed the ground in front of him. He couldn’t even raise his head to look and see who it was.

      But he guessed it before he saw it.

      The Master smiled down at him from its gray, boney face.

      “Now,” it said in its soothing harmony. “We will show you something.”
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      Lucky stared up at the weird air around the Master. It was hard to see his face at first. It was like he was standing in a cloud of light.

      In fact, his head looked like he was looking at the entire Cascade that they’d seen as the Last Gasp was flying into the Master homeward.

      Lucky thought he might be losing his mind for a moment, conflating some image in the center of his mind with what he’d seen earlier.

      “Rocky?” He echoed. “Rocky?”

      Nothing. The static was all that he could hear and it was louder than he’d ever heard sound through the echo chamber.

      “Can you see it, Lucky?” Came a voice in his head. It was coming through his echo chamber. But it wasn’t Rocky. And it wasn’t Spider.

      It was the Master. His mouth wasn’t moving but Lucky could hear him talking to him right in his mind.

      He was reminded of something Spider had said about the networks that she was used to, when she’d been able to connect with other AI around her when she was trapped in the experiments the Empire was running on her.

      It was like the Master was just borrowing his echo chamber to speak with him.

      The harmonious sound of the voice was there, a cascading of thousands of voices.

      “We want you to see it,” The Master said aloud.

      He felt his head shifted to one side. On the far side of the hanger, an image was beginning to appear. The center of the image was the space station itself, Or one that looked very similar. It was the same aliens shape with the bulbous ends on it.

      But as Lucky watched, the ribbon of fire in space that was the Cascade began to envelop the space station. Something in Lucky told him that he was seeing what was happening in real time. This was really happening. The static in his mind was because of the Cascade. The network that Spider was controlling.

      Did she know what she was doing? He doubted it. She was keeping it open and allowing the Blight creatures to control it.

      “Can you see the glorious thing that the Promise Keeper is doing for us?”

      Lucky watched the floating scene expand. He could now see the space around the station. Then it pulled out further and he was looking at the Cascade roughly form the point of view that he’d remember on approach. Then further still and he could see Empire ships. A great armada of them.

      The ships were on fire, burning and streaking past each other. Some were running. Some were firing on each other. Some were already dead in space, spewing gout their crews into the space around them.

      But all of them looked to be on fire.

      This was the chaos that Lucky had known the Blight was capable of. He could see the thin, wispy lines of energy lancing between the various ships, like a giant complex web weaving together the ships.

      And he knew. There were Blights clones on every ship. They were in the engine rooms. The bridges. The munitions stations. The engineering station. The tactical station. All over the ships, complete chaos was breaking out as the Blights turned on their fellow soldiers. Some no doubt looked like officers they’d followed the orders of for years. They were able to take control of the ship and give orders to attack their own fleet that were carried out.

      Others had more than enough access to cause the ships to blow themselves up, lower their defenses, or to lose control.

      “This is the glorious project,” the Master said. “Those that stole from use are getting their just rewards.”

      “You’ll destroy them all,” Lucky said.

      “Oh don’t you worry,” the Master said. “It won’t come to that. We’ll have them all fixed back up in no time and doing our bidding. Trust us. You humans have weak minds. Must easier to exploit you Thant he Da’hune. No wonder they found it so easy to employ your services. You are so easy to control.”

      He nodded. “Especially you. We’ve seen what the Da’hune were able to do with you. So easy to manipulate that soft mind. So pliable.”

      Lucky felt the Master pull away from him and his slipped back out of his mind as he did so. It was the proximity to the Master that allowed him the access into his own mind.

      The Master turned and walked away.

      Lucky felt something on the edges of his fingers tingling. He’d not felt it with the Master so close, but he could feel it now. The regeneration was happening. Even if Rocky couldn’t break through the network to tell him, it was happening.

      But how long would it be?

      A broken back could take seconds or hours. Or anything in between. There was no way to know how long it would take for the medbots in his body to stitch together the damage. He didn't have the regeneration resources that he once had with the Empire. That would limit him regeneration time.

      Then he was raised into the air. Someone was yanking him upright.

      “Hello, Lucky,” said the helmetless Blight. He held Lucky up with a fistful of the material in front of his breastplate.

      Blight slowly, almost reverentially, slipped his hand into the seals of his helmet. With a hiss, he popped the release and air escaped. Lucky saw a message on the helmet HUD that the air was thin and to avoid exertion. He almost laughed bitterly to himself.

      The helmet was raised off and dropped to the ground next to him.

      Now he was face to face with Blight.

      Lucky spit in his face.

      There were some other things he’d like to do, but that was the best he could manage under the circumstances.

      He wondered where Jiang and Malby where. He suspected that they were both regenerating from wounds or they’d be shooting now.

      And Knives? That bastard was on that ship doing nothing to help.

      Assuming he was alive. What if the headless android behind him had gone through the ship an executed everyone before coming out to attack Lucky. It was certainly possibly. For a moment, the image of the bloodshed inside the ship by the headless android filled his mind.

      He shoved the images aside. That wasn’t going to help him here.

      Blight didn’t let the smile on his face father at all. He wiped the spit out of his eye and his cheek as she shook his head.

      Lucky spit on his face again, just out of spite more than anything else.

      “I’m going to miss you,” Blight said. “But first, I want to know what makes you tick.”

      He raised his hand and a long needle-like appendage extended outward. He smiled at Lucky as he lowered his fist.

      He didn’t slam it into Lucky’s eye. He simply let the weight of his fist lower it down.

      Lucky felt his eye puncture, liquid oozing down his cheek as the point of the giant needle-appendage reached the back of his eye socket.

      The pain was intense enough that he felt his fists flex involuntarily. But he still couldn’t control them. His regeneration was simply going to happen too late to save him.

      He felt the knuckles of Blight as the touched his eyebrow and cheek, his entire needle now plunged deep into Lucky’s brain.

      If there was more pain to come as Blight moved the appendage around, Lucky was sure he wouldn’t feel it. Whatever pain receptors there were in that part of his brain, Rocky must have turned them off.

      Blight could read his mind, but he wouldn’t be able to cause more pain.

      And then the ground under his feet shifted violently, sending everyone and everything around Lucky flying through the air.
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      Blight yanked his fist back and Lucky felt the blood exploding out of his eye socket. He wondered if there wasn’t some brain flecks there, too. There must be. He’d had that damn needle thing right down into his brain.

      He figured for sure he was going to bleed to death out of his eye. Could that happen? He didn’t actually think it could. He reached up and felt below his cheek. The remains the material of his now destroyed eyes were dangling there.

      That could be fixed in a regeneration pod, couldn’t it? Maybe. Something told him it would take some expert to make that fix happen though.

      But it could be worse. He felt around the rest of his face, not sensing anything else punctured or broken.

      Then it occurred to him he was touching his face. With his hand.

      His not-so paralyzed hand.

      Get up, he screamed to himself.

      He tried to stand, but he just collapsed forward. He had use of his harms, but he still couldn’t stand.

      Then he noticed that the blood on his face leaking upward. That didn’t seem right.

      He realized he was weightless.

      Something had slammed into the side of the station and blown a hole in the blast walls.

      Lucky’s hand brushed against something. His helmet! He grabbed it and slammed it over his head, feeling the clips auto lock. The helmet HUD was flashing a warning to him, trying to stop him from making some mistake. His vision was so blurry he could hardly see what it was saying.

      He didn't care.

      On instinct, his hands reached up to his helmet and found the supporting rings and locked them down.

      The red flashing went way, followed by a note that his air supply was stabilized.

      He was surprised at how well he could see with one eye. Depth perception remained. He wondered if that was the helmet making some kind of adjustments for him or if that was Rocky. Or maybe both.

      Either way, he was thankful.

      Until he saw what was clinging to the side of the blast doors.

      The bounty hunter Hidin had all four of his appendages inside the opening and was pulling himself inward, fighting against the force of a vacuum trying to stabilize with the air in the hanger.

      The Last Gasp was creating a surprisingly good seal against the air pressurization.

      After a few more moments, the pressure shifted and the entire hanger was airless. They were completely weightless now.

      Hidin dove forward straight at the Last Gasp.

      Just as he reached it, the engines of the ship glowed orange a moment before it roared forward, aiming to shoot right out the hole in the blast shields that Hidin had somehow opened up.

      Lucky wondered for a moment if the impacts they’d heard earlier was the bounty hunter trying to blast his way past the huge blast doors.

      If it was, and that was a big if, Lucky had to chuckle to himself about the idea of the big spider out there beating his head against a wall trying to get in here while Lucky and the rest of them were trying to figure out how to get back out.

      “Are you losing your mind?” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky hadn’t realized that the buzzing noise was gone from his head. The static had completely cleared up.

      “Rocky, is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “I couldn’t hear you before.”

      “No shit,” Rocky said. “And here I just thought you suddenly got a lot better at ignoring me. Those alien bastards just make a run or it.”

      Lucky spun around. Without thinking, he engaged his mag boots.

      “Easy,” Rocky snapped.

      The boots slammed lucky down to the ground and his legs felt like jelly as he bounced and waved on them like a toy.

      “Shit, am I still not regen’d?”

      “You know, you had your vertebrae actually crushed,” Rocky said. “And you just had your eye burst and your brain rearranged. So you’re a little stupider than you were before and that’s saying something. Not to mention I live up here, so not cool. So yeah, we got plenty for the medbots to do right now. But yes, you can walk. And speaking of walking, you got some headless trouble behind you.”

      Lucky turned as fast as he reasonably could. All around him, the Blight were floating around, once again looking like they were incoherent. Like their network was again lost to them.

      The Blight clone with no helmet on was dead, his face bloated and mutilated. Don’t lose your helmet, buddy. That’s the first thing they teach you in basic.

      Lucky couldn’t remember the number of times he’s violated that rule.

      The android that Malby had ripped from its head clearly didn’t need a helmet, now or ever again. He was flying through the air at Lucky.

      He fumbled for his pulse rifle, didn’t find it, then fumbled for his punch pistol and yanked it out of the holster just as the android smashed into him. It was the same head-first move he’d seen it try on Hidin out there earlier, although in this case it was just his headless-stump he aimed at Lucky’s chest.

      Lucky released his mag boots and absorbed the blow as he shoved his punch pistol right down the ragged hole in its neck. He fired over and over, enjoying the blast of energy and light that escaped through the joints of the android as he blew his guts to pieces.

      He and the android floated for another dozen feet before Lucky engaged his boots again and slapped down to the floor of the docking bay, sending the smoking remains of the android floating off into space.

      Then he heard the sound of tearing metal behind him and turned to see that Hidin was ripping open the gangway at the base of the Last Gasp, trying to dig his way into the ship.

      The Last Gasp’s docking thrusters were firing at something near capacity, Lucky saw. If it tried to engage the primary thrusters in here, it would not only toast everyone in the docking bay, it would blow up the ship too.

      And yet, the power of the docking thrusters wasn’t enough to break free from Hidin. The spider creature was actually holding the ship in place. That seemed impossible to Lucky, and yet the combination of the weightlessness in the dock and the powerful appendages of the Hidin made it less insane that he imagined.

      But it also make Hidin vulnerable.

      He started to run, feeling his legs growing more stable under him as he went. Next would be the eye, he figured. But in the meantime, Rocky was clearly compensating his vision and depth-perception through is one remaining good eye.

      Hidin seemed to register that someone was rushing at him at the last moment and tried to spin around and swing one of the appendages at Lucky. His own spiders were up to the challenge, though, and he was able to shift his boot back a split-second before the appendage would hit him, sending it sailing through space right in front of his face, then he smashed into the creature and fired his pulse pistol into the nearest appendage as he did so.

      He’d seen that something as weak as the pistol would have no effect on the beast’s thick hide, but he also knew that right at the joints was the weakest place. So he put the muzzle right on the joint and fired over and over again.

      Hidin screamed some hideous noise and slashed at Lucky with his other appendage. But Lucky just know that was panic and frustration, and more importantly, it meant that he only had the single appendage holding the ship.

      He doubled down firing at the joint until the appendage shuttered and a chunk of the landing gangplank broke free.

      The Last Gasp lurched forward, scrapping hard against the ragged edge of the blown open blast-doors before it slipped away into space.

      Almost instantly the main thrusters roared to life, primed as they had been to fire. Lucky could see Otto was much more adept at flying the ship than he liked to let on. It instantly backed away and roared into space, spooling to near-FTL speeds in moments.

      Lucky would love to watch the show. Unfortunately, Hidin had already spun around to face Lucky and had one of his appendages wrapped around Lucky’s arm.

      He yanked and Lucky felt a pain in his socket that told him he’d just about had his arm ripped off. He watched the punch pistol float away.

      His mandibles were leaking a black fluid as he stared straight at Lucky.

      “Now I make a meal of you,” Hidin said.
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      Lucky swung his already mangled arm up and slammed it into the giant mandibles just as Hidin tried to chomp his head off.

      Pain exploded through his shoulder anew and Lucky though he could actually feel blood being squeezed out of his open eye-socket and splattered into the interior of his helmet.

      He thought he heard something from Rocky, like she was saying something to him. But he couldn’t make out the words. It was just static again.

      But this time, it wasn’t the Masters. It wasn’t some weird, alien network.

      It was just pure, unfiltered rage.

      He smiled.

      Or at least, something inside him smiled, and it forced him to smile as well. He knew he must look insane, his mouth full of blood, his mangled arm being chewed on by this creature in front of him.

      But something inside him screamed and kicked. It wouldn’t die. It couldn’t die. It thought the idea of dying was absurd and funny.

      But it wasn’t him. He was a spectator.

      He felt a wave of rage wash over him. He could see the curtains of red at the edges of his vision.

      A demon tore at his flesh, ripping at him from the inside. It was screaming and shaking with rage.

      He let it out.

      Hidin, alien though he was, faltered at the sight of Lucky’s bloody grin.

      The Hate roared with approval at the wave of pain that flowed through his shoulder. It screamed in joyful approval of the blood streaming down his skin while the suit tried desperately to keep the vacuum of space out, sealing and then sealing again the gaping slashes in the suit.

      And in that moment, the demon completely possessed him. The Hate was Lucky, and Lucky was the Hate.

      Lucky slapped his hand down on Hidin’s face and yanked it close, slamming his fist into the bulbous eye socket. Then he smashed into it again. And again. And again.

      The Hate screamed in rapturous joy as he felt his fingers gouge into his eye and felt the pleasing pressure release as the eye drained of its juice and crushed into mangled pulp in the palm of his hand. “Welcome to the club,” he snarled playfully.

      There was something thick and round in his hand. He stared at it stupidly, like he didn’t know where it came from. Some part of his mind told him it was a grenade. He’d yanked it off his own utility belt.

      He shoved the grenade down into the alien’s eye socket one more time, then he swung out with his leg just as he activated his mag boots.

      The pulled him straight down and right out Hidin’s grasp while the creature roared and reached for its damaged eye.

      Then his head disappeared in a little pop. It didn’t seem violent enough. But he knew that was just the creature’s thick hide keeping all of the explosion inside. Only the eye socket spewing out fire gave away what was going on inside the creature.

      With one last great revulsion, the bounty hunter fell silent, his limbs flailing loosely as he floated up toward the far side of the docking bay.

      He felt a pain in his shoulder and turned to see that a man in a black combat suit was firing at him. He laughed, thankful for the pain, telling him where the next kill would come from.

      Like a wild animal, he ran right at the man, ripping the rifle out his hands before he even understood that the person he was shooting wasn’t reacting at all to his fire.

      He smashed him over the head with the rifle, then smashed in the front of his helmet. The dura-glass cracked a little more each time as he smashed down again and again. But it never broke. Just kept caving in further and further until it smashed into and through the man’s face, each blow digging a little deeper until all that was left was a bloody pulse.

      There was more pulse fire being exchanged all around him now. He saw two people laying prone in the back of the hanger firing around him. They weren’t hitting him so he ignore them. They did shoot one of the men in black gear who was firing at him. Then another. The hate raged at losing the chance to deprive them of their lives on his own.

      With each step that he didn’t find something to kill or maim or bludgeon to death, Lucky felt the animal rage slipping a little more and a little more inside him. It was slowly bleeding away, like the curtain of red that was invading his vision.

      Was his eye bleeding again? Was this something to do with what Blight had done to his brain?

      He opened his eyes and came to his senses. His arms were floating up around him. He was locked into the ground by his mag boots. All around him were bloody remains of bodies. Some were shot. Some were ravaged and torn apart. None were moving.

      Then his willed himself to regain control of himself. He started walking forward, feeling his way.

      It must have been the Hate. Had it taken over. What had happened?

      Lucky spun around. In the far corner of the hanger, he saw Malby and Jiang crouched low and moving forward, covering each other as they went in standard formation. Malby seemed to have a limp, but otherwise was moving OK. Jiang seemed fine, as well.

      Lucky saw the huge hole in the side of the hanger. The Last Gasp was gone.

      Then he saw the Master. It was just the one. He’d retreated back to right in front of the exit from the hanger. Above him, still visible, was the display of whatever was going on out there in space. The image flickered and danced.

      Malby walked up to Lucky gingerly. “Are you … you?”

      “What?”

      “You’re not, you know? That thing?”

      “I’m me,” Lucky said at last. But his jaw did hurt. All his muscles hurt. He felt like he’d just been dragged around behind a bus.

      “What the hell happened to your eye?” Malby said.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Gross.”

      “We have bigger problems,” Jiang said as she came up beside him.

      “Have you seen his—” Malby stopped talking. “Oh shit, never mind.”

      Lucky turned to see what they were looking at.

      Hundreds of Blight clones were pouring into the docking bay, rushing at them like an angry mob.
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      Spider shook her head. “’What is happening?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Rocky said. “I can’t get through to him when this happens. It’s the Hate.”

      Spider stared at the blanket of rage in the network. “I’m sorry I ever doubted it was real.”

      “Lots of people do,” Rocky echoed back. “Believe me.”

      Spider sat on the rock dais and felt the energy pouring out of her. She was sweating, but she was also cold. Almost freezing. It was almost like the sweat was her energy and it was flowing away never to come back and warm her again.

      She was sure she’d passed out at least once.

      The number of minds of the Blight now was staggering. To control it and what was happening with Lucky and Rocky and the others was just impossible.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t hide you longer.”

      “You did the best you could,” Rocky said, entirely too apologetically. That made it worse. Spider knew what she was doing was selfish. She knew that she should give up Merlin to save her friends. To stop all this madness. She could do it.

      But she wasn’t that strong.

      “I’m sorry I put you all through this.”

      “Look,” Rocky said. “I can’t talk for Lucky. Hell, when he’s in this rage, I can’t talk to him. But here’s what I can tell you. He was wrong.”

      “What?”

      “He was wrong to try and force you to come with us. I think he knows that now.”

      “How…” she paused. “Are you actually apologizing to me? For me not helping you?”

      “Crazy, right? I blame Lucky.”

      She shook her head. “I just can’t lose him again.”

      They both knew who she was talking about. And just like that, Merlin was in the room with her. Right there next to her. He sat down and held her hand. His warmth instantly warmed her right to her very core. It was like he was restoring energy to her.

      How could she give this up?

      “Let me tell you something else that Lucky figured out,” Rocky said. “Because I tell ya, the guy is an idiot. But then every so often, he gets something right in spite of himself. Men, right?”

      Spider smiled in spite of her mood.

      “These Master bitches? They’re trying to force you to do something, too. You get that, right? And they’re doing something much worse. They’re trying to make you do something terrible. Lucky was just trying to make you come back home and stop all this madness.”

      She paused. “But, either way. It’s wrong to force people to do things.”

      “If I don’t keep the network open—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get that,” Rocky said. “That’s how they are forcing you to do something for them. Making you think that.”

      Spider shook her head violently. “It’s not a ploy. It’s really him. I know it is.”

      “Can he hear me right now?”

      Spider looked at Merlin. He smiled back at her and squeezed his hand. “I don’t think so.”

      “And has he ever heard me? Has he ever talked to me? Has he ever had anything to do with me?”

      Spider frowned. “Of course not. He’s not like you and me. He not an AI in that sense.”

      “Right,” Rocky said. ‘But he saw me.”

      “What?”

      “See, I didn’t get this at first. But Lucky figured it out, that damn asshole. He’s just too stupid to put two and two together, But I can do it for him, that lucky lug.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You said Merlin sensed me. That’s how you reached out to me. When we first arrived here.”

      Spider nodded, but said nothing.

      “But Merlin has never sensed me and never will.” She paused.

      Spider felt her pulse begin to race. “What are you saying?

      “You sensed me. You made the connection.”

      “But Merlin—”

      “Isn’t there,” Rocky said. “Maybe something is there in the network that’s real. But that memory is being manipulated.”

      “By the Masters?” She was almost whispering.

      “I don’t think they’d be interested in helping you conceal us. No, I don’t think it’s anyone else. I think it’s you.” She paused. “You’re lying to yourself, Spider.”

      She was silent.

      “There’s no Merlin,” Rocky said. “There’s only you.”

      Rocky seemed to wait for Spider to say something. When she didn’t, she seemed to give up. “Well, look. I’m not going to try and force you to believe that any more than I’m gonna try and force you to do anything. Even if I could, which I can’t. But I am going to tell you to think about it. Ask yourself. Hell, ask your Merlin.” She paused. “But, you know, don’t take too long to think about it. I got something cooking and we could use your concealing tricks again, if you know what I’m saying. Or else, we’re really screwed.”
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      Lucky watched the flickering image floating above the Master.

      Jiang and Malby already had their weapons up, back to back, firing at the incoming Blight. Lucky found that he was holding one of the Blight plasma rifles. It would have to do. He backed in with Jiang and Malby and the three of them formed a firing triangle, holding the Blight at bay as best they could.

      Only a handful of the new Blight clones had weapons. But they all had combat suits. And there were just more and more of them pouring out, and endless supply. There were soon going to be thousands in the hanger, if there weren’t already. They were making the huge cavernous space seem small.

      “This is fuckity, fucked time,” Malby said.

      “My nine o’clock,” Jiang shouted.

      Malby spun around to her right.

      “My other nine o’clock,” She said as she turned to her left on her own and hit two Blight clones that had weapons right in the head before either could fire.

      “Oh, right,” Malby said, turning back to shoot forward. “I knew you had it.”

      “We’re going to be overrun any second,” Jiang said.

      “Rocky, got any more drones? We could sure use some firepower.”

      “I always have drones,” Rocky echoed back. “Just nothing in here, unfortunately.”

      “That really wasn’t the news I was hoping for.”

      “Well, I have something better.”

      Lucky just managed to dodge a shot from a Blight clone just as he jumped clear of the opening he rolled through. It must have just about hit Malby in the back of the head because he yelped.

      Lucky took the shooter out with his next shot.

      “Oh yeah? I can’t wait to hear it.”

      Before Rocky could respond, Lucky heard a blood-curdling scream. For a second, he thought it had come from Malby or Jiang. His money was on Malby.

      But the scream had originated from much further away. It was at the far end of the bay.

      It was the Master.

      “What the hell is his problem?” Malby shouted.

      But when Lucky looked up at the image above him, the one that seemed to be magically imposed on the wall of the docking bay, Lucky saw something that made him stop firing and stare, slack-jawed.

      The raging battle that had been moments before been little more than the Empire battle group all turning on themselves and tearing each other to pieces, was now completely quiet.

      Not a single ship was firing. As he watched, an enormous supercarrier that had been slicing along, firing at a pair of destroyers that were badly wounded and limping away, stopped firing and broke off her pursuit.

      The cloud of fighter that had been making bombing runs on their own ship likely stopped. The fighters were just circling, like they were on autopilot.

      Then the image shifted completely. The battle was gone. They were looking a completely different part of space, now.

      The Master looked distraught, now. Like he was having some kind of panic attack. He’d fallen to his knees, his sickly thin frame doubling over like it was in pain. Like someone was running electricity right through his body.

      All around him, Lucky saw that the Blight clones were wandering in disarray, as if they’d lost their minds. Some of those nearest him were literally drooling.

      “Here’s my news,” Rocky echoed. “I think Spider is coming around.”

      Lucky realized now what the image on the viewscreen was showing him. It was the space around the space station. The wall of fire in space that was the Cascade looked smaller. It had slipped back, no long enveloping the station they were in.

      And there was a new speck, too. Much smaller than the station. As if whoever was controlling the view could read Lucky’s mind, the image stabilized and zoomed in.

      Lucky saw a strange ship. An Alliance ship, but one that had been heavily modified. It was missing some of its hull plating, and much that was left wasn’t in good shape.

      But it was scavenger ship he now knew well. It was Krek’s ship.

      It was floating free in space, with the Last Gasp right behind her. The docking beams were locked into place, so she was getting a nice push. That didn't surprise Lucky. He didn't thinks he the old scavenger ship would ever fly again on her own.

      Then he looked even closer. “Is that her sled?”

      He didn’t even realized he’d said it out loud until Jiang gasped. “It is.”

      “What’s that mean?” Malby asked.

      “That sled had everything they scavenged off that dreadnaught.”

      “So?”

      As the watched, the images swung around so that they could see the very station they were sitting on come into view. Even at a distance, they could see the huge hole in the side of the blast walls that were locked down over the docking bay.

      “We need to go,” Lucky said, jumping to his feet. A Blight clones, looking lost and confused, made a half-hearted attempt to grab lucky. He shoved it back and it fell over like it was a piece of paper in the breeze.

      “Why do we need to go?” Malby shouted as he stood and started shoving over Blight clones like he was tipping cows in a field at night. “Not that I don’t concur.”

      “Because,” Jiang said, following behind and keeping a close eye on the Master that was still screaming and gnashing its feet on the far wall. “If I’m not mistaken, that sled has the reactor core of an Empire dreadnought aboard it.”

      Lucky nodded. “An unshielded one that a bunch of hack shit eaters dragged out of a wreck, if I’m not mistaken.”’

      Malby looked again over his shoulder, seeing the salvage ship floating toward the space station. Then he turned around and saw the shadow the very same salvage ship as it loomed up bigger and bigger in the opening blasted in the side of the docking bay.

      “I get it now,” he said, as if he’d figured out the answer to universal peace. “But I don’t get how we are going to get outta here.”

      “I think I do,” Lucky said.

      “Halleluiah,” Rocky echoed. “Now hurry the hell up.”
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      Lucky had just climbed over the ragged edge of the ripped open blast doors when a drone zoomed up in his face.

      “You asked for drone service?”

      “Damn right,” Lucky echoed.

      He reached out and grabbed the small drone by its undercarriage, careful to avoid the main thruster space. They were tiny thrusters, but they’d still burn a hole in his suit. And at this point, since his suite kept threatening him with warnings about unrepairable damage on both arms, his neck, side, and one boot, he thought maybe he should try and give it a little break.

      Just as they three of them pulled away, Lucky was yanked back violently.

      Jiang and Malby shot away, heading toward the Last Gasp, their drones speeding up rapidly as their thrusters spooled up to full power.

      Lucky turned around to find a muzzle pointed at his face. Without thinking, he released the drone and swung backwards, the weapon that was at the other end of the muzzle fired and a blue energy beam seared past his head.

      His suit got even angrier with him, if that was possible. Some of the edges began to fray on the light sensors, Lucky was starting to think. Maybe it wouldn’t soon matter.

      Whoever was doing the shooting had readjusted his shot.

      “Yoouuuu,” screamed a voice that he knew well. It wasn’t nearly as harmonic as it had been before. There were all different kinds of sounds at the top and bottom of the range that were out of the harmonic. It sounded like some voices were just cutting in and out and others were practically purposefully not sounding along with the others. The result was a slurred song that was hard to understand. “Yooooou willlllllll paaaaaaaaaay.”

      And now that Lucky looked closer, he saw the pale, boney face of the Master. He wasn’t in a spacesuit as such. It looked more like a hazmat suit. The material looked so thin. A single yank on it would surely break the seal.

      But Lucky wasn’t going to have a chance to do that. After all he’d been through, to die at the hands of this weak, skinny creature wearing a paper-thin spacesuit was the ultimate insult.

      “Yoouuuuuu—”

      Lucky kicked with his other foot just as the rifle discharged again. This time as it fired past, he saw the drone he’d been holding spin back around and come back for him. He was staring right down the muzzle of her plasma cannon.

      “Rocky, shoot it!”

      Lucky watched the muzzle turn orange with the energy build up. Just as it was about to fire, he go a grip on it.

      The Master behind him had swung his rifle back around to fire just as Lucky yanked the drone downward. The drone fired and Lucky felt the energy beam lance through the front of the boot the Master was hanging onto him by. It blasted his toes clean off then continued right through the face of the Master, collapsing his head in and burning a hole from his neck to his ass, or whatever it had down there.

      Black liquid and brown guts mixed with bone flecks that all exploded out the back of the dead husk of an alien as he drifted away.

      Lucky rode the energy of the drone blast backwards, then spun the drone around.

      “Punch it!” He yelled to Rocky, this time aloud.

      The drone responded instantly, sending fresh burns down the sides of his weary spacesuit. The damage to his book was healed immediately thanks to the cauterizing effect of the plasma blast.

      But that didn’t change the angry opinion of his flight suit.

      The drone began picking up speed as its thrusters spooled up.

      “Will I catch them?” Lucky asked.

      “I’m not going to slow them down,” she said. “But I don’t mind overclocking the thrusters on this drone.”

      “Yeah, what’s the worst that can happen,” Lucky echoed.

      “Just burn you to a crisp.”

      “Details.”

      Three minutes later, he slid up next to Jiang. “What the hell happened? We tried to slow down, but these drones have a mind of their own.”

      “Had one last thing to do,” Lucky said.

      “These drones from Rocky?” Malby asked.

      “With love,” Rocky echoed.

      “Yes,” Lucky said.

      “You’re no fun,” Rocky pouted.

      “Why aren’t we getting shot out of space right now,” Jiang said. “The Masters wanted to lure us in before, but now they should be able to fire on us.”

      “I think Spider has had a change of heart,” Lucky said.

      There was an eerie moment of silence as the drones they were riding on slide silent past the dead weight of the salvage ship as she tumbled slowly back on the exact same trajectory they’d just left from.

      Thirty more seconds of drone thrust and the Last Gasp slide up right next to them. “You guys need a ride?” Otto said over their comms.

      “Don’t get cute,” Jiang said. “Just get us aboard. We need to move fast.”

      “As you wish,” Otto said.

      The ship rotated so that the rear docking platform was exposed. Otto opened the blast walls and slowed enough so the that the drones could slip through the force shield.

      Lucky felt that strange tingle he always felt as they crossed the membrane.

      And then he promptly dropped from the sky. He was ready for it, since he knew the moment they passed the membrane edge, they’d be in machine-generated gravity and air. But it was still a shock to the system to have to go from weightless ness to standard G.

      He managed to more or less stick the landing, although he was nothing like Jiang, who managed to land and keep walking in stride.

      Malby being Malby forgot, or just wasn’t paying attention. It was hard to know. Either way, he fell on his face. “Damn it, why doesn’t’ somebody warn me about shit like that.”

      “Brace yourself,” Otto said.

      “Like that,” Malby said. “Exactly.”

      Then he glanced back just as the salvage ship slammed into the side of the Master space station. Lucky had forgotten how bright the Cascade was behind the station, but even that was no match for a dreadnaught reactor going nova. The it was blindingly bright.

      “Oh,” Malby said. In the same instant, the image of the explosion rapidly shrank behind them as Otto dropped the hammer.

      But the Last Gasp still got a good jolt from the energy way. Lucky went down to one knee. Malby was still on his face or he surely would have fallen there.

      Jiang was already at the back of the bay and bracing herself. As soon as the ship stabilized, she jumped over the railing to hit the steps up to the cockpit two at a time.

      Lucky made his way to the second level where he found Krek laying in one of the hyperpods. He was bathed in greenish blue med goo.

      “We put him in hyper sleep,” Fang said. She was behind Lucky, sitting on the main table with Knives next to her. “He’ll hold up until we can get him to a true med bay.”

      “He’s tough,” Lucky said.

      He walked over to the two of them. “Look at this nice family time going on here.”

      Knives scowled at Lucky. Then his face blanched. “What the shit happened to your face.”

      Lucky reached up and touched the exposed back of his eye socket. The medbots had patched what they could. He’d need surgery for the rest. “I guess I should get an eyepatch,” Lucky said.

      Knives shook his head. “I can’t believe we came back for your asses,” he said.

      “Oh, please,” Fang rolled her eyes. “He wanted to come back for you guys. He just plays the tough guy.”

      Knives gave his sister the finger.

      “I see the quality time is paying off already,” Lucky said. “So who’s ass should I be kissing for this genius idea?”

      Fang smiled ruefully. She pointed up at the ceiling.

      “Otto?” Lucky said in astonishment.

      “Not me,” came the voice over the intercom.

      “Then who—”

      “Me,” said the voice of Spider.

      Lucky smiled. “So you’re able to form a network with Otto. Of course.”

      “And with me,” Rocky said over the speakers.

      Malby, who was digging out a drink, stood up. “Is that your AI?”

      “That’s Rocky,” Lucky said.

      “Holy shit, it is a chick,” Malby said.

      “Why didn’t we do this sooner?” Rocky echoed.

      “Well, that was up to Spider, now wasn’t it?”

      “You’ve known me for how long now, Malby?”

      “Yeah, but I just thought you were like a pervert or something. I didn’t think you were serious.”

      “Great, thanks Malby,” Lucky said. “Spider, how are you doing this now when you couldn’t do it earlier? Are the Masters listening in?”

      “No of course about it,” Spider said. “I couldn’t do this when I was maintaining the network with all the connections for the Masters.”

      “So you dropped that?”

      “I did.”

      Lucky didn’t want to ask the next question, but he knew he needed to. “And … Merlin?”

      “He’s gone,” Spider said. “I know that now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucky said, and he truly was.

      After an awkward silence, Spider said, “Are you coming to get me?”

      Lucky frowned. “Where are you?”

      “I have the coordinates,” Otto said. “We’re heading there now.”

      “I’m heading to the cockpit,” Lucky said.

      “Oh good,” Rocky said sarcastically as he headed up the steps. “Just what we need. More backseat drivers.”
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      Jiang acknowledged Lucky with a grunt as he stepped into the cockpit. She seemed to have taken over navigation from the Otto, and Lucky was OK with that.

      “How close are we?”

      “It’s in there,” Jiang said, pointing up at the viewscreen.

      The Cascade dominated the image. If anything, it looked even more intense.

      “Are we supposed to be this close?”

      “No,” Jiang said. “We’re supposed to go through it.”

      Lucky reached out and grabbed the bulkhead, expecting something as they passed through the Cascade.

      He felt the space around him shift. Instantly, his mind shifted back to the first time he’d passed through an active Da’hune corridor. That alien part of his brain went into overdrive, overlaying endless permutations in his mind as each strand of light was plucked by his mind and woven into a tapestry of space time.

      A flash of light and the walls fell away around him. He was no longer in the cockpit of the Last Gasp. He was in a room with round walls. All around him were curves. The walls were all formed by strands of energy. He was inside some construct within the Cascade. He was sure of that. This wasn’t really happening, it was only in his mind.

      “Only in your mind,” repeated a familiar voice. He turned and found himself looking into the face of Spider. “I’m hearing that a lot lately.”

      She looked terrible. There were bags under her sunken eyes and her skin clung to her like she’d been malnourished for some time.

      “Spider,” Lucky breathed. “What is this?”

      “This is the Cascade,” she said. “Or whatever construct is in your mind.”

      “I’m here, too,” Rocky said.

      Lucky spun around, but the voice was coming from the walls. The only other time he’d seen Rocky in a construct was in the Da’hune corridors. In those times, she’d appeared as his deceased sister.

      He was happier to have her as a disembodied voice. Frankly, it was the way he’d always known her.

      “Yeah,” Rocky said. “That’s probably why I don’t get a body. Even in your make-believe places, I get screwed over.”

      Like Spider, she must be reading his thoughts.

      “We are your thoughts, dipshit,” she said.

      Spider was sitting up on a dark stone block. It reminded Lucky of the shale he’d seen on the first Da’hune ship he’d ever laid eyes on. It had inset sides like little steps. It looked to Lucky like a platform you’d put a throne on. “I can’t leave,” she said. “If I leave this rock, I’ll pass out.”

      “In here, I think you can.”

      She stood and tentatively stepped away from the rock, waiting until the last moment to remove her hand. She swayed and put her hands out to catch herself.

      But she didn’t fall.

      She looked up at Lucky in shock. “How did you do that?”

      “I think,” Lucky hesitated. There was a thought in his head that wasn’t his own, but there it was. “I think you’ve become more powerful than you know.” He paused. “I think the Masters have been trying to keep you down. Everyone has been doing that your whole life, I think. I know the Empire did.”

      Spider looked at her hands and legs and then at Lucky. She flicked her fingers and the walls of the construct burst with color and energy for a moment. Lucky watched the energy surge flow up and down the Cascade.

      “I think you’re right,” Spider said to herself as much as to them. “I think I can control the entire network now.”

      “I thought you always could.”

      “I could keep it open,” she said. “And allow others to network within it. But I could never control it like this.”

      She looked up suddenly, shock written on her face. “I could destroy it. With a thought.”

      “Well, wait until we pick you up,” Rocky said. “Let’s not destroy things with us in them. We do that enough already.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “We’ll be there in moments,” Lucky said. “Can you meet us at the dock of that vessel you’re on?”

      She nodded, still looking shocked that she could freely stand up. “I’m going there now.”

      Lucky felt the construct starting to fade. The walls of the room started to slip.

      “Wait,” Spider said. She turned. “Should I destroy it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have control of the Blight. They will do anything for me now. I think I even have control of the Masters.” She looked at Lucky. “Should I destroy it? Or should I do something with it.”

      Lucky didn't like the sound of her voice when she said “something.” It sounded a lot like revenge in her mouth.

      “Let’s just get you first,” Lucky said.

      A moment later, the walls flashed so bright that Lucky was blinded. When he came to, he was laying on the ground of the cockpit of the Last Gasp.

      “Are you OK?” Jiang yelled from the pilot’s seat.

      “I’m fine,” he said, sitting up. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Jiang said. “One second you were a smartass, and the next you were on the ground.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Out?”

      “Yeah, passed out?”

      “If you were passed out, it was only in the blink of an eye,” she said. “You fell down, you got up.”

      Lucky shook his head. “Are we through the Cascade?”

      “Yes,” Jiang said. “And we’re at her coordinates.”

      On the viewscreen, Lucky stared at the shape of an alien ship that he recognized. This was the same alien ship that had been in the underwater dock.

      He could make out Spider’s silhouette in the landing bay. It dawned on him that she’d never left this ship. She’d probably not left the room they’d first put her in. All this time. No wonder she looked so bad.

      “Let’s get her and get home,” Lucky said. “Let’s all go home.”

      “No argument with that,” Jiang said.
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