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Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The name “Karma” referred to a lot more than just a single large orbiting habitat, home to many of the galaxy’s famous Merc Pits. There were also 42 other orbiting stations and 112 deep space installations. Stations orbiting the planet were given a designation based on their orbital height. Low Karma orbit started at alpha, going through beta, gamma, delta and epsilon. As the more well-known Karma station was in a gamma orbit, and alone, its official designation was Karma Gamma 1, but few beyond space navigators knew this.  
 
    The lower orbits were home to only a few stations, though there were many undesignated satellites. Above Gamma, things became a little more crowded. Once you passed epsilon, you were in the outer system, and orbits were around the star, not the planet. There you could find various mining facilities, factories, research and development, as well as antiquated and poorly maintained defensive systems, many of which dated back to the Great Galactic War.  
 
    These facilities were owned by many different entities. Consortiums owned some. Private entities owned many. A couple were even owned by various guilds, which were the ones heavily defended or carefully shielded to avoid prying eyes.  
 
    One facility had sat empty for more than 5,000 years. Designated Upsilon 4, it swung around Karma’s star at the rate of one orbit every 309 years. Compared to Sol, it would be about where you’d find Saturn, or 1.3 billion kilometers when both of their orbits were at perigee.  
 
    During the long period of reconstruction following the Great War, it’d had a number of owners. They’d all tried to pry the facility’s secrets from it, and none had succeeded. Eventually, it fell to a series of owners who used it for deep space storage, and eventually to intermittent squatters. Eons passed. The owners, the Tek Consortium, listed it among their assets, the latest in a long series of speculators to regret the purchase. Eventually, Upsilon 4 became nothing more than a red line of data in a corporate journal.   
 
    Jim Cartwright got off the lift in the labyrinthian business district of Karma Station and consulted his tablet. He’d been looking for this particular office for 3 hours that morning, with no luck so far. “You’d think a place with a name like Tek Consortium would be easy to find,” he said as he scanned the names on the doors.  
 
    “We’re lost, Jim…<Proo>”  
 
    “I’m glad you’re amused,” he said to his companion, Splunk. The little Fae, no bigger than a large Earth cat, rode his shoulder in her usual place. Her dark brown fur stuck out in the relatively-clean, white antiseptic halls of the station. Her unusually long tail was curled around Jim’s thick upper arm, and she was munching a piece of hard salami, her favorite snack. She looked at him, her huge blue on black eyes invisible behind the dark goggles she wore, a product of her own creation. She was a singularly-gifted mechanical wizard, able to figure out any machine he’d ever given her. The only thing she wore, besides the goggles, was a tool belt that held many instruments and pouches, which she used to hide things she purloined from the station during her wanderings.  
 
    “Not amused, bored…<Pree>” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s different,” he said and gave her a sidelong glare. She worried off a piece of meat with her sharp little teeth and looked around. Jim smiled despite himself. She really was an innocent little free spirit. The only time she got into any real trouble was that rare occasion someone caught her helping herself to an interesting piece of technology, or she got into his.  
 
    He’d spent an entire day on the return from the most recent contract Cartwright’s Cavaliers had completed going over leasing information in the Karma system. He needed a facility the Cavaliers could call their own, for a lot of reasons. One was he didn’t want anything at home; Earth’s government and lawyers had left a bad taste in his mouth after robbing him of his inheritance. The second was that Karma held a lot of convenience for a merc unit like his. Ease of access to the rest of the galaxy chief among them. Finally, he needed something away from prying eyes, without trying too hard to appear like he was hiding something.  
 
    That search yielded a dozen candidates—various orbital facilities of varying utility—everything from a played-out asteroid which once had a good platinum mine to a scientific research station recently abandoned due to an infestation of “Teachal.” Some research on the GalNet showed that Teachal were small avians, massing on the order of a kilo each. They were considered pests, adapted to life aboard space ships thousands of years ago by the Kahraman to, ironically, reduce pests. They proved to be yet another nasty legacy left behind by the creators of the planet-destroying Canavar. Jim was surprised he’d never run into them before.  
 
    Regardless, all his hard work had been for naught. Shortly before the Cavaliers’ ship, Bucephalus, transitioned back to normal space in Karma, Jim went to his cabin to find Splunk ‘tinkering’ with his personal slate. Tinkering to the Fae was closer to what most people would call a RUD, a rapid unscheduled disassembly. Sure, she could usually put it back together. Usually. Jim also usually backed up all his data to his pinplants, a memory buffer in his brain. Why he hadn’t that time, he had no idea.  
 
    “You know it’s your fault we’re wandering all over Karma, right?” he asked her. Munch, munch, munch. He sighed and kept looking. She’d managed to wipe the alien-manufactured slate’s memory, something the sellers promised was impossible unless you did it on purpose. After a frantic scan using his pinplants, he’d found exactly one of the listings he wanted. Since the research would take hours to recreate, he’d elected to just check out the one she’d deigned to leave him before digging back into the listings.  
 
    Jim reached the end of the corridor and turned around in disgust. This was at least the sixth floor he’d searched in that building. He was halfway down the corridor when he came up short, and backed up a few steps. A tiny door he’d figured for a service room had an equally tiny sign reading Tek Consortium. “Bingo,” he said.  
 
    “Bingo…<Skee!>” Splunk agreed.  
 
    “A lot of help you’ve been,” he said and examined the door. It didn’t have a signaling button, and by the amount of dust on it, hadn’t been opened in ages. He gave it a rap with his knuckles. “Anyone in there?” he asked in a slightly raised voice. The door hissed and slid aside. Without thinking about it, Jim’s hand dropped to the holster he wore on his right hip, thumb breaking the retention clip that held his now-venerable GP-90 handgun in place. 
 
    The door moved to reveal a small office with a desk and a pair of universal species chairs. Humans called them variable benches, or VBs. He moved into the room slowly, his eyes taking in the fixtures. The desk was unoccupied, and the recessed lighting gave the room a dull, almost funeral home quality. Splunk stashed the rest of her sausage and slid the goggles back on her head so her big blue eyes could take in the room. He often took his lead from her in dicey situations; her instincts were usually quite prescient.  
 
    The door slid closed as slowly as it had opened. Nothing jumped out to attack him, and Splunk stayed calmly and observantly on his shoulder, so Jim moved up to the desk. As he got closer, a Tri-V came alive with a common 3D display showing the Tek Consortium logo, which by Jim’s recollection was a stylized “T” in one of the dozen common alien scripts.  
 
    “Hello” he said again. The display instantly changed to show a horse-like Equiri. Jim had seen plenty of them around, they were a common trading species in their arm of the galaxy. The alien began to speak, and the software in Jim’s pinplants instantly rendered it into English for him.  
 
    “Greetings from the Tek Consortium,” the alien said, and a rather barking, screechy music played in the background, making Jim wince.  
 
    “Hi,” he said, “can you lose the music?” The alien’s features froze, then spoke a second later.  
 
    “I’m sorry, this system does not recognize your language.” Jim accessed his pinplants and set up a simple script to broadcast in Equiri using the speaker on his slate, then spoke again. 
 
    “Are you an AI?” he asked.  
 
    “I understand you now,” it said. “I am an autonomous virtual assistant to the Tek Consortium. As you are no doubt aware, by Union law, autonomous artificial intelligence mechanicals are forbidden.” Jim was intrigued. He’d heard of AVAs before, but had never run into one. The finer points of Union law were sometimes hard to grasp. AVAs could do almost anything. Versions called AVPs, or Autonomous Virtual Pilots, could even operate starships. Someday he’d have to learn exactly where the Union drew the line. 
 
    “Can you shut off that music?” The screeching ceased instantly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “How can Tek Consortium assist you today?”  
 
    “I’m here regarding a posting in the GalNet,” Jim explained, and transmitted the listing identification. As he spoke, Splunk jumped off his shoulder and landed on the desk. She’d perked up the instant the virtual assistant began speaking.  
 
    “Please stand by,” the AVAA said. As it did whatever it needed to in order to complete Jim’s request, the disembodied Tri-V Equiri head turned to regard Splunk, who stared back at it.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Jim said sotto voce. Splunk gave him a baleful glance. “I mean it, we’re here on business.” 
 
    “The creature with you is of a genotype on record as having caused some damage to Tek Consortium assets here on Karma Gamma 1,” it said. Jim shot daggers at his companion who shook her head in a very human gesture.  
 
    “Can you show me any video footage? If it was my friend here, I will of course make the consortium whole.” The Tri-V Equiri disappeared and was replaced with security footage inside a cargo bay. Jim couldn’t tell if it was on that station, or another. It wasn’t the best of images, probably a standard 2D camera, and not a more expensive Tri-V model. As he watched, a tiny shape emerged from a ventilation duct and began to fly about.  
 
    Zero gravity, Jim thought. There weren’t very many large null-gravity cargo areas on the station. The starship maintenance section in the core, along with cargo transfer and holding. The large, zero-gravity bays were located on other stations in higher orbit. Most ships paid for an automated robotic ship to move it for them. It was small and quick, dark colored, and he thought he could see it was wearing a tool belt. Yeah, it could be Splunk.  
 
    “Not me Jim…<Skaa!>” Jim looked at her for a moment then went back to watching. Splunk was known to disappear, sometimes for days at a time. Once she’d gone missing, and he’d been forced to go to Earth without her. His girlfriend, Adayn, had been sure the Fae would be waiting for them when they returned, and she was. Still, her reputation as a thief seemed to have grown. However, she was as sneaky as she was mechanically skilled, and had only been caught red handed a couple of times. He had a feeling this was about to be one of those times. The recording played on, catching several moments of the tiny figure darting this way and that. A couple of times, Jim would have sworn there were more than one.  
 
    Suddenly there was a flash of movement in front of the camera, and the image cut out. The AVA backed up the image and froze it. He was looking at the face of a Fae wearing dark goggles. But it wasn’t Splunk. Jim looked over at his little friend, and she was gone. He stood up and quickly scanned the room, but found no sign of her. After a moment he slowly sat down. His head was spinning a bit as he looked at the emotionless Equiri face.  
 
    “I think it’s obvious that wasn’t my friend,” he said at last. “Please compare the images.” 
 
    “They are the same species.” 
 
    “I never questioned that,” he said. Though I’m at a loss to explain her. He didn’t say that out loud. “However, they aren’t the same coloring and their features are different.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the AVA said finally.  
 
    “Can you tell me where those images were recorded?”  
 
    “The images you have been viewing were recorded at our Karma-Bzzzzzt!” The AVA exploded into static, and when it just as suddenly returned, it was now a lovely shade of pink and had a blue bow in its mane. It flashed a huge smile to Jim, which was extremely disconcerting, since the Equiri were carnivorous with many sharp white teeth.  
 
    “Welcome to the Tek Consortium,” it said. Jim’s pinplants informed him the Equiri was speaking Oogar, of all things.  
 
    “Splunk,” he hissed. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, please restate the question,” the AVA said. Jim cursed under his breath and again expressed his interest in the facility he’d originally come here for. “That installation is for sale.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jim said, his pinplants rendering the words in Oogar now, “that would be why I am here.” Another spasm of static and the AVA was back to a tan and white Equiri, minus the bow, but still speaking Oogar. “We’re interested in leasing the facility for 20 years.”  
 
    “I-I’m s-sorry,” it said, now stuttering, “but it is only for sale.” Jim ground his teeth and wondered what the hell Splunk was doing.  
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “H-how much w-w-w-what?”  
 
    “How much for the facility?”  
 
    The AVA disappeared, and a Tri-V image of Upsilon 4 appeared. It had started life as a roughly oblong carbonaceous asteroid 4.7 kilometers long and 3.5 kilometers wide, with some mineral deposits and a gravitation pull of less than 0.05 Gs. Mined out in ages past, the mining, support and other structures remained, and the asteroid facility had been repurposed. There was no detail on what that purpose might have been, only that it included cavernous working areas, large living quarters, and extensive warehouse and space docks.  
 
    The Tri-V listed the facility’s assets in nice bullet points. Jim smiled a little; even aliens seemed to have PowerPoint. At the bottom, a figure appeared—126 million credits. He sighed and got up to leave. The number dropped to 12.6 million.  
 
    “Is this figure acceptable?” the AVA asked.  
 
    Jim considered. He knew Splunk had to be behind this, or at least he guessed she must be. Taking advantage of this consortium because of what his friend was doing behind the scenes was about as unethical a thing as he’d ever considered doing. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the low water mark. He took out his Cartwright’s Cavaliers corporate universal account access card (commonly called a “yack”) and touched it to a glowing square on the desk. His pinplants informed him that his balance sheet was 12.6 million credits lighter.  
 
    “Thank you for doing business with Tek Consortium.” 
 
    Jim took his yack and headed for the door. He didn’t remember Splunk until the door closed behind him. He turned around to go back in and found her perched on a service robot. The machine was frozen in place. Splunk had its control access panel open and was happily pulling computer modules out and examining them.  
 
    Jim looked from her, back to the closed door, and then back to her again. “What…” he started, then stopped, not really sure what he was going to say.  
 
    “We go home…<Cheek!>” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, and she leaped onto his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Prepare for zero gravity,” Captain Kim Wu said, her voice echoing over the ship’s intercom. Jim reset the seatbelt almost instinctively, a habit he’d gotten used to from many trips to space. It was moments like this that Jim missed Captain Winslow. The older man had captained his previous ship, Traveler. A relic of the Cavalier’s past from the early days of his father’s era, it had been saved from the Cavalier’s bankruptcy by its transfer to the museum trust, which he later took control of. It had been destroyed when his merc company accidentally arrived in the middle of a space battle. Winslow had saved most of the crew, sacrificing himself in the process.  
 
    The ship he was currently on, Bucephalus, had been sold with the bankruptcy and purchased by the Winged Hussars for five credits. It was part of the respect the Four Horsemen got from other Earth mercs. Two years later, Jim bought the ship back from the Hussars for twice what they’d paid for it. Good thing too, because a large merc unit without its own capital ship was not effective. 
 
    Thrust slowly fell off until it reached zero. Jim watched on the Tri-V as the ship came to a stop abreast of the Cavalier’s newest acquisition, Upsilon 4. He’d always thought Bucephalus was big. It might only be a cruiser, but it was still 425 feet long and 100 feet wide, shaped like a hotdog with a pair of donuts near its middle. Jim used food analogies a lot. At just over 300 pounds, it was an occupational hazard. Upsilon 4 was huge compared to his ship. Massive.  
 
    “Good grief,” he said, “I own a planet!”  
 
    “Not quite, Commander,” Captain Wu said, “but a rock big enough that it has some gravity. We’ll have to use maneuvering thrusters to stand off. Are you sure we don’t want to dock?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” Jim had done his homework on Upsilon 4. He knew how long it had been vacant, as well as its history of having squatters. The cryptic warning from Alexis Cromwell of the Hussars when she’d sold the ship back to him made Jim nervous. ‘The Four Horsemen for Earth’ she’d said. Then the Hussars had all but disappeared from the galaxy. Just…gone. But not before they’d gotten into a brief space battle right there in the Karma system. “Something serious is going on,” he told the captain, “so from here on out we’re taking every precaution possible.”  
 
    “We’ve scouted the facility for two days,” Wu reminded him. “There’s just background signatures from the station’s reactors and some transient noise.”  
 
    “I know,” Jim said, “but I’m still not convinced.” The drone controllers had also said there weren’t any signs of human/alien occupancy, but that they couldn’t be sure. “Hargrave, are we set up?”  
 
    “Just waiting on you, boss.”  
 
    “I’m on my way. Captain?” 
 
    “Commander?”  
 
    “Keep an eye on things, and be ready.” He unbuckled and floated towards the CIC’s armored door. As a fat guy, he loved zero gravity.  
 
    “Be ready for what?” Wu asked.  
 
    “Anything.”  
 
    Jim sailed down the companionway and into the squad bay. The section was lined with cradles, each holding a CASPer, or Combat Assault System, Personal. The six closest to him waited with cockpits open and status lights glowing. Five had men in haptic suits floating just outside their open cockpits, and one had a woman without a suit waiting.  
 
    “About time, you big handsome man,” Adayn said as he floated toward his suit, his cheeks blushing.  
 
    “Hi sweetie,” he said as he caught a protruding strut to bring himself to a stop next to the suit. He pulled off his jacket and stuck it in between a couple of pipes; his haptic suit was already on. She gave him a peck on his cheek as he started plugging in leads.  
 
    “Give it a rest, girl,” Hargrave growled from the next suit over, “the kid can’t work with a boner.” The men all laughed, and Jim tried to look disapproving. Adayn helped him connect a lead, her mouth within an inch of his ear.  
 
    “I’ll help with that boner when you get back.” He grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    “We fight, Jim…<Cheek!>” Splunk was in the cockpit of his CASPer already, fiddling with one of the controls.  
 
    “Yep, we’re going to fight,” he said, the glanced at Adayn. “You didn’t let her fiddle with anything, did you?”  
 
    “Like I can stop her? But no, she just showed up a minute ago. Probably taking apart a shield generator.”  
 
    “If she takes a major system off line again, Captain Wu has threatened to have her locked in the brig,” Jim reminded her. Adayn grinned back.  
 
    “My little watchmaker would probably just take the brig apart,” Adayn retorted. Jim had a hard time disagreeing with that. In the few days since he’d bought Upsilon 4 at the much-reduced asking price, he’d tried to pump the Fae for information about one of her kind showing up suddenly.  
 
    They were thousands of light years from Kash-kah, where he’d found Splunk. He’d been lost and in desperate straits in an underground cavern after getting his CASPer trashed fighting raiders. The Fae appeared arboreal, with long fingers, a prehensile tail, and somewhat resembled an Earth monkey. Yet their eyes were sensitive to light, and there were no trees in the caverns. He’d seen other Fae down there before finally escaping and being rescued by his men. None of them ever got close enough for a good look.  
 
    After returning home, he’d researched the creatures but found nothing on them. The enigmatic beings were undocumented. The fact that she could mentally link with him to operate a giant Raknar robot made that fact all the more improbable. Now that he’d spotted another Fae, and likely at Karma, the stories about Splunk being seen all over the station stealing anything that wasn’t nailed down began to make more sense.  
 
    His questioning of her had revealed exactly nothing. She’d played stupid, just like when he’d asked her about hacking the Tek Consortium AVA. She would just shrug and go about her way. He’d been trying to think of a way to look for more Fae on Karma station, but no plan had yet materialized.  
 
    Jim got the last lead into place and began wedging himself into the Mk7 suit. The other 5 in his squad were all Mk8 versions of the combat suits made by Binnig on Earth. Those were noticeably smaller than the Mk7, which Jim preferred because of his size. A few others in the company liked them as well; Platoon Sergeant Buddha, for example. The massive Hawaiian man weighed as much as Jim, though was a couple inches shorter and mostly muscle. The man’s big belly just seemed to be for extra fuel, and he commonly lost a dozen pounds on deployment, only to promptly gain it back upon his return to Earth and his beloved pineapples. Buddha had Second Squad and wouldn’t be on this operation.  
 
    By the time Jim was buttoned in, the others were as well. Adayn reached in and gave Jim a quick kiss and scratched Splunk behind her unusually long and pointed ears. “Be careful,” she told him.  
 
    “Always,” he said as she backed out. 
 
    “Always, Funwork…<Cooo!>” the Fae responded, with her usual nickname for Adayn.  
 
    Jim used his pinplants to trigger the cockpit closing sequence. The clamshell canopy came down and together, sealing with a whoomph of pressurization. The inside of the cockpit became a Tri-V of the outside world, with status lights in one upper corner. They would move around as he turned his head. “Good powerup,” he said over the radio, then told Splunk to “Get comfy.” She gave a little purr, and slid down his suit into the right thigh, were there was ample room. “Squad, report.”  
 
    One by one the other five suits reported in, finishing off with his XO, Hargrave. “Good to go, boss.” 
 
    “I still don’t know why you’re along,” Jim said.  
 
    “Because my number two job is keeping you alive, son. If your old man were still around, he’d kick my ass for letting you get wasted on a non-paying op.” Jim shook his head and switched channels.  
 
    “Cartwright Actual to Bucephalus. We’re ready to depart.” 
 
    “Cartwright Actual, this is Bucephalus Actual. I read you in the clear. Stand by to depressurize the bay in 10 seconds.” Jim and the rest of the squad did a visual scan of the bay to verify there were no personnel remaining, and that the green light was illuminated over the personnel hatch.  
 
    “We show a safe bay,” Jim reported.  
 
    “Roger that. Good luck, Commander Cartwright.” 
 
    “Second Squad is standing by,” Buddha said from another bay. He was their assigned backup on this op, in case things went sideways. That and a 40,000-ton cruiser armed with 10-megawatt laser cannons, although Jim really didn’t want to shoot up his brand new asteroid base if he could avoid it.  
 
    “Danger!” a computerized voice boomed outside. “This bay is about to decompress in 5 seconds…3…2…1…” A buzzer sounded, and the little atmospheric alarm winked on his HUD, or heads up display, telling him the pressure outside was dropping fast. Powerful pumps evacuated the air, and the bay was in vacuum in less than a minute.  
 
    “We’re feet cold,” Jim said, meaning the bay was depressurized. A red light began flashing along the top of the bay, and another second later the door under them began to swing open, revealing the infinite nothing of space. He released the clamps holding his suit in place and gave a couple puffs on the maneuvering jets, which caused him to transit straight down and out of the ship.  
 
    “Form on me,” Jim said and watched his suit radar paint a Tri-V image of the other five suits’ locations on his HUD. Once everyone was clear of the ship, the doors began to close above them. Another readout on the HUD was slowly counting down. He now had 9 hours, 57 minutes of life support remaining. The newer Mk8 suits the rest of the squad used had 11 hours of endurance, but that didn’t help him. “Off we go.”  
 
    After a minute of floating through zero gravity under the ship, Upsilon 4 came into view. They were many kilometers away, and it looked even bigger than it had on Bucephalus.  
 
    “Look at the size of that thing,” Private O’Hara, known as Mouse, said.  
 
    “Cut the chatter Red 2,” Jim said, a laugh in his voice.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel?” Mouse asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” Jim said and suppressed a sigh. “Stick in formation, we don’t want any surprises.” The squad sounded off, and he concentrated on flying. He let the CASPer’s instruments watch for any signs of trouble as they crossed the intervening void. Before he knew it, the team was using their suit thrusters to slow on approach.  
 
    Armed with all the station’s diagrams, Jim had chosen to enter at a remote maintenance airlock instead of ‘the front door,’ as it were. Jim reached the open lock and carefully maneuvered his suit inside. He almost lost control as he was floating through the door, and had to use thrusters to stabilize. Then he did again as he nearly face planted against the far wall.  
 
    “What the hell,” he said.  
 
    “Gravity, boss,” Hargrave reminded him.  
 
    I’m an idiot, Jim scolded himself, although he didn’t say anything out loud. Hargrave had taught him that no matter how much an officer doubted himself, he never vented those doubts in front of the men. “Right, thanks,” he said instead, and oriented himself feet down. It caused him a moment of confusion until he saw there were duplicate control interfaces on every wall. Convenient, he thought as he used the suit’s data probe to link with the panel.  
 
    “What’s the story, boss?” Hargrave asked from just outside the lock. It was only big enough for Jim’s massive Mk7 suit.  
 
    “I’m seeing if any of the codes that Tek gave me work,” he said, “wait one…” 
 
    The computer in his suit interfaced with the station’s computer and fed data to his pinplants. Met with a standard Galactic Union infrastructure data login screen, he entered the data Tek had provided. The first code didn’t work, so he used the second, and that was accepted. As information flowed into his brain through the pinplants, the first thing he noticed was what was missing.  
 
    “I don’t have any access beyond the lock management computer,” he reported.  
 
    “Is it a problem or something on purpose?” Hargrave asked.  
 
    “Don’t know,” he admitted, “I’m going to try and find out.” Now that he had access, he was able to at least work inside the lock. Jim liked the Mk7 suit for a lot of reasons, one of which was that the larger size allowed more addons. For this mission he’d included a workbot, which was a little robot that fit in the left thigh compartment, where normally he’d keep survival gear. If anything went really wrong in space aboard a CASPer, the equipment to make camp fires and such was of minimal use. Splunk hung out in the right thigh.  
 
    Using the suit controls, he programmed the little robot and activated it. The compartment popped open, and the machine floated out on puffs of compressed gas. It looked a little like a miniature Tortantula, Jim thought. They were expensive, at nearly 10,000 credits each. None of the robots able to function in space were cheap, especially ones that could perform complicated mechanical and electrical operations.  
 
    As he’d directed, it floated over to the panel just under the controls, and began removing the fasteners which held it in place. He was able to see what it saw wirelessly through his pinplants and to provide instructions as necessary. As with all Union computers, its intelligence was limited. Several of the few laws the Union enforced were regarding what humans would call AI, or artificial intelligence.  
 
    In only a couple seconds it removed the cover and crawled inside. Jim let his attention fully concentrate on the images the robot was sending back, illuminated by sonar and infrared light. The space looked pretty standard to him. He instructed the robot to check the network connectors, and immediately found they’d been disconnected. Both of them. One could have worked lose, but two was intentional.  
 
    “Found it,” he transmitted, “I should be inside in a second.” He instructed the robot to reconnect the main network connection cable. As soon as the terminal contacted the computer board, the airlock exploded.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Jimbo, you can do it son!” 
 
    “But I’m scared, daddy.”  
 
    “Don’t be, daddy’s here. Just give one…little…push…” 
 
    Spinning nothing. 
 
    “Jim, talk to us, Jim!” The call repeated every few seconds. Jim tried to remember where he was and mostly succeeded. It was hard to mistake the interior of a CASPer once you’d been there a few hundred times. What he couldn’t figure out was why he was in zero gravity. His head hurt too. Had he heard his father a minute ago? He put it down to disorientation.  
 
    “Jim okay…<Cheek!>”  
 
    “Yeah,” he said and looked around. “How about you?” She said she was fine. There was a smear of blood on the side of the cockpit, and a few drops floated toward the air intake. He used his pinplants to run back the exterior camera recordings. By the time he got to the explosion, he was himself again. The suit’s bio sensors said he might have a mild concussion.  
 
    “Jim, talk to us!” This time he recognized Hargrave’s voice over the radio.  
 
    “I’m here,” Jim said.  
 
    “Thank God, kid. The lock deformed and sensors picked up an explosion.”  
 
    “You could say that,” Jim said. His suit registered damage in multiple places. He could feel Splunk at the nape of his back, working inside a mechanical panel. There was a faint hiss of ozone. Pressure was steady, so no leaks, thank God.  
 
    “We’re going to use laser cutters and breach the lock.” 
 
    “No,” Jim said right away. “I don’t know what other surprises there are.”  
 
    “All the more reason to get you out of there. I have Private Stodden standing by with a cutter.”  
 
    “No,” Jim insisted. “The blast wasn’t designed with a CASPer in mind. It rang my bell, but that’s it.” More snaps and a few status lights winked from green, to yellow, and back to green as Splunk worked. “However, I don’t know if whoever set these have worse standing by. They could just as easily have set up a dozen blocks of K2, instead of whatever this was.” Jim knew, all too well, that the binary high explosive could have turned his suit into a crumpled tin can. 
 
    “Okay, but I’m sending Stodden and Feldman to the lock for an open access area.” 
 
    “They’re ordered to not attempt to interface with any of the systems,” Jim instructed.  
 
    “Understood,” Hargrave replied.  
 
    “How’s the suit look, Splunk?”  
 
    “One minute…<Pree!>” 
 
    “Okay, okay, don’t get in a huff.” While he waited, he examined the damage. The airlock was decompressed, and that was a good thing. The explosives might not have been enough to kill him in his suit, but if it had gone off in a pressurized air lock, it probably would have blown the exterior door clean off and launched Jim like a rocket into deep space. The force would have been transmitted to his suit a thousand times better as well, and it would have killed him, after all. He considered himself lucky he hadn’t triggered the airlock repressurization, which was manual.  
 
    The interior and exterior walls were deformed away from the blast, which appeared to originate in a panel on the left wall facing the exterior door. He glanced at the control section and saw the little spider bot waiting patiently, having weathered the blast with no damage. He triggered the recall function, and it flew over to return to the storage compartment.  
 
    “All done, Jim...<Skee!>” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” he said, and she gave a little trill before returning to the safety of the thigh compartment. He considered. The charges were clearly meant to take out anyone before they entered the station. That probably meant that there wouldn’t be any on the inside bulkhead. Maybe. Jim selected a control and a put a hand against the wall.  
 
    His Mk7 was equipped for ship boarding. Beside the robot, it included a number of extra tools. A drill extended from under the suit’s wrist and chewed through the inner wall. It only took a second to penetrate. Once through, the drill spread to make a seal, and sensors checked the other side. A red indicator told him that side was in vacuum, too.  
 
    “I’m cutting through the inner wall,” Jim said, “no sign of further booby traps.” 
 
    “Leave a repeater,” Hargrave instructed. Jim nodded; that was a good idea. He pulled one of the hockey puck-shaped radio repeaters from the suit’s equipment belt and slapped it on a wall, where the magnets latched on. The repeater went active immediately. “Good signal,” Hargrave said, “be careful son.” 
 
    “Will do,” Jim agreed. He selected the medium laser built onto his suit’s left arm, dialed the power down, and went to work on the wall. Firing in half second pulses, he cut a dotted line pattern in the wall from floor to ceiling, across, and back down. He paused once to replace the magazine on the chemical laser and shook his head—he only had two more extras! This wasn’t supposed to be an assault operation. After all, he owned the place!  
 
    Finished with the cuts, Jim magnetically clamped himself to the deck, leaned backwards, and swung with full force. The impact rebounded through his suit with a Crunch, and the wall gave some. He hit again, and again. On the fourth hit, a big section of wall failed. He released one foot and kicked, sole first. The entire section of wall crumpled in and down. Jim released the magnets, and with a puff of his maneuvering jets, he was through.  
 
    “I’m in,” he relayed. Now to find a connected computer link.  
 
    Jim had been in more than a few fights since he’d taken over Cartwright’s Cavaliers, but soloing wasn’t one of his specialties. The reality was that he just didn’t have the experience. One thing he didn’t lack, though, was personal courage. He knew someone, or something, was in the station, and they were willing to use deadly force. But staying outside and letting them muster a deadlier response put his people at risk. That wasn’t something a commander tolerated.  
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave called before he’d gone far. The signal sounded weaker.  
 
    “Go ahead.”  
 
    “Stodden and Feldman confirm the next closest lock is rigged also.”  
 
    “Understood. Do not attempt any more entries. I’m going to try and see if the facility central computer is still connected. If I don’t restore contact in…” he checked his system, “one hour, inform Bucephalus to use weapons to breach the main bay and enter in company strength.”  
 
    “Be damned sure you’re nowhere near that point in 55 minutes,” Hargrave said, his voice sounding like steel.  
 
    “Oh, I won’t be. Be sure Captain Wu knows that I want this station intact? Try not to punch a hole end to end.”  
 
    “I’ll pass that along.” Jim grinned and moved further into the station. 
 
    Within a couple minutes, he began to conclude the maps provided by the Tek Consortium were less than accurate. All the side passages didn’t go where they should, and there were walls where none should have been. “How old are these schematics?” he wondered to himself. Splunk’s only response was a light snoring sound.  
 
    Jim continued to move through the station. He consulted the map, but no longer relied on it. Instead he used his CASPer’s auto-mapper and began to build his own. He’d been in the station for 30 minutes when he started to see a pattern.  
 
    “I think they’ve mirrored the deck plans,” Jim said inside the cockpit. He clamped himself to the deck and played with the design for a while. Yes, that seemed to be it; the plans he’d been given were mirror images. There were still a few changes; he’d expected as much from a 20,000-year-old space station, but now it lined up, mostly. He used his pinplants to generate a new map and uploaded that into his suit’s system.  
 
    “So,” he mumbled, “if I’m right, there should be a T intersection right up here with a series of pressure doors.” He skipped along in the super-low gravity for a minute and came to a T intersection. One branch sported a huge open pressure door. “Bingo.”  
 
    “Bingo…<Skee!>” Splunk said half-heartedly.  
 
    “A lot of help you’ve been,” he chided her, then smiled. She more than pulled her share of the load, but exploring dusty old relics of the Great Galactic War wasn’t her forte.  
 
    Jim moved through the pressure door, and ahead of the next barrier he found a manual control. Also, the indicator showed pressure beyond. Nodding to himself, he opened the control panel, and again, found it inoperable. He was beginning to think this station was going to cost him a lot of money to fix the networking systems. He also hoped he got to ‘thank’ whoever had torn everything up. 
 
    Jim looked at the simple instructions and did as they described. The first lever closed the door he’d passed through. He checked his rear monitor and saw it was indeed closing. The next lever tripped the pressure spill valve. Immediately the suit’s instruments told him pressure was climbing. So far, so good. A simple tube with a float in it indicated when the chamber had sufficient pressure to have normalized with the other side. The last lever was the opposite door release, and he pulled it. The inner door began to rise.   
 
    Not sure what to expect, Jim armed his laser again, this time at full power, and locked the magnets in his feet to the deck. If trouble was waiting, he intended to dish it up in kind. Hearing the weapons come online, Splunk became more alert and moved up into the torso area of the suit. It took an agonizingly long time for the hatch to open, only to reveal nothing except open corridor.  
 
    “This is Jim, we’re into the pressurized section of the station,” Jim broadcast. He had no way of knowing if they could hear him or not. Big steel structures sometimes did funny things to radio signals. He kept broadcasting, on the off chance they could hear him.  
 
    Jim released the magnets and gently hopped forward. He was getting used to the microgravity, and only needed to use his suit’s thrusters occasionally. His suit’s status showed he had just over eight hours of life support left and plenty of jump juice, which his suit maneuvering thrusters used as well.  
 
    He reached the end of a corridor lined with open doors. Each room he’d passed was either empty or contained the remains of machinery. It was pretty obvious the station had been gone over pretty thoroughly over the eons. Of course, he hadn’t bought it for salvage; he had other plans. At the end of the corridor was another pressure door and a terminal…but this terminal was powered.  
 
    Jim released the little robot again, and this time backed down the hallway 20 feet or so. He’d rather lose the robot than get blown to shit. The panel came free, and he observed through the machine’s eyes as it examined the internal workings. It was connected to a network cable. Score, he thought, and he ordered the robot to connect a wireless interface. In seconds, he was finally into the station’s computer. About damned time. 
 
    While Jim wasn’t a natural born merc—what fat kid was—he excelled at technology and computers. He’d gotten his first pinplant at 16 by travelling to the Houston Startown and forging his mother’s permission (his father was already gone). It cost him nearly every credit he’d manage to horde away, but it opened an entire new world to the bookish young Jim Cartwright III. With unlimited access to the AetherNet, Earth’s far less capable version of the Galactic Union’s GalNet, he’d taken the reins of his own education and went far beyond what the schools had to offer.  
 
    Jim attacked the interface and, in an instant, was through the pathetically laughable firewall. He’d seen a dozen like it in Union computer systems. Mostly old ones. Nobody had updated this system in all those centuries? He found the central system and began to wantonly pillage. It was just as simple as he’d seen from the firewall and other protective systems. The first thing he got was the current station map, which was updated with the most recent additions and annotated by the most recent previous owner.  
 
    Using the new map, Jim set course for the main control center, which happily wasn’t far from the main hangar deck. The map file contained a lot of data. Jim set one of the processors in his pinplants working on organizing it in a less ‘alien’ format. Then, to save time, he used part of his CASPer’s Tri-V display to put up icons and control functions of the station computer. These were in the weird hybrid polygon system most older alien computers used.  
 
    Splunk gave a curious hoot, and he glanced down to see her just below his head, intently watching the moving symbols. He knew she understood programming, though not to what degree. For a being from a backwater world, largely bereft of any visible technology, and living in caves, she possessed some pretty amazing skills.  
 
    “Do you understand this?” he asked her.  
 
    “Splunk understand…<Skee!>” She’d quickly become fluent in English soon after she’d rescued him in that cave more than a year ago. He now held files on her language as well, though its structure was semi-fluid which made it difficult to translate. The sounds she made at the end had always baffled him. They conveyed context of the sentence, and held a deeper meaning to the Fae. He’d identified 11 of the sounds so far; the one she’d just used was basically an affirmative, though also seemed to serve as just a period at the end of a statement.  
 
    Jim pondered his little friend as he worked through the operating system and ‘space walked’ down the station halls. Fifty minutes had elapsed since he’d gained entry. He only had 10 minutes left before Captain Wu started punching holes in his new station.  
 
    “Control center is just ahead,” he said a minute later. Then Splunk gave an alarm chirp. He’d only heard her do that a couple times, and it was never a good thing. “What is it?” 
 
    “Look this Jim…<Skaa!>” That meant she was indeed worried. Her little hand was pointing to a program cluster attached to the station’s internal housekeeping subroutine. At first he was confused, thinking she’d gone off on a tangent. He brought the suit to a gentle sliding stop outside the command center’s pressure door while he looked at the programming.  
 
    He examined the system’s layouts through its graphical representations. Programming in Union computers was a little like a collectible card game, where each card was a module in a program. The card’s specific construction might vary, but they would still resemble the same end function. The program indicator Splunk had pointed at was a thick set of program cards. In fact, it was larger than every other module in the station’s computer!  
 
    Jim pulled it to the forefront with his mind and clicked on it. It flashed green, and nothing happened. In the Union, green was a color used as a warning, unlike Earth, where it was a ‘proceed’ or ‘good’ color. Another click, same result. He sent the access codes he’d gotten for the station, still nothing.  
 
    Jim accessed his pinplant stores of code-breaking software. “Wanna play it that way?” he said with a grin, “Fine, we’ll play it that way.” He set to work on it.  
 
    “Jim, we go…<Pree!>” Splunk said, using the sound for annoyed.  
 
    “In a minute,” he said as he used all the modules at his disposal to quickly build a custom code breaker.  
 
    “No, we go now…<Skaa!>” she said, moving to emphatic and shaking his head with her tiny arms. The cockpit was crowded, and his head still hurt.  
 
    “Splunk, what’s gotten into you? I’ve almost got this.” He added the last component to the tool set and unleashed it on the program. The system he was assaulting was elegantly designed, but Jim was already inside the main system’s firewalls. What he turned loose on it was like firing a rocket launcher at a bathroom door. It crumbled, instantly. Jim moved his mind into the system, and had half a second to realize the defenses had fallen a little too easily, before the trap sprang.  
 
    Waves of razors lashed at his consciousness like a thousand chainsaws, threatening to shatter his personality into pieces. He’d experienced the so called ‘Black Ice’ counter-security systems on Earth’s Aethernet, and even a few alien-made ones. They could be dangerous, but he’d learned early how to take the right precautions. You never, never, never went directly into a system without covering your own core system. 
 
    A program of nearly infinite power plowed over his net presence and invaded his own pinplants like a tidal wave. His reality went dark, and he felt simultaneously like he was drowning and being crushed by a sheet of steel. He had a fleeting second of realization that he’d fucked up. I’m dead! he thought in that intractable moment between life and death. The attacking program took the full measure of what was Jim Cartwright and went for his neural cortex with a flaming sword of attack programming.   
 
    AKEE! 
 
    The voice was a thunderclap, shaking the invading program and bringing the attack to a shuddering stop. Jim was too shocked to completely understand; he only sensed the inconceivable force as it swept through his brain and scoured the alien black ice away like it had never been there. This presence was immensely more powerful and just as alien, yet felt comforting at the same time.  
 
    For the briefest of instants, Jim had complete control of the program he’d originally tried to enter. Not the black ice defense which was so cunningly hidden under a simple subroutine, but what it was guarding. Exabytes. No, zettabytes. No, yottabytes of data! As the invader was flung back, and his savior pulled Jim’s consciousness home into himself, he reached out and grasped what he could. He was a drowning man being pulled into the lifeboat, while trying to grab a treasure chest on the way out.  
 
    He felt frustration and anger from his savior, but he held on, and the force pulling him back increased in both force and urgency. Jim could feel his physical body wracked with pain and crying out, yet he put all his will into holding on and helping the friendly entity pull him back. For an inestimable period, he hovered there between his own mind and the abyss. Then, he was back.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he said, shaking like a leaf in the wind. Splunk was behind him, gasping. He was afraid he’d smashed her against the back of the cockpit in his wild spasms. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I okay…<Creet!>” A simple answer was all she could manage. Jim felt like he’d been beaten with a baseball bat. His head, which had hurt before from hitting it against his cockpit wall, now felt as if he’d been shot multiple times, at close range, with a starship weapon. Oh, crap, he thought, remembering his orders, and checked the clock. In all the time he had been fighting for his life, only a minute had passed!  
 
    Looking from the status board and through all the program icons still floating in the mind’s eye of his pinplants, he saw the view outside his CASPer. The blast door to the station control room was sliding into the roof, already half open. It was dark inside; with a couple finger twitches in his suit gloves, he brought the CASPer’s external lights up.  
 
    They didn’t penetrate as far as he’d thought they would. The control center appeared to be filled with massive, dark machinery which was in motion. What the hell, he thought. Then the collection of machinery turned and resolved into a single shape. A shape from nightmares.  
 
    “Oh…fucking hell!” he moaned.  
 
    “Jim, run…<Skaa!>” Splunk urged. He raised his CASPer’s arm, engaged the laser at full power, and fired. The beam played across the thing, light splashing off at odd angles and simply absorbed. A head turned and looked at him, four sets of glowing emerald eyes regarding the CASPer-suited man. It radiated evil and was at least three times his size. A demon crossed with a battle robot.  
 
    “What is it?” Jim said and fired again, with the same effect.  
 
    “Adversary, run…<Gee!>” Jim had never heard that word, but he could feel the terror radiating from his friend. Beside that was the word, ‘adversary.’ She’d only ever used that once before, when they’d faced an entire group of Canavar, the ancient terror beasts of the Kahraman. He’d used a huge relic of that old war, a Raknar, with her help, to destroy them. This was much smaller, but held the same potential danger.  
 
    He turned and fired his jumpjets just as a beam of crackling energy passed through the space he’d occupied a fraction of a second earlier. His instruments hiccupped, and alarms sounded. Static crackled off the suit’s control panel, and he lost control of his trajectory, rebounding first off the floor, then the ceiling as another energy beam burned past.  
 
    “Is that a god-damned particle beam?!” He screamed as he fought the suit. The haptic feedbacks weren’t working properly, so he took control with his pinplants. He’d heard the Golden Horde did that, but had always liked the direct feel of the suits over his pinplants. He wanted combat in a suit to feel like real life, not a freaking video game. There were no extra lives or respawn. “Splunk, help, haptics are down.” He could feel her, unmoving, behind his head. “Splunk!” She jerked, then raced into motion.  
 
    Jim gave some thought to finding a place to fight, then realized the idea was insane. Whatever it was, the thing acted like it had…shields? That wasn’t possible. Neither was a high-energy weapon that damned small! It took multiple megawatts to power something like that, and more to run its shields. He remembered learning about shield generators and how much space they took. Not to mention how they didn’t act properly when they met something outside the field range. That was why boarding craft worked; they got inside the shields.  
 
    The biggest problem he had was a simple lack of firepower. He hadn’t expected to fight something like this. He had the arm-mounted chemical laser—total yield just under a megawatt—and a minigun on the other arm. Devastating against small, lightly-armored infantry, but a joke against this. Maybe if he’d brought a magnetic accelerator cannon…but he doubted it. No, his only option was headlong flight. But then what? He glanced at his flickering controls, and one caught his eye. Yes! he thought, and he knew what to do.  
 
    Jim drove the suit through his pinplants in a careening, rebounding, and barely-controlled flight down the corridors. After several more high-energy shots tore through walls around him, he became convinced that his frenzied flight was actually keeping him alive. However, he was going to need proper control in just two minutes.  
 
    When he was far enough ahead, he took a few precious seconds to stop and trigger a blast door to close before giving his jets a crazed half-second burst and ricocheting away. He watched through his rear monitor as the door ground closed.  
 
    “That should slow it down,” he said triumphantly. A second later the door exploded outward, and the nightmare machine tore through a half foot of alien alloy like it was cream cheese. His delaying tactic had bought him less time than he’d used creating it. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said and used even more jump power. His suit cried in protest as he crashed around a bend, rather than taking it as a corner. He made a conscious effort to be more careful. His running would do him no good if the suit didn’t have integrity when he got to his destination. According to the station map, his destination was just ahead. “Splunk, I need those haptics!”  
 
    “Go…<Skaa!>” He switched over, and everything worked properly.  
 
    “Yes,” Jim said as he passed the last blast door, executed a spin and jetted up. The damned monster was close. Too close! He smashed against the upper edge of the hangar deck and blindly tried to find a handhold. His suit’s alarm sounded; he was almost out of jump juice after that crazy pursuit.   
 
    “Jim, is that your transponder in the hangar deck?” Hargrave’s panicked voice came over his radio. “Damn, Captain Wu was about to fire—” 
 
    “Tell her to fire!” he screamed.  
 
    “What’s going on, Jim?”  
 
    The thing flew into the cavernous hangar, slowing via invisible forces, its huge demonic armored head swiveling to look up at Jim. One of its four arms moved to track him.  
 
    “Fire, just fire!” The arm lined up, and a meter-wide beam of star-brilliant coherent light punched effortlessly through the bay doors. Jim scrambled for a hold, any kind of hold, as the monstrosity’s head turned toward the beam burning through the bay dozens of meters away. An instant later, the massive bay doors, now compromised, exploded outward. The atmosphere of the bay was instantly consumed by the void, taking Jim with it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, what if I float away?” Jim hung to the handholds surrounding the hatchway. Thaddeus Cartwright floated a few feet away, holding his hands out. 
 
    “Remember the grippers?” Jim looked at the hand he wasn’t holding on with. The strap wrapped around his hand and wrist, a small slightly glowing disk sat in the middle of his palm. “Just touch the wall anywhere and you’ll stick, just like a fly!” Jim looked at his father, the fear evident. “Come one Jimbo, you can do it son!” 
 
    “But I’m scared, daddy.”  
 
    “Don’t be, daddy’s here. Just give one…little…push…” Jim let go and floated to the opposite wall, his father watching keenly. He put out both hands and smacked lightly into the wall, his hands almost sucking down onto the cool metal.  
 
    “I did it!” he cheered. Thaddeus Cartwright beamed proudly at his son. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The explosive decompression ripped at the cavernous docking, tearing everything, and everyone, toward the yawning abyss. Jim spun, his movements instantly transmitted into thruster impulses by his suit’s haptic computer. He sensed more than saw the support column approaching, and threw out a hand. The old memory of his father rang in his mind. One of those seminal moments of his childhood. Aboard Traveler on his first trip into space, Thaddeus Cartwright teaching his physically awkward son that zero gravity was fun, once you knew the rules.  
 
    As the evacuating atmosphere tried to take him with it, Jim recalled those lessons, and that the CASPer had many potential grapple points. The suit he wore was rigged for boarding actions, and he could literally magnetize almost every square inch. As he spun, he used his pinplants to activate that function, and the suit became a huge magnet.  
 
    He collided with the support shoulder first, with enough force to deform the massive metal column and slam him against his restraints. He saw stars, but didn’t look away from the Tri-V as it showed the alien machine flash past, spinning wildly. It reached out toward him, and an energy bolt flashed by only centimeters from Jim’s cockpit. Close enough that some of the energy arced and crackled off the suit. A dozen warning lights flashed, and the radio was destroyed.  
 
    He did his best to wrap the arm against the column, around the metal strut. The force of the decompression tried to pull him away, and the horrible scraping of the column against his suit screamed in his ears. Gale-force battled magnetic force, threatening to pull him into space. With no jump juice remaining and the radio destroyed, there would be no way for Bucephalus to find him amid the storm of debris ejecting into space.  
 
    A second later, the hurricane of escaping wind slowed and stopped. Internal doors had closed, isolating the bay, which was now in vacuum. His suit was damaged and leaking air. However, indicators said it was able to compensate for a while. He could feel Splunk moving, and knew she would be trying to stop the leaks and—hopefully—fix the radio.  
 
    He used the suit’s sensors to look for the alien robot. It had to be a robot, he decided. A deadly machine left as a trap to guard what Jim had found—a cache of data. Only, what kind of cache, and why was it here in the Karma system? The sensors alerted him to an object coming toward him. He activated the minigun on his arm, the only green-lit weapon, and shut down all the magnetic clamps except those on the arm opposite the gun. Come and get me, mother fucker, he thought.  
 
    Through the ravaged bay doors a dozen CASPers floated toward him, the lights on their suits casting in all directions. Jim safed the weapon and smiled.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim was strapped to the medical bed and waiting patiently as the ship’s physician examined him. He was covered in bruises from head to toe, and the doc confirmed Jim had a minor concussion as well as several hairline fractures of his left clavicle, the one he’d hit the support with. His suit was in somewhat worse shape. Adayn had just shook her head in bemusement and set about fixing it.  
 
    “You’re sure there was no sign of the thing?” Jim asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” Hargrave said. “Captain Wu launched drones to search for it. Not a thing.” Jim shook his head in concern. They’d gotten several good images of the thing from his suit’s recorders, including one of his laser beam bouncing off and being partially absorbed. Bucephalus’ shield techs confirmed the effect at least resembled shields, though it looked almost like the shield wasn’t a globe, but covered the machine only a fraction of an inch above all its surfaces. Rather like a skin-tight suit made of energy shielding. “We’ll keep looking, though.” 
 
    Jim doubted they’d find it. The machine had flown after him, which meant it had some kind of thruster system. After it was ejected from the station, it must have fled in another direction. It was still out there. “Okay,” he said. “Anything else in the station?” 
 
    “Just this,” Hargrave said and held out a slate. On it was a picture of a poorly lit bay. Inside were lines of cradles that weren’t too different from the ones they used to hold CASPers. Only these were each more than 100 feet tall. Jim smiled, and Hargrave shook his head. “That’s why you bought this place, isn’t it? Your little toys.” 
 
    “Little?” Jim asked, then laughed. “Have the handling team move Dash here for me.”  
 
    “Dash,” Hargrave grumbled, then nodded. He’d never approved of Jim naming the Raknar after a little horsey, as he called it. Jim had reminded him that Hargrave wasn’t in charge. “I’ll get it done.”  
 
    As Hargrave left, Jim saw Splunk floating by the doorway. The doctor glanced over at the Fae and nodded. “She’s been nearby the whole time we examined you.”  
 
    “Give me a minute?” he asked, and the doctor pushed off toward his office, and they were alone. “You saved me,” he said to the Fae, “back in the command center when that thing…” 
 
    “Adversary…<Creet!>”  
 
    “Yes, adversary. When it was in my mind.” She didn’t say anything. “Was that a Kahraman?” She shook her heard. “How do you know it’s an adversary.”  
 
    “I know, Jim…<Skaa!>” She floated out of the medical bay.  
 
    “This isn’t over,” he yelled after her, but there was no reply. Jim plucked the slate Hargrave had left from where it was floating nearby and examined it. They were certainly Raknar frames. Karma Upsilon 4 had been a Raknar-related facility. He grinned and started making plans.  
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Minds of Men:” 
 
    “Look sharp, everyone,” Carl said after a while. Evelyn couldn’t have said whether they’d been droning for minutes or hours in the cold, dense white of the cloud cover. “We should be overhead the French coast in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    The men all reacted to this announcement with varying degrees of excitement and terror. Sean got up from his seat and came back to her, holding an awkward looking arrangement of fabric and straps.  
 
    Put this on, he thought to her. It’s your flak jacket. And your parachute is just there, he said, pointing. If the captain gives the order to bail out, you go, clip this piece into your ‘chute, and jump out the biggest hole you can find. Do you understand? You do, don’t you. This psychic thing certainly makes explaining things easier, he finished with a grin.  
 
    Evelyn gave him what she hoped was a brave smile and took the flak jacket from him. It was deceptively heavy, and she struggled a bit with getting it on. Sean gave her a smile and a thumbs up, and then headed back to his station.  
 
    The other men were checking in and charging their weapons. A short time later, Evelyn saw through Rico’s eyes as the tail gunner watched their fighter escort waggle their wings at the formation and depart. They didn’t have the long-range fuel capability to continue all the way to the target.  
 
    Someday, that long-range fighter escort we were promised will materialize, Carl thought. His mind felt determinedly positive, like he was trying to be strong for the crew and not let them see his fear. That, of course, was an impossibility, but the crew took it well. After all, they were afraid, too. Especially as the formation had begun its descent to the attack altitude of 20,000 feet. Evelyn became gradually aware of the way the men’s collective tension ratcheted up with every hundred feet of descent. They were entering enemy fighter territory.  
 
    Yeah, and someday Veronica Lake will...ah. Never mind. Sorry, Evie. That was Les. Evelyn could feel the waist gunner’s not-quite-repentant grin. She had to suppress a grin of her own, but Les’ irreverence was the perfect tension breaker.  
 
    Boys will be boys, she sent, projecting a sense of tolerance. But real men keep their private lives private. She added this last with a bit of smug superiority and felt the rest of the crew’s appreciative flare of humor at her jab. Even Les laughed, shaking his head. A warmth that had nothing to do with her electric suit enfolded Evelyn, and she started to feel like, maybe, she just might become part of the crew yet.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock high!  
 
    The call came from Alice. If she craned her neck to look around Sean’s body, Evelyn could just see the terrifying rain of tracer fire coming from the dark, diving silhouette of an enemy fighter. She let the call echo down her own channels and felt her men respond, turning their own weapons to cover Teacher’s Pet’s flanks. Adrenaline surges spiked through all of them, causing Evelyn’s heart to race in turn. She took a deep breath and reached out to tie her crew in closer to the Forts around them.  
 
    She looked through Sean’s eyes as he fired from the top turret, tracking his line of bullets just in front of the attacking aircraft. His mind was oddly calm and terribly focused...as, indeed, they all were. Even young Lieutenant Bob was zeroed in on his task of keeping a tight position and making it that much harder to penetrate the deadly crossing fire of the Flying Fortress.  
 
    Fighters! Three o’clock low!  
 
    That was Logan in the ball turret. Evelyn felt him as he spun his turret around and began to fire the twin Browning AN/M2 .50 caliber machine guns at the sinister dark shapes rising up to meet them with fire.  
 
    Got ‘em, Bobby Fritsche replied, from his position in the right waist. He, too, opened up with his own .50 caliber machine gun, tracking the barrel forward of the nose of the fighter formation, in order to “lead” their flight and not shoot behind them.  
 
    Evelyn blinked, then hastily relayed the call to the other girls in the formation net. She felt their acknowledgement, though it was almost an absentminded thing as each of the girls were focusing mostly on the communication between the men in their individual crews.  
 
    Got you, you Kraut sonofabitch! Logan exulted. Evelyn looked through his eyes and couldn’t help but feel a twist of pity for the pilot of the German fighter as he spiraled toward the ground, one wing completely gone. She carefully kept that emotion from Logan, however, as he was concentrating on trying to take out the other three fighters who’d been in the initial attacking wedge. One fell victim to Bobby’s relentless fire as he threw out a curtain of lead that couldn’t be avoided.  
 
    Two back to you, tail, Bobby said, his mind carrying an even calm, devoid of Logan’s adrenaline-fueled exultation.  
 
    Yup, Rico Martinez answered as he visually acquired the two remaining targets and opened fire. He was aided by fire from the aircraft flying off their right wing, the Nagging Natasha. She fired from her left waist and tail, and the two remaining fighters faltered and tumbled through the resulting crossfire. Evelyn watched through Rico’s eyes as the ugly black smoke trailed the wreckage down.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve high! 
 
    Fighters! Two high!  
 
    The calls were simultaneous, coming from Sean in his top turret and Les on the left side. Evelyn took a deep breath and did her best to split her attention between the two of them, keeping the net strong and open. Sean and Les opened fire, their respective weapons adding a cacophony of pops to the ever-present thrum of the engines.  
 
    Flak! That was Carl, up front. Evelyn felt him take hold of the controls, helping the lieutenant to maintain his position in the formation as the Nazi anti-aircraft guns began to send up 20mm shells that blossomed into dark clouds that pocked the sky. One exploded right in front of Pretty Cass’ nose. Evelyn felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as the aircraft heaved first up and then down. She held on grimly and passed on the wordless knowledge the pilots had no choice but to fly through the debris and shrapnel that resulted.  
 
    In the meantime, the gunners continued their rapid fire response to the enemy fighters’ attempt to break up the formation. Evelyn took that knowledge—that the Luftwaffe was trying to isolate one of the Forts, make her vulnerable—and passed it along the looser formation net.  
 
    Shit! They got Liberty Belle! Logan called out then, from his view in the ball turret. Evelyn looked through his angry eyes, feeling his sudden spike of despair as they watched the crippled Fort fall back, two of her four engines smoking. Instantly, the enemy fighters swarmed like so many insects, and Evelyn watched as the aircraft yawed over and began to spin down and out of control.  
 
    A few agonizing heartbeats later, first one, then three more parachutes fluttered open far below. Evelyn felt Logan’s bitter knowledge that there had been six other men on board that aircraft. Liberty Belle was one of the few birds flying without a psychic on board, and Evelyn suppressed a small, wicked feeling of relief that she hadn’t just lost one of her friends.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock level! 
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    Excerpt from “Wraithkin:” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion Intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backwards and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
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