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      “Stand by and hold tight!” Taggart ordered. “We got the whole Colonial Militia waiting for us out there!”

      Merrel Weigt stuck his head into the Aechelus’ cockpit. “Tell us when you want us to deploy the Firelights.”

      “No Firelights!” Taggart replied over his shoulder. “Keep everyone on board and don’t go anywhere.”

      “You have to deploy them,” his brother Tate countered from the auxiliary station. “We’ll never break through on our own.”

      “If any Firelights got separated in the confusion, we would never get them back. Keep everyone on board, Merrel. If you really want to help, you can get them manning the auxiliary guns down below.”

      “You’re the boss.” Merrel left, and Taggart turned back to his controls.

      He skimmed the outermost edge of Myrmidon Zagreus without actually entering the Sphyrna Ion cloud. He didn’t want the Militia fleet parked outside to see him until he was ready.

      His rangefinders showed him more than he ever wanted to see of the situation in Siri Sector space beyond the cloud. The Aechelus wouldn’t be able to fight its way through that fleet even with all its Firelights deployed.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in Myrmidon Zagreus?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “That’s sounding like a very nice way to spend my final days,” Tate replied. “We could build a nice house on Yugawa Itrolla 45, plant a garden, keep sheep, and live quietly into our old age…”

      Both brothers glanced at each other for a second before they both burst out laughing and turned back to their work. Living the rest of his life in a little house on Yugawa Itrolla 45—that was a nice little pipe dream, one that Taggart had enjoyed many times since he first became a career bounty hunter.

      That pipe dream was never going to happen, especially not with the Militia, the Sleepwalkers, and every other criminal organization in the sector after the Emberling.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Tate prompted.

      Taggart didn’t think he’d ever be ready to throw his life away. He’d been doing almost nothing else for weeks now. He only had to scan the ion cloud to see that he was going to be doing a whole lot more of it for the foreseeable future.

      Having the Siri Sector Militia Commander on board his ship didn’t boost his confidence, either. The Militia knew Tate was on the Aechelus, which meant that they didn’t care if they killed him to get the Emberling back.

      “Taggart?” Tate asked. “Are we going?”

      “No time like the present.”

      Taggart punched the throttle and ripped the Aechelus into the ion cloud, but he didn’t skim down its length the way he had when he’d entered it. He wanted to surprise the Militia.

      He plunged straight through the cloud and burst through the other side at full speed, but his surprise and speed still weren’t enough to get him through the Militia blockade. One ship didn’t stand a chance against so many.

      The Aechelus rocketed out of the ion cloud, plunged into the blockade, and succeeded in penetrating the Militia line before the assembled Firelights, Comets, gunships, and destroyers realized what he was trying to do.

      He made it halfway through before the enemy spun around, targeted the ship, and opened fire en masse. “Auxiliary guns—fire!” he ordered.

      Tate and the rest of the crew unloaded on the Militia, but Taggart didn’t even look to see what effect they were having. He also made absolutely certain not to check how many Militia vessels were coming after him. He didn’t want to know. He didn’t need his nerves shattered any more than they already were.

      He gunned the engines and blasted out behind the Militia line. He raced into Siri Sector space, putting as many parsecs as he could between the Aechelus and Myrmidon Zagreus. If he even thought about the place, he might be too tempted to go back there, where he knew he would be safe.

      He checked the rangefinders one more time and spotted his destination. A dense layer of plasma surrounded Manganos’ planet and hid everything down there. Taggart couldn’t see the surface. None of his instruments could penetrate the plasma clouds.

      Taggart didn’t head for Manganos’ planet, though. He set a course for Kreksa and put on speed, but he never made it there.

      He hurtled past the Militia Headquarters Satellite when the Militia struck. Ten Comets skimmed past him from behind to cut off the Aechelus’ path. Taggart slammed hard to port to avoid them and flew into a hail of gunfire from them and another fifteen destroyers banking to his left.

      Firelights overran the Aechelus and swarmed the ship. Plasma bombarded it all over, and the starboard engine exploded. “We’re losing navigation!” Tate hollered. “Time for Plan B!”

      “There is no Plan B!” Taggart yelled back. “Are you shooting at them or what?”

      “I am shooting at them! Don’t you see?”

      Taggart didn’t. Who was shooting at whom didn’t concern him. He wrestled the ship into a zigzag course, trying to dodge every possible enemy converging from all sides.

      The noise of blasts striking the hull deafened him and made it impossible to concentrate. His hands flew over the controls, trying everything possible to keep steering a ship with no helm.

      Firelights buzzed in front of him, and he throttled straight into them. He collided with five, and they exploded across the Aechelus’ bow. Taggart dove through the explosions, searching for any way out.

      The Comets didn’t have to try too hard to keep up with the stricken gunship. They dawdled, flanking the Aechelus’ wings and popped off shots whenever they felt like it. They left the heavy lifting to their Firelights and a few other Militia gunships.

      Plasma spat from the auxiliary guns, and Tate kept crashing back and forth, cursing under his breath. He said a lot of insulting things about his former Militia comrades, and Taggart made up his mind then and there not to ever mention this to anyone, especially not to Tate himself.

      Taggart couldn’t break through the dense flock of Firelights getting in his face. He pulled the same trick a second time and collided with them. They changed their approach after that and kept moving too fast for him to hit anybody.

      Another withering bang struck the Aechelus on the port side and jostled the ship hard. It skidded into the Comets’ line of fire, and they unloaded. The starboard wing ripped off, and then the tail.

      “We’re foundering!” Taggart yelled. “All auxiliary guns—hold your fire!”

      “Are you insane?” Tate roared. “They’ll destroy us!”

      “Just do it! Cut your fire now!” A few more shots escaped from the lower guns. “I said hold your fire!”

      They finally cut out, but Taggart couldn’t fly anywhere now. The Militia sensed the Aechelus going down, and the Firelights pulled back.

      The Aechelus limped a few more parsecs, but Taggart couldn’t reach Kreksa with the ship in this state. Too many Militia ships stood in the way, and the Aechelus’ engines no longer responded to his controls. Every burst from the port engine sent the ship spinning in circles.

      “How close are we?” Tate asked.

      “Not close enough.” Taggart checked the rangefinders again. “Give me one shot forty-five degrees ascendant and eight-three degrees starboard latitude.”

      “That will send us in the opposite direction.”

      “Do you want to get out of this alive or not? Just stash the attitude and do it.”

      Tate groaned. “You sound like a Militia officer now.”

      Taggart ignored the crack and kept a firm grip on the throttle. He counted down the seconds until Tate did as he said.

      A single jet of plasma ejected from Tate’s auxiliary guns and struck a nearby Comet. Taggart held his breath for the return shot, and when it came, it struck with deadly accuracy.

      The Comet unloaded on the Aechelus, and Taggart fired the port engine one last time before the Comet’s assault destroyed that engine, too.

      The wing cleaved off, and the bombardment, combined with the Aechelus’ burst, sent the gunship teetering out of control. The ship tumbled head over heel in no particular direction—except that it somersaulted directly for Manganos’ planet.

      “You’re a genius, Taggart,” Tate murmured under his breath.

      “I’ll be a genius in my grave! We’re entering a disintegrating orbit! All hands—brace for impact! I said brace for impact, Tate! Get the hell out of here!”

      Tate still didn’t leave his station. Taggart had to turn around and physically haul his brother away from the controls.

      Taggart shoved him toward the exit, and Tate finally walked away. He limped on his prosthetic leg, but at least he wasn’t in the cockpit anymore.

      Taggart gulped at the readings on his rangefinders. His idea had worked, and that last burst of gunfire and engine power sent the Aechelus spinning into the plasma cloud, but the ship no longer had any way to slow its entry.

      The ship careened downward in a confused muddle of changing directions, but even fully operational engines wouldn’t have helped the Aechelus. Every gust of plasma knocked the ship back and forth and here and there.

      The ship sailed parallel to the surface for a while, and then another plasma sheet caught it and sent it careening somewhere else. All the interference stopped Taggart from seeing anything that would tell him where he was, or if he was anywhere near where he needed to go.

      He couldn’t stick around to find out, either. Staring at these useless controls wouldn’t save him from the impending crash.

      He tore himself away and staggered against bulkheads on his way out of the cockpit. He had to pause several times on the way downstairs as more explosions rocked the ship. It sounded like gunfire, but it was more dangerous than that.

      He made it all the way to the bottom of the stairs and had turned toward the auxiliary gun placements when the power shut off. Pitch darkness swallowed him as the whole ship plunged through the deadly atmosphere. How long would life support last? Would the plasma cloud crush the ship and kill everyone on board?

      He supported himself against the wall and groped his way to a doorway under the stairs. He took hold of the handle when a devastating blow smashed the ship from above. It smacked him to his knees, and the intense G force wouldn’t let him rise.

      He huddled there, thinking fast. He had to get into a protected spot before the ship crashed. If he stayed here, he’d be flying all over the ship when it finally hit the surface.

      He crawled to the door and depressed the latch. Even then, it took all his strength to drag it open.

      He dove inside and rolled against another bulkhead before he reached the downstairs containment hatch. He patted the floor, trying to find the locking mechanism, and his hand plunged into an empty void with no bottom.

      He almost fell over when powerful hands grabbed him and pulled him down into the darkness. He fell against bodies, and more hands patted him all over. “Are you okay, Taggart?” Merrel asked.

      “Yeah!” Taggart panted. “I didn’t think I’d make it.”

      His friends hugged him in tighter, and their bodies swallowed him. Something scraped, and then the containment cover locked into place to seal them in. The noise outside vibrated even louder through the hull.

      Qiao Neslex’s huge body cushioned him from the floor, and Taggart finally allowed himself to relax. Erqi and Odo flanked Taggart on his left, with Claire, Yannik Xawei, and Tate on Taggart’s right. They surrounded him in a cocoon of protection—if there was any protection from this.

      He barely got into position when a high-pitched screech ripped through the ship. Agonized shudders tore at the hull, and the noise spiked off the charts. Taggart huddled under his arms as that screech escalated to a roar, and then a crushing blow struck the ship from all directions.

      A bone-shattering strike smacked Taggart hard against his brother. Tate’s arms strapped around Taggart’s body, and then an even more brutal crash smacked the ship downward before everything went quiet.
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      “Is everyone still alive?” Tate asked.

      “Unfortunately,” Yannik quipped.

      Taggart tried to sit up, and Tate pushed him off. The friends untangled themselves from each other, and Taggart heard scraping sounds as someone started to remove the containment cover.

      A flash of blue-green light exploded in the darkness when Tate activated an emergency torch, and the friends looked around at each other. “The plasma will have deactivated all the ship’s systems,” Tate began. “We need to get out there and check how much life support we have left.”

      “What do you know about the planet’s atmosphere?” Claire asked.

      “Only that if we had a hull breach, we’d already be dead. We’re only having this conversation because the Aechelus still has enough oxygen for us to breathe.” Tate turned back to the containment cover. “This is stuck. Help me, Taggart.”

      Taggart shifted over to the cover, but he had to kick the latch to break it free. He and Tate lifted it aside and crawled out of the hatch, followed by the others.

      “You people go through the ship and see if you can locate any hull breaches,” Tate ordered. “You’ll have to do it manually, since we don’t have any instruments. Come to the cockpit with me, Taggart. You better come, too, Merrel.”

      The three men headed off together. Claire and Yannik stopped by an emergency supply cabinet by the stairs and got themselves a few more torches before they vanished into the bowels of the ship.

      Tate, Taggart, and Merrel went to the cockpit. Everything was dead. “What do you want to do here?” Taggart asked. “This ship is finished.”

      “Yeah, I know, but we still need a way off this planet.”

      “So what’s Plan B?” Taggart asked.

      Tate snorted. “Funny, Taggart. There is no Plan B.”

      At that moment, a flicker of bluish light darted across the dark controls. A curtain of sparks shimmered from one side of the cockpit to the other, and some of the controls blinked.

      “What the hell is that?” Merrel breathed.

      “It’s Manganos,” Tate replied. “He’s using his plasma to communicate with us.”

      “How?” Taggart asked.

      He barely said the word before the controls blinked again and the communications system switched on. It fizzed once, and then cleared to reveal a human man’s face.

      It looked disturbingly similar to Jimmy Oakes, but it wasn’t. The features morphed and twisted into a few different other human faces before the image stabilized as a composite of them all.

      “Good morning, Commander Lowell,” a scratchy voice husked. “I am scanning your vessel, and I do not read James Oakes on board.”

      “I’m sorry, Manganos,” Tate told the image. “He didn’t make it.”

      “You are carrying the Emberling.”

      “We’re trying to find a way to destroy it. Jimmy gave it to me right before he died and asked me to find a way to get rid of it. Can you help us? Can you find a way to destroy it?”

      “I do not know of any way to destroy it, but you cannot stay on that ship. You have a hull breach that will disintegrate in approximately fourteen minutes. I will bring you to my fortress instead.”

      “Thank you, Manganos,” Tate replied, but the image was already switching off.

      “How is he doing all this?” Merrel asked.

      “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to,” Tate replied. “Jimmy lived with Manganos for twenty years, and never understood half of what Manganos did or how he did it.”

      “So how do we get off the ship?” Taggart asked.

      As soon as he said that, a swirl of bluish light appeared in the cockpit and surrounded the three men, getting brighter and rotating faster.

      It enveloped Taggart and flashed in his face. It died immediately, and he found himself in the vast dim hall of Manganos’ hidden fortress. The giant chamber towered out of sight above Taggart’s head, and he couldn’t see any walls in the darkness.

      Giant stacks of electronic equipment filled the cavern, and mysterious lights flickered over the components’ many surfaces. The lights raced back and forth in eerie patterns.

      Taggart looked around and spotted Merrel, Qiao, Yannik, Erqi, Odo, and Claire off to one side. Tate and Taggart stood together at a distance from the others.

      “He wants to see us,” Tate announced. “Just the two of us.”

      “Why us?” Taggart asked.

      “Because I’m Jimmy’s best friend and you’re my brother. Come on.”

      Tate started walking down the aisles between the racks of equipment. Taggart didn’t see anything at first, except that the electronic lights kept pace with him and Tate. The lights whizzed around the brothers and followed them through Manganos’ fortress.

      Taggart wasn’t looking forward to seeing Manganos again. He didn’t want to face Manganos after losing Jimmy, but He supposed he had to.

      Taggart didn’t tell Tate that he and Wollett had basically borrowed Jimmy from Manganos to help rescue Tate. The fact that Jimmy had volunteered for the mission didn’t seem to matter, now that Taggart was about to answer to Jimmy’s last remaining family.

      Taggart didn’t have a chance to protest, though. He and Tate turned a corner and came face to face with the giant alien that Taggart had met on his first visit to this planet.

      Manganos’ enormous, protoplasmic body rested on the floor and rose to an eye-watering height above Taggart’s head. The lights from the electronics whizzed through Manganos’ body and exited out the other side to enter other components in other stacks.

      A different screen flickered to life on one of the racks near Tate’s head. The image formed into the same composite face. “Welcome back, Commander,” the scratchy voice began. “I regret that we could not meet under more pleasant circumstances.”

      Tate looked into the screen and didn’t address the alien. “I regret that, too. I apologize for crashing our ship here, but I had no other way to contact you.”

      “I understand,” Manganos rasped. “We will need to find another ship for you and your comrades to use to leave this planet. I do not see your father among your crew, either. Did he fall while attempting to rescue you from Monkskull?”

      “Yes, he did. We lost John Hillman, too.”

      “I am sure that they would consider it a small price to pay for your safety, Commander. James thought very highly of you, as you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Taggart turned away. He couldn’t listen to this. He faced the alien and pulled himself up as best he could. “I’m sorry for losing Jimmy. I…feel responsible. I shouldn’t have taken him from you. I…I don’t know how to make that up to you. I know I can’t, but I wish there was a way to bring him back for you.”

      Tate clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. Taggart gulped down emotion. He could think of a lot of people he’d rather lose on a hostile planet than Jimmy Oakes.

      “James was a selfless man who gave his life to the Colonial Militia,” Manganos husked. “He would not consider it a sacrifice to die to save his friend. You and your father did not take James from me. James left a long time ago to pursue his passion with the Militia. He would not have wanted to remain behind to save his own life. You are not responsible for his death. If he did not die saving his friend, he would have died saving someone else. I know that he died doing what he loved for a good cause, and I am glad of that. He was like a son to me and I loved him. I am glad that I could spend the years I did with him, and I will not forget that.”

      Taggart nodded, but he couldn’t speak. He couldn’t have said anything better about Jimmy and now it was over. All the cards were out on the table. Taggart didn’t have to worry anymore about Manganos holding him responsible for Oakes’ death, but he couldn’t forget it so easily. He would always hold himself responsible for it, and he would never forget it.

      Tate gripped Taggart’s shoulder a little harder. That touch told Taggart that he wasn’t the only one who felt Oakes’ loss. Oakes died saving Tate. Tate probably felt responsible for Oakes’ death, too, but Taggart couldn’t bear to look at his brother to find out.

      Tate turned away first. “What can you tell us about the Emberling? Do you know anything about it? No one seems to even understand what it is or how it works.”

      “It is a crystalline compound comprised of four different plasma molecules fused into one lattice.” The composite face image that Manganos had been using to communicate vanished to reveal a rotary view of some atomic chemical. “Its structure amplifies energetic signatures to reproduce them at exponential rates.”

      “So if it was activated near a source of explosive energies, it would reproduce them and make them exponentially more explosive. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “You are as astute as ever, Commander, but the Emberling does not need a source material to produce exponential quantities of any substance. It can produce them without any source material.”

      “How is that even possible?” Taggart interrupted. “It would have to have a source before it could reproduce anything.”

      “I agree with you that it should not be scientifically possible, but the Emberling represents the last of an ancient line of technology that our brightest minds still do not understand. The Emberling can produce any substance without a source material to pattern it from. That is the Emberling’s power.”

      “Then the Astrals are right that it could be used to change states of matter, alter DNA, move giant objects—it could be used for anything,” Taggart pointed out. “It isn’t just a doomsday weapon the way we thought.”

      “That is the problem, you see,” Manganos replied. “There is no way to determine what molecular structure the Emberling will produce. You might supply it with a certain source material, and the Emberling could mutate it into something completely different. You might decide that you wanted to supply food to an entire population and provide the Emberling with that. Then the Emberling could take your source food and transmute it into an explosive poison gas that would annihilate the entire sector. There is no way to control it…or rather, I should say that we have not yet learned how to control it.”

      “Wow! That’s bad!” Tate breathed. “That’s even worse than we thought.”

      “Indeed. This is why it will be virtually impossible for you to destroy the Emberling. Whatever you use to try to destroy it could change to make the Emberling much more dangerous, or set off a chain reaction that would destroy all life as we know it.”

      “Wonderful,” Taggart muttered. “This mission just gets better and better.”

      “There has to be a way,” Tate countered. “We just haven’t found it yet.”

      “Our friend Qiao says that there’s a Riarium flux refinery on Kreksa run by Stakrox Feret,” Taggart added. “We were going to take the Emberling there and see if Stakrox can help us.”

      “He will know as much as anyone about how the Emberling works,” Manganos replied. “I cannot think of anyone who can help you better than he can.”

      “Do you know how to activate it?” Tate asked. “What would a person have to do to be able to use it?”

      “I do not know that. I do not think anyone knows that.”

      “We’ve had it in every kind of high-intensity situation nearly nonstop since we took it from its hiding place,” Taggart pointed out. “We’ve had it on ships that were under bombardment. We’ve had it in high-heat environments nearing volcanic temperatures. We’ve subjected it to nearly every kind of explosion, shock, and impact you can imagine and it never does anything. It’s inert, as far as I can tell.”

      “You are correct,” Manganos replied. “One would expect any of those to produce some catastrophic cascade that would activate the Emberling’s fearsome powers, but they have not.”

      “Hell, Jimmy even had the thing in his stomach,” Taggart went on. “If his stomach acid didn’t set it off, I can’t think of anything that will.”

      “Maybe that’s what made him change,” Tate suggested. “Maybe the Emberling turned him into that…that lizard thing.”

      “That can’t be right,” Taggart pointed out. “He attacked Monkskull to get the Emberling from him, which means Jimmy changed before that.”

      “Could you find out how to destroy the Emberling, Manganos?” Tate asked. “Could you study it and figure it out if you had enough time?”

      “I could only try, and I would not offer any guarantee of success. I might study it for years and never decipher its secrets. Then again, any number of more highly qualified scientists might do the same thing.”

      Taggart turned to his brother. “What are you thinking?”

      “Only that the Emberling is hidden here. If we can’t destroy it, then our next best bet is to hide it where all the people who want to use it won’t be able to find it. What better place than here?”

      “I did pick up some unusual energy readings surrounding the Emberling upon entry into the plasma atmosphere of this planet,” Manganos added. “The Emberling reacted to the plasma and began giving off a form of energy that I have never seen before. I do not even think this energy form is known anywhere else.”

      “Does that mean the Emberling became activated?” Taggart asked. “Was it close to…doing whatever it does?”

      “I could not answer that, since I do not know what the Emberling does,” Manganos replied. “I do not understand this energy, nor do I understand how the Emberling combined with the plasma to create it—or what would have happened if the Emberling had continued to react with it, or the consequences of whatever effects it might have produced.”

      “So is it still producing this energy now?” Tate asked.

      “No, the energy is no longer being produced. It ceased once you penetrated the plasma cloud and landed on the surface.”

      “That shouldn’t have happened, either,” Taggart pointed out. “The plasma concentration is just as dense on the surface as it is in the atmosphere. You’re using this plasma right here in this fortress. The Emberling should theoretically still be reacting to it.”

      “You are correct once again, but it is no longer reacting to it, nor is it producing this energy.”

      “Then you could keep the Emberling here,” Tate suggested. “You could keep it here to hide it from everyone that wants to get it. None of them would enter the atmosphere to get the Emberling. It would be safe here.”

      “I am afraid that will not work, either, Commander. You see, as your brother just pointed out, the plasma concentration is just as dense on the surface as it is in the atmosphere, and I am using this plasma right here in this fortress. There is nothing to stop the Emberling from reacting with the plasma here with catastrophic consequences. The Emberling will not be any safer here than it would be anywhere else—or, should I rather say that I will not be safe with the Emberling here. The Emberling might blow me to smithereens, and the crystal could remain undamaged.”

      Tate sighed. “Damn. So much for that.”

      “So it looks like we’re going to Kreksa after all,” Taggart added.

      “I would recommend it,” Manganos replied. “I know Stakrox Feret well. He is an honorable man. He will be just as interested as you are in preventing the Emberling from falling into the wrong hands.”

      “But if you’re right,” Taggart pointed out, “then he might not be any more capable of either understanding or destroying the Emberling than you are. We’d be running the risk of someone hostile recapturing the Emberling the minute we take it off this planet.”

      “That is correct,” Manganos replied.

      “We would also be running the risk of the Emberling reacting with this atmosphere and destroying us all on our way off the planet,” Tate pointed out.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Manganos replied. “Those are all very real risks.”

      Taggart puffed out his cheeks and ran his fingers through his hair. “Man! I’m really sorry now that we brought the Emberling here and exposed you to these risks. We should have stayed in Myrmidon Zagreus.”

      “I would have invited you here even knowing the risks,” Manganos replied. “Your brother Tate is an honorable and forthright man, and I can see that you are the same. You are both welcome here at any time without an invitation.”

      “Thank you,” Taggart replied. “We really appreciate your help with this.”

      “You brought the Emberling out of Myrmidon Zagreus to destroy it and to save the Siri Sector from a terrible fate. That was a very honorable thing to do, and I do not believe that you would have been any safer behind the ion cloud. Others would have overcome their reluctance and followed you there to steal the Emberling. They would have gone after you, and you would be in the same position regardless of your location.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Taggart muttered. “It was nice to think we were somewhere beyond their reach, even for a little while.”

      “You are beyond their reach here, but as I said, the Emberling is still a threat to all of us as long as it is here. You should take it away. Even allowing it to fall into the wrong hands would be better than keeping it here, as any reaction could escalate exponentially and reach catastrophic proportions beyond our power to stop it.”

      Taggart glanced over at Tate at the same moment that Tate glanced at him. For all their trouble—for all the deaths that the Emberling had cost the crew to get the crystal back—the crew was still no closer to stopping any random lowlife from stealing it, using it, and threatening all life everywhere.

      “You will need another ship to take you off the planet,” Manganos went on.

      “Preferably one that can shield the Emberling from the plasma,” Tate added.

      “Indeed. That would be preferable. I believe I have such a ship.”

      “You do?” Taggart asked. “I thought no ship could penetrate the plasma without all its systems shutting down.”

      “Ships cannot penetrate from outside because none of them are sufficiently protected from the plasma. If their pilots and crews and manufacturers understood this plasma well enough, they could shield their ships and enter the atmosphere whenever they wanted. As it happens, there was one ship that entered the atmosphere that did not suffer the same effects from the plasma. It belonged to James’ parents. I will give you that.”

      “Then he was right,” Tate replied. “The explosion that caused the ship to crash happened before the ship entered the atmosphere.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How do you know the ship is sturdy enough to break orbit?” Taggart asked. “That ship must be more than thirty years old.”

      “I know it can break orbit because I have used it before—or rather, I should say that James has used it before. He used it to travel to Kraelen, where he joined the Militia. He used the ship a dozen times to travel back and forth between here and his various Militia postings. Ask your brother. He has flown on the ship at least three times. He can tell you that it is perfectly spaceworthy.”

      “You’re right,” Tate replied. “I just didn’t know that you used it to travel to and from the surface. We always used your plasma transport system when I visited you before.”

      “Quite so. At any rate, the ship is perfectly sound, but you will want to check that for yourselves before you fly in it. Here is a map to its hangar.”

      The screen that had been showing the composite face image as well as rotary views of the Emberling’s atomic structure flickered again. A map popped up, showing a pathway through the electronics racks to a deeper part of the fortress.

      Tate and Taggart both looked at it, but Taggart didn’t understand the layout of Manganos’ home well enough to follow the diagram.

      Tate bumped his knuckles against Taggart’s shoulder. “Let’s go check it out.”

      He led the way back through the aisles to where the rest of the crew waited. “What did he say?” Claire asked.

      “He can’t help us get rid of the Emberling, but he’s giving us a ship to get us as far as Kreksa.”

      “Does he think Stakrox Feret can help us?” Merrel asked.

      Taggart shrugged. “Stakrox Feret will be able to help us as much as anyone can, which isn’t saying much.”

      The crew started following Tate deeper into Manganos’ shadowy domain. “What did he say about the Emberling?” Yannik asked. “What did he tell you how it works?”

      “Let’s put it this way,” Taggart replied over his shoulder. “The Emberling can do whatever it wants whenever it wants, with no control. It could become a doomsday weapon at any time with no foreseeable mechanism to trigger it, or it might do nothing. There’s no way to predict what it will do, when it will do it, what might set it off, or what the consequences will be.”

      The others all stopped in their tracks to stare at him. “You’re messing with us,” Merrel snapped.

      “Nope,” Taggart replied. “That’s what he said.”

      “Then why hasn’t the Emberling blown us all to kingdom come by now?” Claire demanded.

      “That’s what I’m telling you. Firing a rocket at it or dropping it down a volcano or soaking it organic acid are no more likely to set it off than just looking at it. It doesn’t need a triggering mechanism, and there’s no way in hell to know what it will do or when or why. That’s all we know about it—which is nothing.”

      “Shit!” Merrel whispered.

      “Yep,” Taggart replied. “The other good news is that, even though the Emberling didn’t react to anything else, it did react to the plasma atmosphere of this planet, and could do the same thing at any time. So we have to get it off the planet as soon as possible before it…does something.”

      “What is the point of taking it anywhere if there is no way to predict what it will do?” Erqi asked. “It would be safer to leave it here than to risk taking it where criminal elements want to steal it and use it.”

      “There’s the chance that Stakrox will be able to do something,” Tate suggested. “Besides, the Emberling hasn’t reacted to all these explosions, shocks, and dangers we’ve subjected it to so far. At least it won’t be producing an exponential cascade of energy that’s never been known before—which is what it’s doing here.”

      “Shit!” Claire breathed.

      “You can say that again,” Taggart replied, “which is why we need to get it off the planet. Come on. Let’s check out this ship.”
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      Tate entered another cavern, and lights switched on in the ceiling overhead. A single Legacy-class civilian transport cruiser sat in the center. It was the only ship in sight, and it had definitely seen better days.

      The hull looked perfectly intact, though, which was really all that mattered. The nameplate on the outer hull read Pheazobus. The rear hatch unfolded as the crew approached, and Taggart, Merrel, and Erqi followed Tate inside. The whole ship consisted of one large compartment with seats along both walls behind a pilot’s station at the front. Two chairs occupied positions behind the controls. That was it.

      “Great!” Tate growled. “These Legacies have no weapons systems. We’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “None at all?” Erqi countered. “No weapons at all?”

      “Nothing. We’ll be driving them off with glares and rude hand gestures.” Tate sat down at the pilot’s station. “I can’t believe I’m actually considering flying in the ship that Jimmy’s parents crashed on this planet in. I never would have agreed to come here in the first place if I’d known.”

      “That explains why Jimmy didn’t tell you where he got this ship.” Taggart sat down next to his brother and started running through the pre-flight diagnostics. “The hull looks good.”

      He had barely gotten started when the communications system booted up without him even touching it. The same composite face appeared and started talking to him. “You will notice that I have installed a plasma system on board to counter the effects of atmospheric turbulence and instability.”

      “Yes, I noticed,” Tate replied. “You really are wasted on this planet, Manganos. You should be in the Academy of Sciences.”

      “I would not be in the Academy of Sciences, Commander. The other scientists would not believe that I could invent this plasma technology, and then I would be in the same position as my friend Stakrox. The plasma system is generated by the density chronometer. This will produce a feedback concussion against any weapon that strikes your hull.”

      “Seriously?” Taggart asked. “So there’s no firing mechanism?”

      “You do not need a firing mechanism. The system reacts automatically to any ship that fires on you.”

      Tate and Taggart exchanged glances. That sounded like one of the most useful and also one of the most potentially disastrous weapons systems that Taggart had ever heard of, but he didn’t say that. At least he wouldn’t be leaving this planet with no defenses at all.

      Erqi leaned over Taggart’s shoulder. “Does the plasma system require fuel of any kind? We will be going into battle against multiple enemies—possibly several battles.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Merrel chimed in from behind.

      “The plasma system is self-perpetuating,” Manganos replied. “It goes through a fission-fusion reaction that produces energy as its byproduct.”

      “Maybe that explains why the Emberling reacted with the plasma,” Taggart suggested. “Maybe they’re similar enough in their makeup that they have some affinity for each other.”

      “And maybe the Emberling just randomly decide to react with the plasma for no reason,” Merrel added.

      Taggart shrugged. “You might be right.”

      “I do not like the idea of going into battle against an enemy with no way to fire on them,” Erqi grumbled. “Any weapons system would be better than simply sitting there and doing nothing while the ship fights our battles for us.”

      “It’s a very nice ship, Manganos,” Tate interrupted loudly. “Thank you for your generosity.”

      “It is my pleasure, Commander. This ship is also fitted with my plasma communications and transport systems. You will not have to crash the ship when you return. Simply use the communications system to contact me, and the transport system will bring you to my fortress while the ship remains in orbit.”

      “Thank you,” Taggart added. “I hope we make it back in one piece.”

      Merrel pushed his way to the front and raised his index finger in front of Manganos’ composite face. “Just one thing, Manganos, if you don’t mind, but if the Emberling reacts to your plasma, won’t transporting the Emberling on a ship powered by this plasma be asking for trouble? What’s to stop it from cascading while we have it on the ship?”

      “This ship’s plasma systems are all fully contained,” Manganos replied. “The Emberling is no more likely to react with the ship than it is to react with anything else. I am certain you will be safer on that ship than you would be if you remained on this planet.”

      The four friends exchanged glances again, but none of them said anything. This mission was sounding more and more like a disaster waiting to happen, no matter what they did.

      “The Colonial Militia is not searching for this ship,” Manganos went on. “You will be able to leave orbit on the Kudrica continent. The Militia will not see you there.”

      “The Militia knows we went down on this planet,” Merrel countered. “If they’re anywhere nearby, they’ll see us leaving. We’ll look suspicious because so few ships leave this planet.”

      “You can exit when the planet comes into a synchronous orbit with Agrela. There is a civil conflict going on there at the moment, with a total of three enemy fleets in orbit. You can fly into the cloud, and the swarm will give you cover to make your escape.”

      “What about the Emberling?” Taggart asked. “Will your plasma system mask that we have it on board?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Manganos replied. “All your enemies will see the Emberling on board as soon as you leave the planet.”

      Merrel let out a loud groan, covered his eyes, and Erqi snarled at the screen. “This is a suicide mission.”

      “You will need to make all speed for Kreksa and try to outrun them,” Manganos told them. “I cannot help you with that.”

      Taggart shut his eyes. He wanted to groan as loudly as Merrel, but he didn’t want to offend Manganos or to sound ungrateful. This ship was the crew’s last, best, and only chance to get off this planet.

      All the risks didn’t add up to much of a chance at all, but it sure looked like the crew was going to be doing it anyway. What alternative was there?

      “I have an idea,” Merrel muttered. “Let’s put the Emberling on this ship, launch it with no one on board, set it adrift in space, and the first person to reach it can have the Emberling for themselves.”

      Tate laughed, but he was the only one who did. “Good idea, man. I’m with you on that one.”

      “We have no way to know whether this plasma defense system will set off the Emberling,” Erqi growled. “We could be flying the very mechanism needed to set it off.”

      “Yep,” Taggart replied. “You got it.”

      Erqi cursed a few more times in his own language, and then turned away. “You all fly the Emberling to Kreksa. I have decided to stay here.”

      Taggart finished his diagnostics while he listened to Erqi complaining to Odo and the others outside the hatch. Merrel stuck around for a little longer and then went outside to join them.

      Taggart didn’t leave his seat. He wouldn’t have blamed any of these people for staying behind, considering the risks. He never would have laid a finger on the Emberling, or agreed to take Yannik to Nieulia to get it, if he had known the job would end like this.

      He didn’t seem able to break off, though. He’d become entrenched in this mission for some reason that he couldn’t explain even to himself. His own sheer momentum kept him going.

      He had to find out what to do with this damn crystal. He couldn’t stop until he did something with it—something besides set it adrift and let the first comer take it.

      That sounded like such an appealing and even sensible course compared to the one he was about to take. Erqi was right. This whole mission had gone so far beyond the point of ill-advised. It had now crossed over into the realm of truly stupid.

      Taggart had done a lot of stupid things in his time, but he’d never done any of them with this much intent and forethought before. He’d never deliberately flown into this kind of danger while knowing the risks.

      He was really reaching a new low in the stupidity department, but he wasn’t willing to stop. In fact, the stupider and more dangerous it seemed, the more fixated he became on actually doing this. He didn’t understand his own motivation, because he’d never seen himself as any kind of crusader before.

      Tate’s influence must be starting to wear off on him. He’d never spent this much time around his brother since they were both boys.

      Taggart had always seen Tate as a crusader and a knight in shining armor, saving the galaxy from evildoers. That was Tate’s role in their family—which was exactly the opposite of what Taggart, Claire, and Wollett had done.

      Keeping a doomsday weapon out of enemy hands and risking his life to destroy it—that was exactly the kind of thing Taggart always thought Tate would do. Now Taggart was doing the same thing, and not just because Tate was here. He’d started doing it even before Tate had joined this crew.

      All these suggestions by Tate, other Militia officers, and now Manganos himself must have infected Taggart’s mind. Tate had implied that Taggart could change his life and become something better than he was before. Maybe Taggart was actually starting to believe that.

      He and Tate had been flying side by side since the crew had rescued Tate from the Giatania. Taggart had been alone in the cockpit with Tate more than anyone else, even Merrel.

      Taggart had always admired Merrel, but Merrel was a bounty hunter with a lengthy criminal record. He had never been a knight in shining armor in his life. No one knew that better than Taggart.

      Taggart had always wanted to be like him, but Taggart had never thought of Merrel as a good person, because he wasn’t. He had never wanted to change his life to become like Merrel, except maybe to make as much money as Merrel and to be as good as Merrel was at just about anything.

      Tate’s invitation to change his life and become something better did not include becoming like Merrel. Taggart would have to become something truly good, something truly admirable and praiseworthy to do that.

      He would have to become like Tate.

      Taggart saw himself going through his diagnostics in synchronicity with his brother. They’d settled into a rhythm where they didn’t have to explain what they were doing to each other. They each understood what the other was doing, and why.

      Tate and Taggart were on this mission together. They were side by side, doing something unquestionably good and admirable. Tate didn’t have to question Taggart’s integrity or his commitment to this mission.

      Taggart experienced a surge of pride and hope when he thought that. Tate wouldn’t fall in side by side with any of the others. He couldn’t. They were all career criminals. Tate couldn’t trust them the way he trusted Taggart.

      Losing Wollett was almost worth this feeling. It was worth a thousand times more to Taggart than having his criminal record wiped. It was worth all the hardship he’d ever suffered to finally feel like he was good enough to be on the same mission with Tate for all the same reasons that Tate was on it.

      The rest of the crew brought him back to the present by strolling into the ship. “What’s the situation?” Yannik asked. “Is this Legacy sound enough to take us off the planet?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with its soundness,” Tate replied over his shoulder. “The only reason not to leave the planet is the countless dangers waiting for us out there, but since we’re doing it anyway, you people might as well strap in and start praying.”

      Erqi growled, but he didn’t say anything else about leaving. Taggart hadn’t really taken that comment seriously, but if any of the crew was going to stay behind, they’d do it now.

      None of them did. They found seats for themselves and started pulling on their safety harnesses. Taggart glanced over at his brother. “You ready for this?”

      “Whatever. We’re going to have to do some fast flying. Look.”

      Tate pointed to a chart on the controls. The Legacy’s rangefinders showed very clearly that none of the ship’s instruments could penetrate the plasma atmosphere. This reading on the area of space around Manganos’ planet came from somewhere else.

      The image flickered with the same stuttering flash of colored light that Taggart recognized from Manganos’ electronics. He must be using his more powerful equipment to transmit this chart to the Pheazobus.

      Manganos’ planet was approaching a section of its orbit that synchronized with the planet Agrela. True to his word, a massive horde of ships surrounded the planet directly over the Kudrica continent. The combined swarm bombarded Agrela and each other in a brutal space battle raging between three different fleets.

      The Colonial Militia wasn’t bothering to patrol this side of the planet. Only a handful of Militia gunships buzzed over the plasma cloud where the Aechelus had gone down. None of the Militia vessels went near Agrela. They didn’t want to get caught in the battle.

      The Agrela Brotherhood used rapid-fire laser weapons to punch through ships’ hulls as effectively as any ordnance. The White Mountain Fleet belonged to a fanatical suicide cult that deployed thousands of pilots in tiny, fast-moving Pajab combat jets, with all their weaponry removed so they could fly even faster than normal.

      These jets whizzed everywhere through the battle, picking up incredible speed before they flew into their enemies in high-impact collisions. The jets didn’t need weaponry. They destroyed other ships without shooting and sacrificed their jets and pilots in the process.

      Then there was the Regular Agrela Defense Fleet, which wasn’t having any success quelling the other two fleets.

      “Shit!” Taggart whispered. “The Defense Fleet boys are taking a pounding.”

      “We’re gonna have a problem with those Pajabs,” Tate pointed out. “The plasma system only works against weapons fire. It won’t recognize the Pajabs until it’s too late.”

      “Can you do anything about that?” Merrel asked from his seat.

      Taggart studied the defense system, but that didn’t help him. He could spend the rest of eternity studying Manganos’ technology and not get any closer even to understanding it, much less figuring out how to work it.

      Just to drive the dagger a little deeper, Manganos’ composite reappeared on the controls. “The Emberling is producing the unknown energy form again, Commander. I suggest that you launch immediately.”

      Taggart looked over at Tate, who glanced down into his lap. He had the Emberling in his pocket, but Taggart didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      Taggart elbowed his brother. “You better take us out.”

      “You do it,” Tate replied. “You’re a better pilot than I am.”

      Taggart almost asked if he was sure about that, but stopped himself. Hearing those words gave him another flood of warmth for his brother.

      He took a deep breath. “All right. Here we go. Thank you, Manganos. I hope I see you again very soon.”

      “So do I, Taggart. You and your crew are welcome here whenever you would like. I look forward to hearing the outcome of your adventure.”

      Tate snorted. “You probably won’t like what you hear.”

      “My thoughts and best wishes go with you, Commander. Fly safely and Godspeed.”

      Taggart said, “Thank you,” again, and this time, everyone behind him chimed in to thank Manganos, too. This crew was rapidly running out of allies. Taggart didn’t like leaving one of them behind, but taking the Emberling off the planet was the easiest way to repay Manganos for his help and hospitality.

      He fired up the engines, and a powerful sucking wind funnel drummed on the ship’s outer hull. The ripping force escalated to a howl, and all the atmospheric gas surrounding the Pheazobus evacuated through a hatch spiraling open in the hangar ceiling.

      The oxygen and carbon dioxide that the crew had just been breathing whisked out, and plasma rushed in. It enveloped the Legacy and the engine noise changed to a shriek.

      “Let’s rock and roll!” Tate called, and Taggart hit the throttle.
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      The Pheazobus streaked out of Manganos’ fortress, and the chart that Manganos had been projecting to the ship’s instruments vanished from Taggart’s controls. He punched the engines straight up into the murky atmosphere, broke through the envelope, and rocketed straight for Agrela.

      His stomach dropped when he saw the mayhem ahead. It looked terrible on the chart, but that was nothing compared to seeing it right up close and in person.

      None of the Agrela combatants were looking for an unarmed personnel transport coming from Manganos’ planet, but the Colonial Militia sure was.

      “Son of a bitch!” Taggart growled. “They must have been scanning for the Emberling. Here they come with Comets deploying from the Headquarters Satellite!”

      “You deal with the Pajabs!” Tate called back. “Leave the rest to me.”

      Taggart didn’t have time to argue before a punishing plasma shot sizzled across the Pheazobus’ starboard wing. It jostled the ship as a bunch of Comets zoomed around Manganos’ planet to intercept the Legacy.

      “Get in there, Taggart!” Tate ordered. “Work your magic!”

      “You call this magic?!” Taggart shrieked, but he could only see one place to hide from the Militia.

      He gunned the engines one more time and plunged nose-first into the battle. He burned past a dozen Brotherhood vessels, and his worst nightmare came true when the White Mountain jets came after him instead.

      A bone-crushing boom struck the Pheazobus hard enough to interrupt his flight pattern. “What the hell was that?” he bellowed over his shoulder.

      “The plasma defense system is working!” Tate replied. “Brace yourself for more of the same—a lot more!”

      Taggart tried to adjust his course to compensate for all the Pajabs surrounding him, but the plasma system made steering virtually impossible. He didn’t have a spare second to check which fleets were firing at him. He was too busy trying to keep the Pheazobus intact from the Pajabs rushing in unbelievably fast.

      Taggart crouched over his controls, straining his eyes to see every Pajab before it reached the Legacy’s hull. One miss and the Pheazobus would be history, along with everyone on board.

      Successive pounding smashes rocked the ship in all directions. Taggart lost track of whether he was actually flying this bucket of bolts. Maybe the plasma system was just tossing the Pheazobus in so many random directions that the Pajabs couldn’t target it, either.

      He couldn’t see anything anyway. The defense system sent a violent pulse of plasma over the ship’s outer skin every time a weapon hit. The plasma ricocheted the shot back to the attacking ship, but that one moment of plasma coverage obliterated visibility just long enough to prevent Taggart from steering at all.

      “Let me guess!” he yelled over his shoulder. “You and Jimmy never flew this ship in combat, did you?”

      “Hell, no!” Tate hollered back. “Are you insane? Not even Jimmy could convince me to do anything as stupid as this.”

      Taggart slammed the ship hard to port to avoid another mob of Pajabs coming from starboard, but that maneuver brought him perilously close to the edge of the battle. The Colonial Militia still stood guard there, trying to wade through the three fleets to reach the Pheazobus.

      The gunships and incoming Comets fired into the battle, but they couldn’t penetrate the chaos. The Militia hit a few Brotherhood vessels, and the Brotherhood turned their wrath on the Militia.

      As soon as the Brotherhood opened fire on the Militia, the Militia retaliated and the Defense Fleet jumped in, rushing to the Militia’s aid. In a matter of seconds, the battle surrounded the Militia vessels, and the White Mountain pilots smelled blood in the water.

      Hundreds of Pajabs swarmed the Comets, all destroying themselves on the Comets’ sides. The Defense Fleet tried even harder to protect the Militia by shooting down the White Mountain jets, but only succeeded in hitting the Comets instead.

      Taggart took one look at the Militia getting sucked into the battle, and he turned tail. “Now’s our chance. We gotta get clear before they come after us.”

      “How do we do that?” Tate asked. “Kreksa is on the other side of Agrela. I guess Manganos didn’t think of that.”

      “Sure he did. He wouldn’t forget a detail like that.”

      “What are you gonna do?” Tate asked. “You can’t get through the battle.”

      “I don’t need to get through the battle.”

      Tate started to say something else, but Taggart wasn’t listening anymore. He seized the helm and pushed it all the way forward. He tipped the Pheazobus into a steep dive straight for the planet’s surface.

      One or two of the combatant ships copied him to follow him into the atmosphere, but they didn’t stick with him for too long. He picked up speed, aiming for the gun positions that all three combatant fleets had originally been targeting.

      The guns kept spitting all kinds of lasers and plasma, but none of the combatants seemed to notice or care. They didn’t care about anything but destroying each other.

      Taggart checked his trajectory and headed for the Brotherhood’s laser positions. Hundreds of Pajabs pulled out of the battle to hound him into the atmosphere.

      “No, Taggart!” Tate roared. “You can’t do this!”

      “You told me to fly! That’s what I’m doing! Did you want to take over?”

      Another plasma eruption answered Taggart’s question for him. The Pajabs weren’t the only people after the Pheazobus. Everyone else was still targeting the Legacy, too. Taggart couldn’t get away from them.

      He took his eyes off his controls just long enough to see countless Pajabs crawling up on his tail. They could fly a lot faster than the Pheazobus. They’d be on top of him any second now.

      No one moved or breathed in the compartment behind Taggart’s chair. He could feel all his friends’ eyes boring into the back of his head.

      The Brotherhood laser placements turned on him as he got nearer. They struck the ship right in front of his station. He couldn’t see well enough to avoid them, and the plasma explosions made it impossible to steer well enough. He couldn’t go near the placements without getting the whole ship blown to kingdom come.

      “Taggart,” Tate began, but Taggart didn’t answer. He didn’t need another distraction right now.

      He got as close as he dared to the gun positions. The plasma explosions got so loud and so intense that he took his eyes off the helm for a minute to rest them. Staring at it harder wouldn’t help him steer any straighter.

      He glanced at the rangefinders. Fifty Pajabs copied his every move stroke for stroke. The pilots even matched the Pheazobus’ chaotic jerking back and forth.

      “Pull back!” Tate thundered. “You’re going to fly us straight into their guns!”

      Taggart ripped back the helm and swooped up, up, up. He arched backward, and all the Pajabs zoomed after him. They mirrored his trajectory without the slightest break or deviation.

      He pulled into a steep backward loop and curved downward into his original course, with the Pajabs shrieking upward to arch back. The lasers unloaded and destroyed half the Pajabs. They blew and left a cloud of debris floating in the air above the gun positions.

      “Stop it, Taggart!” Merrel yelled from the back. “You’re making me look bad!”

      “What do you want to do about the rest of them?” Tate asked.

      Taggart hadn’t thought that far in advance. “There’s only one option left.”

      He dropped down to the surface, dodged a few gun placements, and then headed for a river flat beyond the laser positions.

      The White Mountain Fleet was using this flat as a staging area, with what looked like thousands of Pajabs waiting to deploy. They launched by the hundreds as Taggart approached, and he flew straight into them.

      The pursuing jets rocketed into their friends, and confusion reigned for a second—just long enough for Taggart to put a few seconds’ distance between himself and the pursuit.

      He pulled up and sprinted for the atmosphere. He had half a second to check his rangefinders before another Militia contingent launched from the Alnion Supply Depot.

      “They’re way too close!” Tate hollered in Taggart’s ear. “We’ll never be able to get through to Kreksa this way!”

      “Did you want to fly or not?” Taggart yelled back.

      Tate didn’t answer, and Taggart didn’t follow up his advantage. He had way bigger problems right now.

      The Colonial Militia vessels swooping in to surround Agrela must have been tracking the Emberling’s energy readings, too. Taggart didn’t want to think about what the crystal was doing with all this stray plasma flying around.

      This bunch of Militia craft came racing in fast to intercept the Pheazobus, but as soon as Taggart pulled the ship upward to break orbit again, the rest of the Pajabs caught up with him.

      They surrounded the Pheazobus, and almost as though Taggart had planned it, the rest of the battle shifted, too. Brotherhood, Militia, and White Mountain ships by the hundred careened around the planet and enveloped the Pheazobus in explosions.

      Taggart didn’t even try to steer anymore. He couldn’t see a thing, and incessant concussions shattered his nerves. He winced with every explosion and concentrated all his mental power on keeping the throttle nailed down as far as it would go. He didn’t care where he went or what he ran into, as long as the ship kept flying.

      He heard Tate yelling at him, but Taggart didn’t try to understand. Nothing mattered but getting out of this battle.

      A deafening blast slammed the ship hard to starboard, and the Pheazobus punched through into open space. He took one look at the battle falling farther behind him. The jumbled soup of hundreds of ships collided and exploded in a massive cloud of gunfire and burning gas. The battle blocked any view of Agrela itself, but flying away from the carnage didn’t make Taggart feel any better.

      “Shit!” Tate whispered.

      “What?” Yannik asked. “What now?”

      “Hold on, folks,” Taggart replied. “We aren’t out of the woods yet.”

      “Aren’t you even going to tell us what’s wrong?” Claire asked.

      “No,” Taggart replied. “Don’t ask.”

      No one did, and he took a fresh grip on the helm. The rangefinders showed him a direct course to Kreksa, exactly the way he planned. There was just one huge problem standing between him and the planet.

      A Sleepwalkers swarm flanked the Pheazobus on the left, with an even bigger mob of Monkskull’s fleet converged from the right. Taggart had to fly straight through them to get where he needed to go.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to take over?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “I’m sure,” Tate replied. “This one is all yours.”

      Taggart chuckled under his breath. “Thanks, man. You’re a real prince, you know that?”

      “How do you want to do this?” Tate asked.

      “There’s only one way, and that’s speed—pure speed.”
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      Tate turned around in his seat and frowned at Taggart. “Taggart? Are you going to try to get through to Kreksa?”

      “Yeah.”

      Tate hesitated. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Not yet.”

      “They’ll be on top of us if you don’t go now,” Tate pointed out.

      “Taggart?” Merrel asked from behind. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Do you want me to fly?” Tate asked.

      “No. I can handle it.”

      Another uncomfortable silence fell over the Pheazobus. Taggart didn’t have to turn around to see the worried looks on his friends’ faces.

      The Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fleet got closer by the second. The channel of clear space between them kept dwindling the longer Taggart delayed. The two forces would cut off his only path to Kreksa, and then he wouldn’t be able to get through at all.

      “Umm, Taggart?” Tate asked again.

      “Now!” Taggart hit the throttle. He didn’t really need to say, “Now,” because he was the only person stupid enough to fly this damn ship.

      He gunned it straight into the gap between the two fleets. He sprinted forward so fast that he slammed himself and his companions back in their seats. Claire screamed something, but Taggart didn’t even need to fly anymore.

      He dropped the throttle all the way down and shut his eyes. “Hold on!”

      The answering boom nearly tore the ship in half as the Sleepwalkers on one side and Monkskull’s army on the other opened fire on the Pheazobus.

      The plasma system thumped with bone-crushing power as both armies targeted the ship from all sides…and then another sound penetrated the din. Taggart didn’t try to understand what it was, or how he could hear it through all the other noise.

      He hauled back on the helm as hard as he could. “Taggart—no!” Tate roared, but he didn’t listen.

      He leaned all the way back in his chair, fighting the Pheazobus out of the battle, and broke through again. He leveled off and looked down at the two armies shooting straight across the gap at each other. They’d been so intent on capturing the Emberling that they ended up fighting each other instead.

      It only remained a gap for a split second longer before both fleets plunged across it. They collided in an equally devastating battle that left the Pheazobus free—for a few seconds.

      “You’re the best, Taggart!” Tate breathed.

      “Not so fast! Here comes the Militia!”

      Taggart pulled the ship toward Kreksa one last time and made the last desperate jump for the atmosphere, but he never made it before a dozen Comets caught up with him from Agrela.

      They hammered the Pheazobus’ tail and swatted the ship off course again. Taggart nearly dislocated his shoulders trying to keep the ship heading toward Kreksa, and then the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s people all realized that the Militia was about to take the Emberling.

      They broke off attacking each other, and Taggart didn’t see what happened next. So many ships surrounded the Pheazobus, and the plasma system kept blasting off so fast that he couldn’t see anything. Another punishing boom hurled him backward and his hands flew off the controls—not that he was doing much with them.

      He tried to straighten up when the whole console exploded in his face. He threw his hands in front of his face, and Tate grabbed him. Taggart heard his brother yelling at him, but that last explosion stunned him.

      He looked around him, trying to clear his vision. He was sitting on the floor with Tate’s arms around him. Tate seemed to still be seated in the pilot’s chair, but he wasn’t trying to fly the ship, either.

      The rest of the crew sat hunched in their chairs as punishing blasts smashed the ship from all sides. Sections of interior bulkhead erupted into the compartment, with sparks and debris raining on the passengers’ heads.

      Yannik huddled under her arms while Qiao twisted in his seat, trying to cover her with his big body. Claire crossed her arms in front of her face for protection, and the others flinched and ducked every time another shot struck the ship.

      Tate bent over in his chair, pinning Taggart in place. Taggart would have been thrown every which way if Tate didn’t hold him down on the floor. The bombardment went on for so long that Taggart considered getting back into his seat to see what was going on, but he couldn’t stand up.

      “How close are we to Kreksa?” he yelled up at Tate.

      Tate tried to turn around and had to dive for cover again. “I don’t know!”

      Taggart made up his mind to stay where he was when a ripping shriek vibrated the ship all over. It started at the nose and screeched down the hull, heading for the tail.

      At the moment when Taggart expected the noise to skid off into nothing, an even louder ear-splitting screech tore the hull in half. The fuselage parted across the middle and stripped the console along with it.

      The top half of the hull cracked off and vanished in a hurricane wind. The front nose section cleaved right next to Tate’s chair, and the wind smacked him down on the floor. He landed on top of Taggart, but Taggart didn’t care. He strapped his arms around his brother and wrestled Tate down flat.

      Taggart dove on top of Tate to wedge him to the floor. The passengers screamed and bellowed, but Taggart couldn’t even raise his head in this wind. It pelted the crew with a million tiny missiles. The ship twirled through a cloudy sky dotted with ships—and then the ship smashed down hard on one side.

      Taggart only dared to raise his head and open his eyes when he felt Tate stir. “Let me up, Taggart.”

      He had to think before he remembered how to unclamp his arms from around his brother’s body. Taggart pried himself off the floor, and Tate sat up. “Are you okay, man?”

      Taggart nodded, but he was too out of breath to answer. He checked the rest of the ship, and his stomach dropped again.

      What was left of the Pheazobus had landed with three feet of its starboard side embedded in topsoil. The floor, the passenger seats, and the people still strapped into them were the only parts of the ship still intact.

      Qiao, Yannik, and Merrel lay flat on their backs on one side. Claire, Erqi, and Odo dangled from their harnesses directly above them.

      Taggart grabbed a floor section to haul himself to their feet. He planned to crawl over to the seats and help free his friends, but at that moment, the ships zooming around overhead wheeled and came straight at the grounded Pheazobus.

      A Sleepwalker attack craft dropped in low, rocketed across the landscape, and unleashed a laser spread that chewed up the field where the Pheazobus landed.

      The lasers gnawed closer and closer until, without warning, a Militia Comet boomed out of the clouds and unloaded on the Sleepwalkers. The Comet blasted the Sleepwalkers to pieces, only to get attacked from the other side by four of Monkskull’s fighter craft.

      Monkskull’s fighters plastered the Comet and then turned their pulse fire on the Pheazobus. A blast punched into the grass right next to the ship, and the explosion tipped the Pheazobus farther over onto the roof that wasn’t there anymore.

      All the passengers attacked their harnesses, trying to rip them off. Taggart scrambled over there and started trying to unfasten Claire’s harness, but it wouldn’t budge. “We have to get out of here! Qiao—where can we hide from them?”

      Qiao didn’t hear him. He kept yanking at his harness, but not even his great strength could loosen it. He cast petrified glances up at the skies that got more and more crowded with every gunshot.

      The Sleepwalkers, the Militia, and Monkskull’s ships traded gunfire with each other in between trying to hit the Pheazobus. Taggart tried everything to unlock Claire’s harness, but nothing worked. He couldn’t figure out what the problem was.

      Tate bumped into him. “Here! Take this!”

      Tate shoved John Hillman’s pocketknife into Taggart’s hands and then sprang over the side of the ship. Taggart didn’t wait to see what Tate was doing. He pounced on Claire’s straps and cut her free.

      He boosted her over the side and then turned to the others. Qiao, Erqi, Odo, and Merrel weren’t having any better success unlocking their harnesses, and each of them was much stronger than Taggart. Some locking mechanism must have fixed the harnesses when the ship crashed. He couldn’t think of any other explanation.

      None of that mattered. He went from one person to the next, slicing through their straps one after the other. He got Erqi and Odo out, but the combatants in the air made it ten times harder by hitting the ship again and again.

      Taggart had to use all his muscle power to saw the blade through the thick straps. The fuselage creaked and groaned farther over onto its edge, with successive booms crumpling the hull even more.

      A vicious blast knocked Taggart off his feet, and he skidded against the bulkhead next to Merrel. The knife fell out of Taggart’s hands as he crashed hard.

      “Easy, buddy!” Merrel picked him up before grabbing the knife. “Get out now! I’ll take care of these two!”

      Merrel sprang out of his seat, grabbed Taggart, and boosted him over the side. Taggart landed in a crouch on the grass and realized why Tate had been so quick to leave the Pheazobus.

      Tate, Claire, Erqi, and Odo stood under the leaning side of the ship. All four propped their arms against the hull, trying to hold it in position until the rest of the crew made it out alive.

      Taggart hustled over there and planted himself next to Erqi. He strained to the breaking point to hold the ship up, but every blast from above forced the ship farther over. One shot would tip it and crush everyone.

      Yannik sprang down, followed by Merrel. They both rushed to Taggart’s side to support the ship, too. “Where’s Qiao?” Taggart roared in Merrel’s ear.

      “He’s—” Merrel began.

      A ground-shaking ka-boom punched the ship from the opposite side, and a low pulse snatched the ship away from the crew trying to hold it up.

      The fuselage vaulted away from them, twirled overhead, rotated on its axis, and Taggart caught one glimpse of Qiao still strapped into his seat. He bent his head, cutting furiously at his harness. Did he even see the danger?

      The next instant, Merrel yanked Taggart out of the way, and the ship smashed onto its top with Qiao still inside it. Taggart and Merrel scrambled to get clear in time as the ship smacked down flatter than flat on the grass.

      Taggart gasped, staring at it. Qiao couldn’t be inside there. He was the crew’s only link to Kreksa. None of them could survive here without Qiao.

      Tate, Claire, Erqi, Odo, and Yannik got slowly to their feet from where they’d jumped clear of the wreck. Yannik approached the fuselage, extended her hand to it, and then let her arm drop. Qiao couldn’t be gone—not when he was the one who’d suggested bringing the Emberling here.

      Taggart dragged himself to his feet, but he didn’t feel like going anywhere. He didn’t even feel too enthusiastic about getting rid of the Emberling anymore. He couldn’t keep suffering these losses.

      Thunderous engine noise snapped him out of his stupor and he looked up, at six Militia Comets revolving over the wreckage. They rotated overhead and locked their guns on the crew.

      Taggart grabbed Erqi to pull him out of the way. He and Merrel crowded together with the others, and Taggart surveyed the countryside searching for anywhere to hide.

      Before he could move, a squadron of Monkskull’s fighters came wheeling in from behind. They opened fire on the Militia, and shots deflected off the Comets to rain on the crew.

      The friends stumbled over each other, trying to get away and drag their crewmates with them. Pulses ruptured the sod around their feet, and plasma scorched all over the place.

      Taggart started to turn away. He had to get his people somewhere, anywhere but here. He spotted some mountains in the distance, but they looked a hundred miles away.

      He grabbed Merrel to pull him out of danger when the Pheazobus groaned and then heaved out of the sod. It started slowly and then suddenly ripped away, with grass and dirt still clinging to its torn edges.

      It lifted higher to reveal Qiao standing underneath it. He supported it on his massive arms, raised his head to roar at the ships overhead, and then hurled the fuselage at the Militia Comets.

      The Pheazobus soared skyward at mind-blowing speed, pivoted in midair, and smashed broadside into one of the Comets. The impact struck the forward plasma cannons, and a withering explosion rippled across the ship’s nose.

      The sight gave Monkskull’s fighter craft all the courage they needed, and they piled in to attack. Taggart stared in slack-jawed amazement at Qiao standing where the Pheazobus used to be, but Qiao didn’t stick around to enjoy his victory.

      He grabbed Yannik’s arm and pulled her forward. “Come on—all of you! Follow me! Run!”
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      Another concussion of pulse fire pounded the ground next to Taggart’s foot, and he stumbled. He caught his balance, but not before he bumped into Merrel. Merrel straightened him up and forced Taggart to keep running.

      The others kept pace with Qiao. Even Tate kept up, now that he’d fitted a Militia-issue prosthetic to his leg.

      Qiao sprinted ahead with Yannik right by his side. Qiao headed for the mountains that Taggart could already see were too far away, but he didn’t see anywhere else to hide.

      The Militia, Sleepwalkers, and Monkskull’s attack craft screeched back and forth overhead. They fired at the fleeing party, but each of the attacking forces was so bent on reaching the Emberling first that they wound up fighting each other much more than they shot at the fugitives.

      They still managed to put the crew in plenty of danger. Taggart didn’t see how he and his friends could reach the mountains alive without one of these ships hitting someone.

      Qiao slowed down or stopped whenever he and Yannik got too far ahead. He kept waving them forward while he made sure everyone stayed together. “Come on! Hurry up! We’re running out of time!”

      He said the same thing even when the aerial battle got so hot that the pursuing ships fell behind. The crew put at least a hundred yards between themselves and their attackers, but Qiao still didn’t give his crewmates a moment’s peace.

      “We need to find a place to hide!” Taggart panted the next time Qiao slowed down enough for Taggart to reach him.

      “Don’t stop!” Qiao glanced behind him, but he wasn’t looking at the ships. “We don’t have much time left!”

      “Hey!” Taggart yelled. “We have to stop somewhere!”

      “We can’t stop!” Qiao seized Taggart’s shirt and dragged him forward.

      “They’re far enough away now, Qiao,” Merrel told him. “Taggart’s right. We should take cover somewhere.”

      “We can’t!” Qiao’s wild eyes skimmed the horizon one more time.

      Four Militia destroyers descended through the atmosphere, and all the Sleepwalkers and fighter craft in view broke off to go after the destroyers. The Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighters actually flew away from the crew to target the Militia.

      “Qiao!” Erqi bellowed. “Those mountains are too far away! We need to find somewhere nearer.”

      “Do I look stupid to you?” Qiao bellowed. “Do I look like I just decided off the top of my head to come back here? Run, I said!”

      The others exchanged glances, but Qiao was already turning away and racing even faster toward the mountains.

      Taggart glanced at Tate to find his brother scowling at him. What was wrong with Qiao? He was the one who’d suggested coming back here—to his own home planet. He was right that he knew more about this planet than any of the rest of them.

      Taggart started running again, but exhaustion was starting to catch up with him. The relative safety of putting so much distance between himself and the aerial battle didn’t push him to run as fast.

      He let himself slow down…and then he felt it. A dull, distant rumble vibrated the ground, and he stopped to look back. He wasn’t the only one. Claire, Erqi, Odo, Tate, and Merrel also stopped, turned back, and scanned the countryside they had already covered.

      Only Yannik kept on going. “Run!” Qiao yelled from farther ahead. “Come on!”

      Taggart hesitated. He didn’t see anything dangerous here—and then he felt it again. The same ominous grumble trembled the ground beneath his feet, followed by another and another of the same. They were getting closer together…and louder.

      The ships in battle still spun around each other, exchanging gunfire. They didn’t see or hear whatever was causing that sound.

      “I don’t like this,” Claire murmured.

      Qiao yelled again, but he and Yannik were so far ahead that Taggart couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      Those vibrations got closer together, and the sound got louder until, inevitably, it reached the range of human hearing. The ground quaked and then, like something out of a nightmare, a gargantuan head appeared over the farthest horizon.

      It materialized out of nowhere, and then five more popped up right next to it. They swayed beyond the farthest rim of land and kept rising to reveal the massive bodies attached to them.

      “Holy crap!” Tate choked, and the whole crew whirled away, running for their lives.

      That deadly thumping boom built to a deafening pulse that throbbed the whole planet. It seemed to be coming from all directions.

      Taggart kept telling himself, Don’t look back. Whatever you do, don’t look back, but insatiable, morbid curiosity made him do it in spite of himself.

      Qiao kept turning backward and waving the crew forward. They were still miles from the mountains. Taggart didn’t know how much longer he could keep going, but one glance behind him gave him all the motivation he needed to keep on running. He would run forever.

      He’d seen pictures, seen video, and heard plenty of stories about pure-blooded Kreksas and how big and dangerous they were. Fortunately, they had no desire to leave their home planet. Humans and the other species native to the Siri Sector were too pesky and annoying for Kreksas to mess with. Only runts, half-breeds, and mutants like Qiao left the planet to mix with regular society. They had to. The true giants wouldn’t tolerate them.

      These giants got bigger, and bigger, and bigger as they loomed over the horizon. Fourteen of them thumped into the fields, but the battling ships still didn’t notice until it was too late.

      The giants towered over the fields. Their heads rose higher than the ships buzzing over the landscape. The ships couldn’t ignore them, and a bunch of Sleepwalker attack craft rotated to fire on the giants.

      “Run!” Qiao roared. “Run!”

      Some part of Taggart’s addled brain wanted to stop and watch the mayhem, even as his logical mind told him what a terrible idea it was.

      His friends must have felt the same curiosity, because the group started to slow down as the whole disaster unfolded before their eyes. A huge male Kreksa stormed into the battle, narrowed his eyes, and roared at the ships floating before him.

      The Sleepwalkers dodged back and forth in front of his face, which only seemed to enrage him even more. He snarled and clenched his massive hands into fists.

      Three Sleepwalker attack craft bombarded him with ordnance, and several shots hit him in the face and chest. He erupted in fury, raised his huge hands, and slapped the ships down with brutal force.

      Two exploded, but the other two just crashed. He shot out one arm and snatched a Militia Comet out of thin air. He flailed his prize on high, lifted one of his mighty bare feet, and stamped down hard on one of the fallen attack craft.

      It burst under his heel, and the explosion triggered the other ships to attack. The Militia must have had orders not to fire on the Kreksas. The giants were Siri Sector citizens, after all.

      Comets and destroyers zoomed out of range, but the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighter craft dove in to attack. They unleashed a hellish barrage and plunged in, whirling around the giants.

      The ships landed dozens of shots before the giants retaliated, but when they did, the response came fast and sure. The giants swatted ships out of the air, snatched them, crushed them against each other, hurled them onto the ground, and stepped on them.

      Dozens of ships blew in the assault before the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighters realized their mistake. By that time, the giants had become so furious that they weren’t ready to stop.

      The Sleepwalkers still soaring around the giants’ heads tried to fall back, only to get chased down by ten giants. Monkskull’s fighters tried to retreat in a different direction, and ran into another twenty giants advancing to join the battle.

      Taggart realized with a sickening lurch that both groups of giants were heading straight for him and his watching friends. The giants going after the Sleepwalkers covered the ground a lot faster than the crew, and in a few seconds, the giants were nearly on top of his position.

      The giants trying to catch Monkskull’s fighter craft flanked the crew on the right. They closed ranks with their comrades, and Monkskull’s fighters wound up flying directly over Taggart’s head. They led the giants straight to the fugitive crew.

      Taggart grabbed Tate, but the others were all coming to the same conclusion at the same time. They took off running, and Taggart didn’t even see Qiao anymore.

      He ran blindly for the mountains, and this time, he didn’t dare to look back. He didn’t have to. The giants’ deafening footsteps told him how close they were.

      The crew stayed close in a huddle, and no one even mentioned slowing down. Where was Qiao? Had he abandoned the crew for not listening to him?

      The countryside got rougher as the crew got nearer to the mountains, but Taggart still didn’t see anywhere to hide. The giants would overtake the crew any second now.

      Merrel started to drop back. Taggart adjusted his stride to check on his friend when a massive foot smashed into the sod right next to him. He staggered away from it and almost ran under another foot coming down with devastating power on his other side.

      The impact flung clods and dirt into Taggart’s face, but he didn’t dare slow down. He ran as he’d never run in his life and, out of nowhere, a Sleepwalker attack craft slammed into the field right in front of him.

      It detonated in a mind-numbing boom. The shockwave punched Taggart in the chest, and he hurtled off his feet. He collided with something solid, and Erqi’s arms closed around his body. Erqi yanked Taggart away, propped him on his feet, and then the two friends sprinted onward.

      Taggart tripped again, but Erqi caught him and forced him to stay upright. Massive bodies surrounded him, and ships pounded to earth on all sides. The giants’ roars got all mixed up with the engine noise and the boom of explosions.

      Another Comet screamed from behind Taggart’s head and plunged nose-first into the ground. Taggart would have run straight into it, but someone else tackled him from his left. It wasn’t Erqi. Taggart didn’t see Erqi anymore. Was he dead?

      Taggart hit the dirt and rolled. Something heavy fell on top of him, and he lay still.
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      Taggart blinked up at the sky, watching twenty giants all attacking and destroying ships by the dozen.

      The giants twisted and turned on their huge legs, grabbing ships out of the air, flinging them into other ships, and clapping ships between their enormous palms.

      The ships whizzed around the giants, unloading hundreds of shots. The Sleepwalkers used their impressive array of weaponry, but nothing worked except to infuriate the giants even more than they already were.

      Taggart stared up at them with one thought running through his mind. I’m dead. This must be what it feels like to be dead. They got me. It’s over.

      But he wasn’t dead. He could still feel his heart pounding fit to burst in his chest. It echoed through every particle of his being and he couldn’t calm it down. It would keep pounding like that forever.

      The giants turned in his direction in their ferocious battle against all these ships invading their airspace. They bared their teeth and glared at their enemies. They didn’t stop until all three fleets broke off and streaked into the atmosphere where the giants couldn’t reach them.

      Taggart’s heart refused to believe it. He kept counting down the seconds before the giants came to finish him off.

      The giants scowled at the horizon and then up at the sky, where the ships had disappeared. They stood guard for what seemed like hours, grumbling under their breath like they might be seriously disappointed that the ships didn’t come back to fight.

      The giants eventually turned away, and their deep, ground-shaking footsteps receded lower and farther away until Taggart couldn’t hear them anymore.

      He lay tense and breathless, listening for that sound. He would never forget that sound as long as he lived.

      Someone moved near him and he jumped out of his skin before he realized that Qiao was holding onto him. Qiao had his arms around Taggart the same way Taggart had held onto Tate during the crash.

      Taggart floundered out of Qiao’s grip and sat up. The whole crew had sandwiched themselves into a hollow behind some rocks. They were still miles from the mountains, but Qiao had somehow found a place for the crew to hide until the battle ended.

      Qiao turned to the others. “Is everyone all right? Is anyone hurt?”

      “Yannik is injured,” Erqi replied. “It is unfortunate that we could not salvage any medical supplies from the Pheazobus.”

      Qiao got to his feet, checked all the others, and then pushed between Erqi and Odo. Yannik sat at the very back of the group, hugging her arms over her stomach. Bruises, blood, and scratches covered her face, and blood ran from her nose. She didn’t seem to be breathing correctly, either.

      She winced and made small hitching noises every time she inhaled, pinning her arm against her ribs. She must have broken at least one of them.

      Qiao dropped on one knee in front of her, raised one of his meaty hands, pushed back her head, and studied her face for a second. “All of you stay here. I’ll go back to the Pheazobus.”

      “You can’t do that, Qiao,” Tate told him. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Qiao gave Tate one look before he turned away. Taggart had never seen him so calm and self-possessed. Nothing Tate said made a dent in his iron reserve.

      He shot Taggart a glance and returned to the hollow entrance, which really wasn’t more than just a slope in the land. The rock provided virtually no protection from any threat. “Keep everyone here, Taggart,” he murmured. “Don’t let anyone leave until I come back.”

      “Okay, Qiao. Are you sure about this? Do you want me to come with you?”

      “I’m sure. Stay here.”

      Qiao set off across the field without looking back. The same air of quiet determination had never left him since he suggested on Yugawa Itrolla 45 that the crew bring the Emberling to Kreksa.

      Qiao had crossed a line within himself. He wasn’t Yannik’s bodyguard anymore, if he ever had been. Taggart was fully prepared to follow Qiao’s leadership in this and anything else he suggested, especially after the battle the crew had just survived.

      Qiao vanished behind the rock. Taggart couldn’t see what he was doing without leaving the hollow, and he couldn’t contradict Qiao’s order.

      Qiao had been right about running away from the giants. The crew should have listened to him. He was the expert; Qiao must have survived hellish circumstances growing up on this planet. He must know everything there was to know about surviving here, and that was good enough for Taggart.

      He turned back to his crew. Only Yannik looked any the worse for wear. Odo had a gash on his forehead, but it didn’t look anywhere near as bad as Yannik’s injuries.

      No one said anything for a long time, until Merrel broke the silence. “You gotta wonder how daring these people are going to be about coming down here to get the Emberling.”

      “They’ll come,” Tate replied. “They won’t let a few giants stop them. If they don’t want to get into a fight against the giants, the fleets will just land somewhere else, deploy their ground troops, and then lift off their ships before the giants get annoyed.”

      “Is that Militia protocol?” Merrel asked.

      “You got it,” Tate replied. “We use special procedures anytime we have to land on this planet.”

      “It looks like someone might not have been following procedure,” Claire pointed out.

      “Whoever is doing this is working independently,” Tate replied. “Our only goal was to retrieve the Emberling and find some secure way to store it to keep it out of criminal hands. Now someone is attacking Militia officers and Militia ships to steal the Emberling. Whoever’s doing this doesn’t care about the chain of command, or the rule of law, or anything else. They’ll do anything to get the Emberling, and they’re using the Militia to do it.”

      “Any ideas who it is?” Taggart asked.

      “No,” Tate replied. “I don’t like to think about it, but when I do, I can’t think of anyone rotten enough to do that. I don’t see how anyone that rotten could rise high enough in rank to do this.”

      “How high in rank would they have to be?” Merrel asked. “What are we talking about?”

      Tate shrugged. “The only person high enough in rank to commandeer ships and order a full-scale assault on another Militia officer engaged in Militia business would be…well, me. No one else has enough authority.”

      “Then someone must have taken over after you got captured,” Taggart pointed. “Commissioner Halsey was the one debriefing all the pilots after the battle against Monkskull. You were gone. Someone had to take over as Sector Commander.”

      “Halsey’s a teddy bear. He couldn’t do this. Besides, he’s a bureaucrat. He doesn’t have any military experience. He couldn’t take over the Militia.”

      “There has to be someone,” Merrel pointed out. “Whoever it is must have hidden their real intentions so they could rise in rank and take over as Sector Commander.”

      Tate looked away. “I don’t know who.”

      “At least the giants don’t know the Emberling is here,” Claire chimed in. “They don’t have the technology to track it, and they wouldn’t care if they did.”

      “That doesn’t help us with hundreds of spacecraft zooming around all trying to find us, and the giants do care about that,” Taggart pointed out. “The spacecraft will follow us, and the giants will follow the spacecraft, which amounts to the same thing.”

      She grinned up at him. “Don’t tell me you’d rather have ground troops hunting for us instead.”

      “I’d rather have anyone hunting for us than to have the giants come after us again.”

      Qiao interrupted their conversation by coming back. He ducked around the rock, carrying a huge armload of weapons. He laid them on the ground at Taggart’s feet, went back out, and came back with several packs of supplies, including a first aid kit with a Militia insignia on it.

      He glanced at Yannik, and then looked back and forth between Tate and Merrel. “Which one of you knows best how to use this stuff?”

      “I’ll take it.” Merrel put out his hand for the kit. “Tate’s been too busy sitting behind a desk for the last ten years.”

      Tate chuckled, but he didn’t argue. He, Erqi, Odo, and Claire moved out of the way, and Merrel went to work on Yannik.

      Qiao started handing out Militia-issue plasma rifles to everyone. “Where did you get these, Qiao?” Claire asked.

      “That Comet over there has a big hull breach in one side.”

      “Is anyone alive in there?” Tate asked.

      “No. There are a couple hundred bodies lying around on the grass all around some giant footprints. It looks like someone tore it open, shook the crew out, and then threw the ship on the ground.”

      “What’s the plan, Qiao?” Taggart asked.

      “We’re going to the mountains. It’s the only place we can hide in case they come back.”

      “Who—the giants or the ships?” Erqi asked.

      “Both.”

      “Why would the giants come back if the ships aren’t around?” Claire asked.

      Qiao cast another hesitant glance around the group and then bent over his rifle. “They just would.”

      “Would they have any other reason to come after us?” Taggart asked. “If they would, please tell us now. Don’t leave us in the dark.”

      “Okay. Fine. They hate Astrals, okay? They’d come after Yannik.”

      Taggart’s mouth fell open, and the others gaped at Qiao, too. “They hate…Astrals? Why?”

      “How should I know? Giants can’t stand them—maybe because Astrals are even smaller than normal humans. Who knows what goes on in a giant’s mind?”

      “You are one of them, Qiao,” Erqi pointed out. “If you do not know what goes on in a giant’s mind, what hope do the rest of us have to understand them?”

      “I don’t pretend to know what goes on in their minds, and I honestly don’t care. Don’t look at me like that!” Qiao snapped. “Maybe nothing goes on in their minds. How should I know?”

      “You’ve lived with them for years,” Claire pointed out. “They’re your people.”

      “Do you think that helps at all? And don’t let anyone on this planet hear you say that they’re my people. That will get me and you and all of us killed quicker than anything.”

      Taggart kept silent, watching the conflicting emotions warring on Qiao’s face. Coming back here must have been a lot harder for him than any of the crew realized. No wonder he’d taken so long to suggest it.

      He kept glaring at his friends before averting his eyes to his weapon. He wouldn’t hold anyone’s gaze for more than a few seconds, and when he did, he snarled in outright defiance, like this crew might somehow blame him for the giants’ behavior.

      “Just tell us what you want us to do, Qiao,” Tate finally told him. “You know best what to do here. We’re all behind you.”

      “We’re going into the mountains like I said,” he muttered. “I know a place we can hide there, but we’ll have to come out and cross the plains to reach the Riarium flux refinery. It will be dangerous, but there’s no way to avoid it.”

      “Why are we carrying weapons if they don’t work against the giants?” Claire asked.

      “These are for the others, in case they come back.”

      Qiao shot another fierce glare at the sky, but there was nothing to see up there. The whole landscape looked quiet, but for how long?

      “So where is this place that we’re hiding?” Taggart asked.

      Qiao turned his back on his friends and muttered under his breath so Taggart had to strain to hear him. “We’re going to my old home. We can hide with my family.”
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      Taggart and the rest of the crew surrounded Yannik. She lay on the ground with her arms still hugged tight over her stomach.

      “She’ll be all right,” Merrel informed the group at large. “She had three broken ribs and a concussion. I fused the bones and sealed up the cuts on her face, but she shouldn’t exert herself for a while. She needs to rest until the bones finish fusing. She definitely shouldn’t do any running or fighting.”

      “I’ll take her,” Qiao announced. “The rest of you take your weapons outside—you, too, Merrel. Arm yourself. There are enough weapons over there even for you.”

      Erqi, Odo, and the others followed Qiao’s order to the letter. Taggart waited just long enough to see Qiao pick up Yannik in his arms. He dwarfed her by a mile, but she looked especially small now.

      Qiao swung her onto his back, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. She rode like a child on a much larger parent’s back.

      Qiao took special pains to make sure she was comfortable and secure before he went back to the stack of weapons. The rest of the crew had already taken as much as they could possibly carry, and there were still plenty of rifles left.

      Qiao picked up three, hung one by its strap over his shoulder, and carried the other two in his hands. The others had distributed Qiao’s other supplies between them, with Merrel keeping the first aid kit.

      Taggart scanned the skies and the landscape, but none of the attack fleets or the giants returned. His senses stayed tuned for that low rumble coming through the ground. He’d survived one encounter with the giants, and his entire nervous system had become calibrated to the faintest hint that they might be coming back.

      His companions stayed tense and watchful, too, but Qiao didn’t tell anyone to run. The group set off for the mountains at a steady walk. The sun was already going down by the time the group left the hollow, and full dark fell long before they reached the mountains.

      Taggart sped up to draw level with Qiao. “Can they hear us if we talk?” he murmured. “Do we need to be quiet?”

      “We can talk,” Qiao replied. “It won’t make any difference when we’re this far away from them. It’s mostly just engine noise and gunfire that sets them off—that and human voices close to the giants’ heads. That drives them nuts.”

      “Would they have to see Yannik to realize there was an Astral here?”

      Qiao shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “How do you know they hate Astrals? Have you seen the giants react to having an Astral around?”

      Qiao met Taggart’s eyes for a fraction of a second and then looked away. “Yes. I’ve seen it.”

      “What happened?”

      “Three Astrals came to this planet to carry out an assassination hit. None of them survived longer than a day. The giants went berserk, and the Astrals’ skill, speed, and weaponry couldn’t save them.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to keep Yannik hidden once we get to the mountains,” Taggart suggested.

      “That won’t be a problem,” Qiao replied. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

      Taggart glanced over at Yannik. She rested her head against Qiao’s broad back and kept her eyes closed, not showing whether she heard the conversation. Why had she agreed to come back here if she knew the danger?

      She and Qiao had pretended to be client and bodyguard when Taggart first met them—as if any Astrals assassin needed a bodyguard—but their relationship went way beyond that. Taggart had long since given up trying to understand it.

      Two moons came out from behind the clouds and gave enough light to show the mountains standing tall and gloomy over the landscape. Taggart didn’t want to go anywhere that the giants considered a home, but he trusted Qiao. He wouldn’t lead the crew into danger unless it was absolutely necessary.

      Qiao wouldn’t put Yannik in danger, either. He’d take her to the safest possible place until she healed from her injuries.

      Taggart thought that he was exhausted from running away from the giants, but that was nothing compared to how he felt when dawn came and Qiao called everyone to a halt at the base of the mountains.

      He steered the group into some rocks where the fields ended. The mountains looked miles high from here. How much farther would the group have to hike before they reached safety?

      Qiao told Merrel to check on Yannik, and Merrel gave the same verdict. She couldn’t exert herself until her ribs fused the rest of the way.

      “How much farther before we reach our destination?” Merrel asked.

      Qiao squinted up at the tallest peaks. “About twenty miles, I’d say.”

      “Twenty miles—up there?” Claire groaned. “Please, no.”

      “It’s only a few steps to the giants. Come on. The sooner we get moving, the sooner we can stop for good.”

      Qiao picked up Yannik. Taggart was really starting to envy her. He really wished now that he’d broken some ribs during the last battle, but he envied her a whole lot more by the end of that day.

      Qiao apparently didn’t think the others needed any more breaks. He kept them climbing, scrambling, and scaling cliff faces until sunset.

      He finally laid Yannik down on a flat rock and said, “We’ll stop here.” Everyone fell over groaning, even Merrel, Erqi, and Odo, none of whom had showed any sign that the climb bothered them in the slightest.

      “Please tell me we aren’t going to be doing any more climbing,” Tate panted.

      “No climbing,” Qiao replied. “It will be much more dangerous inside, though.”

      “What do you mean by inside?” Taggart asked.

      “In the caves. I’m taking you inside, which means you’ll all have to be especially quiet. The caves magnify any sound, and the giants hunt wild tahr that take shelter in the caves. If they hear you scurrying around, they’ll come after you.”

      “What will they do if they catch us?” Claire asked. “They have interplanetary relations with the rest of the sector. What could they really do to other Siri Sector citizens?”

      Qiao burst out laughing. It sounded extra loud after what he just said. The rocks magnified the sound outside, too. “Do you think the giants care at all about interplanetary relations with the rest of the sector? If they catch you, they’ll eat you. The only thing about you being a Siri Sector citizen that could possibly interest them is whether or not it makes you taste any better.”

      “But what about the laws?” Claire asked. “The giants agreed to abide by the same laws as everyone else. They had to agree before they joined the Sector Trade Accords.”

      “The giants don’t give a damn about the laws, and they don’t give a damn about the Sector Trade Accords.” Qiao waved at the desolate mountains surrounding the crew for thousands of miles in any direction. "Look around you. There’s no one here to enforce any laws. Even if the giants agreed to abide by some law, no one would get here in time to stop them from eating you.”

      “Are you saying they agreed to the Accords under false pretenses?” Tate asked. “That they agreed to abide by the laws even though they never intended to follow them?”

      “None of you knows the first thing about the giants,” Qiao replied. “They don’t think like that. They don’t intend to do anything. They don’t pretend to do anything. They don’t think about it one way or the other. I don’t know who agreed to the Trade Accords, but whoever it was didn’t speak for all giants. Even if they did, no other giant would consider himself or herself bound by what someone else said or agreed to. Each person does his own thing and eats whatever he can catch. That’s as far as their thinking goes.”

      Silence fell over the group. It sounded to Taggart like Qiao understood perfectly well what went on in the giants’ minds. He understood now why Qiao had said earlier that he didn’t understand it.

      A gust of chilly wind blew over the rocks, and Qiao bent over to pick up Yannik. “We better get inside before it gets dark. If you have anything to say, say it now. Don’t even think about speaking above a whisper once we get inside, and try to walk as quietly as you can.”

      The others all turned away in silence to follow wherever Qiao led them, but Taggart didn’t want to go anywhere near the giants without saying something. He didn’t want to let this moment go by in silence.

      “Thank you, Qiao. Thank you for doing this. I know coming back here wasn’t easy for you and you didn’t want to do it. I appreciate you doing this for us.”

      Qiao shrugged and kept his eyes down. “I guess I had to do something. You’ve all been doing so much to protect the Emberling. It’s my turn now.”
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      Qiao climbed a few more rocks and then skirted behind a large boulder. He vanished into a hollow behind it that turned out to lead into a cave.

      The cave led to another cave, and then another. The system went on and on, dropping deep into the mountains. Some of the interconnected passages shrank to tunnels barely big enough for Qiao to crawl through. Others ballooned into massive caverns.

      Qiao finally found a smallish room at least a mile from the entrance. He put Yannik down and sat down next to her. “You can all stay here,” he whispered. “Just remember what I said and be quiet.”

      “What do you mean, we can stay here?” Merrel asked. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to see my family.”

      “Is that safe?” Yannik asked. “They won’t be happy to see you.”

      Qiao chuckled low, but it wasn’t a happy chuckle. He looked down at the floor, and his expression became unimaginably sad. “I have to distract them from you. If they know I’m here, they’ll think any sounds in the caves are coming from me moving around.”

      “What do you mean?” Tate asked.

      “How do you think I survived? I used to hide in these caves when I was growing up. I spent more time in here than I did with them.” Qiao looked around at the walls, and his expression cleared. He smiled at the memories playing before his eyes. “They would have eaten me for sure if I didn’t find a way to get away from them. Most of these caves are too small for them to come after me. I’ll do the same thing now. They’ll get mad and try to take me. I’ll run away and hide in here. They’ll hear me, and they’ll never know you’re here.” He shot a dark look around the group. “Make sure it stays that way. Understand?”

      Everyone nodded.

      Qiao stood up. “Stay here and stay out of sight. I’ll try to bring you some food.”

      He crossed the room to another tunnel big enough for him to walk standing up. He left the crew alone, and everyone started to relax.

      “What food do you think he plans to bring us?” Merrel asked. “It could be a nice juicy haunch of Kaxon, for all we know.”

      “I will feed you a nice juicy haunch of Kaxon now if you are so hungry,” Erqi snarled, and raised his fist in Merrel’s face.

      Merrel laughed. “It’s a shame there aren’t any Gexuks on this planet. You could have that for lunch, Erqi.”

      “There is a Gexuk on this planet and it is sitting right in front of me,” Erqi growled. “Do not tempt me. I am exceptionally hungry at the moment.”

      Merrel laughed again and leaned back on his elbow. “I’d love to be a fly on the wall when Qiao meets up with his family again. What do you suppose they’ll talk about?”

      “It doesn’t sound like they’ll be very happy to see him,” Tate pointed out.

      “Oh, they’ll be very happy to see him,” Taggart returned. “They’ll see him as fresh meat, and what better kind is there than the kind that walks right up to you where you can reach it?”

      “Let’s go see what he’s doing.” Claire got to her feet. “The giants make a lot of noise. They shouldn’t be too difficult to find.”

      She headed over to the passage that Qiao took when he left. Tate jumped up and got in her way. “Stop! You heard what Qiao said. He told us to stay here and to keep out of sight.”

      “I’m not going to let the giants see me. I’m just going to sneak over there and see what they’re doing. Oh, come on, Tate! Aren’t you even a little bit curious?”

      “You’re going to get us all killed with this stunt,” he countered. “I won’t let you do it.”

      “You aren’t a Colonial Militia Commander here, pal.” She dodged around him. “You can’t stop me, but don’t worry. The giants won’t be able to reach you in here. The tunnels are too small. Stay here and guard Yannik. I’ll tell you what Qiao’s doing when I come back.”

      She headed for the tunnel and would have walked off alone, but at that moment, a deep, deafening bellow echoed from somewhere. It resounded through the walls and shook the whole mountain. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, and the friends all looked up at the ceiling and around them on all sides.

      “It doesn’t sound like the giants are happy to see him after all.” Merrel stood up. “I’m going with you, Claire. I have to see this.”

      No one else moved. Tate walked over to Yannik. Taggart settled down to wait, but when he picked up his weapon to start checking it, Tate caught his eye.

      Tate gave Taggart a subtle nod in the direction that Claire and Merrel were going. Taggart couldn’t believe his eyes, and frowned, only for Tate to nod even more insistently.

      Taggart shook his head. He didn’t want to go with them. He was as curious as anyone to see what was going on between Qiao and his family, but he found it impossible to believe that Tate was actually suggesting that he go find out.

      Tate jerked his head sideways even more emphatically, and Taggart sighed. Who was he to argue with his brother?

      Taggart took his weapon and headed into the tunnel. It turned out to be a lot longer than he expected. Claire and Merrel were already fifty yards ahead, and Claire was right about the noise guiding them. Monstrous guttural bellows kept coming at random intervals, and once Taggart entered the tunnel, he could no longer deny that this passage was leading him straight to the source of the sound.

      He found Claire and Merrel plastered to a wall deep, deep inside the mountains. They stood on a shelf overlooking an absolutely gigantic cavern, but it looked normal-sized or maybe even a little bit too small for the giants inside it.

      Four huge males and three equally impressive females stood around a roaring fire built on the stone floor. A muscular, burly male sat near it and kept tossing full-sized trees onto the flames. The flames caught the foliage and erupted in blazes of sparks before the wood caught.

      The giant held an enormous spike in his other hefty paw, and he used it as a spit to roast some creature’s carcass over the flames. Taggart couldn’t identify what species this creature was, but it was big enough to feed all seven of them.

      Qiao stood on another shelf a hundred feet below Taggart, Claire, and Merrel—at least, he started there. He stood his ground for a few minutes while two of the males and one of the females roared at him.

      They all thundered so loudly at the same time that Taggart couldn’t understand a word they said, but Qiao didn’t seem to have any trouble catching the gist of their message.

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” he was saying. “The ship had Ognean tevaks on board. I was trying to get them to bring back to you when the ship launched with me on board. I didn’t have time to come back and tell you what happened before they took me off the planet—”

      One of the males roared again, hauled back his massive fist, and punched it full force at Qiao. The giant would have pulverized Qiao, but he saw the swing coming and darted backward into another tunnel.

      The giant’s knuckles smashed the rock to smithereens, and the whole shelf and wall disintegrated in a shower of rubble. The cavern boomed with the impact, and the rock under Taggart’s feet shuddered. He, Claire, and Merrel braced themselves as stone and dust rained around their heads.

      The giant lunged for the wall, thrust his arm into the tunnel up to the elbow, and rummaged around inside. He scowled and grunted, trying to capture Qiao, but a second later, the biggest giant holding the spit pulled his companion away. The male seated by the fire yanked his big friend down next to him, grunted something, and started pulling the carcass apart.

      The other five giants remained standing. The other two males paced up and down as well as they could, considering this cave wasn’t really big enough for all seven of them.

      The biggest male, who must have been their leader, tossed some of the meat to each of his companions, picked up another carcass the same size, stabbed it onto his spike, and rested it in the flames to sear while he ate.

      Relative calm descended over the scene, and the others migrated over to the fire to eat. Taggart scanned the cave, but he didn’t see any sign of Qiao, who had certainly come through on his promise to distract the giants. They wouldn’t think twice about coming after the crew as long as Qiao was anywhere nearby.

      Taggart was just thinking that Qiao would have to be truly crazy to show his face here again when he did exactly that. He stepped out of a different tunnel closer to the ground. It emerged forty feet above the floor, and he climbed down to the ground to approach the fire.

      Taggart froze, watching Qiao walk right up into the giants’ reach. He halted next to the fire that raged dozens of feet above his head.

      He spoke in a loud clear voice that rang through the cavern. “I came back to see you, Kux. Isn’t that enough? I came back as soon as I could.”

      The big leader scowled down at Qiao’s puny form and boomed out in a deep, resounding voice. “You did not bring anything. You did not bring food.”

      “I tried,” Qiao replied. “It was on my ship, and the Militia destroyed the ship in the battle, along with the food.”

      “The Militia!” Kux snorted. “Did you bring them here, Qiao?”

      “Of course not!” Qiao countered. “I was on a Legacy transport.”

      “Liar!” the second giant roared, and rocketed to his feet. “You sniveling, scrawny, weak-boned waste of flesh! You aren’t a mouthful to me! You should have been roasted before you could walk—”

      The giant launched himself at Qiao even before he finished speaking, but Kux shot to his feet with amazing speed, smashed his huge fist on the second giant’s head, and laid his companion out on the floor in a heartbeat.

      “I am speaking!” Kux thundered. “Be silent!”

      Qiao shrank back to give the second giant space, but the second giant didn’t come after him again. Kux glared down at his companion, pulling himself back into a sitting position.

      “Olgux is hungry.” Kux picked up Olgux’s fallen meat, slapped it back into Olgux’s hand, and shoved it at him. “Eat it.”

      Olgux glared at Kux and then at Qiao before he stuffed the meat into his mouth and started chewing, but he didn’t stop shooting black looks at both Kux and Qiao.

      Kux turned back to Qiao, but his expression didn’t soften. “You brought these ships here, Qiao.”

      Qiao opened his mouth to answer when a third male on Kux’s other side snatched a boulder from the floor and hurled it at him. The rock revolved through space and landed on the floor with a bone-crushing smash, but Qiao had already bolted out of the way and vanished into the same tunnel.

      “Wow!” Claire whispered. “He really knows what he’s doing.”

      “He has to,” Merrel replied. “Can you imagine growing up like this? He must be an expert at evading them.”

      Taggart couldn’t move or speak. He felt sick to his stomach when Qiao reappeared on a new ledge to the left. This one positioned him about halfway up the cavern wall. All the giants had to turn their heads to see him.

      “I just told you,” he began again. “I never wanted to leave the planet. I got caught on the ship, and it left orbit with me on board. By the time I got away, I was already halfway across the sector. I’ve been trying to get back to Kreksa ever since.”

      “You lie!” Olgux waved to the third giant, who had thrown the boulder. “Roix saw you on the battlefield. You had an Astral.”

      “I can’t help who was on the transport with me,” Qiao countered. “I was on my way to Nidryria when the transport got involved in the battle—”

      Without warning, two of the female giants who had been standing back watching and listening suddenly pounced. One of them charged Qiao from farther left. She crossed the cavern in a split second and jumped on top of him.

      She clapped both her huge palms together, trying to catch him between them, but Qiao was too fast. He made a dive for the tunnel to save himself, but Olgux and Roix boxed him in from the other two sides.

      Olgux slapped his massive hand down on top of Qiao, and when Qiao dodged that, Roix chopped his hand down across the tunnel entrance to stop Qiao from getting inside. There was no way out. Qiao was trapped in the cavern with the giants.

      Taggart’s rational brain told him to go out there and help his friend, but his body refused to obey. He couldn’t force himself to move a muscle and he could see plain as day that he wouldn’t be able to help Qiao at all.

      Now Taggart understood what Qiao meant about the Astrals not standing a chance against the giants. These giants were just too big and too fast.

      Olgux, Roix, and the two females scampered all over the cavern, trying to catch Qiao. He was too high to reach the cavern floor, so he dashed down a side ledge onto another shelf and then vaulted over a gap to a different one.

      Roix got there first and punched into the shelf. Qiao leapt off it just in time. Gravity caught him, and he dropped into a crack running down the wall to the floor.

      He slid down it just as the two females closed from either side. They tried to corral him, but he sprinted between their hands to make his escape.

      His path led straight to the fire, where Kux and the others sat around laughing at the scene. The four pursuers bellowed to each other, and roared in fury every time Qiao got away from them.

      Taggart didn’t see how Qiao was going to escape this time. He ran straight toward where Kux and the others were sitting. They were bound to catch him sooner or later.

      Olgux and Roix circled the fire on one side while the two females flanked Qiao on the other. A wall of giants blocked any other escape route. Qiao was boxed in.

      He skidded backward to keep Olgux and Roix in view when Taggart’s worst nightmare unfolded before his eyes. Kux raised his enormous hand and brought it down right on top of Qiao.

      Qiao was too occupied with the other four giants pursuing him. He didn’t see Kux until it was too late…or so Taggart thought.

      At the last second, Qiao dove across the floor, tucked into a ball, and rolled right up against the embers. He snatched the spike that Kux had been using as a spit and sprawled onto his back with the spike pointed upward.

      Kux’s hand slammed down on top of Qiao, and Kux let out a bellow to shake the earth when the spike embedded through his hand.

      He launched to his feet, thundering in rage and pain, but Qiao was already rocketing to his feet, dashing past the spot where Kux had just been sitting, and vanished into another tunnel behind where the three females had been standing a few minutes before.

      Kuk crashed around the cavern, clutching his wrist and roaring. His relatives tried to come to his aid, but he shoved them away so violently that he wound up hurling them into the walls.

      Taggart gaped at the scene in slack-jawed shock and horror. He would never understand how Qiao survived years of this—maybe even decades of this.

      He would have bet any amount of money that Qiao didn’t get trapped on the ship that took him off the planet. Qiao must have planned that down to the smallest detail. He might have found a way to pay off the captain, or might have stowed away on board—anything to get himself off of Kreksa at the earliest opportunity.

      Merrel snapped Taggart out of his trance by tugging his sleeve. Merrel motioned Taggart and Claire back into the tunnel, and Taggart followed them to the cave where Tate, Yannik, Erqi, and Odo waited for them.
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      Taggart sat down next to Tate. Merrel and Claire resumed their former positions. “Well?” Tate whispered. “What was it like?”

      Taggart glanced over at Claire and Merrel. What could he say that would explain what he’d just seen in the giants’ cavern?

      “Let’s put it this way,” Claire began. “It’s as bad as Qiao said—maybe worse.”

      “What were they doing?” Tate asked.

      “They were trying to catch Qiao so they could eat him,” Merrel replied.

      Tate glanced over at Taggart and frowned, but Taggart only shrugged. He couldn’t come up with any better explanation than that.

      “How long do you think it will be before he comes back?” Yannik asked.

      Taggart shrugged again, but at that moment, Qiao appeared from farther up the cave system, from the direction the crew used to enter these caves.

      He hustled over to Taggart and collapsed between him and Yannik. He flushed, gasped for breath, and then laughed. “Phew! It’s good to be back! It’s just like old times!”

      “You better not go back in there, Qiao,” Claire told him. “They’ll kill you.”

      “Naw! These guys never change. Once you learn their moves, it isn’t hard to stay one step ahead of them.”

      He slapped down a massive hunk of roasted meat. It squelched on the rock, and juice oozed out of it. He tore off a piece, ripped out a bite with his teeth, and handed the rest to Taggart.

      Qiao started pulling the meat apart and handing it around to everyone. His eyes glittered and he kept smirking. He blushed with pleasure every time he caught Taggart looking at him.

      “Where did you get this meat, Qiao?” Erqi asked.

      “I stole it from them. They make a big deal about never having enough to eat, but they always have something. All they ever think about is food.”

      “Who are they?” Taggart asked. “Is Kux your father?”

      “Naw! He’s my brother. All those guys are my brothers, and the girls are my sisters. Giants don’t live too long. My parents are both gone, thank goodness!”

      He laughed again. “Why do you look so pleased with yourself if they tried to kill you?” Tate asked.

      “They’re always trying to kill me. That was their favorite game growing up. It’s lucky for me that I was the oldest, or I wouldn’t have learned how to evade them in time. They would have killed me for sure.”

      “You’re the oldest?” Claire asked. “The oldest of eight?”

      “Yep. They like to have fun, the little tykes. They’re damn fast, but I’ve always been faster. It’s good to see I haven’t lost my touch.”

      He chuckled under his breath and started eating. He ate much more quickly and took much less care to do it neatly than he’d ever done in Taggart’s presence before.

      Taggart was starting to see the giants’ behavior rubbing off on Qiao. He was looking more and more like a miniature version of them.

      “Please tell us you don’t plan to go back in there to play with your beloved siblings again, Qiao,” Merrel exclaimed. “You might like playing their games, but we’d all be dead if you made a mistake and we lost you.”

      “I’ll go back in, but not to play with them. I’ll have to distract them while you all make a break for the refinery.”

      “You have to come with us to the refinery!” Yannik pushed herself up on her elbow. “You can’t stay behind!”

      “I have to stay behind. You’d never make it there if I didn’t run interference. The refinery is in a populated area with thousands of giants around. They’d come after you the minute they saw you.”

      Qiao said this directly to her, and Yannik winced before she stretched out again. She turned her face to the wall and didn’t answer him. Her presence was turning out to be a liability rather than an asset.

      “The refinery is too far away, so you’ll have to steal a ship,” Qiao went on. “We’ll need to find a way to lure one down to the ground. Then you can steal it and fly across the planet to the refinery.”

      “What about you, Qiao?” Merrel asked. “We can’t leave you behind.”

      “Leaving me behind would be better than letting anyone steal the Emberling. You said yourself that Stakrox Feret might be the only person who can come up with a way to destroy it. I can stay on this planet a little longer to give you a chance to reach the refinery. I can find another way off the planet if I need to.”

      “How do you propose to attract a ship down here?” Erqi asked. “None of the many pilots buzzing around this planet will be stupid enough to come near the giants.”

      Qiao took something out of his pocket and held it up for the others to see. “They’ll come for this.”

      A jumble of wires trailed from a few broken computer components. Taggart studied it more closely and realized that it was the rangefinder from a Colonial Militia Firelight.

      “The ship’s homing beacon is in the rangefinder. All you have to do is activate it, and it will send a distress call to the whole Militia,” Qiao announced. “As soon as you send it, the Militia will send someone down here to check it out.”

      “How do we ground one?” Claire asked. “They could send a Comet or a destroyer, and we’ve got nothing but these rifles.”

      “It’s simple,” Taggart replied. “We just go back to the battlefield. If these weapons don’t bring the ship down, we can use the weapons on board one of the crashed ships.”

      “All those ships flying around shooting at each other will attract the giants,” Merrel pointed out.

      “That’s where I come in,” Qiao replied. “I’ll draw them away from you so they don’t even notice you.”

      Claire covered her eyes. “I don’t even want to know how you’re going to draw them away without getting your head bitten off—literally.”

      “I can make sure they don’t come near you.” All eyes turned to Yannik. She’d been sitting silently through the whole conversation.

      “You!” Merrel exclaimed. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “My ribs should be fully fused by now. I can move around as well as you can, and Qiao can’t draw them away as well as I can. It’s the perfect solution.”

      “It’s the worst solution,” Tate growled. “Losing one person is bad enough. Forget about losing two.”

      “If we do it together, we have a better chance of both making it out.” Yannik smirked at Qiao. “What do you say?”

      “How will we meet up with you again?” Taggart asked.

      “Once you land at the refinery, it will be safe for us to catch up with you,” Qiao replied. “We just have to lose the giants and make our way there.”

      “Assuming we’re still there,” Merrel replied. “If it all goes to shit, we might have to flee the planet with you two still down here.”

      “We’ll make it work,” Qiao replied.

      “When do you want to do this?” Tate asked. “Are you sure you don’t want to go reminisce with your family a little more before you meet with your untimely end?”

      Qiao laughed. “This will be just as good.”

      Almost as if it was meant to be, a deafening bellow echoed up the tunnels from below. It boomed through the rock itself.

      “I better go see what he wants.” Qiao got to his feet and passed the rangefinder into Taggart’s hands. “If anything happens to me, go back to the battlefield and take it from there.”

      “Be careful, Qiao.”

      “Sure.” Qiao nodded and walked away heading back to the cavern for another visit with his family.

      Claire shook her head. “I don’t like this. It can’t end well.”

      “I don’t see anything ending well on this planet.” Taggart pulled Merrel’s first aid kit toward himself and used the x-ray scanner to check on Yannik’s ribs.

      He had to admit to himself that she was right. She’d been resting long enough, and her ribs looked fine—maybe not fine enough for a run-in with the giants, but she would probably never be ready for that.

      He wasn’t about to tell her what he’d found, and he ignored her knowing look when he put the scanner away. There was nothing left to do but dangle her in front of the giants while the rest of the crew made a run back to the battlefield.

      Merrel turned to Erqi. “Did you see any ships out there that might have functional weapons systems?”

      “I did not see anything out there. I was too busy trying not to die.”

      Merrel laughed. “It would be better if we already had a ship with a working propulsion system and a working weapons system.”

      “It’s too bad we keep blowing up every ship we lay our hands on,” Taggart interjected. “Maybe we shouldn’t be trusted with any ship—ever again.”

      This time, Tate, Claire, and Yannik joined in the laughter, but Taggart went back to checking his weapon. He wasn’t joking about not wanting to fly anything ever again. His luck hadn’t been anything to write home about, and he didn’t want to push it any further than he already had.

      This planet gave him an incredibly bad feeling. It was on the farther end of the continuum of dangerous planets. Having a ship with a functioning propulsion system and a functioning weapons system was only more likely to get the whole crew killed—right behind running around with an Astral in their group.

      He went over the four plasma rifles that Qiao had taken from the battlefield, but none of these would save him if even one giant came after him, much less dozens of them.
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      Taggart held out his hand to Qiao. “Be careful, Qiao. I mean it. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      “This whole plan is an unnecessary risk,” Tate chimed in behind Taggart’s back. “The only other option is for us all to hide in these caves and hope no one dares to come down here looking for the Emberling.”

      Taggart shook Qiao’s hand and then, just because, he hugged the big Kreksa. “I mean it. Be careful.”

      Qiao crushed Taggart in his huge arms. “Don’t worry, little man. You will have plenty to complain about me for a long time.”

      Taggart didn’t know what to say, so he walked over to the mouth of the cave system. Merrel, Erqi, Odo, Tate, and Claire already waited for him there. Only Qiao and Yannik were staying behind.

      “We’ll give you twenty-four hours to get back to the battlefield,” Qiao called after them. “We’ll lead the giants to the north. You should have a straight run south to the refinery.”

      “Thank you, Qiao!” Merrel waved over his shoulder, and the six friends stepped out of the last cave into the rocks.

      Taggart waved to Qiao and Yannik, too. They both waved back to him, and his heart twisted when the time came for him to turn his back on them. He’d been with them from the beginning.

      He’d spent so much of that time wishing he’d never had the misfortune to meet either of them. Now he didn’t want to lose them, especially not in some lunatic scheme that would put them both in danger of getting stepped on, eaten, or crushed by giants.

      He tore himself away with a wince and faced the long climb down to the fields. Erqi and Odo were already scrambling down the steep defiles to the foothills.

      Taggart shifted his rifles on his shoulder to free one hand when, without warning, an enormous head popped over the nearest crag. It appeared so suddenly that Taggart staggered and ran into a boulder.

      The giant was another male—not one of Qiao’s family. Taggart had never seen this creature before. It looked young, and kind of dumb. His placid features broke into a dull-witted smile, and his eyes twinkled when he saw the little humans climbing around in the rocks.

      A second later, his large blue eyes snapped to something beyond Taggart’s shoulder, and the giant’s expression changed in a heartbeat. His mouth opened and he bellowed in a voice like thunder, “ASTRALS!”

      That terrible word echoed up and down the mountains. It carried on the wind and woke hidden horrors in every nook and cranny. Taggart flinched at the sound and spun around to see what he already knew was there.

      Qiao and Yannik still stood in the cave mouth where Taggart had left them. They didn’t have to leave yet, because the crew was nowhere near the battlefield. They could just kick back and wait before they pulled their trick.

      All of that went out the window when this young giant spotted Yannik. Qiao grabbed her and pushed her deeper into the caves. Qiao and Yannik vanished into the shadows, but the damage had been done.

      The giant kept roaring, “ASTRALS! ASTRALS!” for all the world to hear, and that deep, pounding thump trembled the rocks underfoot. More giants were coming.

      Taggart sprang forward and collided with Tate, who was nearest to him. “Run! Run for it!”

      Even then, it was hard to make much headway in these steep gullies. The friends had to scramble, and in some cases scale sheer cliffs, to stay on the path that Qiao had used to get up here.

      Taggart overtook Erqi, Odo, and Claire assembled on a ridge with one thin crack between two vertical walls. Only one person could go through at a time, and the crack ended with another vertical descent to the path below. Claire squeezed through, followed by Odo. Tate and Taggart turned backward, aiming their rifles outward, but these weapons did nothing to protect them from the danger.

      More giants stomped into the area from all over. They converged on the young giant who had spotted Yannik, but when they didn’t find her there anymore, they started looking around for her.

      “Hurry up!” Tate yelled over his shoulder. “We gotta move!”

      Muffled voices came from the other side of the crack, and Erqi vanished through it. “Claire and Odo are down the wall!” Merrel called. “Come on!”

      Taggart backed Tate closer to the crack, but he didn’t dare to take his eyes off the giants to see what was going on. Tate grabbed Taggart’s shirt and hauled him backward. “Come on, Taggart! Let’s go!”

      Giants crisscrossed the area, searching everywhere for the Astral. Tate gave Taggart one last tug, and Taggart dared to turn away. He had to take off his rifles to get through the crack and handed them to Tate, who gave them back as soon as Taggart squeezed through the gap.

      Taggart got his weapon into position right away, but getting through the crack didn’t help him at all. Climbing down the wall took a lot longer. This time, Tate, Taggart, Merrel, and Erqi all stood around with their weapons shouldered while they waited for Claire and Odo to reach the ground.

      The giants searched the whole area around the cave mouth. They might look dumb on the surface, but they could sure pull out the brain power when they wanted something badly enough.

      They widened their search and, inevitably, noticed the four men standing there. The giants stomped over and scowled down at the party. Taggart could just see the wheels grinding in their brains as they tried to identify where the dreaded Astral had disappeared to.

      A few more giants came over, but when they didn’t see any Astrals, they started to turn away. Taggart’s heart leapt.

      “They’re leaving!” Tate whispered.

      “Erqi!” Odo called from down below. “It is your turn! Come down!”

      Erqi hesitated just to make sure the giants didn’t do anything. Then he lowered his weapon and turned away.

      At that moment, a colossal boom exploded out of the nearest hillside. A gargantuan eruption of rock, dust, and flying debris shot into the air and a massive fist punched through the mountain from the inside.

      The huge hand smashed the mountainside to smithereens, and then another enormous head burst through the hole. Dust clung to Kux’s hair and eyebrows. He furrowed his brow at the surrounding countryside until he saw the giants standing there. “ASTRALS!” Kux roared. “ASTRALS!”

      The giants went nuts and charged over to Kux. He forced his monstrous arm and shoulder through the breach, started decimating the mountainside with his fists, and once he got free, kicked with his feet.

      The other giants raced to the spot and started doing the same thing. They punched the cliffs and smashed the crags to powder until the whole mountain quaked.

      Someone shouted behind Taggart’s back, but he couldn’t hear who it was or what they were saying. He, Tate, and Merrel stood their ground with drawn weapons, but they couldn’t retreat without climbing down that wall.

      Merrel whirled away and dropped over the side, but nothing could save the party with so many giants running around. Kux climbed out of his hole onto the mountainside and started coordinating his friends with bellowed orders that no one could hear over the noise.

      The giants ran back and forth, shaking the whole mountain with every step. They went to work with insane energy, pulverizing every cliff, rock, and crag in sight.

      Four of them smashed up the mountainside that Kux had used to get outside. They kicked the bedrock and decimated it with their fists. They widened the breach until Olgux appeared and climbed out, too.

      “Get down there, Taggart!” Tate yelled in Taggart’s ear. “Merrel’s on the ground! It’s your turn!”

      “To hell with that!” Taggart hollered back. “You think I’d go and leave a one-legged man to defend me? Get over there!”

      “Forget it!” Tate snapped. “You’re my little brother! You go first!”

      “Hurry up or we’re both gonna die! If you really want to help me, you can fall to your death and leave the face clear for me to climb down sooner.”

      Tate glared at him and then pursed his lips. “I’m gonna kick your ass for this.”

      “I hope so.”

      Tate turned away, and Taggart immediately saw that he’d made the right decision when he went back to watching the giants. They seemed to have forgotten why they were so busy tearing the mountain to scrap. They kicked in random peaks, overturned huge boulders, and pounded anything in sight.

      Taggart tracked their movements with his rifle, but he had to duck every few seconds as another massive boulder went twirling past his head and smashed into nearby hillsides. So much debris floated in the air that Taggart couldn’t even see some of the giants anymore. They worked on one spot, lost interest, and went off somewhere else.

      Every punch and kick rocked the ground so badly that Taggart could hardly stand. He ended up kneeling at the cliff edge, and held his rifle with one arm while he huddled under his other arm for protection.

      “Taggart!” Tate yelled from farther away. “Come on! It’s all clear!”

      He hesitated and then glanced over the side. The others cowered at the base, waiting for him. The pathway down the mountain snaked between outcroppings to the fields in the distance. The way was steep and rough, but at least it didn’t require any more climbing. The friends could run the rest of the way to flat ground.

      Taggart looped his rifle straps across his chest and crawled backward to lower his legs over the side when Kux gave another ground-shaking roar, “ASTRALS!”

      All the other giants spun around fast, and Taggart froze in place as another catastrophic boom demolished a different mountain the giants hadn’t been working. It vaporized in a mind-blowing explosion that rocketed from somewhere deep underground.

      Boulders and flying blocks fired into the air, and all the giants roared as one when two figures plunged through the wreckage into the open.

      Qiao and Yannik hurtled through the mayhem straight into the giants’ path. The giants all started bellowing, “ASTRALS!” and charged in to capture Yannik.

      Qiao fired two rifles, one from each hand, but he didn’t aim well enough to even try to defend Yannik. He only attracted the giants to her position.

      “Come on, Taggart!” Tate and Merrel both yelled. “Come now!”

      Qiao and Yannik darted between the giants’ feet, heading north. The giants fell into pursuit, and Taggart dropped onto his stomach. He lowered his legs over the edge and scrambled down onto the wall. He started climbing as well as he could, but so many giants kept running around and shaking the rock that he had to stop again and again to stop himself from falling off.

      He couldn’t see or hear anything but his friends yelling at him from down below. He heard them encouraging him to climb and even to hurry—as if he really wanted to stay on this wall any longer than he absolutely had to.

      His heart hammered fit to burst, and his hands sweated so badly that they made it even harder to hold on. Were the giants’ footsteps getting closer and louder, or did he only imagine it?

      He couldn’t climb down with so many concussions going off all the time, but his fingers were already getting tired. If he didn’t get down now, he would fall.

      A brutal smash struck right near him. It sounded like it came from the rock right next to his head, and he glanced to his right.

      His stomach dropped when he saw Qiao and Yannik sprinting into view. They weren’t heading north anymore. They couldn’t. Another flank of giants came trooping around another mountain range and cut off the pair’s retreat.

      Qiao and Yannik veered to avoid getting captured or stomped to death, dashed down another gulley heading east. and ran downhill toward the fields.

      “Climb, Taggart!” Tate roared. “They’re getting closer!”

      Taggart glanced down, looking for the next handhold, and took his hand off the rock to change his position when a shadow fell across his face. He looked up to see Kux stamp his huge foot right at the lip of the wall where Taggart clung.

      The impact shattered the rock, and a deadly fork of cracks shot down the face in front of Taggart. Blocks and boulders split from the edge under Kux’s foot, and the whole wall disintegrated before Taggart’s eyes.

      He barely had a chance to scream before the wall evaporated with him clinging to absolutely nothing. He peeled off, and the whole thing collapsed in a rain of stone and debris.

      He heard Claire scream his name, and then he was falling. He sailed over backward, watching the sky getting farther away. Nothing stood between Taggart and the ground far below.

      Kux didn’t even notice the damage he caused. He never looked down once to see Taggart falling to his death. Kux stepped off the edge, and in one huge stride, he hit the ground and started walking out onto the fields, following Qiao and Yannik.

      Taggart rotated through space until he was facing the ground. Now he had no choice but to see it rushing toward his eyes.

      He caught a fleeting glimpse of Qiao and Yannik weaving between dozens of giants. Yannik swerved at incredible speed, but it still wasn’t enough with so many giants gathering from all sides to box her in.

      The next instant, Erqi and Odo materialized before Taggart’s eyes. He didn’t see them coming before they were directly beneath him, and he landed hard on top of both of them. His fall smashed them to the ground, but their bodies broke his fall, and then all the broken rock from the wall pounded down all around them.

      Erqi grabbed Taggart, wrestled him to the ground, and then covered him with his body. Taggart huddled there feeling countless strikes hitting the mountain all around him.

      The noise died except for the telltale boom of giant footsteps getting farther away. Erqi pulled off, and Taggart scrambled to his feet to grab him. “Are you okay? What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that you would die if I did not break your fall. Are you hurt, Taggart?”

      “Of course not!” Taggart turned to Odo. “You didn’t have to do that!”

      “If your life means so little to you, you can soothe your guilt by telling yourself that I did it to save the rangefinder.”

      Taggart frowned at Odo, and then at Erqi. He didn’t want these two sacrificing themselves for him, but it sure looked like they already had—except that they hadn’t sacrificed themselves. They were unhurt, just like he was. “Um…thanks.”

      Merrel slapped him on the shoulder. “You should have just said that in the first place. Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here before this gets any—”

      He stopped midsentence when the party turned toward the path leading down the mountain. So many giants had gathered from every direction to go after the Astrals that Taggart couldn’t see Qiao or Yannik anymore.

      He could track their progress by the dozens of giants all jostling and elbowing and stomping. They dodged one way, adjusted their course, and then took off somewhere else. They got in each other’s way, threw punches, kicks, and elbows, and stepped on each other in their insane stampede to destroy Yannik.

      “They’re heading for the battlefield,” Tate observed. “We won’t be able to use those guns to down a ship. We need to come up with another plan.”

      “Such as?” Merrel asked. “You’re the Militia officer here. You can advise us on what to do.”

      Tate squinted toward the battlefield. Qiao and Yannik were leading the giants closer and closer to the downed ships, but Taggart could see as well as anybody that they didn’t have a choice. It was a miracle they were still alive at all.

      “What about bringing them down here?” Claire asked.

      “It’s too rocky here,” Taggart replied. “Besides, these rifles aren’t strong enough to bring down much more than a Firelight, if that.”

      “What do you suggest, then?”

      Before anyone could answer, a bunch of ships screamed out of the atmosphere, zoomed past the giants, and came straight for the crew.

      “Get back to the caves!” Tate roared. “They’re after the Emberling!”

      “Come on!” Taggart pulled his brother toward the open fields. “Now’s our chance!”

      “You are not going out there!” Tate hollered, but Taggart was already running down the hill.

      “You wanted a ship!” he called over his shoulder. “We’re getting a ship!”

      “Not like that!” Tate bellowed, but Taggart didn’t listen. Anything would be better than crossing this planet on foot.
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      Taggart streaked down the path to the fields, dodging gunshots from dozens of ships coming in fast. The giants had a commanding lead on the friends. He’d have to run across miles of open fields to reach them, but before he went a hundred yards, the giants wheeled to the south and then to the west.

      He didn’t see exactly what happened, but for some reason, the giants veered and came straight at the crew. Four Sleepwalker attack craft screamed past Taggart’s head, banked over the mountains, and came pelting back with guns blazing.

      They spat lasers, trying to stop the crew, and hit the giants instead. The giants forgot about Yannik to come after the Sleepwalkers. One of the biggest giants planted his massive legs right in Taggart’s path and grabbed two Sleepwalker attack craft out of thin air.

      The giant smashed them together in a cloud of exploding plasma, and all the other attack craft assembled from everywhere to target that one giant. The giant dropped the debris right there, went after the other ships, and a second later, a bunch of Monkskull’s fighters came in to join the fun.

      Claire ducked to avoid getting stepped on by another giant stamping closer from the west. “Now what? How do we get a ship?”

      No one answered. More giants took positions all over the field or stormed into the battle, trying to destroy as many ships as possible.

      Ships from both sides, and even a few Militia vessels, bit the dust. Taggart couldn’t see enough of the battle to know who was winning, or even if there was such a thing as winning in this mess.

      Crashing ships went up in flames all around him and left nothing that the crew could use. Taggart ran deeper into the battle, trying to find one place where he could avoid the giants’ feet.

      He spotted Olgux and dashed between the giant’s feet, only to have to race off somewhere else when Olgux almost stepped on Taggart, too. Taggart sprinted north and almost ran into a burning inferno of combusting plasma when another destroyed ship smashed down in front of him.

      He checked himself and noticed one of Qiao’s sisters nearby. The huge female swatted at ships from all three fleets. In front of Taggart’s eyes, she snatched a Sleepwalker attack craft out of the air.

      She didn’t throw it or crush this one, though. She held onto it and swung it at the other spacecraft whizzing around her head. More Sleepwalkers pelted her with lasers. The Militia bombarded her with plasma and Monkskull’s fighters thumped her with pulses, but she still didn’t drop that ship. Maybe she wanted to use it as a weapon against her attackers.

      Taggart took off at a run. He dodged giant feet and ship parts striking the grass on all sides. He swerved past Roix on a beeline for Qiao’s sister when he spotted Yannik in the confusion.

      She jumped from Roix’s knee, whizzed across the grass, ricocheted off a crashed ship, and flew off in a different direction. Taggart had a split second to realize that she was deliberately moving toward one of the giants…and then he had it. He knew what he had to do.

      He adjusted his course to intercept her and cut across her line of sight. He waved for her to follow him, but he was running too fast to make sure that she actually saw him.

      He had to avoid another two ship crashes, but he came out the other side of a dense dust and smoke cloud and saw Qiao’s sister dead ahead.

      Taggart sped up and Yannik caught up with him, sprang along the grass at his side, and passed him. He turned to explain what he wanted her to do, but she was already out of range and gathering speed to reach Qiao’s sister, too. He didn’t have to explain anything. She already knew.

      He took a firm grip on his weapon, but before he could execute his maneuver, a howling shriek of engine noise screamed up on him from behind.

      He didn’t see what it was before one of Monkskull’s fighter craft shrieked past him. The ship would have impaled him through the back, but it banked on one wing and missed him by inches.

      The engine wash ripped him off his feet, and he somersaulted head over heels on the grass. He landed flat on his back, looking almost straight up the giantess’s skirts.

      She towered over him, as big as a mountain. She still clutched the Sleepwalker vessel in her hand, trying to club other ships out of the air with it.

      Yannik landed on the giantess’ foot just as the giantess took a huge step. Yannik rode the foot and leaped off at the highest point, vaulted off the giantess’s knee, and caught hold of the giantess’ skirt hem.

      Yannik started scaling the fabric with fast, expert movements. She made it as far as the giantess’ waist before the giantess realized exactly what was climbing up her clothing.

      The giantess opened her mouth to yell that dreaded name when Taggart raised his rifle and fired straight up into her eye. Her fingers uncurled, and the attack craft slammed down onto the grass next to him.

      The giantess flailed her arms in the air, clawed at her face, and whirled away. Yannik released her hold and sailed clear.

      Taggart scrambled to his feet, looking anywhere and everywhere for Erqi or Odo, or Claire or Tate or Merrel—anyone who knew how to fly a Sleepwalker attack craft better than he did, which wasn’t saying much.

      He’d just have to figure it out. He’d been inside one once. He didn’t want to repeat the experience, but it sure looked like he was doing this on his own. Now if he could just find Tate and the Emberling, Taggart would be all set.

      He paused to avoid a few more crashes and giants storming across his path when Yannik rejoined him. He couldn’t say he was happy to have her back, considering that every giant on the field was after her.

      None of that mattered. He charged the attack craft, but when he tried to get inside, he came up empty. He didn’t know what to do, and Yannik couldn’t help him.

      He glanced over his shoulder, but he didn’t hold out much hope of someone coming to help him. He got a pleasant surprise when Erqi, Odo, Claire, and Tate all appeared out of the smoke, heading for him.

      Erqi got the hatch open and everyone rushed inside. “Where’s Merrel?” Taggart yelled.

      “We aren’t leaving without Qiao!” Yannik called out.

      “Close the hatch!” Erqi ordered. “We need to get off the ground now before someone steps on us.”

      “Is the ship still spaceworthy?” Taggart asked.

      “Who cares?” Tate countered. “Just get us out of here!”

      “We can’t leave Qiao!” Yannik insisted.

      “I didn’t say that!” Tate fired back. “I only meant we can’t find him from here.”

      “Merrel is still out there!” Taggart interjected.

      All argument ceased when Erqi fired the engines and took off at eye-watering speed. He didn’t even wait for Claire to close the hatch.

      Taggart staggered to the front to see Erqi and Odo coordinating in a magical dance of guns and speed. Erqi flew the ship in a deadly whirlwind, dodging giants and gaining altitude by the second, while Odo fired at anyone and everyone.

      Taggart eased over to Erqi’s side and checked the rangefinders. “There’s Merrel!”

      Erqi didn’t respond. He glared at his instruments and trained all his attention on flying the ship fast enough not to get caught by any giant or any of the crew’s many enemies.

      Merrel had found himself a nicely protected position on top of a giant’s big toe, so the ship wouldn’t be able to reach him anyway. He hung onto a tuft of hair near the giant’s ankle and fired his rifle here and there, though the shots didn’t affect the battle.

      Qiao, on the other hand, was stuck in a death trap surrounded by five giants, including his brothers Kux and Roix.

      The giants combined their efforts to bring down any ship within reach. Tons of scrap, burning plasma, and wrecked fuselages showered all around Qiao. He couldn’t break through it to get away.

      “Pull it around and help Qiao!” Taggart told Erqi.

      “The ship would be destroyed in seconds if I took us there. We will have to find another way to help Qiao.”

      “How?” Taggart demanded. “Can you get down closer to the ground?”

      Erqi sneered at the sheer ludicrous absurdity of that suggestion, but before either of them could speak, an alarm went off on his controls.

      “What are you doing?” he roared over his shoulder. “Close the hatch!”

      “Get me close to Kux!” Yannik yelled from the back. “Get me right in his face! It’s Qiao’s only chance!”

      Erqi growled something under his breath and hauled the ship into a steep curve, heading back toward the thickest part of the battle.

      Yannik eased closer to the hatch until she practically hung off the back. Ripping wind pelted into the compartment, and Tate and Claire moved back out of her way.

      Erqi drove the engines to their breaking point, and gunfire sprayed from every weapon on the attack craft’s sides. Erqi cut in dangerously close to Kux and had to gun it again when Kux swiped his massive hand and almost flattened the ship.

      At that moment, another Sleepwalker attack craft rocketed in from the side and bombarded Kux’s cheek with plasma shots. He whirled sideways to retaliate, and Erqi whizzed behind the giant’s head. Erqi zoomed between Kux and the other attack craft and stalled right in front of the giant’s eyes.

      “Now!” Erqi roared and Yannik jumped.

      She landed on Kux’s nose, and his eyes crossed looking down at her.

      Erqi streaked away so fast that Taggart, Tate, and Claire all staggered. Claire almost fell out trying to reach the hatch to shut it.

      The attack craft climbed skyward and left the battle far behind, but Kux didn’t notice. He opened his gaping mouth and roared, “ASTRALS!”

      The word penetrated all the noise, and every giant broke off whatever he or she was doing to charge Kux. He stumbled forward, trying to chase the Astral down, but she kept getting farther away from him. He couldn’t catch her.

      He lurched away from Qiao, and all the other giants followed him in pursuit of the horrible Astral.

      Merrel hopped off his giant’s toe and landed on the grass. The giant he’d been riding on didn’t notice and just kept on running.

      Qiao waited just long enough for the giants to leave him alone, and then sprinted after them to keep up with Yannik.

      The air battle stopped suddenly now that the giants were gone—and then all those ships turned on the attack craft carrying the Emberling.

      “Oh, shit!” Taggart muttered.

      “Find the refinery!” Tate called from the back.

      “We can’t leave Merrel!” Taggart countered.

      “We cannot go back for him now!” Erqi yelled. An answering boom jostled the attack craft as four Militia gunships unloaded on the ship. “We cannot even get near him! I am sorry, Taggart! He will have to catch up with us another time.”

      Erqi didn’t wait for Taggart to answer. He pulled the ship away, but nothing stopped all three fleets from hounding the ship now that the giants weren’t around to get in the way. Odo turned the ship’s weaponry backward to defend their retreat, but it wasn’t enough with so many attackers on his tail.

      “How far is the refinery?” Taggart asked.

      “Too far,” Erqi replied. “We will never get there in time to stop them from destroying us.”

      “There has to be a way.”

      “There is!” Tate staggered to the front and hung onto the bulkhead to stop repeated blasts of gunfire from knocking him over. “Give me the rangefinder, Taggart.”

      Taggart handed it over and moved out of the way so Tate could reach the controls. Erqi and Odo were both too busy to interfere when Tate knelt down next to Erqi’s seat, pulled open a panel on the pilot’s station, and started wiring the rangefinder into the attack craft’s systems.

      “How do you know so much about Sleepwalkers technology?” Taggart asked.

      “Didn’t we already go over this?” Tate asked. “Activate the emergency beacon, Erqi.”

      Erqi activated it, and it started blipping on his controls. It sent out a steady pulse of signal to every other ship in pursuit of the attack craft.

      Nothing happened for a second, and then all the Militia ships fell back. They didn’t leave; they just cut their speed while the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s people kept hounding the crew to kingdom come.

      “What are they doing?” Taggart asked.

      “Here’s hoping they recognize the signal,” Tate murmured.

      “What did you do to it?”

      “I reprogrammed it. It’s sending out a unique signal code that only I use. Maybe the stars will align in our favor for once and the pilots who see it won’t be working for whoever ordered them to come after us. Yes! There it is!”

      He pointed at the attack craft’s rangefinders, but Taggart didn’t see anything to celebrate. The pursuing Firelights and gunships all gunned their engines and charged back in for the attack.

      They overtook the Sleepwalkers and fighter craft and opened fire, but they didn’t target the fugitive crew. The Militia ships bombarded the other pursuers and then rocketed forward to cut between the fleeing attack craft and all the crew’s enemies.

      The Militia vessels whirled in behind the fugitive ship and erected a wall of plasma to stop anyone from coming near the attack craft. Dozens of ships fell into another deadly air battle while Erqi gunned the engines and raced away on course for the Riarium flux refinery.

      The stolen attack craft covered the miles with no trouble, and a good-sized city turned up on Erqi’s rangefinders. “There is the refinery. It is on the other side of town.”

      “Is there a place to land?” Tate asked.

      “Forget about a place to land,” Taggart countered. “Give me a way to hide the Emberling and I’ll be your slave for life.”

      “I’m gonna hold you to that.”

      “Well?” Taggart asked. “Where is it? Where’s the way to hide it?”

      “I’m still working on that.”

      “Work on removing that rangefinder from our controls!” Erqi roared. “Your friends in the Militia are wise to your trick now!”

      Tate and Taggart took one look at the controls to see the Sleepwalkers, Monkskull’s people, and the Militia all racing to catch up with the ship.

      “Damn it!” Tate dove down onto the floor to strip the rangefinder away.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Taggart told him. “They can just follow the Emberling. Get us on the ground, Erqi. We need to get inside that refinery.”

      Erqi snorted. “Why—so they can blow the refinery with us inside it?”

      “We need Stakrox. He’s the only one who can help us.”

      “Here’s praying,” Tate muttered, and threw the rangefinder into a corner. It was useless now.

      Erqi plunged into the city, burning up the miles, but the pursuit closed in no time. Monkskull’s army sprinted in front and open fired to slow the ship down. Erqi flew rings around them, only to run into a Sleepwalkers contingent coming from the east.

      The three fleets worked together as never before, and continuous gunshots pounded the ship back and forth as each flank took its turn. Plasma ripped across one wing, and the next second, Sleepwalker ordnance blasted the nose off.

      The impact hurled Tate and Taggart backward, and the ship tumbled end over end. The two brothers got all tangled up with Claire as the enemy brought the ship down.

      Erqi fought the controls until the end and Odo kept firing, but the noise and damage kept mounting. Odo sprang to his feet and grabbed Erqi.

      They braced themselves against the walls and stumbled into the back. Erqi dragged Taggart to his feet. “Prepare to run when the ship comes down!”

      “What do you mean—when it comes down?” Claire yelled.

      No one answered. Odo opened the hatch and had to duck behind the bulkhead as plasma exploded against the hull right outside the opening.

      Erqi squashed Tate, Taggart, and Claire against the opposite wall. “Get ready!”

      Claire yelled something else, and then a brutal smash slammed the ship down. The crash flung Odo upward, and he hit the ceiling before banging down hard on the floor.

      He lay still with his face buried under his arms, but the bombardment didn’t stop. Ships whizzed back and forth beyond the open hatch and constant gunfire pounded the hull.

      “Go!” Erqi shoved Tate and Claire toward the hatch. “Get to the refinery! It’s right across the street.”

      Claire ran outside. Tate got as far as the hatch before he looked back. Taggart went over to Odo, but Erqi got there first and started dragging his brother to his feet. “Go, Taggart!” Erqi bellowed. “Get out of here now!”

      Taggart didn’t leave. He grabbed Odo’s other arm and helped Erqi get Odo on his feet. They both had to support his weight, and stumbled outside.

      They walked into another cruel barrage of gunfire. The Sleepwalkers, the Militia, and Monkskull’s fighter craft sure were cooperating well, considering they’d been trying to destroy each other for decades before now.

      Taggart tried to look around, only to get a spray of gravel in the face when a stray Sleepwalker laser hit the nearest building. The wall dissolved, and he almost fell over when Erqi pulled Odo in a different direction. “This way, Taggart!”

      Taggart couldn’t see a thing. He kept going the wrong way and nearly falling on his face when Erqi pulled him somewhere else. The two men yanked Odo in different directions every few minutes, and he groaned each time.

      Taggart couldn’t see any refinery. Massive buildings surrounded what was left of the crew’s most recent ship. So much for that.

      He didn’t really care to fly around in a Sleepwalker vessel, but it was better than nothing. He didn’t see how he and his friends were ever getting off the planet now.

      Erqi kept yelling at him. Taggart was just starting to suspect that Erqi was leading him in circles when they broke out of the dust and smoke to halt on a street corner somewhere.

      Erqi started forward to cross the street when a thunderous rumble broke the din from the right. He pulled back in time to avoid getting trampled by a herd of giants all bellowing, “ASTRALS! ASTRALS!”

      Taggart didn’t see any Astrals, but that hardly mattered with so many giants all stampeding in the same direction. They charged straight into the attacking ships. The ships had a split second to spin around before the giants overran them and drove them out of sight.

      A strange silence fell over the city, now that neither giants nor ships threatened the three men. Taggart didn’t like that silence. His ears had become so tuned to gunfire and explosions that silence just sounded wrong to him now.

      Erqi stayed where he was and didn’t move. He and Taggart listened for any sound of danger, and Taggart got his first look at a real Kreksa city. It didn’t look much different from every other city, except that everything in this one was at least a hundred times normal size.

      The buildings were miles tall and in such a desperate state of disrepair that they looked ready to topple at the slightest disturbance. The streets stretched much too wide, considering that the Kreksas had no vehicles of any kind, much less any that needed this much space.

      The smoking wreckage of the attack craft lay smashed across the street exactly the way Erqi said…except that it was at least a quarter of a mile away. No wonder it had taken Erqi so long to get here.

      Taggart didn’t see Claire or Tate anywhere, but he did see several stray ships flying around a few blocks away. They kept revolving out from behind a nearby building and then disappearing.

      Taggart started to walk that way when Erqi pulled at him. “This way, Taggart.”

      “Tate is over there. The Emberling is over there. We can’t leave them out here unprotected.”

      “Your brother will go to the refinery. It is this way.”

      Erqi’s voice betrayed a bite of command that he’d never used with Taggart before. Taggart had always been able to convince Erqi to go along with just about everything.

      Erqi reversed that with a few well-chosen words that had nothing to do with getting Odo to safety. He turned away, and Taggart didn’t fight it. Erqi was right. Tate would be as desperate as anyone to get the Emberling into the refinery, no matter what stood in his way.

      Taggart let Erqi steer him around a few corners. No one came out to stop them. No one in the whole sector gave a shit about Taggart, Erqi, or Odo. These armies wanted the Emberling—nothing else.

      Erqi turned another corner, and another street opened on a massive building that had to be the refinery. Pipes, chimneys, and vents discharged steam clouds into the sky, while spacecraft came and went from the roof.

      Erqi found a mammoth cargo loading door on the ground floor, and he and Taggart stumbled inside with Odo. Erqi lowered his brother onto the floor and pulled a first aid kit off the nearest wall.

      “How do we find Stakrox?” Taggart asked.

      “You go find him. I am busy here.”

      Taggart watched Erqi rip the kit open and start pulling out every kind of medical instrument. It was all Militia-issue, except that each piece was many times the size of normal medical equipment. Erqi worked fast, pulling out syringes, ampules of drugs, and bone fusion kits.

      Taggart left them alone and walked off into the refinery. He’d gotten closer to Tate in the last few weeks than he’d ever been at any other time in his life. He was really starting to feel sorry for Erqi.

      There had to be a way for Erqi to heal this vendetta he had against Odo, though Taggart couldn’t think about what way that might be. Tate had never maimed, imprisoned, or tried to kill Taggart. He didn’t think he could ever forgive someone who did that.

      And then there was Claire. She’d imprisoned and tried to kill Taggart, but she’d done a few good things, too. She’d saved Tate’s life and Taggart’s life and the lives of everyone on their crew. None of them would have been in that danger if not for Claire, but who was keeping score, anyway?

      Taggart had crossed the loading area when another smash of gunfire drew him back to the cargo doors. He peeked in that direction, but the noise was coming from a long way off.

      He started to leave for the second time when two figures snuck into view across the street. Qiao and Yannik advanced into view, squinted toward the noise of gunfire, and then grinned when they saw Taggart.

      “I don’t even want to know how you did it.” Taggart hugged Yannik. “I’m impressed. I admit it.”

      “It took long enough,” she teased. “Are you sure I don’t have to keep proving myself to you?”

      “Prove yourself by helping me find Stakrox—and Tate.”

      “Qiao can help us find Stakrox.” Yannik frowned at the city outside. “I don’t know about Tate.”

      “I guess that will have to be good enough. How do we find Stakrox, Qiao?”

      “He’ll be in his office. It’s on the top floor.”

      “How many floors does this building have?”

      “Only about fifty, but they’re Kreksa floors.”
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      Qiao left the loading area, passed a staircase in the refinery’s central foyer, and stopped at an open elevator shaft. It didn’t look like it had a car, and the doors had been torn off.

      He peered up the shaft. “We can get up this way.”

      “Why is this city so trashed?” Yannik asked. “And where is everyone? Why haven’t we seen any Kreksas?”

      “They live in a different part of town. They don’t come over here if they can avoid it.”

      “Why not?” Taggart surveyed some very nice carvings decorating a cornice near the elevator. The plaster had become chipped, but someone had put a lot of effort into designing and carving the pattern to make the building look good.

      “Whoever designed this part of town died out centuries ago,” Qiao replied. “Modern Kreksas don’t want anyone to associate them with those people…” He averted his eyes. “As you can probably tell.”

      “It’s a shame,” Yannik remarked. “I didn’t know the Kreksas used to be so advanced.”

      “Oh, sure. We had space travel and advanced technology and architecture and all that.”

      “What happened?” Taggart asked. “Why did they fall so far into such a primitive state?”

      Qiao shrugged. “Our culture changed. People stopped valuing those things. No one cared to continue them, so the culture shifted over time. After a while, Kreksas started to see advanced technology and learning as a negative thing. Now it’s something most Kreksas think of as belonging to the little people.”

      “The little people!” Yannik burst into a fit of giggles. “Is that what they think of us?”

      “Is that what you meant all those times you called me ‘Little Man’?” Taggart teased.

      Qiao blushed and looked away. “No one wants to hire a Kreksa for anything but muscle. I might have played it up for the audience.”

      “You did a pretty good job on Vion…and everywhere else,” Taggart replied. “You had me convinced there was no one home upstairs.”

      Qiao laughed and turned back to the elevator shaft. “You probably wouldn’t have hired me if you knew the truth.”

      “I didn’t hire you,” Taggart replied. “I would’ve hired you whether I knew the truth or not.”

      “I wouldn’t have,” Yannik replied. “You’re right. No one hires a Kreksa for anything but muscle. I’m sorry, Qiao. I shouldn’t have judged you that way.”

      “Why not? I’m a Kreksa, and I needed a job. I wanted you to think that about me. I didn’t want you to know I had a brain.”

      “If you have such a big brain, maybe you can explain how we’re going to get up this shaft,” Taggart interjected.

      “Like this.” Qiao scooped his big arm around both Taggart and Yannik, clasped them against his burly chest, and swung out into the shaft. He grasped the cables with his other hand and started climbing, carrying both Taggart and Yannik in one arm.

      Yannik craned her neck to look down the dim shaft. “Is this how you always move around this building?”

      “I’ve never been here before. I told you. Kreksas don’t come to this part of town, and I’ve been gone for years. This is my first time here.”

      “How do you know so much about this building, then?” Taggart asked.

      “They’re all like this. Most buildings were designed the same way in the old days. If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all.”

      “So you’ve seen another one?”

      “No, but Kux and some of his friends broke into a different factory in this part of town. He told me what it was like so I would know he was so much bigger and braver and better than me.”

      “So…are you one of the little people, too?” Yannik teased.

      Qiao laughed. “Definitely.”

      He reached the top and stepped out into another corridor. He put Taggart and Yannik down and straightened up. Qiao wasn’t even breathing heavily after the climb.

      He set off down the corridor. “This way.”

      “You didn’t tell us where all the Kreksas are,” Taggart pointed out. “How is this refinery still running if Kreksas don’t come to this part of town and they aren’t interested in technology? Stakrox can’t be running the refinery by himself.”

      Qiao stopped by an enormous door taller than his head. He had to stretch his arm as far as it would go to turn the knob.

      It opened onto a huge foyer covering the building’s entire top floor. Massive windows gave a sweeping view of the city in all directions. The whole vast space of floor from one side of the building to the other—it was all empty, except for one small area.

      One corner of the top story had been set up with miniature furniture, a kitchen, and a bedroom area partitioned by paper screens. A tiny old alien even shorter than Yannik sat on a half-sized couch, reading an old-fashioned book made out of paper. He was still so short that his feet stuck straight out from his hips and didn’t touch the floor.

      He wore a pair of leather pants, and nothing else. Tufts of snow-white hair sprouted from select parts of his bald scalp, his face, arms, shoulders, feet, and torso, and two matched sprouts extended from his cheeks just beneath the eyes.

      His sparkly eyes glittered blackish-green when he looked up. “Ah! You’re here to bring the Emberling for me to look at!” He hopped down, put his book aside, and came over to the three friends. He walked with a springy, almost childlike gait.

      “How do you know that?” Yannik asked.

      “You crashed on this planet riding in a ship supplied by my good friend Manganos. His planet is the only one I have ever studied that uses that particular variety of plasma. I read its signature when you entered the atmosphere, and then I followed the Emberling’s progress to this city. No one else comes near this refinery for any other reason. I’m a pariah to the scientific community, you know.”

      The little alien laughed out loud. He had a high, musical laugh.

      “Are you Stakrox Feret?” Yannik asked.

      “Of course he is!” Qiao muttered out of the side of his mouth. “Who else would recognize Manganos’ plasma?”

      “Can you help us?” Taggart glanced around the comical apartment. “My brother is carrying the Emberling, and I don’t even know where he is. Everyone is after it. He might be dead already, for all I know.”

      “He isn’t dead. He’s here.”

      “Here?” Taggart looked right and left. “Where?”

      “Here.” Stakrox crossed to a door in the wall next to the elevator shaft. He opened it to reveal the stairwell that Qiao had passed a few minutes before.

      Tate and Claire were just climbing to the top story, and their eyes widened when they saw the alien with Taggart, Qiao, and Yannik already there.

      Taggart rushed over to his brother and sister. “Are you two okay? We thought we’d lost you.”

      “We’re fine.” Tate gripped Taggart’s shoulder and then turned to Qiao and Yannik. “I don’t even want to know how you did it.”

      “It was easy,” Yannik replied. “You just have to show them an Astral, and they do the rest.”

      “Thank you.” Tate hugged her and then Qiao. “Both of you.”

      “We were just asking Stakrox to help us with the Emberling,” Taggart told him. “He’s been tracking our progress since we left Manganos’ planet.”

      “Actually, since before that,” Stakrox chirped. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you ever since you took the Emberling from Nieulia.”

      “We want to destroy it,” Tate replied. “Manganos wasn’t very hopeful. You’re our last stop.”

      “I don’t know any way to destroy it, either,” Stakrox began. “As far as I know…”

      A whine of engine noise cut him off as three Militia Comets soared past the refinery windows.

      “What was that you were just saying about hiding the Emberling?” Tate asked. “If you don’t know a way to destroy it, Stakrox, then we need to leave immediately. All our enemies will destroy the refinery to get the Emberling.”

      “They won’t destroy the refinery.”

      “That’s what you think! Get down!” Tate lunged for the rest of the group. He tried to push them down on the floor as the Comets pulled up and opened fire on the refinery. They targeted the top floor, and their plasma cannons unloaded on Stakrox’s huge apartment windows.

      Taggart ducked, but when the shots struck the glass, they ricocheted back and blasted into the Comets. One of them staggered into another building, and the ship’s port engine exploded. The ship had to wheel and limped away into the atmosphere.

      The other two hesitated before they dared to fire again, but the same thing happened. Their plasma bounced back and forced them to retreat, too.

      “You see?” Stakrox piped. “The Emberling is safe here.”

      “Until they find another way to get inside the building,” Yannik pointed out. “It won’t take them long to land ground troops, and then we’ll be trapped in here.”

      “I know a way to hide the Emberling,” Stakrox replied. “If they come, we can claim that we don’t have it. They’ll never find it, and they’ll leave us alone.”

      Taggart and his friends exchanged glances. “I don’t know if I can believe that.”

      “I definitely can’t,” Tate replied.

      Stakrox laughed and beamed up at him. “You’re Sector Commander Tate Lowell, born Tate Lowell Wollett. I know your service record.”

      “Then you know that someone inside the Militia betrayed me, and now they’re trying to kill me to get the Emberling. I wish I could tell you I was doing this for the Militia, but I’m as much a fugitive as the rest of these people.”

      “And this is your brother, Taggart Alan Wollett…and this is your sister, Claire Ann Wollett.”

      “That’s right,” Taggart replied. “We’ve already lost everything, including our father and my best friend, on this mission. Please…help us.”

      Stakrox laughed again. “I’ve been living here alone for so long, and my last experience with other people ended so badly. I had come to believe that I was better off alone. I owe you something for teaching me otherwise.”

      He went over to his kitchen and opened a pint-sized cupboard under the sink. He pulled out a box with a handle bolted to the top.

      “How have you survived here for so long?” Yannik asked. “Why haven’t the Kreksas come after you for being one of the little people, as Qiao calls us?”

      “They’ve never seen me,” Stakrox replied. “They don’t come here, and I never go out in public. They think Stakrox Feret is an ordinary human, and the Kreksas get so many benefits from the refinery. They don’t check. The arrangement serves us all.”

      He carried his box to his living room coffee table, set it down, and unbuckled the two snaps in the front. “You can put the Emberling in here. This box will conceal the Emberling’s energy signature.”

      He pried back the lid to reveal a rubbery pink goo inside. It jiggled slightly, and a very pale, faint pink light shone from it.

      “What is it?” Taggart asked.

      “It’s Riarium plasma.”

      “Riarium doesn’t produce plasma,” Yannik told him. “The flux is its most unstable form.”

      “That’s what the Academy of Sciences would like everyone to believe. They don’t believe Riarium can exist in its plasma state, because that would violate some of the Academy’s most cherished beliefs about the nature of matter…but that isn’t important. I isolated the plasma in this container.” He looked up at Tate. “Put the Emberling in here and it will vanish from every rangefinder in the sector—and the galaxy.”

      “How do we know the Emberling won’t react with the plasma? It almost cascaded out of control on Manganos’ planet.”

      “It will not react. Riarium plasma is perhaps the one substance in existence that the Emberling will not react to.”

      Tate glanced over at Taggart, but Taggart only shrugged. He didn’t understand as much about science as Stakrox Feret, and what the hell did this crew have to lose, anyway?

      They’d already been shot at, shot down, and attacked by every army out there. If the Riarium plasma didn’t hide the Emberling, the crew would be in exactly the same situation either way.

      If the Emberling did react to the plasma and produce a catastrophic cascade, at least the crew wouldn’t have to run for their lives anymore. Taggart wouldn’t have to worry about getting these people off the planet with their asses intact.

      Tate heaved an almighty sigh and pulled the Emberling out of his pocket. “At least I won’t have to carry this damn thing around anymore.”

      Stakrox chuckled, but no one else laughed. Tate, Taggart, Claire, Qiao, and Yannik all gazed at the dull grey crystal in Tate’s hand. It looked so harmless and innocent, like it couldn’t harm anyone or anything.

      The crew had subjected the Emberling to every insult, and it still didn’t do anything. Taggart was really starting to believe that it never would. It didn’t have to.

      It inflicted disastrous consequences on anyone who came near it simply because everyone in the world wanted it so badly. That was the Emberling’s power. It drove everyone into a frenzied state of mindless greed and destructive obsession.

      Even Taggart and his crewmates had fallen into this trap. They could all see that they were better off without the Emberling, but none of them could quit now. They’d all become so single-mindedly fixated on fulfilling their mission that they wouldn’t let themselves step away, not even to save themselves.

      The whole crew watched in breathless anticipation as the Emberling glided through space toward the Riarium plasma. Tate held it above the pinkish substance and then let it drop into the box.

      The plasma swallowed it…and nothing happened. No explosions went off. No spacecraft hurtled over the horizon to level the refinery with the crew inside. Nothing happened…nothing at all.

      “That’s it?” Yannik asked. “It can’t be as easy as this.”

      “It isn’t,” Taggart replied. “We still have to figure out what to do with it, and every man and his dog knows we’re on the planet with this thing.”

      “Exactly,” Stakrox added. “If they can’t detect the Emberling from their ships, they’ll come down to search for it.

      “There has to be something we can do with it,” Tate argued. “We can’t keep running around like this.”

      “At least we have a way to hide it now,” Claire pointed out. “If we found a place to put it, we could make everyone believe it was one place when it was actually out of their reach somewhere else.”

      “The question is how to put the Emberling in the first hiding place without everyone following us there,” Qiao finished.

      Tate laughed. “Yeah. That’s the problem.”

      “That, and the problem of getting us off the planet without everyone trying to kill us in the process,” Taggart corrected. “We won’t find either of those places without a ship.”

      “None of those is as important as destroying the Emberling.” Tate turned back to Stakrox. “What do you know about any methods we might use to—”

      Everyone froze as a distant rumble vibrated the building. The windows rattled, and then silence descended before the same low boom shook the city.

      “Not again!” Yannik murmured.

      Tate strode over to the windows. “Where are they coming from?”

      “Stakrox said the giants don’t come to this part of the city,” Claire pointed out.

      “They don’t,” Stakrox replied. “They never have.”

      A high-pitched whining alarm went off somewhere, and the thump of giant footsteps got steadily louder.

      “Something’s wrong.” Taggart went over to Tate. “They’re getting closer.”

      Stakrox rushed to his kitchen and pulled open an upper cupboard to reveal a computer panel inside. He frantically stabbed his finger at it while he muttered under his breath.

      “What’s going on?” Yannik asked. “Is something wrong with the refinery?”

      Taggart searched the horizon. He didn’t see anything, but that steady throbbing rhythm coming through the floor told him that the crew was running out of time.

      “No!” Stakrox moaned. “This can’t be!”

      “What’s wrong?” Claire went over to him and studied the panel over his shoulder.

      “The refinery—the flux—!”

      “Did something go wrong with the refining process?” Qiao asked. “How can it have when you’ve been here for decades?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the refining process! It’s the Sleepwalkers!”

      “What?!” Everyone whipped around and shrieked at him—and then it happened.

      A distant drone of engines approached from the farthest horizon, getting closer and rising to a shriek. A dozen Sleepwalker attack craft whistled from the faraway countryside on an intercept course for the refinery, and they didn’t come alone.

      The attack craft hovered together in a tight formation, belching lasers and pulses, but they didn’t target the refinery. They couldn’t, with Stakrox’s defenses protecting the structure from gunfire.

      The Sleepwalkers fired behind them into a horde of giants charging the city. The Sleepwalkers drifted just beyond the giants’ reach and annoyed them with gunshots to keep the giants coming.

      The Sleepwalkers lured them through the streets, and the giants rampaged in a frenzy anytime anything got in their way. They leveled buildings and snapped off spires to bat them at the Sleepwalkers.

      The Sleepwalkers dodged, pelted the giants with more shots, and took up a position directly above the refinery. The giants didn’t recognize or care where they were. They stormed into the refinery, stomping the place to rubble.

      Tate raced back to Stakrox. “You said the Emberling was hidden here! You said the plasma concealed it from detection!”

      “It is hidden!” Stakrox waved at the panel. “No one can detect where it is, but the Riarium flux needs a finely tuned process to remain stable. If the giants interfere with the refining process, the whole refinery could go up!”

      “We need a ship—now!” Tate grabbed Stakrox and the plasma box and started pulling him toward the stairs. “You’re coming with us! You have to help us get rid of this thing!”

      “There is no way to destroy the Emberling, Commander!” Stakrox cried. “It’s impossible!”

      Tate froze. Taggart froze. Everyone froze, staring at Stakrox as those words quivered in the air.

      Stakrox hung his head. “I didn’t want to tell you. The Emberling...you aren’t the first to try to destroy it, and everyone who’s ever tried has been killed. There’s something about it. It destroys everything around it, and everyone around it, but it always remains the same. Nothing can touch it. I’m sorry.”

      Tate glanced over at Taggart, and their eyes met. Some part of Taggart’s innermost being had already suspected something like this. He didn’t understand it, but he’d seen enough to know that it was true.

      Shelgri, Wollett, Hillman, Oakes…their names were a tiny fraction of people who had already lost their lives to this rotten crystal. The Emberling would claim everyone on this crew, and it would keep killing its way across the galaxy. There was no way to stop it.
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      Continuous hammering explosions got louder by the second as the giants worked their way deeper into the Riarium refinery. Tate shuddered and took a fresh grip on Stakrox’s arm. “You can’t stay here. We need to find a ship.”

      “I know where we can get one,” Stakrox told him, “but it isn’t in this building. It’s four blocks away.”

      “Come on.” Tate led the tiny scientist to the stairs and herded everyone out of Stakrox’s apartment.

      Taggart left last, and cast one backward glance through the windows. The Sleepwalkers veered back and forth beyond the glass, zoomed in, plastered the giants with gunfire to drive them out of their minds, and then whizzed clear before the giants could reach them.

      The giants vented their rage on the only other target available. They smashed up the refinery, brought buildings to the ground, and kicked the pavement to tear up streets.

      They reached one of the tangled scaffolds of pipes, but when the giants tried to destroy that, too, Stakrox’s defense pulses blasted off to protect the refinery.

      The pulses hurled the giants away, but that only enraged them more. They stormed through the refinery, leveling everything in sight, and their heavy tread destabilized even the protected areas.

      Taggart couldn’t watch anymore. He dove into the stairwell and caught up with his friends, racing downward. Tate and Stakrox went in front, with the others trailing out behind. He came up on Qiao at the rear, and both men turned backward to aim their rifles up the stairwell, but there was no one there.

      The explosions got louder, coming from directly above. Could the Sleepwalkers overcome Stakrox’s defenses? Did they even have to, with the giants destroying the refinery like this?

      Tate pulled open a door on the ground level and exited into the cargo loading area, where the crew found Merrel and Erqi bending over Odo. He was sitting up and leaning against the wall while Merrel used the refinery’s medical equipment to check his head.

      “We gotta get out of here,” Tate told them. “You have to move, Odo.”

      “I am coming.” Erqi grabbed his hand to help his brother up, and Merrel started putting his equipment away.

      “Where are we going?” Taggart asked Stakrox.

      “The ship is an underground hangar four blocks to the east.”

      “The east!” Qiao countered. “We’ll have to go straight toward the giants if we go east.”

      “You said you wanted a ship,” Stakrox replied. “That’s the only ship I know of in this part of town.”

      “Are you absolutely certain this ship is functional?” Tate asked.

      “Does it have weapons and propulsion?” Merrel asked.

      “It has both,” Stakrox replied. “It’s an Usehiri Q1K. It’s only a year and a half old.”

      “That’s perfect,” Tate replied. “Now we just have to get there.”

      A deafening explosion went off behind the building, and Stakrox shrieked. “The distillation centrifuge! We have to go now!”

      Tate started to pull the little scientist toward the loading doors, and the crew closed into a tighter huddle. They were going right back out under the giants’ feet.

      The group barely reached the threshold when a catastrophic boom struck the building from out of sight. The back wall disintegrated, but the explosion didn’t stop there. It kept going on and on with deeper, louder, more destructive blasts coming thick and fast.

      Tate dove for Stakrox, snatched the scientist off the ground, and took off into the street with the rest of the crew right behind him.

      Erqi, Odo, and Merrel pulled ahead right away. They charged to the end of the block, turned—and skidded to a halt.

      Thirty giants filled the landscape, laying waste to everything before them. Sleepwalker attack craft wove between the giants’ heads, popping off shots whenever the giants lost interest in destroying the city.

      “Four blocks,” Taggart murmured under his breath. “It’s just four blocks.”

      “What about Yannik?” Claire asked. “If we go out there with her…”

      “I’ll handle this.” Yannik sprinted ahead of the others and veered to the right. She picked up speed, nearing the next intersection, and turned east—directly in line for the giants.

      She vanished behind the refinery, and Taggart started forward. “Go now! She’s covering us! Move it—now!”

      Everyone started running again. Taggart tucked his chin and commanded himself not to look up. Four blocks. Just four blocks.

      Rubble, shattered masonry, and broken glass rained from overhead, but he steadfastly refused to look up. The group surrounded Tate and Stakrox. No one tried to outrun Tate. No one was getting off this planet without Stakrox telling them where the ship was.

      Tate steered the party around a corner, and Taggart spotted giant legs ahead, but the giant didn’t see the fleeing crew. He raised his foot and brought his heel down on a different section of the pavement. It set off a quake that shocked the scaffolding pipes more than any weaponry could.

      The scaffold tipped, and pinkish plasma exploded inside. It started to vent, letting off small pops and bursts that built with every passing second.

      The giant stamped down his foot, and Taggart swerved to miss it when the all-too-familiar cry went up several blocks south. “ASTRALS!” More giants took up the call. “ASTRALS!”

      Qiao yelled, “Yannik!” and swerved off into the smoke and dust.

      “Qiao—come back!” Tate yelled, but Qiao was already gone.

      The giants turned as one and charged north. They kept yelling for the Astrals, and no Sleepwalkers gunfire could draw them back to the refinery.

      Tate hesitated, and Merrel shoved him forward. “Keep going! Don’t stop!”

      Tate clamped his lips shut, and a second later, Stakrox steered him around another corner, heading east. The crew was running away from Qiao and Yannik.

      Taggart turned his back on them. He couldn’t go find them, not with the ship so close and the danger so high.

      The giants ran off, and the Sleepwalkers followed them, trying to lure them back to the refinery. All the dangers that hounded the crew were moving away. The remaining friends had a straight run for the hangar.

      Stakrox guided them into a building and down another flight of stairs, where the crew entered a nicely constructed chamber under the building’s foundation.

      The Usehiri Q1K gleamed in the dim light. It was the newest, fanciest ship that Taggart had ever laid eyes on—even nicer than the Legion, Merrel’s old ship, another casualty of the Emberling’s destructive legacy.

      Taggart hesitated to approach the Usehiri. He didn’t want to ride in this ship if doing so would only lead to it getting destroyed, too.

      He had no choice. “Who will be the lucky pilot to fly this ship?” Erqi asked. “We are surrounded by pilots. Will we fight for the privilege of flying it?”

      “It’s Stakrox’s ship,” Tate pointed out. “He can fly it himself.”

      “I’m no pilot,” Stakrox replied, “and I’ve never flown in combat—ever.”

      Tate, Taggart, Merrel, Erqi, and Odo exchanged glances. Any of them would be better qualified to pilot this ship than Stakrox.

      “I vote that Taggart should pilot us,” Merrel suggested.

      “I agree,” Erqi replied.

      “No way!” Taggart protested. “You two are way better pilots than I am.”

      “You’ve been flying us all this time,” Tate pointed out. “Your thief’s luck has gotten us through everything so far. Why mess with a good thing?”

      Taggart studied his friends one after another. “Are you sure? My luck is more stupid chance than anything else.”

      “Nope,” Merrel replied. “It has to be you.”

      “Definitely,” Tate agreed.

      “Don’t argue, Taggart,” Claire told him. “Just take the compliment.”

      She, Erqi, and Odo started forward to the ship. Merrel grinned at Taggart, and then he, Tate, and Stakrox walked away, too.

      Taggart didn’t know what to say. He never thought he’d live long enough for Merrel to vote for Taggart to take over as a pilot in his place. Now Tate and Erqi were saying the same thing. They wanted him to fly them around instead of pulling rank and putting themselves in charge instead.

      He wanted to take the compliment, but his brain kept coming up with countless reasons why he wasn’t qualified to fly when the three of them were so much better than he was. What if he had made a mistake about that, too? What if he’d misjudged his own abilities about that, the same way he’d misjudged his ability to be a good person the way Tate said he was?

      Merrel released a hatch that folded outward into stairs. The rest of the crew climbed inside. Taggart was the only one left outside. That left him with one thing to do.

      He climbed up and followed a long corridor running the length of the ship. Cannon placements lined each side, and the corridor ended in the tiny cockpit in the ship’s nose. The Usehiri had a similar layout to the Legion, except that this ship was bigger and much better armed—not to mention a hell of a lot faster.

      Only one seat occupied the cockpit, lined with controls that wrapped around the pilot’s seat. The cockpit rose above the hull, and a glassed-in bubble gave the pilot a fully circular view of the whole exterior. Even the floor was made of glass so the pilot could see beneath the ship and somewhat behind it.

      Taggart sat down, and all the controls flickered on. They showed him the rest of the crew clambering into the cannon placements—except for Stakrox. He took the Emberling to the Usehiri’s galley, where he strapped himself into a safety seat.

      Taggart switched on the rangefinders and gulped. A single Astral life sign moved through the city, with a hundred Kreksa life signs surrounding Yannik’s position. Taggart couldn’t tell which Kreksa was Qiao, or if Qiao was even near Yannik.

      More Kreksas converged from the west and the north. They all headed for the Astral. Sleepwalker attack craft and Monkskull’s fighter craft revolved around the Kreksas, but nothing could distract them from their target.

      “Is everything okay, Taggart?” Merrel asked through the Usehiri’s communications system. “We should leave now while we can.”

      Taggart didn’t answer. Everything was not okay. He would never get near enough to rescue Yannik, nor would he be able to find Qiao in the confusion.

      Taggart had a choice to make. He could take the gift that Yannik gave him and leave this planet with Stakrox and the Emberling, or he could run what might be a pointless risk to save her. He couldn’t do both.

      She’d sacrificed herself to get the Emberling off the planet. The Riarium plasma hid the Emberling. No one would know where it was. No one would follow the crew. Taggart and the rest would be safe…until the next time.

      Taggart had to swallow the bitter pill that Qiao and Yannik were about to become the Emberling’s most recent casualties. Losing Wollett, Hillman, and Oakes was bad enough, but this loss struck closer to home. Taggart had been flying with Qiao and Yannik for so long, and they’d endured so much together, but the blow hurt worse than that.

      Taggart wasn’t the one to fly away and leave the others to their deaths. Wollett, Hillman, and Oakes had already been dead when the crew escaped from Monkskull’s planet. Qiao and Yannik were still alive…for a little while, anyway.

      They wouldn’t be if he flew away. He was the one who had to leave them behind when he still had a chance to save them. Could he really go through with that?

      “Taggart!” Tate’s sharp voice cut into his thoughts. “Launch the ship! That’s an order! Quit pissing around!”

      An order. Those words took the responsibility off of Taggart’s shoulders somewhat. They didn’t ease the pain, though.

      His hands went into the mindless routine of checking the ship’s systems and firing up the engines. The ship was as new, as pristine, and as perfect as the day it rolled off the assembly line. There was absolutely nothing wrong with it.

      Taggart had been flying so many damaged and derelict ships that he didn’t trust this sleek, flawless craft. He wanted to keep checking until he found what was wrong with it, but he had his orders.

      The engines cycled up to full power, and without him doing anything, a section of the building slid out of the way to reveal a launch chute opening into the blue sky. Sunshine streamed down the chute and got in Taggart’s eyes.

      He no longer had any reason to stay here, and his rangefinders showed him the Riarium flux refinery becoming increasingly unstable. Explosions set off seismic shocks that fractured foundations all around the Usehiri’s hangar.

      Those fractures would reach the hangar eventually. It was now or never.

      He gunned the throttle, and the ship rocketed out of the chute. The Usehiri streaked into the atmosphere—and all the ships already up there rounded on the Usehiri as one.

      “Bastards!” Tate snarled. “They’ve been watching for us to make our escape.”

      “Can they read the Emberling, Taggart?” Merrel asked. “Is it still masked?”

      Taggart ran through the ship’s scanners. “It’s hidden. We’re reading as a regular Usehiri, which explains why they know we’re on this ship. We’re too different from everyone else swarming around this planet.”

      A sizzling jet of plasma answered him by punching through the atmosphere. It came from orbit, and an instant later, a fleet of Militia Comets plunged out of the sky to intercept the Usehiri.

      “Light it up!” Taggart called down to the cannon placements. “We have to lose them!”

      “How?” Tate asked. “They’re onto us!”

      “Shoot your guns and leave the evasion to me. Here we go!”

      Taggart hit the throttle and spun the ship around. He sprinted straight for the giants, and the cannon placements erupted as every ship on the planet converged to shoot the Usehiri down.

      Taggart didn’t keep track of who was shooting where. The placements whizzed in all directions, firing a strange kind of concussion surge he’d never seen before.

      It sure was effective, though. Sleepwalker attack craft and fighter craft exploded in his wake as he neared the giants’ position.

      Taggart scanned the ground, but he didn’t pick up any Astral life sign. Yannik might already be dead, and he couldn’t think about her anymore. He had to get the Usehiri to safety, and the giants were his only chance to do that.

      He sped up and rotated between two giants’ heads, and took a split second to recognize Qiao’s brother Roix. Other than that, they meant nothing to him.

      These giants didn’t even pose an obstacle to Taggart’s objective. The giants were an advantage to him, not a problem.

      The giants made it as far as the edge of the city before they lost track of Yannik, too. Whether she was dead or had just found a way to evade them didn’t matter. They stopped stampeding after her and turned their anger on the attacking ships instead.

      The giants slapped a few of Monkskull’s fighter craft out of the sky and went to work on the Sleepwalkers. Taggart plunged into the mayhem, leading the Comets into the line of fire. It worked, and the Comets had to run for cover not to get hit by the giants, but hiding among the giants put the Usehiri in danger, too.

      None of Taggart’s gunners fired at the giants. They were plenty irate already without the crew making matters worse, but defending the ship against their enemies ended up accomplishing the same thing.

      Claire and Erqi teamed up to blow a Sleepwalkers attack craft right in Roix’s face. He bellowed in fury, and when he lashed out to retaliate, he narrowly missed grabbing the Usehiri and wound up snatching a Militia gunship instead.

      “Does this get us out of here?” Merrel called up to the cockpit.

      “There’s no point in getting out of here if everyone sees us leave!” Taggart countered. “We need a different diversion.”

      Taggart slammed the Usehiri back to the right to avoid colliding with another fighter circling opposite him, and took a few more turns between the giants. They didn’t care which ship belonged to which army. The giants smashed anything they could catch.

      The Militia retreated out of the giants’ reach and didn’t come close enough to threaten the Usehiri. Taggart just had to deal with the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighter craft—and the giants, of course.

      He flanked an enormous female and spotted Roix ahead. The giant had his back to the Usehiri, and clapped his palms together to flatten any ship within range.

      Taggart was flying too fast to avoid Roix. “Hold your fire!” he ordered. “All of you—cut your fire now!”

      “You’re insane!” Claire shrieked.

      “You wanted me to fly. Now cut it!”

      Erqi and Odo fired a few more times, and then all the cannon placements went dead. The engines whined through the hull, and Taggart pulled the Usehiri upward into a steep climb.

      Incoming fighter craft hammered the Usehiri with pulses, but Taggart kept his attention on Roix. Roix’s head zoomed downward as the Usehiri cleared his skull, and blue sky welcomed the ship into the atmosphere. The ship had a straight run off the planet…but that was an illusion.

      He vaulted upward and suddenly cut the engines. He killed all engine power and tilted the ship downward in a dead plunge, straight for Roix’s head.

      Screams echoed from the placements, but Taggart didn’t listen. He tipped the ship toward a thick clump of Roix’s hair right about the giant’s left ear. Taggart controlled the curve of the Usehiri’s descent just enough to stay on course.

      The ship dropped, and the solid matted black mass struck the cockpit. The dense hair covered the glass bubble and blocked out all light, and then everything went quiet.

      Taggart kept just enough power on to check the rangefinders. The Usehiri was embedded in Roix’s hair. He swiped his fingers at the spot, but a moment later, the Sleepwalkers and fighter craft distracted him from the sensation and he went back to swatting at them instead.

      So many other giants destroyed every ship that came near them, and with no sign of the Emberling and no way to reach the Usehiri, the three fleets eventually gave up and retreated.

      The giants glared at the atmosphere, but when none of the ships came back, the giants turned away. A few returned to the refinery, but with explosions still going off there, the giants finally left that alone, too.

      Roix, Olgux, and Kux headed off into the countryside and turned their thunderous footsteps toward their mountain home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Taggart climbed out of the pilot’s seat, headed into the back, and met his friends leaving their cannon placements.

      “This was not what I had in mind when I voted you to be our pilot,” Merrel teased.

      “Why not?” Taggart asked. “We’re clear, and no one knows where we are. Roix will take us back to the mountains, and then we’ll sneak where no one will follow us.”

      “Then what?” Claire asked.

      Taggart shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Let’s rendezvous with our favorite mad scientist and see what he says.”

      The crew found Stakrox in the galley. He still huddled in his safety seat, clutching the box in both hands.

      “You can stand up now.” Tate released the harness and helped Stakrox to his feet. “We aren’t in danger anymore.”

      “What he means is that we’re in slightly less danger than we were,” Merrel corrected.

      “And will be again,” Erqi added.

      “We need you to help us come up with a plan, Stakrox,” Tate told him. “We can’t destroy the Emberling, so we need to find a place to hide it instead.”

      “Hiding it won’t stop all these factions,” Stakrox replied. “Even if you get away from all the parties hunting you, they’ll know you took the Emberling somewhere. They’ll keep searching for it, and when they don’t find it, they’ll come after you. They’ll use any number of gruesome techniques to get the information from you.”

      “Please give us some good news,” Taggart countered. “We’ve already had enough bad news for one lifetime.”

      “That’s what I’m telling you,” Stakrox insisted. “You can’t destroy it, and hiding it will only make your problems worse.”

      “If that is even possible,” Erqi growled.

      “Your only chance is to make everyone think that you destroyed it,” Stakrox went on. “You have to make it look like you destroyed it, and you have to do it convincingly.”

      “The only way to do that is to set off some kind of galactic-level explosion,” Claire pointed out, “which means we’d probably get caught in the middle of that explosion.”

      “Precisely,” Stakrox replied.

      “You haven’t explained how we do that,” Tate countered.

      “Don’t encourage him!” Merrel exclaimed. “We’re not doing this. We aren’t setting off a doomsday explosion with ourselves at the epicenter just to convince the rest of these jackasses that the Emberling has been destroyed.”

      “What if there was a way we could do it without getting killed in the process?” Taggart suggested.

      Tate, Merrel, and Claire all laughed at him. “You just heard the man,” Merrel countered. “Only an explosion of truly epic proportions would convince everyone that the Emberling is gone, and the only way to make it convincing enough is if the Emberling is at the center of that explosion.”

      “He didn’t say we had to be at the center of the explosion,” Taggart pointed out. “He said that the most destructive attempts to destroy the Emberling have left it totally intact. We could arrange this explosion somehow and trigger it remotely.”

      Tate shook his head. “You’re dreaming, boy.”

      “Hey, I gotta enjoy myself somehow. I’m sure as hell not having any fun out here in reality.”

      The others laughed again, and Stakrox joined in. “I agree with you, Taggart. Why sacrifice yourselves to convince everyone that the Emberling is gone if you can’t enjoy the fruits of accomplishing that? The only payoff worth such a risk would be for you all to live out your years in peace afterward. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “Hallelujah, brother,” Taggart chimed in. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      “How?” Tate countered. “How, exactly, are you going to do this without getting us all killed?”

      “I don’t know,” Taggart replied, “but I’m not ready to sign myself up for a death sentence—not yet, anyway. I might get to that point real soon, but I’ll give it a few more tries first.”

      “I may know somewhere that might work,” Stakrox interjected. “I don’t say it will work, but it might.”

      “Please,” Taggart replied. “Just give us a plan—any plan. We don’t care how idiotic it is.”

      “In fact, the more idiotic, the better,” Merrel added. “Idiotic is right up our alley.”

      “Yours, maybe,” Erqi growled.

      “We’re all listening, Stakrox,” Tate told him. “How do you think we should do this?”

      “There is a planet deep inside Monkskull’s territory. It’s called Iokuri 0J3B.”

      “What’s special about it?” Claire asked.

      Merrel turned to Taggart. “I may have misheard, but did he just suggest that we go back inside Monkskull’s territory—deep inside Monkskull’s territory?”

      “You told him to make the plan as idiotic as possible,” Erqi returned. “What could be more idiotic than that?”

      “The planet is a gas giant with an extremely unstable Xecriolium atmosphere,” Stakrox explained. “The planet itself is quite small, but the atmosphere is millions of kilometers thick. The gases are constantly reacting with each other, and the smallest trigger can set off an explosion.”

      “But you said hiding the Emberling wouldn’t work,” Taggart countered. “Even putting it somewhere like that wouldn’t guarantee that someone won’t find a way to go there and get it.”

      “I’m not suggesting hiding it there,” Stakrox replied. “We’re talking about convincing everyone that we destroyed the Emberling. We need to set off a cataclysmic explosion—one that will look big enough to be caused by the Emberling.”

      “Which means getting close enough to the planet to trigger the atmosphere to explode,” Erqi pointed out. “We would be within range of the explosion.”

      “Not necessarily,” Taggart explained. “The point is that we only make it look like we were near enough. We could make it look like we went there, dropped the Emberling through the atmosphere, and then set off the explosion. No one would care about us anymore, because we wouldn’t be carrying the Emberling…and everyone would already know where it was because they would have seen us taking the Emberling there—or at least we made it look like we were taking the Emberling there.”

      “Right.” Stakrox put the box on the galley table and unclipped the lid. “All we have to do is take the crystal out of the Riarium plasma, and everyone will be able to follow us where we want to lead them…”

      “Stop!” everyone yelled.

      Stakrox’s hand hung poised above the plasma. “Don’t take it out yet,” Taggart husked. “At least wait until we get off this planet.”

      “Oh. Of course.” Stakrox frowned down at the crystal, and then at his hand. “How silly of me.”

      “Just…” Taggart waved at the box. “Lock it up until we tell you to take it out.”

      Stakrox relatched the lid, and the crew breathed a collective sigh of shaky relief. That was a close one.

      At that moment, an alarm went off in the cockpit, and Taggart hustled back to his seat. He rechecked the rangefinders, and Tate and Merrel both stuck their heads in. “What’s up?” Tate asked.

      “The giants are approaching the entrance of their cave. It’s time to launch.”

      “Are any other ships around?” Merrel asked.

      “The Militia is still searching for us over the city. The Sleepwalkers are staging to the west, and Monkskull’s people are in orbit. We can get away unseen. We just have to—well, I’ll be damned! Look at that!”

      Taggart pointed at the rangefinders and laughed. Roix. Olgux, Kux, and their sisters had gathered in a different area of the mountains. They couldn’t enter through the small tunnels that Qiao used. The giants assembled near a huge overhang that gave them an entrance their own size.

      The giants stood around talking for a minute, and then Kux signaled his siblings to enter first. The girls strode inside, followed by Olgux.

      Olgux paused there to say something to Kux, and in that moment, something dropped from the frayed cuff of his pant leg. His pants ended in a torn edge halfway up his calf, and when he stopped at the entrance, Qiao jumped down to the ground.

      Qiao jogged to the mouth of the cave and exchanged a few words with Kux before he scrambled into the rocks above the overhang. He headed west toward the cave system that he used to hide from his family.

      A large, strange bulge made his jacket stick out from his back. It made him look even more troll-like than usual, but he could move perfectly well in spite of it. He talked to his siblings in a cheery voice that didn’t betray anything out of the ordinary.

      “The little bugger!” Tate muttered. “No wonder the giants couldn’t see Yannik in the battle.”

      “And what better place to hide than right on a giant’s person?” Taggart fired up the engines. “Hold onto something. We’re blowing this place.”

      Tate and Merrel vanished into the back, and Taggart’s fingers tensed on the throttle as Roix and Kux got nearer to the cave mouth. They both paused to discuss something with Olgux, and then all three giants turned to go inside.

      Taggart eased the throttle forward, and Roix’s hair brushed away from the window. He felt it and swatted at the ship. He knocked it loose, and Taggart gunned the engines.

      He whizzed out of the cave and out of the giants’ reach before Roix realized what the problem was. Taggart streaked away, but he made sure to stay low to the mountains. He didn’t want to attract unwanted attention from any other ship on this planet.

      He touched down outside the cave system just as Qiao appeared, wearing his bulging jacket. Taggart turned the ship backward and cracked the hatch.

      His heart burst when he read Tate and Merrel going out onto the surface to bring Qiao and Yannik on board. The crew was all together again.

      Taggart read the situation in the atmosphere one more time just to make sure he could get away safely. He put on speed, climbing into orbit, and then made a break for the one place he knew for sure that no one would look for him.

      He turned the Usehiri toward Myrmidon Zagreus.

      He skimmed through the ion cloud, but not before checking, double-checking, and triple-checking that no one followed him. The Militia, the Sleepwalkers, and Monkskull’s fleet still buzzed around Kreksa, trying to pick up some trace of the Emberling.

      Taggart broke through the ion cloud, but he didn’t bother to land on Yugawa Itrolla 45. He didn’t want to feel safe unless and until he actually was safe. Stakrox was right about that. Taggart didn’t want to stop until it was over—really over. He didn’t want to settle for any half-measures.

      He established a stable orbit over the planet and returned to the galley, where the rest of the crew was making a big fuss over Qiao and Yannik.

      Taggart hugged both of them. “You’re a genius, Qiao. You should take over this mission.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Qiao replied. “You plan to take the Emberling out of that box so everyone will be able to see exactly where it is. You plan to reveal it to the world just so everyone will follow us, attack us, and try to kill us. Am I getting this right so far?”

      “That’s the plan,” Merrel replied. “I thought we were stupid before, but it turns out that I was wrong and we’re really psychotic instead.”

      “Here’s my question,” Claire chimed in. “Let’s say for the sake of argument that this plan somehow works and everyone thinks that we destroyed the Emberling. We’d still have it. It wouldn’t be destroyed. It would be very much intact, and one of us would be stuck carrying it around for, like, the rest of our lives. What are we supposed to do with it then?”

      Taggart glanced around the room, and his friends looked back at him. Everyone stared at everyone else, but no one said anything.

      That question led to so many other unanswered questions that Taggart didn’t want to ask. Which one of the crew would get saddled with carrying the Emberling around for the rest of their lives? Who would be that stupid, even if every criminal element in the galaxy thought that the Emberling had been destroyed?

      Would the lucky guardian have to stay a fugitive for life? Would they have to avoid all contact with other people to make sure no one found out that this lone wanderer was hiding the Emberling from…well, everyone?

      Would he be willing to sign up for that job? These people standing around the Usehiri’s galley were the only thing that made this ordeal bearable. He couldn’t do it alone. He wouldn’t do it alone. He’d gladly hand over the Emberling to the worst criminal on the block rather than go it alone. Anything would be better than that.

      He wouldn’t mind being a fugitive and an outcast for life, if he could just take these people with him. He could endure anything as long as he had them, and he read the same truth on all their faces. Going it alone would be a fate worse than death.

      Tate brought Taggart back to reality by touching his elbow. “We can’t hide in Myrmidon Zagreus forever. You better get together with Stakrox and decide on our route.”

      Taggart nodded. “The rest of you put your heads together and figure out how we can set off this explosion from outside the blast zone. That should keep you all busy enough for us to die of old age out here. Come on, Stakrox. I don’t want to be around for this discussion.”

      Taggart escorted Stakrox to the cockpit, sat down in the seat, and pulled up a chart of the Siri Sector. He widened the search area. “So where’s this planet you mentioned?”

      Stakrox pointed at it. “Right there…right in the heart of Monkskull’s territory. We’ll have to fly through the most heavily populated areas to get there—and don’t forget that we need to unveil the Emberling before we leave the Siri Sector. We need to show it to the Militia and the Sleepwalkers to make sure they follow us into Monkskull’s territory. We need all three fleets in place so they all see us set off the explosion.”

      Taggart glanced up at him. “And we need to do all that while making sure that we aren’t actually there when the explosion goes off.”

      “That’s right. The ideal outcome would be for all of them to get caught inside the blast radius while we ride off into the sunset outside it.”

      Taggart laughed. “I’m glad I’m not the only dreamer on this ship.”

      “Dreamers make the world go around, Taggart. Your brother is right. Your luck is your superpower. If you can’t pull this off, no one can.”
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      Oblivion (Books 1-9)

      War Fleet (Books 1-5)

      Legacy of War (Books 1-3)
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        	A starship captain faced with an impossible choice.

        	An amnesiac awoken on an alien world.

        	A timecop lost in a constantly-changing history.

      

      These stories and many more await inside the page of Portal, a short story collection from the mind of Daniel Young. Six distinct worlds with their own strange rules, pitfalls, and challenges.

      Nothing is as it seems...

      
        
        Enter the Portal if you dare!
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