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      Taggart stared into a dank, shadowy prison cell and felt sick to his stomach when he saw fresh blood stains on the floor. His brother Tate had been locked up in this cell until just a few minutes ago.

      Now Tate was gone—lost somewhere in Monkskull Nakvor’s vast citadel crawling with warring enemies—and he was injured.

      Taggart turned away, hardly seeing the guards that Monkskull sent down here to bring Tate to his upstairs throne room. Taggart had to find his brother at all costs, but how? Tate could be anywhere… but not anywhere.

      A man who’d just had his leg amputated by a laser and who hadn’t been given any medical treatment could only make it so far. Tate couldn’t even walk, which meant he had to be somewhere close by. So why hadn’t Monkskull’s soldiers thought of that?

      A group of masked, armed soldiers stood whispering back and forth to each other in the center of this prison at the very lowest level of Monkskull’s complex.

      “How did this happen?” one of the wailed. “A prisoner can’t just disappear out of a locked cell!”

      “It isn’t locked anymore, dope!” another hissed. “The door’s standing wide open, which means someone had the key.”

      “Not necessarily,” a different man suggested. “Someone could have picked that lock.”

      “None of this helps us at all!” someone countered. “What are we going to tell Monkskull? We can’t face him without the prisoner.”

      One of them grabbed his friend’s elbow. “Take Zolon here and search the four levels right above this one. Make sure he didn’t crawl up there.”

      Three men split off and went out through the door into the stairwell that Taggart had just used to get down here. More soldiers stood guard out there.

      One mob of them aimed their plasma rifles up the stairs. The boom and smash of gunfire echoed down from above, but it sounded far enough away that it didn’t threaten anybody.

      Another bunch of men stood at the back of their ranks, talking fast about the same problem of informing Monkskull that the prisoner he wanted had suddenly and mysteriously vanished out of a locked cell.

      “I don’t care what you say,” one of the soldiers whispered to Taggart’s left. “I’m not going back up there. Monkskull could kill us for losing a prisoner.”

      “We weren’t the ones who lost him,” someone argued. “He was already gone when we got here.”

      “Do you think that makes any difference to Monkskull?” his friend countered. “He’ll kill you as soon as look at you.”

      “Our job was just to bring the prisoner up,” another reasoned. “All we have to do is find him.”

      The same three guys came back and shook their heads. “He isn’t on the levels right above this one.”

      “That’s impossible!” their leader snapped. “He’s only got one leg. He has to be somewhere.”

      “Maybe search higher,” someone else suggested.

      “Keep your mouth shut,” the leader ordered. “I’ll make the decisions here.”

      “It’s just an idea.”

      “You never had a decent idea in your life. Besides, I was just going to say that. Search higher and make sure he didn’t pass out on one of the higher levels.”

      They waited until their comrades left, and then the guy with the ideas muttered, “If he went any higher, he’d fall to the Sleepwalkers.”

      Taggart watched the soldiers and listened to their conversation. The Sleepwalkers space pirates were here to retrieve their glorious leader, Taggart’s sister Claire—or to steal back the Emberling that Monkskull had stolen from them; one or the other.

      Taggart didn’t think too hard about which the Sleepwalkers wanted more. He had bigger problems just staying out of this war—which he didn’t seem capable of doing even when his life depended on it.

      The leader sent another party through a different door into a different stairwell on the other end. Taggart would have seen someone making off with Tate if the kidnapper had used the same stairwell that his crew had used to get down here.

      Whoever took Tate must have taken him the other way, but for some reason Monkskull’s men didn’t think of that, even though they’d used the same stairwell as Taggart. They were much too agitated about getting busted by Monkskull to think of it.

      They kept searching both stairwells, and they did it in such numbers that Taggart and his friends wouldn’t be able to move without getting caught. At least they were wearing masks to hide the fact that they were intruders from another planet, and that they were trying to steal the prisoner, too.

      Taggart headed back to stairwell #1. He didn’t want to delay tracking down Tate, but he had to tell his friends about what was going on. He couldn’t leave them hiding in harm’s way, and he didn’t want to get separated from them in this madness.

      The soldiers might have a brainwave and start searching the many levels between the underground prison and the ground floor. Then they’d find the crew’s hiding place, and Taggart and his friends would be in the same mess as Tate.

      Taggart set off for the stairs. He filed between the soldiers, but they didn’t notice him…until they did.

      He had no idea what tipped them off. Moving among them in his mask had been so effortless right up until this moment. He’d started to ignore the soldiers’ presence.

      Someone startled him by grabbing him, slamming him against the cell bars and pinning him there.

      “Hey!” His assailant seized a fistful of Taggart’s shirt and jammed him into the bars even harder, though he was already stuck. “Which squad are you from?”

      “Huh?” Taggart mumbled. “I’m with—”

      “I asked you a question!” the guy thundered behind his mask, and gave Taggart another cruel shove. “Which squad are you from?”

      “I’m from…” Taggart thought fast. “I’m from…”

      He became aware of all the other soldiers in the room listening to this guy interrogate him. No matter what Taggart said, it would be wrong, and all these armed guards would know he was lying. They’d pull off his mask and the game would be over.

      He got on a sudden brainstorm and started inventing wildly. “I’m… I’m not from a squad, I’m on duty for Monkskull. He sent me down here to keep an eye on you guys. He wanted to make sure you handled the prisoner transfer without screwing up.”

      Taggart jerked himself out of his captor’s hold and yanked his own clothes back into place with as much injured dignity as he could muster. He squared his shoulders at the rest of the soldiers to show them that he outranked them and that they’d better watch their step around him.

      The guy who attacked him didn’t protest and let him go, but also didn’t back down so easily. “Monkskull wouldn’t send someone down here to spy on us. He knows we’re loyal.”

      “You don’t think so?” Taggart fired back. “Are you telling me none of your guys ever screwed up before—not even once? Huh? Now I know you’re lying.”

      Some of the other men in the room exchanged glances behind their masks, and Taggart’s assailant looked over his shoulder at his comrades. Bullseye! If one of these guys hadn’t screwed up at some time in the past, there was always a first time for everything.

      A tyrant like Monkskull wouldn’t leave his underlings to do their jobs in peace. Monkskull struck Taggart as the kind of man who would oppress them with constant surveillance harassment, and who would pit them against each other to ensure their loyalty—kind of like Claire.

      Taggart pointed at the guy who accosted him and jabbed his finger right up to the guy’s mask. “You watch your step from now on.” He swept his finger across the whole group. “All of you. I’ll be watching you.”

      Taggart turned to go, and the guy moved out of his path. Bingo. Another point scored for Taggart.

      His heart raced as he made his way to the stairs. If this level had two stairwells leading to the surface, he could get back to his friends and they could find the other stairwell. It would lead them to Tate…hopefully.

      It would also lead the crew to whoever had taken Tate out of that cell, and Taggart wasn’t looking forward to that. Whoever had taken Tate wouldn’t mean him any good. He was much more than a military officer captured in battle.

      Tate was the Colonial Militia Commander for the whole Siri Sector—the most highly-ranked officer in the whole sector. Every criminal from here to next Wednesday would want to kill him—and by a stroke of bad luck, they were all on this planet right now.

      It was only by that sheer bad luck that Monkskull happened to capture Tate along with the Emberling. Monkskull couldn’t have known that the ship carrying the Emberling was being piloted by the Sector Commander. That little detail was the only reason Tate was still alive right now—if he was still alive right now.

      Taggart picked up his pace, heading for the stairs. He had to find Tate before it was too late.

      The soldiers retreated from him, gathered back into their groups, and mumbled behind his back. They’d be even more reluctant to search for Tate or to report to Monkskull, now that they thought he’d sent someone downstairs to spy on them.

      Taggart grabbed the door handle to enter the stairwell. He made a snap decision to put the cherry on top of this cake of lies he’d just woven for the guards.

      He paused there and shot them a significant look over his shoulder just to put the fear of God into them real good when, without warning, the door crashed open from the other side. It struck him in the head and body, and he staggered backward to catch his balance. In a split second, the soldiers who’d been standing around talking in the stairwell flooded the prison level and steamrolled Taggart back into the assembled guards.

      Yelling voices deafened him, and then the ear-splitting eruption of gunfire told him all too plainly exactly what was going on. Those shots came from right outside in the stairwell itself as countless Sleepwalkers surged across the threshold.

      They mowed down the forwardmost soldiers and the bodies fell against the retreating guards, with Taggart trapped between them. The Sleepwalkers charged into the prison, gunning down everyone before them, and the tide of bodies swept Taggart backward toward the opposite wall.

      The Sleepwalkers crammed them farther backward so fast that the soldiers all got wedged against the wall. No one could get the stairwell open to make their escape. They had to stand or die.

      Lasers flickered into the room, slicing into bodies, the cell bars, and the stone walls. Ordnance ricocheted everywhere before any of Monkskull’s people got their weapons into position.

      More of Monkskull’s soldiers went down. The Sleepwalkers would carve a path between themselves and Taggart, and then Taggart would be face to face with them.

      The soldiers reacted instantly and raised their weapons. The men at the back fired over their comrades’ heads, and they unloaded a torrent of blasts on the Sleepwalkers.

      Taggart ducked to hide behind the men in front of him, and searched every direction for a way out. He couldn’t reach either stairwell with both groups blocking his path.

      Another laser zinged through the last remaining ranks in front of him. Now he stood alone against the Sleepwalkers, and the men firing behind him couldn’t drive them off. The Sleepwalkers packed even tighter into the prison to finish off their last remaining opponents.

      Taggart turned to the nearest soldiers, but the noise of gunfire made any communication impossible. He didn’t have time to explain himself. He shoved the men nearest him toward Tate’s open cell, grabbed two more, and lunged for the others. He spread his arms and forced them the other way.

      The soldiers had been so occupied with fighting the Sleepwalkers that they didn’t see Taggart’s maneuver until it was too late. Half the men toppled toward the cell, while he crammed the others against the side wall.

      The Sleepwalkers didn’t understand until it was too late, either. They kept firing their lasers into Monkskull’s guards, and as soon as Taggart got the men out of the way, the lasers sliced through three people at the very back and smashed the stairwell door behind them.

      The shots decimated the door, and it sagged off its hinges, with no one blocking it anymore. Taggart dove for it, ripped it the rest of the way open, and bellowed to the men standing around staring. Even the Sleepwalkers stopped what they were doing to figure out what had just happened.

      “Go!” Taggart roared. “Go! Go! Go!”

      He propelled three guys through the door into the stairs before the Sleepwalkers recovered. They turned their fire to either side and started laying into soldiers just as fast.

      Monkskull’s people responded in a heartbeat now that they saw a way out of this death trap. They returned fire, and Taggart snatched two plasma rifles from fallen soldiers at his feet.

      He added his fire to the battle as the rest of the guards made their escape into the stairs. Five remained behind and bombarded the Sleepwalkers with deadly fire. They knocked off the laser gunners first and had started in on the others when someone snatched Taggart’s clothes from behind.

      He stumbled, and whoever it was dragged him into the stairwell. He heard the last defenders’ dying screams as he and the rest of the soldiers raced up the stairs and made their escape.
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      Monkskull’s soldiers darted into a random level somewhere deep under the fortress. Some collapsed on the floor, panting hard, and immediately started checking their weapons. One guy leaned against the nearest wall and stripped off his mask. Sweat saturated his face and hair, and blood trickled from his scalp.

      He ran his forehead across his shoulder and gasped. “I…thought you were lying…I thought you were…an infiltrator. I’m sorry…I can see now, you really do come from Monkskull.”

      Taggart recognized the man’s voice. It was the same guy who had questioned him downstairs. Little did he know that he’d been right about Taggart all along.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Taggart panted. He stuck his head through the door to listen. “I don’t hear anything. We might have lost them, but we shouldn’t stay here, in case they come looking for us.”

      “We can’t go back upstairs,” someone else remarked. Several of the other guys took their masks off, too. “Monkskull will kill us quicker than the Sleepwalkers will.”

      “Not if we find the prisoner first,” Taggart suggested. “He’s missing one leg, so there are only so many places in this complex where he could have gone. He could be holed up somewhere. Where have you already searched?”

      “We already searched the north stairwell,” a third man replied, “and we came down that way. He couldn’t have gone in there.”

      “He could have gone into one of the other levels before you got there,” Taggart pointed out. “He could have escaped before Monkskull sent you down here to bring the prisoner up.”

      The first guy shook his head. “We thought of that, and we searched all those levels.”

      “Did you search all the way to the other side of the complex?” Taggart asked. “All the way to this stairwell?”

      The others exchanged glances. They hadn’t. Like most people who lived in fear of a tyrannical ruler, they’d been more concerned with getting into trouble.

      “There’s the old boiler room,” a different man suggested. “No one would ever think to look there.”

      “That’s impossible,” the first guy countered. “It’s miles away, and the guy is missing a leg and several quarts of blood. He’s probably dead already.”

      “Then we have to find his body,” Taggart replied. “We have to prove to Monkskull that we did everything to find him.”

      “That means checking the boiler room, and that could take us hours,” the first guy pointed out.

      “Where is it?” Taggart asked. He didn’t see how Tate could get that far, but if the soldiers were telling the truth and they really had searched everywhere else, then the boiler room was the only option left. If it was deserted enough that no one would ever think to look there, it would be the perfect hiding place for Tate’s mystery kidnapper.

      It would also be the perfect place for the mystery kidnapper to take their sick revenge on Tate for whatever vendetta they had against the Colonial Militia. No one would be able to interfere there, which would also make it nearly impossible to save him.

      The only problem with that plan was that Monkskull’s people were all looking for Tate. It was only a matter of time before some other group of Monkskull’s guards thought to check the boiler room, too.

      The first guy who’d accosted Taggart squared his shoulders, blew out his breath, and wiped his sweaty face again. “All right. We’ll go. It beats taking part in this damn war, anyway.” He stuck out his hand to Taggart. “I’m Malcolm Abernathy. You saved all our lives down there. It’s an honor to know you.”

      Taggart stared down at Abernathy’s hand and scrambled in his brain to come up with a suitable response. He couldn’t shake this man’s hand without saying something.

      He had to invent some name to give, and he didn’t dare to use his own. “I’m… Qiao Neslex.” He shook Abernathy’s hand and the other guys gathered around to shake Taggart’s hand, too.

      Abernathy narrowed his eyes and squinted up at Taggart’s mask. “Neslex! What kind of a name is that?”

      Taggart let out a deep sigh. He should have known he wouldn’t be able to get away with this. He pulled off his mask to reveal his own face and his sweaty hair sticking to his forehead. “It’s a Kreksa name.”

      A gasp went through the group. “Kreksa!” Abernathy exclaimed. “They’re giants! You don’t look anything like them.”

      “I’m only part Kreksa,” Taggart lied. “That’s why I’m here and not with them. I’m too small. They threw me out.”

      A few of the other guys tried to stifle laughter, and Abernathy chuckled. He slapped Taggart on the back. “You can hang out with us anytime, man. You’re all right in my book.”

      The others crowded around, all grinning up at Taggart like he was their best friend now. They pumped his hand, and they all told him their names at once. They got so excited that he couldn’t hear any of them. He could just imagine what Qiao would say when Taggart told him about this.

      Abernathy turned away. “All right. Let’s get over to the boiler room and see if the prisoner somehow made it there by hopping on one leg.”

      “You still haven’t told me where it is,” Taggart reminded him.

      “There’s a tunnel leading from this complex to another fortress across the city. The fortress has another network of lower levels, but Monkskull doesn’t use them. They’re abandoned. Anyone could hide down there, as long as they don’t need to eat or drink any water. They’d have to come out and show themselves eventually, or they’d starve down there.”

      Taggart frowned. This was sounding more and more impossible as an escape route that Tate might actually have been able to take.  “It makes more sense that he’d be somewhere in this complex.”

      “That’s what I’m telling you,” Abernathy replied. “He couldn’t have made it that far in his condition. He has to be here somewhere.”

      “It was just an idea,” someone muttered from behind Taggart’s back.

      Abernathy spun around and snapped, “Well, keep your ideas to yourself, Jordan. You’re the one who got us into this mess.”

      “Easy,” Taggart replied. “Whoever took that prisoner couldn’t have been working for Monkskull.”

      “Unless they took the prisoner up to Monkskull already,” another guy suggested. “What if someone beat us to him and wanted to impress Monkskull by taking all the glory for themselves?”

      “Then the prisoner is already upstairs in Monkskull’s throne room and we’re dead meat,” another whimpered.

      “We can’t go up there!” Jordan countered. “We can’t show up in front of Monkskull without the prisoner, and if someone else brought the prisoner up first, we’d be even more dead.”

      “Will you shut your trap, Jordan?” Abernathy roared. “We couldn’t be more dead than we already would be! I swear you need a brain transplant just to get out of bed in the morning.”

      Jordan shuffled his feet. No one else dared to speak, and Taggart had another idea. “I’ll go. I’ll go upstairs and see if the prisoner is in Monkskull’s throne room, and if he isn’t, I’ll come back down here and we can go on looking for him.”

      “You would do that?” Jordan breathed. “You’re a hero, man!”

      “Hardly. Monkskull didn’t order me to bring the prisoner, so he won’t care if I show up without him.”

      “What are you going to tell Monkskull about us?” another guy quavered. “Are you going to report us for losing the prisoner?”

      Taggart started to make up another lie when the stairwell door crashed open at the far end of the level where he and his comrades had entered. The noise echoed through the corridors and all the soldiers jumped.

      They held their breath, and Taggart cringed when he heard Kaxon voices coming closer. The Sleepwalkers were searching this level.

      “Run—quick!” Taggart whispered, and pushed Abernathy away. “Go! Get out of here. I’ll double back, check with Monkskull, and come and find you. I’ll let you know if anyone else has found the prisoner. Go!”

      The soldiers took off running exactly the way Taggart had hoped. Now he just had to find a way to get back to his friends and then track down Tate—wherever he was.

      If someone else had already taken Tate to Monkskull’s throne room, he could be dead already. Tate could have bled to death the minute Monkskull’s people captured him. No, that couldn’t be right. Tate had been alive when Taggart had used his rangefinders to scan the city for human life signs.

      He didn’t have time to think about that with the Sleepwalkers getting closer. Taggart retreated and then ducked into a random doorway. He could only hope and pray that the Sleepwalkers were looking for the soldiers. They wouldn’t be looking for a man by himself.

      He found himself in an office that looked like it hadn’t been used in a hundred years. A bunch of unused electronic equipment covered one wall. It looked perfectly intact, but it was the only thing in the room that was. A chair missing two legs slumped behind a rotting desk, and most of the moldy carpet had been ripped up and piled in the middle of the room.

      Taggart didn’t see any other place to hide, so he crawled under the carpet and strained his ears to listen to the Kaxons coming nearer. A tiny hole between the loops of carpet gave him a partial view of the office door.

      The Sleepwalkers stopped outside in the corridor, and then two of them came in to search the office. Taggart crouched under the carpet, hardly daring to breathe when they walked around the desk and started to leave. Did he dare to hope he could get out of here without them discovering him?

      One of them muttered under his breath, “There’s nothing here. Let’s go,” followed by footsteps.

      Taggart was just starting to relax when one of the Sleepwalkers halted right next to Taggart’s hiding place. “Hold on a second.”

      Taggart cringed. He couldn’t see the man who spoke. He was standing too close to the carpet, which meant he was right next to Taggart.

      A gunshot split the tense silence, and white-hot pain seared through Taggart’s leg. He gritted his teeth, clamped his eyes shut, and willed himself not to make a sound, but he might have done it without meaning to.

      Pain screamed up his leg and drove him out of his mind. Something hot and wet gushed down his calf and vanished into the floor. He kept as still as he could and counted down the seconds before the Sleepwalkers started firing into his body next.

      The first Kaxon voice penetrated Taggart’s fog of pain. “There’s nothing here, man. Let’s go.”

      “I guess you’re right.” The second voice started to get farther away. Was that it? Could Taggart finally escape now?

      His friends had no idea where he was. They probably thought he wasn’t coming back, and he wouldn’t be if this kept up.

      He held his breath waiting for the Sleepwalkers to leave. He didn’t trust himself to breathe without making some sound. His leg hurt so badly that his mind blocked out everything else. He’d be screwed if he couldn’t walk.

      He concentrated everything on his ears and listened with every nerve alert for the Sleepwalkers to leave the office. Everything depended on him getting out from under this carpet, stopping the bleeding, and getting back to his friends in a big hurry.

      The Sleepwalkers’ voices got nearer to the door. Taggart prayed to high heaven that their voices would fade around the corner and disappear out of his life forever when, without warning, the unmistakable thump of pulse rifles blasted the office to smithereens.

      His eyes snapped open against his will. He froze in his hiding place and stared through the hole at Abernathy, Jordan, and the rest storming into view. They bombarded the Sleepwalkers with punishing shots and caught them off guard.

      The Sleepwalkers whipped backward to defend themselves, and a raging gunbattle broke out between the soldiers on one side and the Sleepwalkers on the other. Pulses shattered the door frame and knocked three Kaxons off their feet.

      Stray shots deflected into the room, and one of them hit the desk inches from Taggart’s head. He couldn’t let the soldiers take the full brunt of the Sleepwalkers’ counterassault.

      He struggled out from under the carpet. It took a lot longer than it should have, and he got tangled in it more than once. He finally flung it clear, got onto his knees, and shouldered his rifle.

      He unloaded on the Sleepwalkers from behind, but thanks to his clumsy efforts, he’d thrown away most of the element of surprise. The Sleepwalkers saw him, but they didn’t turn around in time to stop him from cutting down four of them.

      He distracted them from the soldiers, though, and Abernathy’s group fought their way into the office, flattening the rest.

      Abernathy hustled over to Taggart and grabbed his arm. “We couldn’t leave you. Come on! We’ll take you upstairs. Monkskull will give you all the medical help you need as soon as he hears what you did.”

      Taggart didn’t tell Abernathy that Monkskull definitely wouldn’t give him any medical help. He could just picture the reception Monkskull would give him instead. He tried to come up with some excuse to get out of it, but he couldn’t exactly suggest carrying on with the search for Tate with his own leg in tatters.

      Abernathy didn’t give him a chance to protest. He hauled Taggart the rest of the way out of the carpet, and Taggart fell over when he tried to get to his feet.

      He slammed down on his side and finally let out the groan he’d been holding back ever since that Sleepwalker shot him.

      Abernathy tried to lift him, but it was no good. Abernathy went down on one knee and waved his friends over. “Come on, Jordan! Can’t you see he’s hurt? Show us you’re good for something!”

      Jordan raced over to Taggart’s side and started making a fuss over his leg. He pulled out some Druna dust and sprinkled it on the wound to stop the bleeding. Then he injected Taggart with some painkillers, which helped a lot.

      Jordan pulled a wad of bandages from somewhere under his jacket, but they weren’t wrapped in anything, and they looked like they’d barely been washed since the last time they’d been used.

      He tied the bandage plenty tight, though, so that was something. Taggart winced, but he couldn’t complain.

      Abernathy frowned. “That looks bad. We definitely need to take you back upstairs.”

      “What about Monkskull?” one of the other guys murmured. “He won’t be happy to see us.”

      “To hell with Monkskull!” Abernathy snapped. “I’m not leaving behind a guy who just saved all our lives—twice. Jesus, what is wrong with you boys?”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. He grabbed Taggart’s arm, slung it across his shoulders, and muscled Taggart onto his good leg. Abernathy set off down the corridor back toward the stairs that Taggart and his friends had taken so much time and trouble to walk down. Was he really going all the way back up there to face Monkskull? He’d rather deal with the Sleepwalkers.
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      Taggart swam out of a hazy dream world and looked up at a strange man’s face. “Where am I?”

      “You passed out, man. We had to carry you the rest of the way. We just got here.”

      Taggart tried to sit up, and splitting pain rocketed up his leg. He looked down at a bandage tied around his calf. Then he remembered everything and groaned in something even worse than pain.

      One glance showed him exactly where he was, and it didn’t make him feel better—not at all. He was lying on the floor, surrounded by dozens of aliens all waiting to get inside Monkskull Nakvor’s throne room.

      Taggart couldn’t see Monkskull from here. He didn’t have to. Taggart had been in there too many times already, and he didn’t want to go back there.

      He cursed himself for passing out. If he’d stayed conscious on the way upstairs, he might have been able to find a way to delay the soldiers or divert them somewhere else. Taggart might have spotted his friends and been able to signal them to help him.

      Now he was alone, facing another gripping interview with Monkskull. A bunch of other masked and armed guards stood around in the entrance, but none of them showed any sign of recognizing Taggart. They ignored him and Abernathy’s group.

      Taggart couldn’t hold out any hope that he’d get so lucky once he got in front of the throne. Monkskull and his whole entourage would recognize Taggart, and that would be all she wrote.

      The aliens nearby started moving into their throng to get into the throne room. At least someone was feeling enthusiastic about going in there.

      Taggart stayed where he was. Abernathy, Jordan, and two of their friends flanked him, but when they tried to pick him up, he didn’t help them out. He pretended to put his good foot on the floor, pushed, and then collapsed with a long sigh. “Damn it!”

      “We’ll take you.” Abernathy got under one of Taggart’s arms, and Jordan got under the other. Abernathy’s comments about Taggart saving all of their lives seemed to have infected the rest of the group with more energy.

      They lifted him off the floor, and when he still didn’t support his own weight, they pulled his arms over their shoulders and carried him into the hall.

      “Don’t worry, man,” Abernathy panted in Taggart’s ear. “Monkskull will reward you as the hero that you are. I don’t care what he does to us. He won’t let you down.”

      Taggart winced again, but he couldn’t get away, especially when all the other soldiers standing around surrounded the group and escorted them into the hall.

      He looked everywhere for a way out. His heart dropped into his stomach when he spotted a different group of soldiers dragging Yannik Xawei toward Monkskull’s throne from the other side of the cavern. They’d captured her, too.

      Her eyes popped when she saw Taggart. They were both so busy gawking at each other that they barely noticed the soldiers carrying them closer to Monkskull’s chair.

      The soldiers hurled Yannik down on the ground, and she pivoted onto her knees. “Are you all right?” she hissed up at Taggart. “We thought you were dead!”

      Taggart didn’t have a chance to answer before Abernathy let go of him. Jordan couldn’t support Taggart on his own, and he slipped out of Jordan’s hold, but Taggart didn’t fall over.

      He froze when he found himself looking down into the old man’s cold, hollow eyes. Taggart stood before the throne, and he made up his mind in a fraction of a second to remain standing. Monkskull’s death glare told Taggart loud and clear that Monkskull remembered him only too well.

      More soldiers showed up from the other side of the hall and dumped Merrel Weigt, Erqi, Gideon Wollett, John Hillman, and the real Qiao Neslex on the floor along with Yannik. Wollett and Hillman both struggled to get to their feet, but the soldiers beat them down to the ground so they didn’t get up again. Merrel rotated onto his knees next to Yannik, and Qiao rolled onto his seat.

      He glared at the soldiers nearest him, but they held the party at gunpoint, so no one dared to move. Monkskull’s people had taken all the crew’s weapons, including Merrel’s repeaters and his shoulder gun, but at least he still had his armor on. He was still dangerous enough the way he was.

      Abernathy approached Monkskull and started talking into Monkskull’s ear—no doubt telling Monkskull what a hero his spy was. Monkskull’s expression became frostier and more furious by the second, and his eyes darted from one prisoner to the next. Everyone present except for Hillman had been here before, under the worst possible circumstances.

      Taggart read the thoughts running through Monkskull’s mind, and it didn’t look pretty. Abernathy kept talking faster, until Monkskull finally snapped over his shoulder, “Shut up! You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “But I’m telling you, he—”

      “You think he saved you? He’s an intruder. He’s our enemy, and he’s already tried to kill me twice. He’s one of them.” Monkskull waved to Hillman, Merrell, Wollett, Yannik, Erqi, and Qiao.

      “But he saved us all! He was down in the prison when we—”

      Monkskull rounded on Abernathy glaring even more furiously. “Then you’re too stupid to do your job. He was right in front of you and you didn’t figure it out?” He waved to the bodyguards standing around his chair. “Get him out of here—him and his whole idiot crew!”

      Abernathy’s jaw dropped, and he started to protest. He stopped himself when a bunch of his own brother guards grabbed him and started to drag him away.

      Abernathy’s eyes snapped over to Taggart and Taggart’s stomach turned another somersault. Abernathy blinked at him in stunned betrayal. He had risked not just himself but his whole squad trying to get Taggart to safety. Now they were all in a world of shit with no way out.

      Abernathy kept staring deep into Taggart’s eyes while the guards jerked him into the crowd. Taggart read the hurt and outrage written on the man’s face, but he couldn’t help Abernathy now.

      The rest of Abernathy’s men muttered to themselves while the guards led them off, too. Taggart watched them out of sight, feeling sick. None of this went the way he’d planned—but then again, nothing ever did.

      At least he was back with his friends, but he couldn’t talk to them, either. Monkskull demanded all his attention.

      The old man’s mouth twisted into a cruel smirk. “So you assholes had the nerve to come back here—again. Well, you might as well tell me where you took the prisoner. What did you do with him?”

      Taggart opened his mouth, but he had to swallow hard before he found his voice to speak. “Prisoner?”

      “The Militia officer you stole from my prison cell,” Monkskull snapped. “You broke into this fortress to steal him from me. Admit it.”

      “We broke in to steal him from you, but he was already gone when we got there— I mean when I got there.” Taggart waved to his friends. “They had nothing to do with it.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” Monkskull snarled. “Do you really expect me to believe that you broke in here and the prisoner just accidentally disappeared at the same time? You took him. You must have, if you were down on the prison level with my men. That’s the only way you could have gotten the prisoner out so quickly.”

      “I’m telling you the truth,” Taggart insisted. “We don’t have him. We’re as anxious to find him as you are. We came here to rescue him from you.”

      Monkskull snorted. “I don’t believe you. I’ll never believe another word that comes out of your mouth—any of you. I don’t know why I’m even wasting my time questioning you.” He turned to his men again.

      Taggart saw Monkskull about to order his guards to take him and his crew away just like they’d taken Abernathy away. “He’s my brother!” Taggart blurted out. “I don’t know where he is, but if I had found him, I’d have him with me now. I wouldn’t let him out of my sight. That’s why we’re here. We’re looking for him.”

      Monkskull bared his ugly teeth in another snarl. “Now that I do believe. Those moronic soldiers might be too stupid to know the truth when they hear it, but I’m not.”

      “The cell was empty when I got down there,” Taggart went on. “The soldiers you sent to bring him up here also found the cell empty. They didn’t know how to tell you because they were afraid of how you would react.”

      Monkskull chuckled low. “As well they should be.”

      “None of your people have him, and we don’t have him, which means someone else took him.”

      “The Sleepwalkers, no doubt,” Monkskull returned.

      Taggart shook his head. “This planet is populated with people who’d love to get their hands on a Colonial Militia officer, especially one as high-ranking as he is. Anyone could have taken him. The question isn’t who took him, but where they took him. There are only so many places a one-legged man could go without help. Your men have already searched every part of this fortress that Tate could have reached on his own. Whoever took him must have taken him somewhere else.”

      Monkskull scowled up at Taggart and then grumbled. “I can see you really do care about this man.”

      “What do you plan to do with him once you find him?”

      “Are you crazy?” Wollett muttered behind Taggart’s back. “I’m more concerned with what he plans to do with us.”

      Taggart didn’t answer, and he didn’t turn around. He didn’t really care what anybody did with him as long as he found Tate. Some distant part of his mind recognized that he should care about his own survival, and even more about the survival of the people who’d followed him here, but the rest of them had every reason to help Tate, too. Either they had a personal relationship with him or he had promised to exonerate them for their lengthy criminal histories—or both.

      Monkskull leaned back on his throne, rested his skeletal hands on its bone armrests, and grinned up at Taggart with an even ghastlier sneer, if that was possible. “I will make you a deal, young man. I will give you the prisoner in exchange for—”

      Blasts of gunfire cut him off as lasers skittered across the hall. Bullets ripped into the crowds of aliens gathered around, and plasma spat from all directions. Taggart ducked, but he couldn’t exactly sprint with his leg in shreds.

      The gathered aliens screamed. Half of them tried to stampede out of the hall, while the other half tried to fight their way through the fleeing throng. They brought out countless weapons to fight the Sleepwalkers barging into the room.

      The masked bodyguards rotated outward to defend Monkskull, and they all took their weapons off the friends cowering on the ground.

      Merrel, Wollett, and Hillman rocketed to their feet and attacked the soldiers standing nearest to them. The three men tore the weapons from their captors’ hands and turned them on Monkskull’s men.

      Yannik sprang away with blinding speed and vanished into the crowd. She left a trail of bodies in her wake. In a split second, the tide closed behind her and Taggart lost sight of her.

      Qiao couldn’t get off the ground fast enough, so he hurled his massive body into the ankles of the closest guards. He toppled four of them, rolled on top of them, and crushed them before stripping the guns out of their hands.

      Erqi pivoted over to Qiao, went down on one knee behind Qiao’s back, and started firing plasma at anyone on that side. He flattened Monkskull’s people, along with any Sleepwalkers he could hit.

      Taggart leapt backward to join his friends, and just in time. Sleepwalker lasers carved a path of destruction through the soldiers, and a bunch of Monkskull’s bodyguards hit the floor.

      The others grabbed him, tore him out of his chair, and surrounded him while they hustled him out of the hall. Screaming, stampeding aliens made movement impossible—except for the Sleepwalkers. They seemed to be advancing just fine.

      They mowed down everyone before them, and Taggart laid his hand on Wollett’s arm. “Fall back! We have to get out of here!”

      He glanced behind him and started to pull Wollett toward where the guards had taken Monkskull out of danger. Taggart froze when another group of Sleepwalkers streamed into the hall from that side. The party couldn’t escape that way.

      Two more contingents of Sleepwalkers closed from all sides. Monkskull’s people put up as much of a fight as they could, but in the end, the Sleepwalkers plowed through the throng, getting closer to Taggart’s position all the time.

      He scrambled sideways and grabbed a plasma rifle from one of the fallen soldiers. He swung it up to his shoulder, but it didn’t do any good with so many Sleepwalkers surrounding him.

      He and his friends fired anywhere and everywhere while Erqi defended their backs. Qiao flopped onto his side and shoulder, shooting pulse fire from the floor, but the six of them couldn’t hold the Sleepwalkers at bay.

      For some reason that Taggart couldn’t figure out, the Sleepwalkers didn’t fire back. They fired once into the floor near Qiao, shattered the tiles, and sprayed chips and dust in his face, but they didn’t try to hit him. One of the Sleepwalkers even fired into a nearby body to make him stop shooting, but they didn’t level the party when they easily could have.

      Monkskull’s alien bystanders fled the hall, and eventually, the noise died down enough for Taggart to hear the Sleepwalkers yelling at him. “Put your weapons down! Lower your weapons to the floor and get down on your knees.”

      “To hell with you!” Wollett bellowed, and shot a spurt of plasma at three Sleepwalkers on the left. They fell backward, and one of the advancing Kaxons on the right fired his laser into Wollett’s leg.

      The beam clipped Wollett across the knee, and he buckled with another furious roar. He crashed down on his knees and a blast of ordnance from a different Sleepwalker knocked the rifle out of Wollett’s hands.

      Taggart sprang over to Wollett and planted himself between Wollett and the Sleepwalkers, but the Sleepwalkers still didn’t unload on the party.

      “Get down on the floor and lower your weapons!” a different Kaxon ordered. “This is your last warning!”

      Taggart jerked his rifle back and forth and to all sides. Sleepwalkers surrounded him in front, behind, and on both sides. No matter who he fired on, someone else would hit him before he made a dent in their numbers.

      Merrel, Hillman, and Qiao all seemed to come to the same conclusion at the same time. They raised their hands and their weapons, and then slowly lowered their guns to the floor.

      Taggart sank down on his knees, and the Sleepwalkers charged. They ripped every weapon away from the party, shoved Hillman and Merrel down on their knees, and encircled the party in guns.

      A second later, ten more Kaxons appeared from somewhere and slammed Yannik down next to Merrel. Her head was bleeding and she looked furious.

      Fifteen Kaxons ringed the party, all aiming their guns in the crew’s faces. “Where is the leader?” one of the roared. “You took her from the Colonial Militia!”

      Taggart’s head shot up, and he found himself staring into a Kaxon Sleepwalker’s furious eyes. “What? You took her from the Militia! The Sleepwalkers broke in and—”

      “Do not tell me that we took her when you had her in custody on a Militia gunship. You were taking her to the Militia for arrest—her and Odo!”

      Taggart winced and raised his hands even higher. “I don’t have her! Monkskull’s people captured—”

      “You were on the Firelight! You were on the ship that took her from our vessel. Now tell me where she is!”

      “I DON’T KNOW!” Taggart hollered back. “We’re looking for the man who arrested them, and he’s—”

      The Kaxon hauled back and slammed his laser rifle into Taggart’s face. He keeled over, feeling that sick, dark horror of falling unconscious. He stayed awake just long enough to see Wollett surge off the ground, and then the same Kaxon clubbed Wollett across the face, too. Wollett crashed down on the floor next to Taggart and they both blacked out.
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      Wollett pressed his bloody sleeve to his face, but the fabric couldn’t get any bloodier no matter what he did. “Remind me never to try to defend you ever again, boy.”

      “I never asked you to defend me,” Taggart grumbled. “A smart man would have just stayed where he was and let me try to explain the situation to them instead of getting two of us injured…but then again, no one could ever accuse you of being a smart man.”

      Merrel laughed, and Hillman chuckled. Wollett bared his bloody teeth at Merrel and then glared at Hillman. “Don’t you start, too. I get enough shit from these jackasses. You don’t even know me, so you got nothing to complain about.”

      “Everybody knows you, man,” Hillman countered. “There isn’t a Militia officer in the whole damn sector who doesn’t know the name Gideon Wollett.”

      “You hear that, Dad?” Taggart chimed in. “Your reputation precedes you.”

      “It certainly does,” Merrel added.

      “So what do all these Militia officers know about me?” Wollett asked Hillman. “Do they know about the time I rescued Queen Othea from imprisonment on Kareliv?”

      “I never heard of that,” Hillman replied, “but I did hear about the time you blew up the Nomia FO with fourteen Zapra diplomats on board.”

      Qiao started laughing, and Merrel joined in. Taggart couldn’t help chuckling at the disgruntled scowl on Wollett’s face. “That was an accident,” Wollett huffed. “I was exonerated of all wrongdoing.”

      “I think what you really mean is that the Militia declined to prosecute due to a lack of evidence of criminal intent,” Hillman replied. “You weren’t cleared of all wrongdoing, because we all know you did wrong.”

      Taggart laughed harder, and flinched when another shooting stab of pain lanced into his brain from his nose. His face was as much of a mess as Wollett’s, but at least Taggart still had his sense of humor, which was more than anyone could say about Wollett.

      He turned back to Hillman. “Well, what about the time I stopped the Kothars from wiping out the whole population of Phapus V5? I saved more than five million people that time.”

      “After you were the one who armed the Kothars and told them that the Seglix mines would be such a lucrative target,” Hillman finished. “The Kothars never would have known if you hadn’t told them. They never would have been any threat to the Phapus population if you hadn’t sold the Kothars so many high-tech weapons.”

      Merrel clapped Wollett on the shoulder. “Try a career in the medical field the next time you want people to think of you as a boon to mankind.”

      Wollett slapped his hand away. “Get off me, man! Shut the hell up.”

      Erqi glanced around Monkskull’s audience hall. “Why do you suppose the Sleepwalkers have not killed us yet?”

      “They want to save bullets,” Qiao replied.

      “They have rechargeable laser rifles,” Erqi pointed out. “They do not need to save bullets.”

      “Why do you say they haven’t killed us yet, then, if you’re so smart?” Qiao countered.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Taggart replied. “They want us to tell them where Claire and Odo are.”

      “They must value her more than we suspected,” Wollett growled. “God knows why.”

      “Maybe not,” Merrel argued. “She had the Emberling when Tate arrested her. Maybe these fools…”

      He trailed off as the same Kaxon came back into the hall, along with a bunch of his Sleepwalker buddies. He stormed over to the prisoners in a way that told Taggart that falling unconscious and being guarded by more Sleepwalkers hadn’t spared him from the worst.

      The guy shoved his people out of the way and crammed his laser rifle against Taggart’s cheekbone hard enough to shoot another stab of pain into Taggart’s brain.

      “Tell us where you took the leader,” the guy snarled. “This is your last chance.”

      “You said that last time, shithead,” Wollett growled. “Get your facts straight.”

      Taggart didn’t move. His head hurt too much to really care what the hell this idiot did. “I already told you. The officer that arrested your leader—”

      “You were on the same gunship!” the Kaxon roared. “You were on the planet with him when he apprehended her and Odo! We identified you…and him.” The guy curled his lip at Erqi.

      Taggart breathed an exaggerated sigh. “If you were paying even the slightest attention during the battle, you would have noticed that we all deployed in Firelights when Monkskull’s fleet attacked. The officer was alone on board the gunship, and he’d already locked Claire and Odo in the brig when Monkskull captured the whole ship. The rest of us were in battle against Monkskull’s fleet until it was too late…but you already knew that, didn’t you? If you were tracking your leader’s movements, you should have seen all of that yourselves.”

      He rested his head back against the wall behind him and shut his eyes. He’d already told these morons the same thing at least thirty times. If they didn’t believe him the first time, they wouldn’t believe him now. He couldn’t fathom why they kept asking, unless they enjoyed tormenting him. He wouldn’t be surprised.

      The Kaxon shoved his rifle barrel hard against Taggart’s cheek, and Taggart couldn’t help but flinch. He almost wished the guy would shoot him and put him out of his misery, but at that moment, another Kaxon came over and started whispering in his boss’ ear.

      The head Sleepwalker—or whoever he was—spun away and swiped his finger at his men. “Get everyone over to the—”

      Another eruption of gunshots exploded from the right. It pelted the Sleepwalkers, and they all scrambled to get out of the line of fire. Ten of them hit the floor and started crawling behind dead aliens for cover.

      Taggart and his friends scooted out of the way as fast as they could, but they were already seated on the floor against one wall of Monkskull’s throne room. They couldn’t get away.

      Taggart clawed his way to another pile of bodies and dragged Erqi in behind him. He peeked out just long enough to see another flank of Monkskull’s soldiers advancing into the hall. Pulses exploded all over the place, but the soldiers weren’t even looking at the fugitives.

      Monkskull’s people targeted the Sleepwalkers, hit dead bodies on the floor, and sprayed blood and gore all over the place. One of the bodies detonated in Taggart’s face, and he had to retreat and find a different one.

      “How do we get out of here?” Wollett roared.

      “How should I know?” Taggart yelled back. “The bodyguards took Monkskull that way. There must be an exit over there.”

      Wollett seized a fistful of Taggart’s sleeve and hauled him in that direction. “We need weapons!” Hillman called.

      “Forget that!” Wollett countered. “We’ll never get a better chance to escape.”

      Taggart had to agree with him. The two groups faced off across the hall, plastering each other with devastating fire. The Sleepwalkers formed ranks to blockade the soldiers from getting any deeper into the hall.

      All the Sleepwalkers had their backs to Taggart, and the Sleepwalkers took the brunt of the soldiers’ fire. The group was as protected as they were ever going to get.

      Another group of Monkskull’s soldiers appeared on the Sleepwalkers’ right to hit them from their flank. Neither army noticed the friends making a break for freedom. Taggart hesitated just long enough to make sure Yannik, Qiao, Erqi, Merrel, and Hillman all stayed together.

      They started by crawling to another pile of bodies, and then Wollett struggled to his feet. He hobbled across the hall, nursing his injured knee. Taggart didn’t see anywhere over there that Wollett could escape, but he didn’t have any other options to suggest.

      He pushed himself up, but he had to limp, too. His leg hurt like a bastard, but he couldn’t take the time to baby it now. He took off with the others clustered tightly around them. They held onto each other to make sure no one got left behind.

      Wollett skirted bodies and got near the wall behind Monkskull’s throne before Taggart saw what looked like a shallow alcove over there. He couldn’t see anything inside it, but the rest of the wall stretched perfectly smooth and unbroken in both directions. This had to be the exit where Monkskull’s bodyguards had taken him to safety.

      Wollett picked up speed, and the rest of their party pushed themselves to catch up with him now that they could see the way out.

      Taggart hustled right up behind Wollett, and collided with him when Wollett stopped on a dime. Everyone ran into each other, and tried to backpedal as another mob of Monkskull’s masked troopers swarmed into the hall.

      These weren’t rank-and-file soldiers. They were the same bodyguards who stood around Monkskull’s throne to protect his life, and they looked much bigger than the soldiers. They must be a different species.

      They spread out in another line and they all leveled their weapons at the fugitives. Taggart tried to backtrack and ran into Qiao. Wollett scooted backward just as fast, stepped on Taggart’s foot, and all three of them went down, taking Erqi with them.

      Monkskull’s guards opened fire, and Merrel and Hillman ducked. The guards fired directly over the fugitives’ heads, so Yannik wasn’t tall enough to ever be in any danger.

      The next instant, the guards flanking the Sleepwalkers overran their enemies and leveled them. More bodyguards flooded the hall, retaking all the real estate they had recently lost.

      Taggart flattened himself on top of Qiao, praying to Almighty God that Monkskull’s bodyguards had somehow miraculously forgotten all about him and his friends being Monkskull’s prisoners.

      Monkskull’s people called back and forth to each other as they scoured the hall for any sign of danger. They crisscrossed the area and passed the fugitives crouching in a heap where they had fallen.

      Wollett rolled out of the tangle, got onto his hands and knees on the floor, stole a hesitant peek toward Monkskull’s men, and then looked toward the alcove. It was all clear. The friends were less than ten feet away from it.

      Taggart eased himself off of Qiao, and Merrel straightened up a little higher on one knee. He, Hillman, and Erqi searched the hall for any sign that the guards knew what they were planning.

      Yannik was back on her feet, but she was so short that she didn’t stick up far enough to attract any attention. She started helping Qiao straighten himself out.

      Taggart flexed his feet under him to jump up when a bunch of the masked guards across the hall happened to notice the party. Taggart wouldn’t have known that the men were looking in his direction. The guards had been facing the party up until now, but the guards’ masks hid their features.

      “Hey!” someone yelled. “Stop!”

      Wollett started to spring to his feet again, and plasma blasted from across the hall. The guards were still far enough away that they didn’t hit him right away, but at that moment, a colossal boom rocked the hall.

      It blew behind Taggart’s back, so he didn’t see where it came from. It burst in a pounding shockwave and blew acrid smoke and blistering heat all over the hall. The concussion knocked him flat and he toppled on top of Wollett, who hit the floor with an agonized grunt.

      Taggart propelled himself onto his hands and knees and groped around, trying to pat Wollett down. “Dad! Are you hit?”

      Wollett gave one of his characteristic surly growls and Taggart turned to the others. “Erqi! Merrel!”

      “We’re here!” Merrel called from somewhere in the smoke.

      Taggart lurched back the other way, trying to locate them, but he couldn’t see a thing. He tried to keep one hand on Wollett’s leg so they didn’t get separated, but before he could go anywhere, rough hands grabbed him and jerked him sideways.

      He stumbled, but whoever was holding him didn’t give him a chance to protest. The same strong hands pulled him into the smoke, and he felt himself getting farther away from his friends.

      “Merrel!” he yelled. “Wollett!”

      “Boy!” Wollett bellowed from somewhere out of sight.

      Taggart tried to see where he was going, but he couldn’t clear his vision. He heard Hillman yelling and then Yannik shrieked out, “No!”

      Taggart fought to escape his mystery captor. He kicked out and then punched. He landed a blow on someone, but whoever it was lashed out just as fast. A deep, resonant snarl reached his ear and then an iron fist clubbed him down.

      He didn’t have time to get his feet under him before the same hands dragged him across the floor. He bumped across several bodies, and then he was out of the smoke.

      He coughed and looked around, but pitch darkness surrounded him on all sides. Disembodied hands kept yanking him and pushing him somewhere. “Hey, you son of a bitch!”

      He tried to fight back again when Merrel called out, “Taggart, where are you?”

      “I’m here! What the hell is going on?”

      “Someone’s…”

      Footsteps pattered on the floor behind Taggart, and then the same hidden person jerked him around a corner. They shoved him up against a wall, and someone whispered low and harsh in his face. “Keep quiet, Taggart! Keep your mouth shut or they’ll find us!”

      He stared at the shadowy outline of his sister’s face hovering inches beyond his nose. “Claire! What the hell are you…?”

      “Quiet!” she hissed. “Do you want to get us all killed?”

      A second later, Odo materialized out of the gloom, pushing the rest of their party into the same corner.

      “What are you….?” Taggart began again.

      “I’m saving your stupid life, fool!” she whispered. “Now keep quiet, all of you, or I’ll push you straight back out there!”

      “This is a fine time to show up and—” Wollett growled.

      “Shut up, Dad!” Claire spat. “I just saved all your asses, and if I have to choose between throwing you back out there or getting shot by Monkskull’s people, you idiots aren’t making that decision very hard. Understand?”

      Silence fell over the group. Everyone gaped at Claire and Odo as the truth sank in. She must have been the one to let off that smoke bomb to get the crew away from Monkskull’s men.

      “Why aren’t you out there with the Sleepwalkers?” Taggart finally asked. “They’re here to rescue you and Odo.”

      She snorted. “That shows how much you know. They don’t give a shit about either of us. They’re here for the Emberling.”

      “They sounded pretty anxious to find you,” Merrel remarked.

      “Because they know I’m the last one who had it. Now come on. We have to get out of here.”

      “How?” Taggart asked. “If the Sleepwalkers are after you—after all of us—and Monkskull is after all of us, that leaves a whole lot of people we have to evade or defeat to save our own lives.”

      “I have a plan. Just follow me, and for God’s sake, keep quiet.” Claire turned away.

      Taggart exchanged glances with his friends. He wasn’t at all interested in trusting Claire, but if following her got him away from all the people hunting him, he could put up with her for as long as it lasted.
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      Claire led the way through long, dark passages, many with no light at all. People kept bumping into Taggart from behind, and a squeal startled everyone.

      “Ow!” Yannik yelped. “Watch it, Qiao! That’s the third time you’ve stepped on my toes.”

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “I just can’t see anything in here.”

      “Where are we going?” Taggart murmured to Claire. “We’re far enough away from Monkskull’s throne room by now, aren’t we?”

      “Nowhere is far enough away,” she replied over her shoulder. “We’re going to the boiler room. It’s under a different fortress, but we won’t be safe there, either.”

      “Why are we going there, then?” Merrel asked from behind Taggart’s back.

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near Monkskull’s fortress, do you? Once we regroup at the boiler room, we’ll see about getting to your ship and getting the hell out of here.” Claire glanced over her shoulder to catch Taggart’s eye. They were passing through a low tunnel with grates in the ceiling that let in just enough light for them to see each other. “Please tell me you have a ship here.”

      He wasn’t prepared to answer that question, in case she took it as a commitment to get her off this planet when the time came to flee. “How do you know about the boiler room? Monkskull’s soldiers made it sound like no one ever went there.”

      “That’s why we’re going there, but it’s still in Monkskull’s territory. We’ll only be safe by leaving the planet.”

      “We aren’t going anywhere until we find Tate, and you still haven’t told me how you know so much about Monkskull’s territory.”

      She made a face, but at that moment, she came to a massive iron door with a wheel-style rotary lock. She paused there, pressed her ear to the door, and craned her neck to look behind the assembled party. “You—Qiao!” she snapped. “Come up here and open this door for us.”

      “How did you get it open before if you and Odo together can’t open it?” Taggart asked.

      “Will you stop bombarding me with questions? We went a different way, stupid!” She shoved him, Wollett, and Merrel out of the way, and seized Qiao by the sleeve. He resisted and glanced at Yannik for approval, but she only shrugged.

      The others had to retreat to give Qiao enough space. The close quarters brought Erqi and Odo into close proximity for the first time since Erqi had almost killed Odo at their last disastrous meeting.

      Erqi glared at his brother as dangerously as ever, but he didn’t attack or even say anything. Maybe Odo saving the crew from both the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s bodyguards counted for something, but it was only a matter of time before things blew up again.

      Qiao took hold of the wheel’s handles and threw his shoulders into it, but it still took all his effort to budge it just a few inches.

      “Are you sure this door opens?” Merrel asked. “It could have been welded shut.”

      “Great!” Yannik muttered. “We might have to go all the way up there to go a different way.”

      “Is it really necessary for you all to comment on every single thing that happens? Just stand back and shut the hell up.” Claire pointed at Erqi and Odo. “Help him.”

      “This is a giant waste of time,” Wollett grumbled.

      “Does this help us find Tate?” Merrel asked.

      “It helps us find him by not getting us killed in the process,” Hillman added, and a few people chuckled, but that only seemed to annoy Claire more.

      Taggart was just beginning to enjoy needling her when Erqi and Odo stepped forward. Erqi took hold of the same wheel arm as Qiao. Odo dropped on one knee and took hold of another arm sticking down toward the floor.

      The three of them heaved and puffed and sweated. Claire started looking around at Merrel and Hillman when the rotor started to turn. They succeeded in turning it around, and the lock banged back into the door with a resounding boom.

      That noise echoed far and wide through the fortress. Everyone froze to listen, but no one came after the party here.

      Erqi and Odo backed away from the door. Qiao planted one of his legs against the wall, gripped the handle, and pried the door back. It opened much more easily, so the resistance must have been in the lock itself.

      Claire sprang forward. “Come on! Hurry! Everyone will be searching the fortress for us and they’re bound to look down here eventually.”

      No one asked any more questions, though Taggart itched with curiosity to find out how Claire knew all this. Maybe the Sleepwalkers had dealt with Monkskull in the past, but why should they? They were enemies, weren’t they? Taggart had never heard of the Sleepwalkers crossing over into Monkskull’s territory or exploring his private fortress, but anything was possible.

      Claire hustled everyone through and then pushed Qiao, Erqi, and Odo back toward the door that Qiao had just closed. “Relock it. That will slow them down for a little while, at least.”

      Everyone stood around while the three men muscled the lock shut, and then Claire led the way across a long catwalk fifty feet above a gargantuan foundry of some kind. Huge vats of some molten substance bubbled down there, and waves of blistering heat blasted upward at the party.

      Gusts of scorching air kept licking Taggart’s skin, and he started to sweat. Fins stirred the mixture in the giant furnaces, and equally massive machinery poured the mixture from one vat to the next.

      Taggart couldn’t tell what they were doing, or why, and Claire didn’t give him a chance to find out. She hurried ahead, and he had to walk fast to keep up with her. She sure seemed to know exactly where she was going.

      The foundry must have been half a mile wide, with scaffolds and walkways crisscrossing the whole expanse. Taggart didn’t see anybody working down there, either on the floor or on the catwalks. The whole system looked automated.

      Claire stepped off the catwalk into a long, downward-spiraling ramp plunging even deeper underground. She followed this to another tunnel that went on and on and on for miles.

      She finally turned off into a tiny room hardly big enough for the whole party to push their way into. It was pitch dark, with not a speck of light penetrating this far underground.

      Claire stepped inside, and the others pressed in behind her. Taggart opened his mouth to say something when Claire said, “It’s all right. It’s just me.”

      He started to ask her what she meant when a lantern blazed in the darkness. The light erupted from only a few feet away, and everyone stared at Tate sitting on the floor.

      Taggart sprang over to him and dropped on his knees. “Tate! What are you doing here? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, little brother.” Tate squeezed his shoulder. “Claire got me out and brought me down here.”

      Taggart spun around fast, and his jaw dropped when he looked up at his sister. “You didn’t think I was going to leave him in that cell to die, did you?” she snapped. “Give me a little credit, Taggart.”

      Hillman came over and rumpled Tate’s hair. “The reports of your demise have been greatly exaggerated, as usual.”

      Tate smacked his hand away. “Is that why you came around, to babysit me? You didn’t have to.”

      “Jimmy Oakes is running around here somewhere, too,” Taggart told him.

      Tate only nodded. “I wondered. You can’t keep that guy down. He’s like gum stuck to the bottom of your shoe, he just doesn’t go away.”

      “Did you have any luck?” Claire asked.

      “I think so.”

      Tate moved the lantern to his other side, and Taggart saw that the room they were in wasn’t really as small as he initially thought. It only seemed small because mountains upon mountains of trash had been stacked into the rest of it. They left only the smallest section free right at the front, which was where Claire and Odo had stashed Tate.

      He passed his lamp over the piles nearest him and pulled forward two sections of pipe. Their ends had been strapped to a torn-off leather belt by some kind of metal hose clamps.

      Smaller segments of pipe connected the two rods in a ladder formation. The other two ends of both pipes had been jammed into what looked like a football-sized blob of congealed tar. It looked like it weighed a ton, and the whole contraption proved so unwieldy that Tate had to struggle to straighten it out.

      “Get it done and let’s get out of here,” Claire ordered.

      “Hold it. We need to seal the end of Tate’s leg.” Taggart held out his hand to Wollett. “Give me your Druna dust, Dad.”

      “You don’t have to,” Tate interjected. “Odo already fixed it.”

      “He what?”

      Tate pulled back the severed edges of his torn pants to reveal his amputated thigh. “See? It’s fine—or as fine as it’s going to get, under the circumstances. We can go.”

      “We’ll have to carry you,” Merrel pointed out. “Someone will have to support you so you can keep up with the rest of us, and if we get into a firefight…”

      “Don’t worry about it. What do you think I’ve been doing down here while the rest of you have been having your tea parties upstairs?”

      All eyes turned down to Tate, and everybody stared in stunned astonishment while he arranged the two pipes parallel to each other and started cinching the belt around his thigh.

      He got it into position and then pulled another section of pipe out of the trash heap next to him. He slid it down inside the outer pipe and connected its other end to the waistband of his pants. The whole setup created the closest thing to a false leg that Taggart had ever seen.

      Tate grinned at Taggart’s stunned face and held out his arm. “Help me stand up, man.”

      Taggart grabbed Tate’s arm and hoisted him onto his one remaining foot, but it didn’t turn out to be nearly as hard as Taggart expected. Tate put his weight on his makeshift prosthetic and tightened the longer section of pipe into his belt. It wasn’t a perfect setup, but it was a hell of a lot better than hopping around on one leg.

      Merrel frowned at him. “Does that actually work?”

      “It seems to. See?” Tate shifted his weight to his prosthetic and raised his good foot off the ground. The prosthetic supported him. The belt cut into his thigh, but he pretended not to notice.

      Claire shoved a Sleepwalker laser rifle into his hands. “Let’s go.”

      She blew out his lantern and stepped back out into the tunnels. Taggart pushed up behind her and murmured in her ear. “Do you have a plan, or are you just running around down here like a rat in a maze?”

      “My plan is to get off this planet without getting shot. What’s yours?”

      Taggart shrugged even though she had her back to him. His only plan had been to retrieve Tate. Now that had been accomplished, so what was left besides getting the hell out of here?

      “We’ll have to go back upstairs to reach the Aechelus,” he told her. “We’d have to fight our way through all those people to get outside Monkskull’s fortress, and even then, we’d have to cross the whole city with the Sleepwalkers bombarding the streets.”

      “That’s why we aren’t going back through Monkskull’s fortress,” she replied. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “What’s the alternative?”

      “We’re going out this way.”

      “What way?” Taggart looked around. He didn’t see a thing except more tunnels.

      “We’ve already crossed the city. We’re nowhere near Monkskull’s fortress, but we still aren’t out of the woods.” She shot him a look over her shoulder, but he couldn’t read her expression. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong, Taggart. I’m in this with the rest of you, you know.”

      He bit back the other nine hundred and ninety-nine questions crowding his mind. He didn’t want to put his life in her hands, but he supposed he had to start doing exactly that. “Thanks for saving Tate…and all of us.”

      “Of course. I was never going to let him die…or you.” She made a face at the others. “I don’t know about them.”

      Taggart had to laugh. “I guess it wasn’t possible for you to leave Wollett up there and take the rest of us.”

      “I tried to find a way, believe me.”

      They both laughed. Taggart kicked himself for feeling good about sharing this moment with her. He’d trained himself for so many years to think of her as one of his worst enemies, second only to Wollett himself.

      Now he found himself in her debt for his life and Tate’s, not to mention the rest of the crew. He shouldn’t feel good about that, but he did. He couldn’t explain it to himself, but he felt nothing but relief to find out that she wasn’t the bloodthirsty pirate she pretended to be.

      She must still have some sense that Tate and Taggart were family. Taggart could even tell that she felt something for Wollett, too, even though she jokingly pretended that she didn’t.

      All three of them did. That was the real problem. Tate, Taggart, and Claire all still cared about Wollett, and he cared about them, much as all four of them might wish it wasn’t so. They were all like gum on the bottoms of each other’s shoes. They couldn’t get rid of each other.

      He could think of a thousand things to talk to her about besides how the crew was going to get back to the Aechelus alive. How had she wound up with the Sleepwalkers? What had she been doing with herself since she left home?

      She must have had a thousand stories he didn’t know about. He had been marveling at how little he knew about Tate. Now Taggart realized he was in the same situation with Claire. She’d been living a completely different life.

      She must have grown into a totally new person, the same way he and Tate had. He knew nothing about her. He also didn’t really know if she was fundamentally good or bad. He’d convinced himself that she must be the worst kind of villain if she had become the Sleepwalkers’ leader, but that might have been a mistake.

      Anyone looking at Merrel’s record from the outside would be entitled to think of him as a murderer and a villain, because he was one. He was also Taggart’s best friend, and Taggart could look past everything else because of the bond they shared. They had done so much for each other over the years that Taggart couldn’t even think of Merrel as the same villain who perpetrated all those crimes.

      What if Claire was the same? What if she was really a good person underneath her heinous record?

      Taggart glanced over his shoulder at the people behind him. Merrel followed right behind him, then Hillman, and then Wollett.

      What if Wollett was good underneath the surface, too? What if he was someone totally different from what Taggart had come to believe?

      Taggart spun around, faced forward, and pushed those thoughts out of his head. He couldn’t start thinking about Wollett like that. Even if, by some miracle, Wollett turned out to be good, Taggart couldn’t forgive him for all the other crap that Wollett had pulled on all three of his children.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire led the way through giant caverns that might have been warehouses if they’d had anything in them. She crossed more scaffolds in vast halls full of stuff that Taggart couldn’t identify.

      He lost track of where he was going, and he even started to suspect that she didn’t know where she was going, either. He exchanged a few skeptical glances with Merrel and Wollett. They raised their eyebrows back at Taggart, and he made up his mind.

      He pushed his way to the front to ask her where she was leading them when she came to another heavy door like the one Qiao had worked so hard to unlock.

      Claire turned around and surveyed the rest of the group. “We’re going out in the open now. We’ll probably run into…well, everyone. We’ll need to be ready to fight our way to your ship.”

      “We aren’t going to any ship without Jimmy,” Tate interjected. “We aren’t flying away and leaving him on this planet.”

      “Where are we, anyway?” Hillman asked. “How close are we to where we left the Aechelus?”

      “It doesn’t matter, because we aren’t going to the ship,” Tate countered. “We’re going back to look for Jimmy.”

      “We’re under a different fortress,” Claire went on. “Monkskull isn’t here.”

      “So you say,” Yannik growled. “We’re here, which means that Monkskull could have gotten here, too.”

      Claire pretended not to hear. “We don’t know if the Sleepwalkers have made it this far. Monkskull’s forces could be in battle with them. We don’t know. As soon as we get through this door, we’ll need to move fast, get outside, and reach your ship before the shit hits the fan.”

      “We aren’t going out there!” Tate’s voice started to rise. “You don’t seriously expect us to leave Oakes here?”

      “What about—” Taggart began, but Claire didn’t listen. She turned around, seized the arms of the big rotary lock, and turned it easily. It thumped back, and she swung the door open on smooth, silent hinges. The door opened onto another catwalk that entered a different tunnel.

      She charged across the threshold and raced away into the tunnels without waiting for anyone to protest. Odo sprang out after her. The others exchanged glances, and Taggart looked behind him at the tunnel stretching away into the dark.

      The layout of this fortress seemed to match the first complex pretty closely, but Taggart wouldn’t be able to find his way without someone who knew this labyrinth.

      Erqi and Merrel broke into a run to catch up with Claire and Odo. Then Yannik and Qiao sprinted into the open. Tate, Taggart, and Wollett exchanged glances. What were they supposed to do—go back alone?

      Taggart and Wollett were both injured, and that was saying nothing about Tate. They couldn’t go back.

      Wollett took off running after the rest of their crew, and Tate compressed his lips. Taggart saw his brother about to do something rash, and he didn’t feel right about this, either.

      “Come back to the ship with us,” Taggart murmured. “We’ll use the rangefinders to find Oakes, and then I’ll come up with a different way to come back for him, but we can’t go this way. I will come back. You won’t. Monkskull wants to kill you, and…I mean, look at you.”

      He waved down at Tate’s body, and Tate’s shoulders slumped. He looked down at the floor. “All right, Taggart. I can live with that.”

      Taggart gripped his brother’s shoulder. “Come on—you and me.”

      Taggart darted into the open, taking Tate with him, hesitating just long enough to pull the door shut behind him.

      “Leave it open!” Claire called back. “If Monkskull’s men come down here and find it open, they’ll assume we’re down in the boiler room.”

      Taggart could think of a lot of reasons why Monkskull’s men wouldn’t assume that, but no one else offered any protest. He kept silent and fell in line with the others, but neither he, nor Tate, nor Wollett could run as fast as the rest.

      Everyone kept turning their weapons from one side to the other, searching anywhere for an attacker from either army. Now every hand would turn against the group. The crew couldn’t even count on the Sleepwalkers supporting Claire and Odo anymore.

      Taggart tried to keep an eye on every possible direction, which made it impossible to keep track of where Claire was taking them. She finally scrambled up a stairwell to a corridor that ended at a different exit into the blistering hot city.

      The sun boiled on the buildings for miles around, and the wind blew sand and dust in Taggart’s eyes. He squinted at dozens of alien species moving around in the street.

      Taggart had been right. This fortress had an identical layout to the one that Monkskull used as his headquarters. It just exited into a different part of the city, and now he didn’t have a clue how to get back to the Aechelus.

      Claire raised her laser rifle. “Everybody ready to make a run for it?”

      No one replied. Taggart’s pulse quickened. The street outside looked clear enough, but he could hear the whine of fighter craft howling in the distance. It came from the skies above the city, and explosions kept booming out of sight.

      The others raised their weapons, and Claire looked past Taggart’s shoulder at Tate. “Are you sure you’ll be able to keep up?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he growled. “You handle yourselves, and I’ll take care of myself.”

      Claire turned away and yelled, “Go!”

      Everyone burst into a run, except for Tate. He limped on his makeshift prosthetic. Hillman fell in line on Tate’s right and ran at a slower pace to keep up with him. Taggart would have taken Tate’s left side, but Wollett got there first.

      Taggart sprinted ahead to clear a path. Claire, Odo, and Erqi outpaced the others and would have left the rest in the dust. Erqi and Odo veered around a corner up ahead, but Claire slowed down when she saw Tate lagging.

      Qiao couldn’t run as fast. He lumbered along between the frontrunners and the men surrounding Tate. Yannik kept pulling away and slowing down while she told Qiao to run faster. The party had only made it five blocks, and he was already breathing heavily.

      Taggart’s nerves threatened to snap, and his leg ached something awful. He wished he could run at his top speed to reach the Aechelus, but he couldn’t leave the others, especially not after the trouble he’d gone through to find Tate. He was starting to feel the same way about Claire, too, after the way she’d saved Tate from…well, everybody.

      They made it another three blocks. Taller buildings flanked both sidewalks and made it impossible to see the skies, but he didn’t need to see. That howling shriek of engine noise kept coming closer, and it set his hair on end.

      He rotated his weapon to the skies. “They’re coming in!”

      Tate was already running as fast as he could. Hillman ran over to him and said something, but a deafening scream of engines drowned out the words as four Sleepwalker gunships whizzed around the nearest building. They swooped low above the street, but the Sleepwalkers didn’t open fire—not on the fugitives, at least.

      Half a dozen of Monkskull’s fighter craft swept in right behind the Sleepwalkers, and all the Sleepwalkers’ gunfire shot backward to bombard their attackers. Monkskull’s fighters smashed three Sleepwalker vessels, and they detonated in starbursts of fire and burning debris.

      Shrapnel and combusting plasma rained down on the party. A curved section of destroyed fuselage cartwheeled downward and struck Tate from the side as the burning Sleepwalker ship somersaulted over his head.

      He toppled, and the belt holding his prosthetic ripped off his thigh. He would have fallen flat on his face, but Hillman dove for him, grabbed Tate around the chest, and muscled him onward. Hillman must have been planning this at the moment when the air battle broke out, because he reacted in a split second.

      He didn’t ask Tate’s permission first. Hillman ripped Tate’s arm over his own shoulder so fast and so hard that Tate’s weapon dropped out of his hands. It would have hit the pavement and been left behind if Tate hadn’t had the strap looped around his body.

      Hillman didn’t give Tate a chance to support his own weight. He charged forward twice as fast, carrying Tate’s one good leg off the ground. Hillman put on speed and overtook Claire.

      Tate scrambled to pick up his weapon in the one arm he still had free. He grabbed it and pulled it upward, but the air battle had already wheeled out of sight behind the party.

      Taggart didn’t want to trust that their luck would last, and he was right. Claire turned back to the front, now that Tate wasn’t holding everybody back anymore. Qiao ran slower than ever, but Claire ignored him and Yannik getting farther away behind the party.

      Claire raced to the corner where Erqi and Odo had disappeared. She cast one look behind her to make sure Hillman and Tate were right there with her. Taggart hesitated just long enough to let Qiao and Yannik close the gap; then he faced forward to follow the others.

      Claire turned the corner and ran face first into an almighty explosion slamming into the street right in front of her. Another squad of Sleepwalkers pelted out of nowhere, and these were definitely firing into the ground.

      They didn’t see the crew making their getaway. The Sleepwalkers bombed anything and everything, chewed up the pavement, and unloaded on nearby buildings. They showered the city with lasers and bombed it to a moonscape.

      Claire reared back from the blast and collided with Hillman, who was right behind her. Taggart and Merrel ran into them from behind when, in a split second, a battalion of Monkskull’s fighters rocketed out of the city, coming the opposite way.

      They charged the crew from behind and unloaded on the Sleepwalkers. The two fleets got into a devastating air battle right on top of the fleeing party. Plenty of missed shots from both sides hit the street all around the crew, and rubble and exploding walls toppled all around them.

      A chunk of concrete nailed Hillman in the head, and he collapsed, taking Tate with him. Tate’s homemade prosthetic had fallen by the wayside long ago.

      Tate scrambled over, trying to pick up his friend. “John!” he roared. “John, get up!”

      Hillman was out cold, and blood poured from his head. His skull had buckled on one side, and part of his face had twisted out of shape from the impact. Looking at him made Taggart sick, but he didn’t have a spare second to worry about Hillman before all those fighter craft came wheeling in for another pass. A catastrophic boom pounded another building across the block, and then Monkskull’s fighters combined their power to decimate the Sleepwalkers.

      A Sleepwalker gunship detonated thirty feet overhead, and a bone-shaking boom rocked the ground. Yannik crouched close to the pavement and huddled under her arms for protection from more falling debris.

      Wollett grabbed Taggart. “Come on! We gotta go!”

      “This way!” Claire darted into a side street. It didn’t go toward where Taggart thought the Aechelus should be, nor did she lead the way back to the fortress the crew had come out of. They couldn’t go forward, and they couldn’t go back. Their only hope of escape lay deeper into this maze of a city.

      Another exploding ship blew overhead with a crack like lightning. Tate grabbed Hillman by the shirt and tried to drag his friend to safety, but Tate couldn’t even stand with only one leg.

      Taggart dove for his brother, seized Tate by the armpits, and hauled him away. Tate kept bellowing, “John! John!” but at that moment, another five Sleepwalker vessels seemed to suddenly wake up to the fact that there were people on the ground.

      They pivoted over Hillman’s fallen form, and all the Sleepwalkers turned their guns on the fugitives. Tate raised his laser rifle and fired straight into one of the gunships. He hit it between some of its mismatched Frankenstein components, and the thing ruptured into a thousand pieces.

      The shrapnel would have killed Hillman, if he wasn’t dead already. At the last second before the burning ship crashed down on top of him, Merrel streaked across the street, seized Hillman by the wrist, and gave his body a massive heave.

      Merrel swung Hillman out of the way just as the Sleepwalker ship slammed down right on the spot where he’d been lying. The maneuver gave Merrel a fleeting second to sling Hillman onto his shoulder and take off after his friends.

      Taggart hauled Tate to his feet. Tate kept trying to turn back and see how Hillman was. His continuous twisting movements made running impossible.

      “Tate!” Taggart roared. “Pay attention! I need you to shoot, I can’t defend myself!”

      He finally got through to his brother, and Tate’s features hardened. He narrowed his eyes at the skies, but he couldn’t see the ships up there with his back to them.

      Claire ran a long way through dozens of streets and neighborhoods, but Tate’s shot had alerted the Sleepwalkers that someone on the ground was shooting at them. They wheeled through the streets, trying to intercept the party.

      Shrieking engine noise hounded the fugitives no matter where they went. The Sleepwalkers hunted the party down and would have annihilated every last one of them, but Monkskull’s people intervened first.

      Every time a Sleepwalker vessel swung around a building to target the crew, more fighter craft hurtled out of nowhere and unloaded on it. Continual impacts and explosions dogged the crew’s every move, and posed as much of a danger as the Sleepwalkers themselves.

      Taggart couldn’t keep this up much longer. His legs trembled from the effort of carrying his brother through miles of city, and his own injured leg throbbed with pain. Sweat drenched his hair, and the strain of so many endless strikes frayed his nerves to the breaking point.

      He collapsed when Claire and Wollett finally dodged into an alley. Yannik and Qiao showed up a second later, but there was no sign of Erqi and Odo.

      Tate and Taggart fell down together, and Tate immediately started patting Taggart down. “Are you hit? Are you okay? Are you hit anywhere?”

      Taggart shook his head, but he was panting too hard to speak. He couldn’t carry Tate any further. Taggart felt like he needed someone to carry him instead, but that wasn’t likely to happen.

      Claire and Wollett both peered out into the open. “The air battle is moving off,” Wollett remarked. “We should have a clear run.”

      “To where?” Tate asked. “Do you even know how to get to the Aechelus from here?”

      “I don’t know that, since I don’t know where the Aechelus is,” Claire replied. “I was hoping one of you would be able to tell me.”

      “Great,” Wollett growled. “So we’re lost out here.”

      “We aren’t lost,” Claire pointed out. “We can go back to the second fortress and retrace our steps. You’ll be able to find the Aechelus from your original entry point.”

      “You mean go back to Monkskull’s fortress?” Yannik snorted. “Yeah, that sounds like a brilliant plan.”

      Merrel showed up just then and lowered Hillman down next to Tate and Taggart. He leaned Hillman’s back against the wall and squatted down to examine him. “He’s dead.”

      “No…no.” Tate shifted over on his seat. His face twisted in misery, but as soon as he saw Hillman, he lowered his eyes to the ground. He pinched his lips tight, holding back emotion.

      Silence fell over the group, and Taggart looked away. He would’ve liked to pay his respects to Hillman, but he didn’t want to interrupt Tate. Taggart and his friends hadn’t had much time to get to know Hillman very well, but he’d sacrificed everything to save Tate. Hillman had walked away from a decorated career in the Colonial Militia to rescue his friend when the whole Militia had abandoned Tate.

      Tate forced himself to look up at Hillman’s face. His features kept twitching all over the place, and he struggled to control his mouth while he stroked Hillman’s cheek and straightened a lock of his hair that had fallen out of place.

      Tate squeezed the uninjured side of Hillman’s face, sniffed, and then his expression went hard and mean and determined. He rummaged in Hillman’s pockets and pulled out his pocket utility knife.

      Tate got busy yanking off Hillman’s wedding ring, and then he dug around underneath his collar. He fished out a leather string hanging around Hillman’s neck and pulled it free.

      A bunch of trinkets jingled into place against Hillman’s chest, and they fell into Tate’s hand when he used the knife to cut the string. Tate stirred the trinkets and the wedding ring in his palm and then pocketed them.

      Tate jerked off Hillman’s dog tags next and put them in his pocket with the rest of Hillman’s things. Then he folded the knife and stashed it, too.

      No one spoke through the whole procedure. Then Tate stroked his friend’s cheek one more time and pivoted around to sit down against the wall next to Hillman.

      “So what are we doing?”
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      Claire, Wollett, and Merrel went to the mouth of the alley and looked out. Taggart couldn’t stay sitting down while they decided his fate.

      He had to support himself against the wall until his legs stopped shaking. He dreaded telling Tate that he couldn’t carry him anymore. Leaving Hillman behind was a low blow, but if it came to a decision between leaving Tate behind versus staying out in this warzone, Taggart didn’t have to think too hard to know what he’d do.

      “Are we really going back to that goddamn fortress?” Wollett grumbled. “We should have just stayed there.”

      “We can’t go back there with everyone hunting us,” Merrel replied.

      “We have to go back,” Tate interjected. “We aren’t leaving without Jimmy.”

      “And Erqi,” Taggart added.

      “We have one thing going for us,” Merrel pointed out.

      “Just one?” Wollett made a face. “That isn’t much, considering that all the Sleepwalkers and all of Monkskull’s army are after us.”

      “They’re after us because they think we have the Emberling,” Merrel pointed out. “The Sleepwalkers were after the Emberling. They didn’t care about Claire and Odo at all.”

      “Monkskull is after Tate,” Taggart corrected. “Monkskull already has the Emberling, and if we go back there…”

      Just then, more gunfire erupted not far away. The friends retreated deeper into the alley to hide from the battle, but the noise kept escalating until it crashed back and forth right outside.

      Claire and Wollett raised their guns and turned toward the street to defend the alley when two lanky figures skidded around the corner and charged straight for the friends’ hiding place. Taggart barely had time to get out of their path before Erqi and Odo tumbled over Tate and Hillman.

      The two brothers collapsed farther back where the battle couldn’t reach them. Claire and Wollett stood guard while the incoming fighter craft zoomed past, trading gunfire.

      Taggart waited for them to blast off into the sky again. Then he squatted down in front of Erqi and straightened up his friend. “You okay? What happened to you? Are you injured anywhere?”

      Erqi shook his head, but he was breathing too hard to say anything.

      “We ran right into them,” Odo panted. “We had to…run around everywhere to get…away from them.”

      “Is there any way off this planet?” Claire asked. “Did you find any way we can reach the ship from here?”

      “We cannot get there from the street,” Erqi croaked. “Monkskull’s people are battling the Sleepwalkers on the ground. We would never get through.”

      “Then we have to go back to the fortress,” Claire finished. “We’ll be safer there from everybody, at least until we get closer to the exit. Maybe we’ll get lucky and most of the combatants will already be out on the street.”

      “When have we ever gotten lucky before?” Taggart asked.

      “And don’t forget we still have to go out on the street to get from Monkskull’s fortress to the Aechelus,” Wollett added. “We could wind up in the middle of a ground battle either way, which means we might do better to just run for it from here.”

      “Jimmy is in the fortress,” Tate repeated. “We’re going back.”

      Taggart glanced down at his brother and instantly recognized the black cloud darkening Tate’s features. Tate wouldn’t give this up, even if it meant staying alone while the others escaped.

      Taggart didn’t mind, though. He didn’t want to leave Oakes on this planet, either. Taggart hadn’t come all the way here to take Tate away and leave someone else a prisoner in his place.

      “We don’t know that Oakes is in the fortress,” Merrel countered. “He split off from us at the ship. He could be anywhere in this city.”

      “Tate’s right. He’s in the fortress,” Taggart replied. “Oakes came here to find Tate. He would have gone straight to the fortress. He probably doesn’t realize that Claire took Tate out of the cell or that we have Tate with us, which means that Oakes is still in the fortress looking for him.”

      “Maybe we should split up,” Merrel suggested. “We could separate into two groups. The first to get through can prepare the Aechelus to fly so we’re ready to launch as soon as the second group gets there.”

      “No chance!” Wollett waved at Claire and Odo. “They could steal the ship! They’ve been itching to get away from us, and you want to hand them our only means of getting off this planet? You’re off your gourd!”

      “What’s wrong, Wollett?” Merrel countered. “I thought you’d jump at the chance. You might be in the first group to get there, and then you could steal the ship and leave them here. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      Wollett glared at him, but before he could answer, more noise of battle interrupted from the street outside. The friends peered up at the sky, but no more fighter craft streaked into view. The skies were clear.

      Taggart strained his ears. “What’s that sound?”

      “This is perfect!” Tate shoved himself against the wall and pushed himself onto his one leg. “This is it! This is how we’re getting back to the fortress.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Taggart asked.

      Tate cracked a crazy grin that made Taggart’s blood run cold. He actually wondered if Tate might have blown a fuse. Nothing else could be making him this excited when the crew’s prospects looked so bleak.

      Tate supported himself with one hand against the wall and hopped to the end of the alley. Claire, Wollett, and Merrel moved out of the way to let him through.

      Erqi glanced up and met Taggart’s eye. “Your brother has lost his senses.”

      Taggart nodded, but at that moment, another deep rumble quaked the pavement underfoot. The friends cowered as the ground battle Odo mentioned rolled around a corner and crossed the street right in front of the crew’s hiding place.

      Taggart flattened himself against the wall as Sleepwalkers, soldiers, and a mixed multitude of aliens swarmed the neighborhood. Monkskull’s fighting force pushed the Sleepwalkers back. Lasers, gunshots, and plasma explosions fired back and forth, turning the street into a devastating jumble of death and destruction.

      Without warning, the Sleepwalkers surged forward and forced Monkskull’s people back the way they came. The Sleepwalkers charged their enemies, firing every kind of weapon and even fighting hand to hand.

      All at once, a bunch of rolling balls of something or other bowled into the street coming from behind the Sleepwalkers. These contraptions weren’t perfectly spherical, but they had no trouble trundling along the ground. They could move in any direction without any visible steering mechanism.

      They obviously belonged to the Sleepwalkers, though. The balls had been constructed from a loose collection of salvaged ship parts and scrap from dozens of different vehicles. Spacecraft, ground transports, and even train parts appeared on their skins, and they fired the same combination of weapons that the Sleepwalkers always used.

      The spheres barreled up behind the Sleepwalker ground troops, and the fighters parted to let the vehicles through. More of these rolling balls showed up until they formed a barricade behind the Sleepwalker ranks. These balls didn’t advance, and they didn’t shoot. They couldn’t without putting their own people in danger.

      They stayed where they were, just waiting. The Sleepwalkers must be keeping them in reserve while only a few made their way to the front to meet Monkskull’s ground troops.

      “You see?” Tate murmured. “It’s the best way we can get back to the fortress without getting shot at…or rather, it’s the best way we can get back to the fortress when we do get shot at.”

      “You’re crazy!” Claire breathed.

      Tate chuckled. “Come on! We won’t get a better chance than this when they’re all sitting there.”

      He straightened his arm to push out from the wall and hopped to the end of the alley. Taggart didn’t see how Tate could go out there. He’d never make it more than a few feet before all those gunners turned their weapons on him.

      Tate hefted his rifle in his left hand. He stopped at the corner and took hold of his gun with both hands. He really planned to go out there alone if necessary. Taggart knew his brother too well to doubt that Tate was dead serious about this…whatever it was he planned to do. He didn’t give a damn if everyone thought he was crazy.

      In that moment, Tate’s wild energy infected Taggart. Tate was right. If this worked, it would be the best and safest way for the crew to get back to the fortress with the battle going on.

      Taggart inched forward, and Tate must have taken that as a sign of agreement. Tate clapped his left hand on Taggart’s shoulder, and before Taggart knew what he was doing, he saw himself moving under Tate’s arm the way he had on the way here.

      Tate gripped Taggart hard, and that insane energy flooded Taggart’s exhausted body. He didn’t know how he was going to support Tate, but it sure looked all of a sudden like that’s what he was doing.

      Taggart moved his gun to his left hand, and in one more step, he was out of the alley. They were out in the open. Taggart hesitated for a split second. “Run!” Tate roared. “Get around behind them! Hurry!”

      “Wait!” Claire yelled after them. “You don’t even know how to drive one of those things!”

      “No, but you and Odo do,” Tate called over his shoulder. “Come on! We can make it!”

      Taggart broke into a stumbling run, and the others followed one or two at a time. Merrel came first, followed by Erqi.

      Claire and Wollett exchanged glances and then dove out of the alley. Qiao, Yannik, and Odo came last, and in a second, the whole party was running together.

      Taggart made it fifty yards to his left before the Sleepwalkers noticed him. They turned to fire, and Taggart swung his weapon up to defend himself.

      “Don’t!” Tate bellowed. “Just keep running!”

      “Are you…?” Taggart almost asked if Tate was crazy, but he stopped himself in time. He already knew that Tate was crazy—crazy like a fox. He was just reckless enough to make this work.

      He was right again when Monkskull’s army unloaded on the Sleepwalkers a second time. All the Sleepwalkers had to whirl to the front to hold Monkskull’s troops at bay. The Sleepwalkers couldn’t stop what they were doing to pay attention to the crew.

      A few more steps carried Tate and Taggart far enough to the Sleepwalkers’ rear that ricocheting lasers and flying ordnance no longer threatened them. Now it was Monkskull’s plasma aiming at the fugitives, and most of that hit the Sleepwalkers instead.

      Taggart was just enjoying the surreal sensation of not having anyone targeting him, but all that changed when he reached the last ranks of Sleepwalkers.

      Tate nudged Taggart to the right, and Taggart had no choice but to move directly over to the spherical vehicles. Did Tate seriously think he was going to steal one of these? How many crewmen would be manning each one? Taggart didn’t even see any hatch he could use to get inside them.

      Tate didn’t seem at all reluctant about any of that. He kept pushing the two of them forward with his good leg. Taggart had to struggle to keep up with him.

      Now nothing stood between Taggart and the line of balls flanking the Sleepwalkers’ rear. Were these contraptions facing the enemy, or him?

      “Get behind them,” Tate ordered.

      Taggart almost made a comment about how Sleepwalker vessels could shoot in all directions. The pair of them wouldn’t be any safer behind the vehicles than directly in front.

      He swiveled to obey when four of the things rotated sideways and opened fire straight at the brothers. Taggart shrieked and sprang away, but Tate didn’t make it easy. His weight nearly buckled Taggart’s knees, and Tate wrenched in Taggart’s grasp when he tried to pull his rifle up to return fire.

      “Get behind them!” Tate bellowed.

      “I’m trying to!” Taggart roared.

      Fortunately, he jumped farther to his left so that the spheres’ gunshots deflected off the balls nearest to them. Tate just kept on being right. Getting behind them was the best protection—for as long as it lasted.

      Claire, Wollett, and the others skidded to a halt at Taggart’s side and everyone unloaded on the spheres, but their fire only bounced off the vehicles’ armored sides.

      The rest of the crew distracted the vehicles just enough for Tate and Taggart to dodge behind the nearest sphere. Taggart gasped a mouthful of air to ask Tate what he wanted to do next, but Tate was already tearing out of Taggart’s hold and diving for the thing. He grabbed on with both hands and swung his leg up. He could climb amazingly well, considering that he only had one leg.

      He scaled the vehicle to its top and somehow, by some miracle, he located what had to be the hatch. “Come on, Taggart!” he yelled down over the noise of gunfire.

      Tate wedged himself into a crack between some of the vehicle’s components, balanced there, and went to work on the hatch. He pulled his laser rifle up and fired into the steel armor.

      The laser carved into the rim, and the hatch popped in Tate’s face. He ripped it aside and then moved his head out of the way, squinted to one side, and fired his rifle down into the vehicle.

      Plasma erupted from inside, and at the same instant, several other spheres that had been waiting so patiently for their turn in the battle rounded on the crew. Even those that had been firing on Taggart’s friends spun around to shoot at Tate and Taggart instead.

      Taggart ducked for cover, but Tate didn’t bother. Something had snapped in him when Hillman died, and now Tate had turned into one of the most maniacal fighters that Taggart had ever seen.

      Tate crouched lower to the vehicle’s skin, but he didn’t hide. He swung his rifle outward and sprayed lasers down the line of spheres. “Come on, Taggart!” he thundered. “We can take it!”

      Taggart scrambled up to Tate’s side and added his rifle fire to Tate’s counterattack, but neither of them could get inside the vehicle with so much plasma shooting through the hatch.

      Taggart broke off defending their position and stuck his rifle down into the hole. He shut his eyes and sprayed, and a second later, the plasma eruption stopped.

      Tate looked around with wild eyes. “Claire—come on! Let’s go!” He waved everyone forward and then swung his leg over the side.

      He dropped down into the vehicle. Taggart didn’t want to think about the crew waiting for him inside, but he couldn’t let Tate face this alone. He dove in right behind Tate, and they came face to face with five Kaxons armed with rocket shafts. They must have been the vehicle’s crew, because they lined up to defend a bank of electronics covering most of the sphere’s interior. No one else was inside the vehicle.

      They unloaded on Tate the instant he dropped inside, and three blasts struck him square in the chest. They slammed him against the opposite wall.

      “Tate!” Taggart hollered, but he’d already gone too far inside the vehicle. He couldn’t arrest his own fall. He landed on the floor right in front of all those Kaxons, with all their rocket shafts aimed at him now.

      He cartwhipped sideways to get away from them and ended up taking refuge in the only place left to cover himself. He slammed down on the floor behind Tate, twisted onto his stomach, and opened fire.

      He sincerely hoped he didn’t hit any of the electronics, or this whole lunatic exercise would be for nothing, but he didn’t get much of a chance to adjust his fire. He fired at the Kaxons, trying to hit their rocket shafts and ended up hitting three of the men instead.

      Two of them whipped backward under the barrage. They crashed into their controls, but they still managed to fire their rocket shafts at him anyway.

      Taggart ducked, and another thump hit Tate. His body convulsed under the impact and he gave a guttural yell. That sound made Taggart sick to his stomach, but the next instant, Tate bolted straight upright.

      He didn’t make it all the way into a sitting position. His head, shoulders, and chest levitated off the ground, and he bared his teeth at the Kaxons in an animal snarl. He roared at them through gritted teeth while he cut them down with his laser rifle.

      Taggart swung his weapon up and added his fire to his brother’s. At the same instant, Erqi stuck his upper body down through the hatch and finished off the Kaxons from above.

      Tate and Taggart both jerked their weapons up, ready to shoot someone else. Erqi scrutinized them from above with his fierce, hawkish eyes. “Taggart? It appears everything is under control in here.”

      “It is now. Thanks.” Taggart scrambled to his feet. “Get down here and drive this thing back to the fortress, Erqi.”

      Erqi stole a peek outside and then lowered himself the rest of the way inside. He kicked the Kaxons and their weapons out of the way and approached the electronics. “I will need a gunner—preferably more than one.”

      “Claire and Odo can help you.” Tate grabbed onto the wall and dragged himself into a standing position.

      “Not Odo,” Erqi growled over his shoulder. “Anyone but Odo.”

      Tate and Taggart moved back over to the hatch. The sound of battle still boomed outside, but before anyone could move, Wollett dropped through the hole and landed hard on the floor.

      Merrel jumped in a second later and landed on top of Wollett. Wollett hollered, especially when Merrel kicked him out of the way.

      Yannik, Claire, and Odo all dove through the hole next, but fortunately, they got out of the way in time to make room for Qiao.

      “Drive, Erqi!” Taggart ordered.

      Tate grabbed something on the opposite wall and started hauling himself back up to the hatch, but Erqi obeyed him so enthusiastically that the vehicle shot out from under everyone.

      Erqi gunned the engines—or whatever this crazy contraption used for propulsion. It rocketed sideways and then buzzed all over as it wheeled away at top speed.

      Tate clambered up the wall to the hatch and stuck his head out, aiming his rifle everywhere. Taggart couldn’t see anything in here, so he climbed up there, too. He faced one way and Tate faced the other as the vehicle sped off through the city streets.

      All the other vehicles in line noticed at the same instant that one of their own had been hijacked. They spun around, and at least fifteen of them whizzed out of line to pursue the fleeing vehicle.

      Gunfire and plasma jets erupted from the pursuers. Tate and Taggart both leveled their rifles at the spheres closing in, but at that moment, a massive belch of plasma belched from the ball in which the two brothers were riding. It spat in all directions, and one blast sent the enemy spheres flying.

      Without warning, a barrage of some kind of artillery pounded the Sleepwalker ranks from the other side of the battle. Plasma exploded among the ground forces and crawled farther backward to assault the spheres. They had to break off to defend themselves while Monkskull’s army made another huge surge to overrun the Sleepwalkers’ position.

      “Faster!” Tate thumped his palm on the vehicle’s side. “Drive faster!”

      Taggart didn’t see how this thing could drive any faster, and Erqi sure knew what he was doing handling the controls. “You really are crazy, you know that?” Taggart told his brother. “I’m never going out with you again after this.”

      “Don’t worry, pal,” Tate called back. “When this is all over, I’ll go back to the Militia, and you can go back to being a lowlife scumbag if that’s what you want. You never have to see my crazy ass again.”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Taggart fired back.

      Tate grinned at him and clapped him on the shoulder. “I know, man. I know what you meant.”

      “How do you know so much about these things, anyway?”

      Tate started to answer when Erqi whipped around another corner. The vehicle hurtled in and out of streets, dodged more rockets raining from the atmosphere, and veered wide to avoid clusters of battle raging all over the city. The sphere left the pursuit behind, but not the danger.

      The vehicle’s weapons kept spitting everywhere even before Tate and Taggart saw their targets. Blasts of plasma, pulses, and lasers sprayed from the thing so that it didn’t seem possible that only one person was manning so many guns.

      Word must have gone out among the Sleepwalkers that some morons had stolen one of their vehicles. Sleepwalker gunships gathered from all over to bombard the wayward sphere, but that only drew Monkskull’s fighters to the same location.

      The Sleepwalkers pounded the sphere and made Tate and Taggart duck. The brothers aimed their rifles up at their attackers, only for Monkskull’s fighters to hammer the Sleepwalkers from higher altitude.

      Missed plasma shots nailed the sphere, jostled it off course, and sent it skidding all over the street. It crashed into a building, and the impact flung Taggart against Tate before it bounced off and raced on.

      One of these shots bowled the sphere into a tumble. It would have squashed Tate and Taggart, who were still hanging out of the hatch, but another collision knocked both men down inside the sphere.

      “What the hell!” Taggart yelled.

      “Get back up there!” Claire bellowed from the controls. “Return fire!”

      “You’re supposed to be manning the guns!” Tate countered.

      “We are! Now get back up there.”

      “Try to hold it steady and we might have a chance.” Tate grabbed the wall to haul himself back up, but the latest smash had flattened the hatch cover shut and it wouldn’t budge. So much for that.

      Tate and Taggart had no choice but to turn back to their friends, and it was just as well for their survival that they stayed inside. Another brutal strike from above slapped the sphere hard to the right, and it rolled over and over on itself.

      Taggart couldn’t see how this thing propelled itself, but the interior stayed upright and stable no matter which direction it turned. Erqi kept jerking back and forth, ripping the controls in every possible direction. His arms strained from the effort of fighting the vehicle to stay on some kind of a course.

      Odo flanked him on one side, and Claire sat on the other. Both of them wrestled with some other controls that must have been the guns, but Taggart still couldn’t tell how they chose which weapons to use and when.

      A million electronic displays flickered before the three of them. A rotating gyroscope wobbled in front of Erqi, showing the terrain outside and the crosshairs of level ground in whatever street he was driving through at the moment.

      The gyroscope flipped back and forth every time he pulled the steering mechanism back to the other side. The sphere rocketed out of one street and into another. He occasionally missed his trajectory and sent the ball slamming into buildings, bouncing over curbs and overturned obstacles, and spinning through the air before smashing down on the pavement again.

      Yannik, Wollett, and Merrel crouched in a corner of the sphere, trying to make themselves as small and unobtrusive as possible. The three of them braced themselves against the wall for every impact.

      Qiao lay sprawled across the floor, rolling his eyes and groaning. He didn’t try to stand up or even sit up. Every pounding smash flattened him even more.

      “Everybody hold onto something!” Claire hollered over her shoulder. “We got incoming!”

      “We already have incoming!” Erqi snapped back.

      No one answered, and Taggart sent up a silent prayer of relief that he couldn’t read the controls well enough to see what was coming in.

      Tate retreated to the rear wall and anchored his fingers into the squashed hatch rim. He pushed himself back against the wall. Taggart retreated to his brother’s side and leaned against the wall, too, but he didn’t find anything to hold onto. He’d just have to hope for the best, which wasn’t very much under the circumstances.

      Another crushing blow struck the sphere and it skidded forward even faster, if that was possible. Erqi hunkered over the controls, growling through gritted teeth. The gyroscope didn’t wobble anymore. It hung dead center, and Taggart gulped when he saw it targeting the fortress ahead.

      The building loomed impossibly big and solid, now that the sphere was streaking for it on a collision course. More displays showed Sleepwalker gunships and Monkskull’s fighters converging from both sides. This was going to get messy.

      Erqi went very still and quiet as both air fleets angled sideways and came swooping in on the sphere from right and left. They didn’t seem to care anymore that they were fighting on opposite sides in this invasion war.

      The enemy fleets flew side by side to close on their common target, and Taggart held his breath for the killing blow. Both sides opened fire at the same instant, and plasma enveloped the sphere.

      At that moment, Erqi punched the engines to the wall. “Fire full reverse!” he roared. “Now!”

      Claire and Odo both slammed their guns to the rear and fired a full spread of EM pulses, not at the ships attacking them, but directly behind the sphere. The shots fired the sphere forward at eye-watering speed, and at the same instant, both gunners dumped massive plasma loads right behind the sphere. Claire fired a single laser into the plasma cloud, and it detonated with an unholy ka-boom.

      The shockwave struck the ball, and it whistled into the fortress tunnel. The collision imploded the tunnel, and the sphere kept going for fifty feet into the structure before it stopped moving and everything went dead silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Tate grabbed Taggart by the arm. “Get up! We have to get out of here!”

      Erqi lay across the sphere’s controls, and Odo got out of his seat to help his brother up. Merrel, Wollett, and Yannik stood up and looked around them in stunned shock, but Qiao didn’t move. He groaned again and shut his eyes, but Taggart could see very well that Qiao wasn’t injured. He’d been in the safest place through the whole ordeal.

      Claire bent over the controls that Erqi had just been working on. “The Sleepwalkers are coming back in. We gotta go.”

      “Can you read anything inside the fortress?” Taggart asked.

      “The rangefinders have been damaged.” She looked at the hatch above his head. “We can’t get out that way.”

      “Hold tight. I’ll handle this.” Tate turned on his shoulder, brought his laser rifle to his shoulder, fired into the wall behind him, and started cutting his way through it. Taggart used his own rifle to speed up the process, and then Merrel came over to help them.

      They carved a three-foot square in the side of the sphere, but they only wound up opening the vehicle into a solid concrete wall where the sphere had become embedded during the crash.

      “What’s your next genius idea?” Wollett snarled.

      Everyone ignored him. Claire went back over to the controls and started messing with them. Taggart didn’t check to see what she was doing.

      Erqi had blood running down his face from hitting the controls. Odo steered his brother into his own chair and found some kind of first aid kit. Odo tried to patch up Erqi’s head, but Erqi slapped his hands away. Erqi tried to jump up and attack Odo, but his legs wouldn’t support him, and he flopped back into the chair.

      Yannik took the kit away from Odo and started working on Erqi herself. Tate distracted Taggart by bumping his elbow. “Over here. Turn your lasers on that wall over there.”

      He pointed to a different section of the sphere. “That’s right behind the guns,” Merrel pointed out. “You could blow us all up.”

      “The plasma core is under the floor,” Tate told him. “We won’t hit it.”

      “How do you know?” Taggart asked.

      Tate traced his forefinger over the ceiling. “The gyroscope keeps the interior level no matter what the outer skin does. The plasma core moves with the interior, so it always stays in the same place no matter which direction the outer skin is going. The Sleepwalkers designed these spheres that way so the plasma core is less likely to get hit when the sphere is under fire.”

      “You still haven’t explained how you know all this,” Merrel asked. “You aren’t a Sleepwalker.”

      Tate laughed. “It’s my job to know how to blow up all their vessels. We’ve captured a few of these and studied them to find their vulnerabilities. You can’t blow them up by shooting them from the outside—not unless you cut through to the plasma core. Now come on. We can get out that way.”

      He leveled his rifle at a different section of wall, but Claire interrupted. “Eighteen inches left and eight inches up.”

      Tate adjusted his aim, fired once, and marked the wall with his laser. “There?”

      “Yep! Go ahead.”

      Tate, Taggart, and Merrel went back to work, but it took so long that Wollett and Odo finally came over to help them.

      They sliced through the sphere’s outer skin and ran into another concrete wall, but this time, they kept going. Cutting through solid concrete took a long time. Claire kept working on the rangefinders until the five men succeeded in blasting through to an open space beyond the concrete.

      Taggart stuck his head through. “It’s the stairwell! We can get out this way.”

      “We better step on it!” Claire called over her shoulder. “The Sleepwalkers from the battle are falling back here!”

      “Are they coming after us?” Tate asked.

      “They don’t know anything about us, but they will when they find us blocking their retreat.” She got up, and the crew crowded around the hole they’d created.

      Erqi didn’t look as bad now that Yannik had cleaned up his face. He got to his feet, and he moved all right heading for the exit.

      Qiao didn’t look in any danger of moving anytime soon, not even when Yannik took his arm. “Come on, Qiao. We aren’t moving anymore. You can sit up now.”

      He kept groaning. Taggart didn’t want to leave him behind, but if Qiao didn’t get on his feet soon, the party wouldn’t have any choice.

      Tate squirmed through the hole and dropped into the stairwell. “It looks clear up and down. Come on.”

      Merrel, Wollett, and Odo followed. Erqi hung back to put as much space as possible between himself and Odo. Erqi glared at his brother with plenty of his old murderous hatred.

      Odo avoided him and went ahead. Erqi stood back while Claire climbed through, followed by Taggart.

      Everyone checked the stairwell more than once, but it was empty and deserted like Tate said. The whole party covered the stairs above and below while Yannik, Qiao, and finally Erqi made their way through the opening.

      “Follow me.” Claire started climbing the stairs. “I can lead us back to Monkskull’s fortress.”

      Tate glanced over his shoulder toward the sphere they were leaving behind. “We should take the rangefinder. It’s the only way to locate Jimmy in this madhouse.”

      “How would you do that when this planet is crawling with Nixots?” Taggart asked.

      “You’re the one who lost my best friend on this planet,” Tate fired back. “You tell me how we can find him and take him away with us without getting him or us killed.”

      Taggart turned bright red. “I’m not the one who told him to come.”

      “You are the one who told him to go off on his own,” Merrel pointed out.

      “So you’re blaming me for this now, too?” Taggart countered. “Oakes is the one person on this whole damn crew that I’m not worried about right now, so leave me the hell alone.”

      Tate let out a shaky breath. “You’re right, man. I shouldn’t have said that. Jimmy can take care of himself. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “I saw a bunch of spare rangefinder equipment in the lower levels of Monkskull’s fortress,” Taggart told him. “We can use some of that to locate him. We won’t leave him behind.”

      Tate pinched his lips shut and nodded down at the floor, but he didn’t speak. Claire, Wollett, Yannik, Odo, and Qiao were already at least one level above the rest, and Tate and Taggart fell in line to catch up with them.

      Tate started by holding onto the railing and hopping up one painstaking step at a time. Taggart saw this slowing the party down again. He started to move over to his brother to let Tate lean on him, but Merrel stopped him.

      “You’ve done enough heavy lifting for today, Taggart. I’ll take him.”

      “No, really, I can…” Taggart began, but Merrel pushed him out of way.

      “You still wouldn’t be able to carry him fast enough.” Merrel moved in front of Tate. “Get on, man.”

      Tate laughed. “You mean ride you like a horse? It’s my pleasure.”

      Merrel joined in the joke and hoisted Tate into a piggyback carry. Tate tried to hold on with one arm and keep his rifle in position with his other hand. “Just put the damn thing down before you shoot my head off,” Merrel snapped.

      “What if someone comes?” Tate asked.

      “If someone comes, I’ll drop you and leave you to your fate while I make off back to the Aechelus.” Tate laughed. “You think I’m joking,” Merrel went on. “I’m serious.”

      “Fair enough.” Tate pushed his rifle back so it hung from its strap behind his back. Then he slapped Merrel on the ass. “Faster, horse.”

      “Watch it, man,” Taggart warned. “Merrel can bite if you make him mad.”

      “Hurry up!” Claire called down from above.

      That put an end to the jokes, and Merrel started climbing. Taggart experienced a pang of jealousy that Merrel could carry Tate’s weight easily. The climb didn’t tax his strength at all.

      Taggart had always been jealous of Merrel’s strength, not to mention his fighting skill and his ruthlessness in battle. Taggart would have loved to be as strong as Merrel, and to be able to carry a grown man up stairs and through battles without ever getting tired. Nothing ever exhausted Merrel’s strength.

      “Don’t worry, man,” Taggart told Tate. “I’ll defend you if anything happens.”

      “I appreciate it, little brother. I’m not going to be good for more than sitting behind a desk after this.”

      Taggart made another check of the stairs below them and noticed for the first time that Erqi was hanging back. He’d taken a place all the way behind their party. He had stood there silently listening to Merrel, Tate, and Taggart talking and joking.

      Taggart met Erqi’s eyes and studied his friend’s expression. Erqi had always been stern and ferocious. He never softened or smiled—ever—but his scowl communicated a depth of hostility that his recent head injury didn’t explain.

      The camaraderie between Merrel, Tate, and Taggart wouldn’t piss Erqi off that much, either. Taggart replayed the events of the past few hours and got his answer, but he didn’t mention it out loud.

      Erqi and Odo had been alone out in the city after the crew got hit by gunfire from the atmosphere. Neither of them had said what had happened to them out there, but if Erqi had really been serious about killing Odo, that would have been the perfect time to do it.

      Instead, both brothers had made it back alive and unhurt. Then Odo had tried to give Erqi medical help, and Erqi pushed his brother away again.

      Erqi must care about Odo just as much as Tate, Taggart, Claire, and Wollett cared about each other. Why else would he carry such a grudge for all the mistreatment had Odo visited on him during their time with the Sleepwalkers?

      Taggart didn’t know Erqi as well as he knew his own family, but Taggart knew enough to know that saving his brother from certain death would be exactly the kind of thing that Erqi would do. He had already done it twice before.

      It would also be exactly the kind of thing that would make Erqi even more venomously hateful toward his brother—as if anything could make him hate Odo more than he already did.

      Taggart turned away and kept climbing. He didn’t say anything to Erqi about Odo or anything else. Erqi wouldn’t appreciate him bringing it up.

      Taggart thanked his stars that Erqi didn’t hate him as much as he hated Odo. He’d have to be really afraid of Erqi if he did hate Taggart that much. Taggart couldn’t understand why Odo kept trying so hard…except that Erqi was his brother.

      Their criminal records suggested that they’d been together for a long time and done a lot of wild shit together before Claire had turned them against each other. Maybe Erqi was all Odo had left in the world, and vice versa. They couldn’t get rid of each other.

      Taggart would probably never find out, because Erqi didn’t confide in anyone. He probably never would, and Taggart could live with that as long as Erqi was his friend.
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      Claire exited the stairwell in one of the many tunnels she’d used to get to this fortress. She, Wollett, and Odo waited there for the others to catch up. “We’ll just cross to the boiler room, and then we can work on getting out through Monkskull’s fortress.”

      “How do we get back to the same tunnel without running into Monkskull?” Merrel asked.

      “Or his people?” Tate added.

      “We aren’t going anywhere near his throne room,” Yannik interjected. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’d rather spend the rest of my life in this maze than ever see that place again.”

      “None of us wants to meet up with Monkskull’s people,” Claire began.

      “Or the Sleepwalkers,” Wollett chimed in.

      “Of course not,” Claire replied. “Maybe we can get this rangefinder equipment that Taggart mentioned. It’ll help us find your friend and alert us to anyone coming near us.”

      “Where was this equipment?” Erqi asked. “I did not see any rangefinder equipment in Monkskull’s fortress.”

      “It was in the lower levels. I saw it there after I got separated from you.”

      “I have a better idea,” Tate interjected. “There was rangefinder equipment in that trash dump in the boiler room. It’s closer, and we won’t have to go upstairs to get it.”

      “All that equipment was broken,” Yannik pointed out. “If we got a rangefinder from there, it would be nonfunctional.”

      “We’re going straight past there,” Tate pointed out. “We can at least check. It beats making a side trip to the lower levels.”

      “Fine,” Claire agreed. “Just don’t waste too much time searching for something that works.”

      She set off through the underground labyrinth of tunnels, catwalks, and warehouses that the crew had taken before. By the time the party entered their second warehouse, the silence was really started to get on Taggart’s nerves. Where was everyone? Was Monkskull still searching for Tate? Were the Sleepwalkers still searching for Claire?

      Everyone hadn’t just given up on finding the fugitives, not even if all the crew’s enemies were locked in a deadly war against each other instead. It was only a matter of time before it all caught up with them.

      He and the rest of his friends got progressively jumpier as the silence went on. They kept glancing over their shoulders at the slightest noise. Claire and the others didn’t go as far in front. The whole party traveled in a tight cluster, with their weapons pointed outward.

      Claire finally led the way back to the trash storehouse where she’d hidden Tate. “Make this quick. We don’t want to get trapped down here.”

      “No, you’d rather get trapped somewhere else, right?” Yannik sneered.

      Tate tapped Merrel on the shoulder. “Put me down.”

      Merrel lowered him to the floor, and Tate dragged himself into the alcove, found his lantern, and fired his rifle into it to ignite it.

      Taggart pivoted into line with Claire, Odo, Wollett, and Merrel. They aimed their weapons back and forth across the tunnel, and Taggart strained his eyes to see anything in the dark.

      Nothing moved out there, and Tate started shining his lantern around the alcove. He rummaged in the trash, searching for something. Every bang and clink set off Taggart’s nerves. He finally turned out of line and went over to his brother. “Anything?”

      “Naw,” Tate growled. “It’s all just trash like she said. There’s nothing here we can use.”

      “Let’s get going, then.”

      Tate sighed and threw some of the junk back on the pile. “I don’t like not knowing where Jimmy is.”

      “We’ll see about finding some gear upstairs.”

      “Are you sure that stuff works?” Tate asked. “Why would Monkskull leave perfectly good rangefinder equipment lying around on the lower levels where no one would be able to use it?”

      “You’re right. I don’t know if it works or not, but we can go check. It’s better than nothing.”

      Tate didn’t answer. Claire called over her shoulder one more time. “Are you done yet?”

      Merrel strode over to Tate. “Come on, man. Let’s go.”

      Tate didn’t make any protest when Merrel picked him up, and the party moved off again. “We aren’t far from Monkskull’s fortress now,” Claire announced.

      “Jimmy is bound to be there if he’s anywhere,” Taggart told Tate. “He was trying to find you, so he wouldn’t leave the fortress the way we did.”

      None of them had time to say anything more before Claire reached the first door—the one with the lock that actually worked.

      She opened it, and everyone filed through. They continued down another tunnel and came to the spiral ramp climbing upward. Taggart’s pulse quickened now that he was entering Monkskull’s fortress, but he still didn’t see anyone or even hear anything. The silence was getting truly surreal. Had everyone abandoned Monkskull and his planet? Taggart didn’t dare to hope that.

      The ramp ended, and Claire, Wollett, and Odo turned off of it onto the catwalk that crossed the foundry. Taggart was so busy checking down the ramp for anyone to come up behind the party that he wasn’t looking where he was going.

      He collided with Wollett, who jostled into Claire. The three of them crowded at the threshold where the catwalk began. None of them was moving forward to cross the foundry.

      “What’s the…?” Taggart began.

      “Shhh!” Claire and Wollett both hissed.

      Merrel and Qiao both bumped into Taggart from behind. Everyone crowded together, trying to get through, but Claire, Wollett, and Odo didn’t budge. They stood there blocking the catwalk so no one could go any further.

      “What’s the holdup?” Tate asked, and got another furious hiss from Claire and Wollett. Odo didn’t make a sound, but he stood unnaturally still at Claire’s side and didn’t turn around to answer their questions either.

      Taggart almost asked again what the problem was when he happened to catch a hint of movement down on the floor. He peered over Wollett’s shoulder, and his blood ran cold.

      The vats of molten whatever it was kept stirring and sending scorching puffs of blistering hot air upward into the scaffolds. The fins still turned everything automatically, but this time, what looked like thousands of people covered every inch of the floor between the furnaces.

      The foundry was so vast that the people down there looked like ants. The vats of liquid metal must have been gargantuan by comparison. They looked so close from the catwalks above, but now Taggart could fully appreciate the scale of the place.

      Hundreds upon hundreds of Monkskull’s people occupied every spare inch of space between the vats and other machinery. Guards, soldiers, and random aliens from the throne room mobbed the area, and they all faced in one direction.

      Taggart’s eye traced the throng, and his throat went dry when he saw Monkskull himself standing on a platform across the foundry. His usual entourage of bodyguards surrounded him, and hundreds of soldiers held the floor nearest to Monkskull’s position. That left the rank-and-file aliens pushed to the rear, where they would be as far away from Monkskull as possible.

      The skeletal old man raised his hands and waved his arms around in wild gestures. His mouth moved and his face went through several expressions, but the party on the catwalk couldn’t hear him over the foundry noise.

      A shiver went through the group at the sight of their old nemesis. “So much for avoiding that jackass,” Yannik muttered.

      “They must have taken refuge down here from the invasion,” Taggart remarked. “Monkskull must have lost the throne room to the Sleepwalkers, so he’s setting up shop down here.”

      “Do we really think we can get across without anyone seeing us?” Merrel murmured.

      “Is there any other way upstairs?” Tate asked.

      “Besides that ramp?” Claire replied. “If there is, I don’t know about it.”

      “This is the most direct route, and changing our course now means retracing our steps and losing time,” Taggart pointed out. “Everyone is down here, so we’ll have a straight run to the exit if we do get across.”

      “Until we meet up with the Sleepwalkers, you mean,” Wollett countered.

      “Does anybody have any other suggestions?” Taggart asked.

      No one spoke for a minute. “How would they get up here if they did see us?” Erqi asked.

      “I don’t see any ladders or anything, but I’m sure they could find a way,” Claire replied.

      Taggart nudged Wollett. “Let’s go.”

      He didn’t ask the others for permission before he made the decision, and Wollett didn’t argue. He started inching his way onto the catwalk very, very slowly.

      The others ranged out behind him in a single-file line, with no one moving quickly or making any sudden movements. Everyone held their breath and slid their feet along the catwalk with excruciating care so they didn’t make any noise.

      Taggart tightened his grip on his rifle, even though it wouldn’t do him a lick of good if Monkskull’s people spotted the group. If the shooting started, Taggart and his friends would be taking a swan dive into the nearest vat, and all their problems would be over.

      Monkskull held his audience riveted to him through his whole speech. No one looked away from him for an instant until the crew got halfway across the foundry.

      Sweat beaded all over Taggart’s body, and not from the heat. His heart hammered in his throat. He could see the other side of the foundry now. The friends were almost there. Just a little further…

      His gaze traced downward toward Monkskull…and then he saw it. Something serpentine and reptilian slithered down the wall up ahead. It separated from the shadows where the wall met the foundry’s high ceiling. It started as another shadow and then crawled downward in a sidewinding, undulating flow as it descended to the floor.

      Taggart stopped dead in his tracks, staring at it. It got lower and the light from the vats reflected off dark scales covering a muscular body. It clung to the wall by all four splayed limbs, and it climbed with its head pointed straight downward toward the floor—straight downward toward Monkskull’s platform.

      Taggart couldn’t tell if anyone in Monkskull’s audience noticed it, but he couldn’t see how they could miss it. Whatever it was spread its fingers, and its fingertips glued to the wall to hold it in place. It paused thirty feet above and right behind Monkskull’s head.

      Two beady bright eyes glistened in the light, and Taggart’s blood ran cold when he recognized Jimmy Oakes. Oakes’s scales had spread over his whole body now. Taggart hadn’t just imagined those scales getting more pronounced after Oakes came back from Manganos’ planet.

      Now they covered every inch of him. Not one speck of human skin remained, and Oakes cocked his head from side to side with sudden, jerky movements just like a lizard.

      The bones on his spine and shoulders had also changed shape. They stuck up in sharp spikes, and more of the same had spread over his eyebrow ridges, down his nose, and over his cheekbones. He looked anything but human, and he stared with stone-cold determination at Monkskull. He didn’t acknowledge the party on the catwalk at all.

      “Jimmy!” Tate exclaimed.

      “Shhh!” everyone hissed back.

      Claire, Wollett, and Odo started moving forward again. Taggart followed them, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of Oakes. What was he doing here? What had happened to make him change so much?

      Taggart knew enough about the Nixots to know they were as humanoid as any other species in the Siri Sector. They walked upright on two legs. They were intelligent, and none of the biologists in the Academy of Sciences had ever documented them changing into anything else. Sure, they had dark blue scales, but they usually only showed up around the edges of a person’s face and never covered their whole bodies. No one ever said anything about the Nixots climbing walls or growing spikes.

      Claire and Wollett crossed the midsection of the foundry. Taggart heard Tate whispering furiously in Merrel’s ear, and Merrel whispering back. Taggart didn’t have to wonder what they were talking about, but none of the party could afford to stop now to get Oakes away from Monkskull.

      Taggart checked the distance. The opposite side of the foundry was right in front of him. His spirits started to lift, and he let himself inhale a shaky breath. In a few minutes, the party would get back into the tunnels. Then they could worry about retrieving Oakes—if Oakes could be retrieved at all. He didn’t look like he wanted to get away from Monkskull. He kept crawling closer to Monkskull all the time.

      An almighty clang made Taggart jump out of his skin. He snapped awake as plasma shots erupted from the floor. They hammered the catwalk all over and made it sway.

      Taggart leapt to the railing, scrambling to get his rifle to his shoulder. Soldiers and bodyguards on the ground fired their guns up into the scaffolding, and a crushing smash struck behind Qiao between him and Erqi.

      The blast cut the catwalk in half, and both men dove away from the breach to save themselves. Qiao lunged forward, lost his footing, and would have fallen if Yannik hadn’t grabbed him and hauled him to safety just in time.

      Erqi cleared the breach as well, but he had to jump backward. Now it separated him from the rest. Taggart didn’t have time to help his friend. He stuck his rifle over the side and fired down at Monkskull’s platform, but the worst shots were coming from the soldiers on the floor.

      A second blast pounded the catwalk in front of Merrel, and Tate crashed down on the grate. He whipped over, and he and Merrel started unloading down at Monkskull’s people.

      Claire, Wollett, and Odo were already shooting at the soldiers, and in a split second, the whole foundry exploded in a deadly fight between the crew and Monkskull’s much larger force on the ground.

      The aliens who’d been listening to Monkskull’s speech started to surge away from the soldiers, and Taggart had an idea. “The vats! Shoot out the vats!”

      He swiveled his laser toward the nearest vat and started carving a hole in the side wall, but his laser didn’t do much against such thick steel. Plasma exploded all around him, and the catwalk rocked dangerously beneath his feet.

      He almost gave it up to return fire when two more lasers pivoted in his direction. One came from Claire, and the other from Erqi at the far end of the line. The three lasers made better headway, but it still wasn’t fast enough.

      The soldiers advanced into the crowd to get better shots at the crew. Wollett fired a few more times and charged farther up the catwalk. “Come on! We can make it! We’re nearly there!”

      He darted forward when a devastating boom severed the scaffold right in front of him. It cleaved the whole walkway in half, and the section on which he stood tilted downward, straight toward one of the giant furnaces.

      His legs skidded out from under him and he toppled, falling way too fast. He dropped his rifle and floundered to grab hold of the railing before he fell to his death.

      “Dad!” Taggart yelled, but he couldn’t reach Wollett. The soldiers kept unloading one destructive barrage after another on the trapped crew.

      Taggart gritted his teeth and concentrated everything on cutting through the vat to release the molten torrent on the soldiers. This was the only weapon big enough and strong enough to turn the tide, but three lasers wouldn’t do it in time.

      He glanced up one more time to see if he could find any other way out of this death trap, and at that moment, Oakes rocketed off the wall in a lightning move, zooming straight for Monkskull. Oakes tackled Monkskull to the floor, and they somersaulted over each other behind the bodyguards’ backs.

      “Jimmy!” Tate roared, but no one could hear him over the noise.

      Taggart couldn’t see what Oakes and Monkskull were doing down there, and almost at the same instant, the vat wall melted and gave way.

      “Woo-hoo!” Claire cheered, but Taggart could only stand and stare at the massive torrent of molten metal gushing free onto the floor. It swallowed hundreds of soldiers, and then started advancing on the aliens trying to get away.

      The river of lava distracted everyone from the death struggle going on behind their backs. Oakes and Monkskull grappled head over heel across the platform and came perilously close to falling off into the molten floor just a few feet below.

      “Let’s go!” Claire yelled. “Now’s our chance!”

      “Help me!” Wollett thundered.

      Claire and Odo turned toward the exit. They helped Wollett up, but now they faced the other problem of getting across the breach into the tunnels.

      Monkskull’s bodyguards stared down at the destruction on the floor, and then suddenly remembered that they were supposed to be stopping the fugitives from getting away. They fired up at the catwalk again, but so few attackers couldn’t do as much damage now. Tate, Merrel, Qiao, and Yannik returned their fire and the bodyguards backed away, only to notice Oakes locked up with their leader on the platform.

      They turned away and left the party to themselves. Taggart shoved Merrel toward the exit, where Claire and Odo were working to come up with an alternate pathway. Odo had managed to pull the broken scaffold over to another walkway section where they could climb over.

      “Go!” Taggart told Merrel. “Get out of here! I gotta get Erqi!”

      Merrel ran over to help Odo, and Taggart heaved Tate upright. “Jimmy!” Tate yelled. “We aren’t leaving without Jimmy!”

      “I know that!” Taggart bellowed in his brother’s face. “Just get across. We’ll get him as soon as we can.”

      Taggart pushed past his brother, and then had to fight his way past Qiao and Yannik to reach Erqi. Taggart stretched his hand across the breach to reach his friend. “Come on, Erqi! You can make it.”

      Erqi was still firing down at the bodyguards on the platform. They surrounded Oakes and Monkskull and turned their weapons on Oakes, but they couldn’t hit him when he was moving around so fast.

      Erqi sighted down his rifle and picked off three bodyguards while their backs were turned. He drew the rest of them away from the fight so they had to leave Oakes alone.

      “Come on, Erqi!” Taggart yelled. “Come now!”

      Erqi finally put down his rifle, grabbed Taggart’s hand, and jumped across. They turned away when another punishing barrage struck the ceiling, but this wasn’t plasma fire.

      Lasers deflected off the ceiling and sliced the catwalk to shreds. Taggart ducked as sparks sprayed in his face.

      A sickening groan made him freeze in place as the whole catwalk shuddered underfoot. He looked around, and his stomach dropped when he saw Sleepwalkers invading the foundry.

      He didn’t see at first how they’d gotten in, but after a second, he realized that they had entered through a part of the floor that the lava flow hadn’t touched. The enormous vats protected certain sections of the foundry floor and left them clear for the Sleepwalkers to overrun the place.

      They fired at Monkskull’s bodyguards and then noticed the fugitives on the catwalk. Lasers flew so fast that Taggart couldn’t see all the damage they were doing. He only knew he had to get his people out of here on the double.

      He pushed Erqi, Yannik, and Qiao ahead of him. “Go! Get out!”

      They shoved their way up the scaffold to where Claire and Odo were holding their makeshift bridge in place. Wollett and Merrel had already made it across to the exit, where they were fighting to unlock the stiff door that only Qiao had been able to budge before.

      Qiao almost flattened Tate, who kept fighting to go in the opposite direction as everyone else. “Jimmy!” he kept yelling. “Jimmy, come on!”

      Yannik, Erqi, and Qiao practically pushed Tate over the side in their effort to get past him. They finally broke through and charged away to safety. Tate lurched another painful step down the catwalk and ran full tilt into Taggart.

      Taggart grabbed him and forced him back. “You can’t reach him—not now! Come on! We’ll catch up with him later.”

      “Jimmy!” Tate roared.

      “Tate!” Taggart bellowed in his brother’s face. “Come on! We can’t do anything from up here!”

      Tate’s struggles slackened only a fraction of an inch, and Taggart yanked his brother away. He strapped both arms around Tate’s chest and physically manhandled him toward the bridge.

      They had to wait for Yannik and Erqi to cross. Qiao waited until last. Taggart didn’t see how he could get over without breaking down the whole structure.

      Tate cast one last hopeless glance down into the foundry, and Taggart followed his gaze. The instant Taggart’s eyes locked on Oakes, he shot straight up and glued himself to the wall again. He left Monkskull lying there in a pile of robes. It sure looked from here like the old man was dead, but Taggart didn’t want to trust that.

      The bodyguards traced Oakes’ movements with their weapons and five of them opened fire. Plasma smashed into the wall high above the platform, but Oakes wasn’t there anymore. He sailed clear, and their shots ripped a hole in the concrete while Oakes sprang to a spot even higher up the same wall. He bounced off and stuck to the ceiling.

      The bodyguards bombarded every inch of wall right behind him, but they couldn’t keep up with his speed. He didn’t seem to flex his limbs at all. He moved so fast that he seemed to magically disappear from one spot, reappear somewhere else for a split second, and then leap away to another spot.

      He stuck to the ceiling for longer, and when the bodyguards unloaded on him, the rubble and broken concrete rained on their heads. The invading Sleepwalkers noticed, and for some reason, Oakes proved a much more fascinating target than the fugitives racing across the scaffold.

      Yannik and Erqi scrambled to safety, and as soon as they reached the more stable catwalk, they helped Claire and Odo stabilize the rickety bridge while Qiao clambered over. That left Tate and Taggart.

      Taggart hauled his brother back to the bridge. Oakes was still far enough away that Tate didn’t try to reach him. He couldn’t, not even when Oakes took off in a blinding sprint across the ceiling.

      His arms and legs cocked out to both sides at an inhuman angle. He didn’t move his hips and shoulders at all, that Taggart could see. Oakes skittered with rapid, skidding movements that left his attackers in the dust.

      He made his way to a wall on the opposite side of the foundry. The enemy gunshots couldn’t reach him here, and the men on the ground realized this at the same moment.

      The Sleepwalkers pointed in all directions and then raced away. Taggart took that moment to climb over to the other catwalk. He turned back for Tate to see a combined force of Sleepwalkers and masked bodyguards rushing out of the spiral ramp onto the scaffold.

      Taggart lunged for his brother and grabbed a handful of Tate’s jacket. “Come on! Let’s go!”

      Tate wouldn’t budge. He kept staring up at Oakes, who darted across the ceiling at impossible speed. The Sleepwalkers advanced onto the scaffold, where they could shoot him at close range, but he didn’t seem to notice. He gave one colossal jump and landed on the catwalk where Erqi had been standing when the walkway cracked.

      Oakes landed on the metal grate with a colossal bang, and the whole structure swayed under the impact. The Sleepwalkers checked themselves, and in the instant that they hesitated, Oakes sprinted up the catwalk, vaulted the breach, and skidded to a halt right in front of Tate.

      “Jimmy!” Tate gasped. “You made it!”

      Taggart started at Oakes’ face over Tate’s shoulder as the dark scales and spines receded from view. They sank out of sight and left Oakes’ face as fresh, as young, and as handsome as it had been when he’d left the Militia to go on this rescue mission. His eyes, which had seemed so reptilian and flinty a moment before, became soft, and they glistened with recognition and affection for his best friend.

      “Come on, Jimmy!” Taggart called over Tate’s shoulder. “We can make it to the ship! We’re getting out of here!”

      Oakes only smiled. He kept eye contact with Tate, and Taggart’s stomach clenched when he realized that Oakes didn’t look relieved by the idea of getting out of here.

      Oakes did something strange with his throat, and then a rippling muscular wave started somewhere around his stomach. It undulated up his chest to his neck, and his cheeks bulged.

      He stuck his fingers in his mouth and pulled out the Emberling. It was way too big for him to have been keeping it in his mouth this whole time, and he sucked saliva off of it. He must have regurgitated it.

      “Take this.” He held it out to Tate. “Find a way to destroy it. That’s the only way to stop anyone from using it.”

      The catwalk swayed underfoot when the Sleepwalkers started to advance again. He looked over his shoulder at them. They leveled their rifles at the three men, but they didn’t start shooting—yet.

      Tate gulped and his voice cracked. “Don’t do this, Jimmy!”

      Oakes faced Tate and smiled even bigger. Taggart couldn’t remember Oakes ever looking so happy. Another clang from behind set him off, and Oakes lunged for Tate.

      Oakes shoved the Emberling into Tate’s hand, yanked the laser rifle out of Tate’s grasp, and turned away. “Go. I’ll cover you.”

      He spun the other way and darted down the catwalk to the breach that separated him from the Sleepwalkers.

      “Jimmy!” Tate tried to leap forward, but he couldn’t with only one leg.

      Taggart dove over the bridge and caught Tate just in time. Taggart flung his arms around his brother’s chest and ripped him backward off the bridge.

      “Jimmy!” Tate shrieked. He started fighting Taggart to let him go, but the sight of Oakes standing in the path of all those Sleepwalkers gave Taggart superhuman strength.

      Tate exploded into mindless roaring. He kicked and punched Taggart to make him release his grip, but Taggart refused to let go. He fought Tate tooth and nail onto the other catwalk and started dragging him by main strength toward the exit, where the rest of their party waited.

      Oakes cast one last look over his shoulder. He smiled as broadly as ever, and Taggart got another sick wave of nausea when he saw that Oakes was happy and satisfied. Taggart was doing what Oakes wanted by taking Tate away. They had the Emberling. Oakes wanted them to destroy it—God only knew how.

      In a flash, all the scales erupted over Oakes’s face. They swallowed his handsome features, and spikes sprouted all over him. He became an alien again, and he turned back to face the Sleepwalkers.

      His sudden change in appearance triggered the Sleepwalkers, and they opened fire on him. Their weapons struck him in a hail of gunfire, and when that still didn’t bring him down, they rushed him in a mob.

      “Jimmy!” Tate shrieked.

      Taggart couldn’t look. Erqi and Merrel grabbed him as he reached the foundry wall, and they helped pull him and Tate into the tunnel.

      The instant they reached solid ground, Oakes spun around. He fought dozens of Sleepwalkers, who buried him in bodies. He ripped out from under them and fired his laser rifle into the catwalk where it attached to the wall. It sliced the metal away and the whole section collapsed, taking Oakes and dozens of Sleepwalkers with it.

      It creaked and groaned downward with a splitting crack, and everyone on it slid off into the furnace directly below. They vanished, and then the broken catwalk section fell in after them.

      Tate lunged for the opening one last time, stretching both arms into the void. “Jimmy!” he screamed.

      Taggart tightened his grip around Tate’s body and held on for all he was worth. Heat blasted out of the foundry, but there was no way the Sleepwalkers or Monkskull’s men could reach the fleeing party. The tunnel ended at a sheer hundred-foot drop to the foundry floor.

      Taggart held on until he felt Tate’s body relax and go slack. Taggart glanced over his brother’s shoulder. There was nothing there but the remaining vats and a river of molten lava covering half the floor. It was already starting to cool and change color.

      Monkskull’s body still lay dead and unmoving on the platform where Oakes had left him. Oakes had actually been able to kill that evil son of a bitch. Monkskull’s death didn’t seem real, but Taggart couldn’t appreciate it. He would gladly have traded a lifetime of dealing with Monkskull if he could just get Oakes back.

      Taggart swallowed hard and pried his arms off of Tate’s body, but Tate still didn’t turn away. He didn’t seem to be aware of the Emberling in his hand.

      Taggart grabbed his brother’s wrist and strapped Tate’s arm across his shoulders. He turned away, taking Tate with him.

      Qiao and the others had gotten the locked door open. Claire, Odo, Wollett, and Yannik were already waiting farther up the passage. There was nothing to do but leave.

      Taggart headed over to the door, and Tate snapped out of it enough to support himself on his good leg on their way up the passage.

      Taggart realized after a few minutes that Tate still had the Emberling in his hand—the hand that he was holding onto to keep Tate’s arm over his shoulder.

      He let go long enough to take the Emberling out of Tate’s hand and shove it into his brother’s pocket. Tate either didn’t notice or pretended not to. He kept his arm around Taggart’s shoulders, and he moved his leg back and forth in as close to a walking motion as he could.

      Taggart didn’t dare to look at his brother’s face. He respected Tate too much for that, and losing Oakes like this was bad enough.
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      Taggart completely ignored the pain in his leg and the aching exhaustion that threatened to break his back. Tate wasn’t the lightest guy in the world, and Taggart had been dragging his brother around for the better part of the day.

      Merrel and Erqi followed Tate and Taggart, and Wollett and Qiao both kept casting backward glances at the two brothers. Any of them would have been glad to take Tate off Taggart’s hands, but he just gritted his teeth and kept on going. No one else was going to carry Tate after what he’d just gone through.

      The friends moved a lot faster up the tunnel this time. Having three injured people didn’t slow them down, and no one suggested stopping to rest. No one discussed where they were going, either. In fact, no one spoke at all.

      Taggart kept his head down and concentrated all his power on following the people in front of him. They snaked through countless tunnels and eventually came to the hall where Claire and Odo had rescued the party from the Sleepwalkers.

      The two of them started to enter it and immediately retreated. The place was crawling with Sleepwalkers.

      Claire pointed behind them, and everyone filed into a different tunnel. No one opened their mouths to question. Taggart didn’t give a shit if he had to carry Tate for the rest of the decade, as long as they made it to the Aechelus eventually. Nothing else mattered.

      Taggart didn’t care anymore how Claire knew her way around this complex, either. She had as much reason to get the hell off this planet as the rest of the crew. She’d take the quickest route to the exit. Then it was just a matter of getting across town without everyone getting their asses handed to them by the armies warring for control of the planet.

      She finally turned into a different corridor that ended in a closed door. She picked up the pace. “We’re there! This is the exit. We just have to—”

      She fell silent as a distant rumble shook the ground. That vibration traveled up Taggart’s legs into his body.

      Tate tried to turn around. “What is that?”

      “Who cares?” Claire turned to the door. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “It’s getting louder,” Merrel remarked.

      Claire ignored him. She strode to the end of the corridor and pulled the door open. She led the way into a different corridor that Taggart recognized instantly. It was the one that the crew had used to get into this fortress on all their previous ill-fated visits.

      His spirits soared, and everyone started walking faster. Taggart made himself a promise that, if he made it off this planet alive, he would never set foot in Monkskull’s territory again as long as he lived.

      He could see the city outside. Heat radiated off the sun-baked streets, and dust stung his eyes. It was the most wonderful feeling of his life to finally get out of this building.

      Merrel started chuckling, and clapped Erqi on the shoulder as the party approached the exit. A few of Monkskull’s fighter craft sat on the ground outside, but Taggart didn’t see any personnel guarding them. He didn’t see anything at all, and as he got nearer to the threshold, he hesitated. Was this a trick? When would someone else come along to attack the crew?

      The others had the same thought at the same time, and they all slowed and halted right inside the threshold. Claire and Odo peered out and squinted up at the sky. Taggart couldn’t hear any spacecraft buzzing around out there, but they might just be too far away to hear. They could come back anytime.

      Erqi stepped forward. “Are we going?”

      His words snapped everyone out of their trance. They started forward together when the same vibrating rumble shook the ground beneath their feet.

      Taggart glanced behind him. There was nothing there. The corridor ended at the elevator that had taken the crew to Monkskull’s throne room on their first visit. The corridor was just as deserted as ever.

      Taggart started to turn away again, and Erqi stepped outside when, without warning, a catastrophic blast exploded behind Taggart’s back. It blew out the elevator with a devastating shockwave that flattened everyone in one stroke.

      Taggart toppled forward, taking Tate with him. He tried to catch his balance, but the explosion ripped him off his feet. He slammed down on the ground and fell on jagged broken brick and rock.

      He groaned in pain, but he held onto Tate through it all. He couldn’t let go of his brother now if his life depended on it.

      Powerful hands tore Tate’s arm away from Taggart’s shoulders. Taggart tried to hold onto his brother, but Tate was already gone. Taggart’s head swung up in time to see Merrel hoisting Tate onto his shoulder and racing away into the smoke.

      A second later, Erqi materialized at Taggart’s side, yanked him off the ground, and planted him on his feet. “Run, Taggart!” Erqi boomed, and they both took off at a dead sprint.

      Taggart struggled to get his brain working. Why were they running? What had just happened?

      He glanced behind him, and his heart plummeted into his shoes. The whole side of Monkskull’s fortress had ruptured in a massive explosion, with the elevator as its epicenter. What looked like thousands of Sleepwalkers poured from the destroyed corridor where the friends had just been standing.

      Merrel raced ahead, taking Tate with him. Taggart felt much lighter without his brother weighing him down, but he didn’t feel normal without Tate near him.

      Erqi grabbed his shirt and towed Taggart forward even faster, but it still wasn’t fast enough. The Sleepwalkers flooded the streets and overtook the party, but none of the Sleepwalkers noticed the fugitives making their last dead run for the freight landing zone. All of the Sleepwalkers were armed, but they didn’t fire on the party or even look at them.

      Merrel overtook Odo. Yannik kept up with them, and the three of them vanished into the maze of neighborhoods, but Taggart knew where he was now, and he knew how to reach the Aechelus. If his friends got there first, it only meant they’d have the engines running by the time he caught up with them.

      Wollett’s injured knee slowed him down, and Erqi and Taggart caught up with him. Claire and Qiao stayed ahead of them, but they couldn’t match Merrel’s and Yannik’s speed.

      Erqi and Taggart reached the first corner, and Taggart dared to look back again. He immediately regretted it as an equally large force of Monkskull’s soldiers surged out of the wrecked fortress. They weren’t Monkskull’s people anymore, but they all wore the same skull masks and dressed the same way they had when he was alive. Christ, where did they all come from?

      The fortress vomited a massive force onto the streets, and they all started shooting at the Sleepwalkers, who turned back to defend themselves. That left plenty of room for the fugitives to make their getaway, but not fast enough before dozens of spacecraft came whizzing around the nearest buildings.

      They bombarded the street with countless shots. Most of the incoming ships targeted the two armies, but they did enough damage to put the fleeing crew in danger, too.

      Buildings detonated on all sides, and plasma explosions boomed in Taggart’s ears. He almost missed the corner, and would have run off in the wrong direction if Erqi hadn’t caught him and pulled him back on course.

      Another Sleepwalker gunship wheeled into view right in front of the party. It opened fire and pounded the pavement in front of Wollett. He staggered until Erqi raised his laser rifle and punched straight through the gunship’s hull.

      The ship exploded, raining fire and brimstone on the three men. Taggart couldn’t see Claire or Qiao anymore. He, Erqi, and Wollett were alone out here. Were the others waiting at the landing zone?

      Merrel was there. He’d been in the very front—Merrel and Tate. They wouldn’t leave without Taggart. He put all his faith and hope in them. They wouldn’t do him wrong.

      Erqi darted under the burning gunship that kept showering the area with debris and licking flames. He passed Wollett and would have left him behind, but Taggart couldn’t.

      He caught hold of his father’s elbow and forced Wollett to run faster. They rounded the corner and found Erqi standing there waiting for them. He aimed his rifle at the skies, pelting more fighter craft with shots.

      He drove four of them off to clear a path for Taggart and Wollett to reach the next intersection. The noise of battle got farther away, and the three friends didn’t see anybody for a while.

      Taggart was just starting to dread the other shoe dropping when another tidal wave of sound built from his right. It sounded too low to be a battle, but the same vibration traveled through the ground into his feet.

      Wollet wheeled away and grabbed Taggart. “Run, boy!”

      He gave Taggart an almighty shove and propelled him forward. Taggart stumbled out of Wollett’s reach, but his father was still limping too badly to keep up.

      Taggart started to slow down to match Wollett’s pace when another wave of combined soldiers broke out at his side. A chaotic swarm of bodies, lasers, plasma, and EM pulses caught Wollett and Taggart in its undertow.

      Taggart’s feet left the ground as dozens of bodies carried him sideways. He couldn’t even see where he should be going anymore, or where Wollett was.

      A hand grabbed him out of the mayhem and yanked him clear. His body slammed into Erqi, and Erqi caught him with his powerful Kaxon arms around Taggart. Erqi muscled Taggart out of the battle and forced him to keep on running.

      Spacecraft shrieked out of the skies, unloading on the battle. Explosions burst in the confusion. Wollett had completely vanished in there somewhere, but Erqi wouldn’t let Taggart turn back.

      Erqi kept shoving and knocking Taggart forward every time he tried to slow down or turn around. He glared down at Taggart so ferociously that Taggart finally turned his back on the battle. He couldn’t help Wollett now.

      He and Erqi turned one last corner, and Taggart picked up speed when he saw the freight landing zone ahead. The Aechelus sat in the same place, and billowing clouds of dust swirled in its running engine wash. The ship was ready to launch.

      Qiao was just clambering on board, but Claire was running away from the ship. She ran toward Taggart and yelled over the noise coming from the battle. “Are you okay? We thought we’d lost you.” She glanced behind Taggart’s back. “Where’s Wollett?”

      He couldn’t answer. He didn’t want to explain that he’d lost Wollett in the battle, especially when he wasn’t sure if Wollett was lost at all.

      Taggart didn’t think he could leave Wollett on this planet without finding out for certain if he was really dead. If Wollett was alive, Taggart would have to go back for him. That was all there was to it.

      Erqi raced ahead and got to the hatch right behind Qiao. Taggart went over to Claire, took her arm, and steered her back toward the ship. He opened his mouth to tell her to take the others and leave him to go search for Wollett when another groundswell of noise made him look over his shoulder.

      The noise built to such a pitch that he already knew what he would see before he even looked. Another tide of battle tumbled around the last corner, and Taggart’s heart soared when he saw Wollett hobbling in front of the combatants. He’d cleared enough of a lead that he wasn’t in danger from the gunfire, but he still couldn’t move very fast.

      Taggart seized Claire’s arm. “Let’s go! Come on, Dad! You can make it!”

      Taggart and Claire took off running for the Aechelus. She obeyed Taggart, but he delayed a little longer to make sure Wollett made it.

      Wollett crossed half the distance, barely holding himself up on his injured leg. His features twisted in pain and exhaustion. Sweat saturated his face and shirt, but he still held the laser rifle he’d stolen from the Sleepwalkers.

      He waved his other hand at Taggart. “Go! Go!”

      Taggart ran a few dozen yards and stopped again. The battle advanced in fits and starts. It kept surging toward Wollett, stopping, and then coming closer. It gave him just enough time to put distance between himself and the conflict, but he couldn’t stop its inevitable advance.

      Taggart turned all the way around and started heading back to help Wollett reach the ship, but he froze when Wollett stopped running, looked behind him toward the battle, and then pulled something out from under his shirt. It was a plasma pistol with a large, full reservoir.

      Wollett looked back and forth between the battle and Taggart. The battle swelled another twenty feet closer to Wollett’s position. Taggart marched faster to reach his father. “Dad!”

      An answering shriek set Taggart’s hair on end as Claire bolted away from the Aechelus, trying to reach Wollett.

      Taggart realized a second too late exactly what Wollett was trying to do. He tackled Claire at the moment when she would have passed him and run straight into the battle to save Wollett. She tried to fight Taggart off, screaming, “Dad!”

      Wollett looked back and forth again between the battle and the two of them, and his expression completely changed. He glanced down at the pistol, and then he smiled at Claire and Taggart.

      Taggart could barely hear Wollett over Claire’s hysterical screams. “Get out of here, Taggart. Get everyone out of here.”

      “Dad!” Claire shrieked.

      Taggart couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t happening. All the insults he’d ever heaped on Wollett’s head repeated in his mind as Wollett set the pistol on the ground and turned his laser rifle down to aim at it. He turned his back on Taggart and Claire, and Taggart almost lost his grip on his sister.

      He had to turn away to muster the strength to fight her away. He heard the battle getting louder, which meant it was getting closer—closer to Wollett. It would overrun him in a second. Only Wollett and his plasma pistol stood between the battle and the Aechelus.

      Taggart was out of time. He locked his teeth, clamped his arms around Claire as tight as they would go, and used the last scrap of his strength to heft her off her feet. He took off at a run, carrying her to the hatch, and he shoved her inside just as a catastrophic explosion went off behind his back.

      This one matched the explosion that destroyed Monkskull’s fortress, and it smacked Taggart hard against the ship’s hull. He barely felt hands pulling him on board before he lost consciousness.
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      Taggart snapped awake when someone slapped him hard across the cheek. “Wake up, Taggart!” Merrel snapped. “Wake up now!”

      Taggart shot bolt upright and looked all around him. “Where are we?”

      “Get on your feet now!” Merrel sprang away from him. “We’re in battle and we need you to man one of the Firelights.”

      Taggart almost asked who they were in battle against, but Erqi didn’t give him a chance. Erqi grabbed him by the shoulders, jostled him onto his wobbly legs, and frog-marched Taggart to the deployment chute.

      Erqi pushed him into it before Taggart had a chance to clear his head. The doors closed, and the chute spat him into a Firelight cockpit and out into space.

      Taggart floundered to pull his brain into gear as the controls switched on. The Firelight started flying itself into a crazy mishmash of so many ships that he couldn’t tell one from another. “What the…?” he stammered.

      “Taggart is deployed!” Claire hollered from somewhere.

      “Good,” Tate countered. “Pull it around in front of the Aechelus, little bro. We got one hell of a blockade in front of us.”

      Taggart ran over the controls in front of him just long enough to see that Tate was piloting the Aechelus. All their other friends were deployed in Firelights, with Merrel and Erqi launching now.

      “Who are we fighting?” Taggart asked.

      “Who aren’t we fighting?” Tate fired back. “Right behind you, Odo!”

      Taggart seized the controls just as a wicked jet of plasma pelted into the battle from behind. It deflected off of Odo’s Firelight, and then a flank of Sleepwalker gunships came hurtling in from the right.

      Taggart wheeled hard in that direction and gunned his engines. He cut a tight curve across the Sleepwalker ranks, unloading on them before he rocketed away to round an incoming mob of Monkskull’s fighter craft.

      He wheeled behind them while they were still occupied with Odo, Claire, and Yannik. He spotted Monkskull’s planet hovering in the distance…and he remembered. Wollett was gone—as in gone for good. Dead. Not coming back. Ever.

      Taggart gulped down a rising wave of despair, and a barrage of plasma bursts from Monkskull’s fleet drove Wollett the rest of the way out of Taggart’s mind. He ripped his helm in behind them and blasted through their ranks with a punishing spray of shots.

      He punched through to join Erqi and Merrel in making another run at the Sleepwalkers. The three of them crisscrossed their trajectories to distract the gunships. Then, when the Sleepwalkers realized the trick and opened fire, the three friends altered course so suddenly that they were able to destroy ten gunships and break through to freedom.

      “Fall in line!” Tate ordered. “We’re approaching the boundary! Leave these halfwits to their little war!”

      Taggart wheeled his Firelight away from Monkskull’s planet and raced back to the Aechelus. A massive blockade of Colonial Militia Comets, destroyers, gunships, and Firelights covered the whole sky beyond the perimeter of Monkskull’s territory.

      Tate put on speed to cross the boundary and rejoin his own people. He opened a line of communications to the Comets. “This is Sector Commander Tate Lowell transmitting from gunship Aechelus. I’m crossing the boundary on Militia business with my Firelights. Stand by to—”

      Four destroyers cut him off with a crushing barrage of plasma fire. They hammered the Aechelus off course, and then a whole shitload of gunships and Firelights sprinted across the line. They fell on Taggart and his comrades with guns blazing.

      Five Firelights and seven gunships surrounded Taggart, all nailing him back and forth. “Hey, assholes!” he yelled.

      “What do we do?” Claire hollered. “Do we shoot back at them?”

      Tate tried again. “Stand down and hold your fire! This is Sector Commander Tate Lowell transmitting from—”

      More devastating plasma bursts drowned out the rest of his message, and now four Comets darted forward. They surrounded the Aechelus and concentrated their fire on that one ship.

      “They’re crossing the line!” Merrel yelled. “They’re inside Monkskull’s territory!”

      “They’re supposed to be your friends, Tate!” Taggart called. “Why are they attacking you?”

      “It’s Manganos’ disguise!” Tate replied. “We’re still reading as a freighter. They think we belong to Monkskull.”

      “What about our Firelights?” Yannik asked. “They aren’t disguised. The Militia should read them as their own.”

      “You’re right.” Another deafening boom echoed through the communications system coming from the Aechelus, and Tate’s tone changed. “Get across the line! Get past the Militia!”

      “How?” Erqi roared. “They are trying to destroy us!”

      “Follow me!” Tate ordered, and he hit the throttle to the breaking point.

      The Aechelus rocketed straight into the Militia blockade. Tate left the Comets behind and would have left the whole crew behind, locked in a deadly battle against the Colonial Militia.

      The situation disintegrated into an unmitigated disaster when the battle between the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighters overran their position. All three fleets tumbled, whirled, and somersaulted together. They spilled back and forth across the boundary, and the rest of the Militia blockade joined in. They unloaded on anyone and everyone who came near them, including Taggart and his friends.

      He got so confused that he couldn’t tell anymore who he was shooting at or who was shooting at him. Every Militia Firelight looked the same and read the same on his controls. His instruments didn’t give him any indication of which ones belonged to the Aechelus.

      “Follow me!” Tate roared. “Get across the boundary now if you don’t want to die here!”

      Taggart struggled out of his daze and tried to turn back toward the boundary, but another three Militia gunships, Sleepwalker vessels, and fighter craft closed him in on all sides. Brutal crashes rocked his Firelight from every direction. He couldn’t control the helm with so many strikes beating the hull right next to his head.

      He heard screams coming through the communications system. Was anyone still alive out there?

      Out of nowhere, two Firelights pelted across his bow and scattered the enemy enough for Taggart to see the boundary dead ahead. The Aechelus was lightyears ahead of everyone else, but Tate was flying so fast and in such a chaotic spiral of wild maneuvers that Taggart could hardly keep track of the ship from this distance.

      “Get out of here, Taggart!” Claire yelled in his ear. “We’ll cover you!”

      He hit the throttle without thinking and sprinted between Firelights, Sleepwalkers, and fighter craft weaving in front of his eyes. He punched it, firing all his guns to drill a hole in their numbers. He rocketed away with Claire on one side and Yannik on the other. “Qiao’s in trouble!” Yannik called. “I’m going back for him!”

      Taggart started to divert. “I’m coming with you!”

      “No!” Claire told him. “Get across the line and cover Tate. He won’t be able to break through without some backup.”

      Taggart wanted to argue, but he saw that she was right. He hated to leave his friends in trouble, but Tate needed him more. He gunned it even harder, and Claire and Yannik defended his retreat while he zoomed straight into the Militia line.

      Five Comets saw him coming. Taggart wouldn’t have thought a single Firelight could pose such a threat to them, but stranger things had happened.

      They spun around to confront him, but that didn’t take the pressure off Tate. Crowds of destroyers encircled the Aechelus.

      Taggart didn’t see how Tate could get out of it, or even how he could survive for much longer, but he kept surviving longer and longer with every passing second. Nothing the Militia threw at him could stop his insane flight patterns and evasive maneuvers.

      The five Comets pulled out of line and rounded on Taggart. They tried to close ranks to stop him from getting through. He realized in a moment of pure unbridled genius that they thought he was trying to get away, the fools. They thought he was trying to break through into Siri Sector space to escape the battle. Little did they know.

      He threw caution to the wind and took a page out of his big brother’s book. If Tate could hold out for so long against the whole damn Militia, Taggart could do it, too. He’d learned enough from watching Merrel fly that daring usually paid off in big ways. It sure as hell paid off better than cowardice.

      He slammed the throttle all the way down and dove headlong for the nearest Comet. He peeled in as close to the ship’s huge sides as he dared and slingshotted around it to the next Comet in line. The others pivoted, trying to target him, but they couldn’t hit him without hitting one of their own.

      He wheeled out the other side and ran into a cloud of Firelights trying to pin him down. He scattered shots among them and sprinted to the nearest destroyer. The Comets rotated around each other, trying to get a clear shot at him, but he was flying too fast.

      “Look at him go!” Tate cheered in his ear. “You’re learning, little brother!”

      “I’m supposed to be covering your ass. What the hell are we doing over here running around in circles?”

      “Cover me,” Tate ordered.

      “Isn’t that what I’m already doing?”

      Something popped up on Taggart’s controls. “Work your magic on these destroyers so I get free. Don’t let them come after me until I complete a full rotation.”

      Taggart frowned at a course projection appearing on his navigation charts. “You’re insane!”

      “I’ve been called worse. Ready? Go!”

      “Wait!” Taggart scrambled even to find Tate in this craziness. “I never said I was ready!”

      “You are now!” The Aechelus fired out from behind a giant destroyer and charged straight for Taggart’s Firelight.

      The gunship came in so fast that Taggart could only sit there in his seat and gape at it. Tate had wound up the engines to their highest power, and he plunged for Taggart on a collision course.

      It worked. The destroyers that had been targeting the Aechelus didn’t bother to come after it. Some of Taggart’s Comets fired at the Aechelus, but when they saw it about to flatten Taggart to mincemeat, they broke off, too.

      Taggart wanted to scream, but he couldn’t move. That course trajectory that Tate showed him was bad enough, but this? Cold sweat sealed his hand to the controls. Every drop of his blood felt like it had frozen in his veins, and he felt sick watching the Aechelus get closer.

      It veered hard to the left at the last moment, and the ship’s engine wash jostled Taggart out of his trance. The Militia saw the move at the same instant, and they all piled in to catch Tate.

      Taggart yanked his helm hard to the left just in time to take a vicious barrage of plasma across his nose. All the Comets, destroyers, and gunships that had been trying to shoot Tate now charged Taggart instead. He was the only thing standing between them and Tate.

      The Aechelus was carrying the Emberling. All these Militia ships had been shooting at it all this time.

      He pushed that thought out of his mind. He’d lose his nerve if he thought that. Anyway, he had enough to deal with just defending himself against the whole damn Colonial Militia. Tate had been prepared to throw Taggart in prison for the rest of his life for firing on Militia ships. Well, Taggart was definitely going down in flames now.

      Shooting at so many ships would do nothing, and he didn’t need to antagonize them any more than they already were. He sprinted forward to pull another slingshot maneuver when he remembered. He was supposed to be distracting them from the Aechelus and Tate’s latest suicide move.

      The Aechelus was already lightyears behind Taggart. He had to stay between Tate and the Militia so they came after him instead of his brother.

      Taggart could do that. The mission was getting into trouble with the authorities, and Taggart couldn’t think of any mission he was better qualified for.
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      Taggart took a turn around one of the Militia gunships and cycled back to his original position. The other Firelights sprinted out of line and hounded him all the way, exactly the way he knew they would.

      They surrounded him, trading shots, and he rocketed past the forwardmost Comets, making for deep space. He pulled into another steep curve and cut behind the Militia blockade with dozens of Firelights right on his ass.

      The Comets and destroyers saw a clear run to catch up with the Aechelus, which was already approaching the Iaklaeit sun.

      Taggart forced his throttle farther forward, but this ship wouldn’t fly any faster. He had to fight the helm to pull it around in a sharp enough arc to come back at the Militia from the side. The pursuing Firelights got so consumed with following him and trying to hit him that they didn’t notice what he was doing until he took another kamikaze plunge for the forwardmost Comet.

      The Firelights unloaded on him as he pulled in tight against the Comet’s front bridge section and plasma exploded across its hull. The Firelights realized their mistake a second too late, and the Comet spun away. It took its guns off Tate and rounded on its own Firelights while Taggart skimmed free on the other side.

      “Going out of range now, pal!” Tate called. “Hold the fort!”

      Taggart didn’t have time to answer before the Firelights adjusted their course to come after him again. He caught one glimpse of the Aechelus before it plummeted headlong into the sun’s corona.

      A brilliant flash sparked in the darkness. It blended with the starry backdrop before it vanished out of sight. The Aechelus disappeared from Taggart’s controls. That left him alone against the Militia. His job had just gotten a shitload harder.

      The Comets and destroyers turned away from the sun, too, and now nothing stopped them from destroying Taggart.

      He wheeled away, but he couldn’t get through them. The only way out was back over the boundary into Monkskull’s territory. That was the last place in the universe Taggart wanted to go. What had he just been thinking about never setting foot there ever again?

      He gritted his teeth and took a fresh grip on the throttle to run back under cover of the war between the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s remaining forces. That was the only place Taggart could get away from the Militia.

      He hit the throttle, but as soon as he made it near the boundary, a whole crowd of Firelights streaked toward him from the other side. He couldn’t tell if they were friends or enemies.

      “Follow us, Taggart!” Merrel yelled. “We’re making a break for it!”

      “Where?” Taggart searched everywhere, trying to find the Firelights with his friends in them.

      “Here, Taggart!” Yannik called.

      He still couldn’t tell where she was before all those Firelights surrounded him. They’d left the war behind in Monkskull’s territory and the Militia Firelights pounced with a vengeance. Their friends in the blockade must have told them that this one Firelight had been causing them so much trouble.

      A bone-shattering smash struck Taggart from starboard, and his Firelight smacked into another one portside. He pulled the helm back around to get away from the boundary, only to take another continuous barrage across his roof.

      “Taggart!” someone yelled. He couldn’t even tell who it was.

      Gunshots pounded his hull, and the controls blinked once. They flickered back to life just enough for him to turn away and gun the engines to get out of the line of fire, except that there was nowhere out of the line of fire anymore. He was totally pinned down.

      Plasma exploded across his controls, and they flickered again. They came back on just long enough for him to see the gyroscope tilting wildly in all directions. He was in freefall, except that he was in deep space.

      The Firelight spun so fast that it squashed him back in his seat. The controls kept blinking on, going through reboot sequences trying to function, and then switching off again. Every time they came on, they showed him a scene of indescribable chaos going on outside.

      His gyroscope wheeled this way and that. The readouts couldn’t identify which ships were shooting at him. Static came through the communications system, and then a catastrophic boom knocked him down hard.

      His chin slammed down on his chest, and the next second, he was tumbling in every possible direction. He couldn’t hear anything anymore—no gunshots, no voices, nothing.

      He forced his way into an upright posture and fought to concentrate on the controls. They were going haywire, with some instruments working for a few seconds, cutting out, and then switching back on. They showed him random jumbles of information while other instruments started working properly, but nothing worked for more than five seconds before it short-circuited again.

      Nothing responded to anything he did; and then, like a miracle from on high, his rangefinders switched on for a fleeting instant. He caught one moment’s glimpse of the Aechelus coming back around the Iaklaeit sun.

      The gunship was coming in hot on an intercept course for an unholy battle going on right on Monkskull’s boundary. The Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighter craft had all crossed the boundary, too.

      They got all mixed up with Militia craft, and Taggart’s crew got lost in the churn of hundreds of Firelights whizzing everywhere. Firelights exploded off Taggart’s bow, but without communications, he couldn’t tell if any of them were his friends.

      The next second, the rangefinders cut out and left him blind, deaf, and totally cut off. The ship kept somersaulting in all directions until another bone-breaking smash struck it and everything went silent.

      He crouched in his seat, listening, but he didn’t hear anything. All the controls had gone dark and dead. They didn’t respond.

      He didn’t dare to try to get out of this craft in case he was still in space, but a second later, the cover popped and light flooded the cockpit.

      He peered out at the deployment chute—or a deployment chute. He was definitely on a Militia gunship. He just didn’t know which one.

      An intercom crackled on somewhere out of sight. “Get up to the cockpit now, Taggart!” It was Tate. “Hurry up!”

      Taggart scrambled out of the Firelight and jumped down onto a metal platform next to the ship. Only then did he see that the Firelight had been destroyed beyond repair. Dozens of shots—maybe even hundreds of shots—had smashed in the hull, and plasma burns covered its sides.

      It sat smoking on the same platform, and it tilted at the wrong angle because it didn’t fit the right way into the chute anymore.

      “Come on, Taggart!” Tate ordered. “What are you standing around for?”

      Taggart looked around him. “How do I get out of here?”

      “What?” Tate called back.

      “I don’t know how to get out of the chute. I’ve only deployed here from that elevator thing. I don’t know any other way out of here.”

      Tate hesitated. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t think of that. Go over to the stairs behind the plasma reservoir.”

      “Where’s that?”

      Tate smacked his lips through the intercom, and Taggart smirked when he heard gunfire coming from the cockpit. Tate was still in battle against…everybody. No wonder he got annoyed that he had to explain to his little brother how to navigate inside a Militia gunship.

      “It’s right behind your chute,” Tate snapped. “That big grey cylinder thing. Go behind it and you’ll find the stairs.”

      “Okay. I found it.”

      Tate cut the intercom, and Taggart scrambled upstairs. He found the cockpit just fine after that.

      Tate sat at the pilot’s station, steering the Aechelus in one of his kamikaze circuits through the Militia ranks. He didn’t turn around when Taggart leaned over the controls and looked down at the battle going on. “Are we dead yet?” Taggart asked.

      “Son of a bitch!” Tate snarled while he unloaded sheets of plasma at a flock of Sleepwalkers. They’d pinned down two lonely Firelights close to the boundary.

      “Do you want me to deploy another Firelight?” Taggart asked.

      “Not yet. Another Firelight won’t help us.” Tate took his hands off the controls just long enough to open another line of communications with one of the Militia destroyers. “Rollrillon, do you read? This is Sector Commander Tate Lowell transmitting from gunship Aechelus. Acknowledge! You are ordered to stand down and hold your fire. I repeat. This is Sector Commander Tate—”

      Four destroyers stopped their assault against the Sleepwalkers and specifically turned their gunfire on the Aechelus instead. Plasma scattered across the ship. Tate had to fall back behind a bunch of Monkskull’s fighter craft to get away from his own Militia.

      “What are they doing?” Taggart asked. “Are we still disguised?”

      “Of course not!” Tate snapped. “Why the hell do you think I took the ship into the sun’s corona?”

      “Why did you?”

      “Because the sun’s radiation was the only way to dispel Manganos’s plasma! I had to get rid of the disguise. We aren’t disguised anymore! They can read us as clear as day! They know we’re a Militia vessel, and the Comets and destroyers can read which Firelights belong to the Aechelus. Why do you think the other Firelights are going after our people?”

      Taggart whipped around and stared at the side of his brother’s sweat-streaked face. “Are you saying…?”

      “The Militia is attacking us! They know we’re one of their own and they’re attacking us anyway!”

      Taggart swallowed hard. He didn’t want to ask his next question, but Tate answered it for him anyway.

      “They can read the Emberling on board. We have to get out of here before they retake us.”

      Tate bent over his controls, clenching his teeth in stone-cold determination. Taggart couldn’t get his voice to work to ask what Tate wanted him to do. He didn’t see anything that anybody could do to get them out of this.

      Having the Sleepwalkers and all of Monkskull’s army after their crew had brought them perilously close to death too many times to count. The Colonial Militia had been their last hope of getting rid of the Emberling, and now the crew had lost that, too.

      Had Oakes known something? He’d been with the Militia right up until Tate got captured. Had Oakes known that someone inside the Militia was after the Emberling? Was that why he told Tate to destroy it rather than turning it back over to the Militia?

      Tate had been with the Militia right up until he got captured, too. He didn’t seem all that concerned about taking the Emberling into custody. He wouldn’t have done that if he thought that the Militia was corrupt…or that someone near him was corrupt enough to steal the Emberling from Militia custody.

      That couldn’t be right. The Militia couldn’t be corrupt. Tate wouldn’t have been working for the Militia all this time if it was. He wouldn’t tolerate it. He would have dumped the Militia and the horse it rode in on if he so much as smelled a whiff of corruption.

      No, this reversal had taken him as much by surprise as it took Taggart. No wonder Tate was so bent out of shape.

      He’d said he had to get the Emberling away from the Militia, but he didn’t leave the battle. He wheeled the Aechelus back toward the spot where Monkskull’s line was making their stand against the Sleepwalkers.

      As soon as Tate told Taggart what was going on, Taggart saw for the first time that the Militia had been completely ignoring the battle between Monkskull’s fleet and the Sleepwalkers. Not even the battle spilling over into the Siri Sector could induce the Militia to intervene.

      The Militia vessels stood by and let the two criminal forces destroy each other. The Militia didn’t fire on any Sleepwalker or Monkskull ship that Taggart could see. The Militia Firelights targeted a handful of other Firelights, only firing on the other combatants if they absolutely had to.

      Tate woke Taggart from his trance. “Get on the auxiliary guns.” He pointed when Taggart looked confused. “Over there. I need you to cover the starboard side while I take port.”

      “What are you going to do?” Taggart asked.

      “Don’t ask questions! Just shoot the fuckers!”
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      Taggart turned the auxiliary station and found the gun controls. He didn’t ask who he should be shooting. He’d be shooting everyone—absolutely everyone. The whole world was his enemy now.

      He’d always dreaded getting into a situation where absolutely everyone in the known universe was after his head. He’d spent the entirety of his sad excuse for a career having nightmares about that very scenario. He’d just never dreamed he’d be facing it with his decorated, upright, spotless Militia officer brother by his side.

      If Tate was on the run from absolutely everyone, then the world really must be ending. This was the end of everything. Tate and Taggart were going down in a hail of gunfire.

      Taggart tightened his grip on the guns, and he didn’t wait for Tate to give the order to fire, which was a good thing because Tate never gave it. He ripped the Aechelus into another stomach-turning curve, dodged several Comets, and took off straight into the battle.

      Taggart opened fire on everyone. He didn’t bother to target; he just belched plasma anywhere and everywhere. He rotated his weapons back and forth. He took special pains to target the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fighter craft only because he couldn’t tell which Firelights he should be shooting at.

      Tate worked the port guns with one hand and the helm with the other. Taggart thought his brother had been flying wildly before, but that was nothing compared to now.

      The Aechelus rolled ass over tea kettle into the battle. Several destroyers traced the ship’s movements, trying to hit it, but Tate led them into clusters of Sleepwalkers and even into shooting their own Firelights.

      He slammed the helm hard to starboard and cartwheeled out of the line of fire. He dropped straight down into a pack of Monkskull’s fighters and then gunned it out the other side, closing on the Firelights.

      Taggart saw at the last possible second that Tate was closing on forty Firelights, all surrounding two lone Firelights trying to defend themselves against everyone else.

      Tate blasted into the mix, and Taggart unloaded with a vengeance. He pounded as many enemy Firelights as he could hit.

      Tate skimmed straight into the heart of the battle and activated the deployment chute in a Hail Mary move that Taggart never in his wildest dreams would have thought would work.

      The chute opened in a fraction of a second, and the suction snatched one of the Firelights out of thin air. The Firelight crashed into the chute before any of the enemy realized what was happening.

      “Whoo!” Taggart cheered. “I’m going to have to take some lessons after this!”

      “Keep your panties on, boy!” Tate snapped over his shoulder. “They’re wise to us now!”

      He was right. He pulled the Aechelus back around, but this time, the enemy saw him coming a mile off. Half of them broke off attacking whoever it was they were attacking. They all came after the Aechelus, but the distraction allowed the one remaining Firelight to break free.

      Tate yelled into the communications system. “Get over the line! Get back amongst the Militia Comets! You can hide there!”

      Taggart didn’t have a spare second to see who Tate was talking to. Tate veered the Aechelus to another part of the battle, where three more Firelights had gotten trapped between the Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s fleet.

      Taggart didn’t see how Tate was going to free three Firelights with so many enemy craft around, but at least the enemy wasn’t actively targeting the Firelights. The Sleepwalkers and Monkskull’s people were far too busy killing each other. Maybe…

      Tate didn’t hesitate for a second. He rocketed into the mix, laying down gunfire everywhere. He pounded the fighter craft on one side and left Taggart facing off against the Sleepwalkers.

      Taggart sprayed plasma in a steady stream as Tate sliced through Monkskull’s ranks. He happened to glance down at the plasma reserves on board, and he choked when he saw his reservoir reading near zero.

      He almost said something to Tate when Taggart realized what the problem was. Tate skidded into the very center of the battle and vented a giant cloud of plasma right across the front line, emptying three of the Aechelus’ reservoirs.

      He pointed over his shoulder. “Switch to your auxiliary reservoir—there!”

      Tate jerked around without waiting for Taggart to answer. Taggart switched it and started gunning again. His brain shut down to everything but destroying as many ships as possible.

      Tate put on speed again and plunged out the other side of the battle. The Aechelus was lightyears from the main center of fighting, but it was also lightyears away from the stranded Firelights.

      Tate spun the ship around and smashed down the firing mechanism of his own guns. He fired into the cloud of vented plasma, and Taggart realized a second too late that the Aechelus wasn’t far enough away.

      A thunderclap smashed the ship off its attitude and sent the Aechelus wheeling away. Taggart gripped the console to stay upright, but Tate didn’t give him a second to recover. “Come on! Defend your position!”

      Taggart grabbed his guns just in time. Tate slammed down the throttle and punched it straight into the inferno still burning between the two armies.

      Both sides stopped shooting while the rest of the plasma burned out. That one delay gave Tate enough time to skim into position and suck the three Firelights on board.

      Sleepwalker lasers erupted on Taggart’s side and detonated on the Aechelus’ hull. He fired back, only to get jostled out of position when Tate hit the throttle just as hard.

      He zoomed clear and scanned the battle. “Where’s the last one?”

      Taggart couldn’t answer. His frenzied gaze skipped over the controls, searching for someone to shoot at.

      He saw a Firelight coming toward him and fired before Tate grabbed his arm. “Taggart! Snap out of it! It’s ours!”

      Taggart swam out of a daze to see the last Firelight running parallel to the Aechelus. Tate slowed just enough for it to catch up, and then he activated the deployment chute to bring it on board, too.

      They weren’t out of the woods yet, though. The full might of the Colonial Milita stood between the Aechelus and freedom. Where was freedom, anyway?

      Taggart couldn’t uncurl his fingers from the gun controls, but he saw right away that shooting at the Militia wouldn’t do any good. The Aechelus wouldn’t be able to shoot through all that.

      That didn’t seem to concern Tate. He sprinted straight into the Militia line. Taggart fired just for effect, but none of the Militia Firelight pilots were as crazy as Tate.

      He pulled in close to the destroyers and flew much closer to their skins than he ever had before. The Firelights broke off and left him spinning from one ship to the next.

      He pointed down at the charts in front of Taggart. “Find us a place to hide—preferably somewhere hostile to the Militia.”

      Taggart unpeeled his fingers from the gun controls. His hands were shaking so badly that he took longer than he should have to scroll through the charts. The noise of Tate trading gunshots with other Militia vessels didn’t help his concentration at all.

      He couldn’t find anywhere hostile to the Militia. Nowhere was hostile to the Militia—not anywhere in the Siri Sector, anyway. He couldn’t find anything except Monkskull’s territory, and…

      “Hurry up, Taggart!” Tate ordered. “We’re running out of time.”

      Taggart raced through one chart after another. He rejected dozens of planets, and finally found one that might just actually work.

      “Well?” Tate snapped.

      “I found it!” Taggart switched the coordinates to Tate’s station.

      Tate frowned at it and then jerked upright to scowl at Taggart. “Are you insane?”

      “No, that’s you. I’ve been there before. Just do it. It’ll be all right. Do you want me to fly? I will if you want me to.”

      Tate gulped and took his hands off the helm with difficulty. “I think you’d better.”

      Taggart elected not to take this moment to rub his victory in Tate’s face. If this worked, the two brothers would have plenty of time to trade insults later. He moved over to the pilot’s station, and Tate hopped to the auxiliary station where he’d had just been sitting.

      Taggart took a second to measure where he was in relation to the rest of the Militia blockade. At least he didn’t have to worry about his friends getting out safely. They were all on board the Aechelus. Taggart just had to get the gunship clear and he was home free…sort of.

      He turned another revolution around a giant destroyer and leapfrogged over to a Comet. He used the Militia line as cover to get him as close as he could get to his destination, which admittedly wasn’t very much. He’d still have a long, hard run through countless enemies before he reached safety.

      He put on speed and hugged the last destroyer way too close. The other Firelights shadowed him all the way. They’d be right up his ass the instant he broke cover.

      He’d just have to take his chances. He slammed the throttle to the wall and pulled away from the destroyer.

      All the Comets and destroyers turned their fire on the Aechelus as the ship made its last sprint to escape. Tate swung around and returned fire, but it could never be enough against so many.

      The Militia gunships thundered after the Aechelus, along with all those Firelights. Tate pounded back and forth, trying to hit them all. He didn’t even have to aim at such a massive cloud of ships coming after one little runaway.

      Taggart didn’t look back. He concentrated everything on the route in front of him. He had one shot at this, and even then, the chances of survival would be slim at best.

      The Firelights crawled up on the Aechelus’ tail. They pelted the ship with gunfire, but every blast only propelled the ship forward faster and put distance between Taggart and his pursuers.

      Taggart checked his course. His destination was still too far away. “Get ready to dump that wrecked Firelight!” he called over his shoulder.

      “Huh?” Tate was too busy shooting everyone to turn around.

      “The Firelight I was in when you rescued me!” Taggart explained. “Dump it!”

      “Oh, okay.” Tate did something on his controls. “Tell me when.”

      Taggart dodged right and left to evade the Militia’s plasma fire, but the pilots figured out what he was doing all too soon. They compensated, so he just focused on his flying. Getting fancy at this late hour wouldn’t make any difference.

      “Taggart?” Tate ventured. “Do you want me to dump it yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      Another wicked barrage pounded the tail.

      “Now?” Tate asked.

      “No.”

      Taggart sensed Tate squirming in his seat, but he still didn’t explain himself. He let the Firelights advance just a little more. The strikes hammering the Aechelus’ hull got louder, and they interfered with the helm more with every passing minute.

      “Taggart?” Tate almost whispered.

      Taggart didn’t answer. The rangefinders read the Sphyrna Ion Cloud ahead. It covered the whole sky in a bluish-purple haze. It hid hundreds of collapsing star clusters and invisible black holes in the vast unknown of Myrmidon Zagreus beyond the cloud curtain.

      The whole area was a giant morass of boobytraps and deadly snares. Hardly any scientists had been brave enough to go in there to study the place. In recent years, the Academy of Sciences had decided it was too dangerous to send anyone.

      Taggart swooped in a long, shallow banking turn to avoid the cloud. His instruments pivoted and read another solar system ahead with seven inhabited planets, each one firmly under Militia control.

      Taggart scanned them, and he heard Tate draw a breath to protest. The Aechelus couldn’t go to any of those planets without getting blown straight to hell.

      Sure enough, dozens of Militia Comets launched from stations and outposts all over the solar system. They sprang into the Aechelus’ path to intercept the ship.

      Tate cleared his throat, but Taggart didn’t slow down an inch. He pushed the throttle forward, but it couldn’t go any faster than it already was. He sat tense in his seat, holding his breath for the powder keg to blow. Any second now…

      He closed the gap to the incoming Comets. The pursuing Firelights and gunships surrounded the Aechelus from behind and peppered the hull all over. They’d drive the ship straight into the Comet’s guns. There was no way out…except one.

      An alarm went off on Taggart’s controls as the Comets powered up their weapons. The Firelights closed their net…and at that moment, when the Firelights widened the distance between each other, Taggart smashed the helm hard to starboard.

      He cut the throttle, zoomed between two Firelights, and then gunned it for the ion cloud. He whizzed past the Firelights, but they reacted in a heartbeat and fell in right behind him.

      He dove into the ion cloud, but he didn’t go through it to Myrmidon Zagreus. He rocketed down the length of the cloud curtain with the ion storm shrieking and howling across the ship’s bow.

      “You’re insane!” Tate choked behind Taggart’s back.

      “Here they come!” Taggart yelled back. “They’re pluckier than I thought. All right, suckers. Come and get some.”

      Half the Firelights broke off when he entered the cloud, but the braver pilots followed him inside and about thirty of them made tracks to catch up with the Aechelus.

      The ship vibrated louder, and the scouring noise of the ion storm built to a deafening pitch. “The friction is slowing us down!” Taggart yelled over his shoulder. “We need to lose them!”

      Ten of the bravest Firelights battled the storm to surround the Aechelus. Tate wheeled his guns backward to target them.

      “Hold your fire!” Taggart ordered.

      “They’ll blow us out of the water!”

      “You’ll ignite the ion stream! Don’t shoot, whatever you do!”

      “How are we going to stop them from destroying us, then?”

      “Stand by,” Taggart replied.

      He pushed the engines to the breaking point, but the ion storm escalated until another emergency alarm went off on his controls. “Hull integrity is at critical!” Tate hollered. “We can’t stay in here! Pull back out into open space.”

      Taggart didn’t move. He could see the warning signal as well as Tate could. “Stand by to dump the Firelight!”

      Tate spun around. “What? No!”

      Taggart’s crazed eyes read the end of the ion cloud coming up. The haze thinned out, and stars pricked the darkness beyond. “Now!”

      “No!” Tate roared.

      Taggart dove sideways, stabbed his arm past Tate’s shoulder, and activated the deployment chute himself. The ruined Firelight ejected into the ion stream, and Taggart nailed the helm hard to his left. “Fire!”

      Tate fired. Plasma erupted from the guns and hit the Firelight. Dozens of Militia fighter craft whizzed past it while they tried to race the Aechelus down, but they were too late.

      The Firelight detonated, and the shockwave echoed for a hundred lightyears down the ion cloud. The blast skyrocketed, building on itself in successive waves that wiped the sky of all pursuers, and the Aechelus streaked away into the vast unknown of Myrmidon Zagreus.
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      Taggart went through the deployment chutes one after the other and assessed the damage to the craft his friends had been flying during the battle. Three Firelights had sustained catastrophic damage. It was a damn miracle that the people flying them had survived at all, and Taggart still didn’t know who they’d been.

      The other three Firelights had seen better days, but they were still serviceable. That left three Firelights that the Aechelus hadn’t used at all. So much the better. The crew would need them to get out of Myrmidon Zagreus.

      He climbed out onto the ship’s lower level, but he didn’t see or hear anyone. The Aechelus sounded way too quiet, considering the shit the ship had been through recently.

      He went up to the cockpit and checked the rangefinders, but he didn’t turn up anything. Myrmidon Zagreus was totally deserted, exactly the way he knew it would be. No one dared to come in here—not the Militia, not the Sleepwalkers, and definitely not anyone from Monkskull’s old empire.

      Someone would take over Monkskull’s rule. It was inevitable, just like it was inevitable that someone would take over the Sleepwalkers now that Claire had fled. Whoever took over both armies wouldn’t give up on trying to retake the Emberling.

      Whoever turned the Militia against the Aechelus wouldn’t give up, either. The more Taggart thought about it, the more certain he became that this mysterious someone had to be working alone, or with just a few other people. The rot couldn’t have spread to the whole Militia.

      Tate working for the Militia for so long only offered one piece of a very compelling puzzle. Tate believed in the Militia, and if that wasn’t enough to convince Taggart, Hillman and Oakes had believed in the Militia, too.

      Neither of them would have stayed with the Militia as long as they had if it had been corrupt. They’d only left it to help Tate. Taggart had never met three men with as much integrity and honor as those three.

      Taggart understood now why Manganos had said that Tate was the most honorable human he’d ever met. Taggart was starting to feel the same way. He might even feel tempted to think that Commissioner Halsey was a straight arrow, too, but it didn’t matter. Taggart had Tate, Hillman, and Oakes. That was enough.

      Taggart used the rangefinders to scan the ion cloud, but he couldn’t penetrate it. He couldn’t see if the Militia had set up a blockade to stop the Aechelus from escaping from Myrmidon Zagreus. Taggart wouldn’t have minded if he’d seen the Militia waiting for him out there. He and his friends were safe in here for now.

      He went to the downstairs hatch and stepped out onto the surface of Yugawa Itrolla 45. The Yugawa cluster was one of the few systems inside Myrmidon Zagreus with planets that would support human life.

      Taggart was one of the few people alive who’d had the misfortune of finding that out. He hoped he could get through this exercise without ever explaining to anyone how he knew. It wasn’t a story he was proud of, and he never told anyone if he could possibly avoid it. He’d never even told Merrel.

      Towering forests covered the mountains to the south and joined up with an equally trackless wilderness to the west. The two mountain ranges met to form a colossal pass thousands of miles high.

      This one small stretch of gentler ground covered the narrow valley between them. The mountains protected the valley from the catastrophic winds scouring the rest of the planet.

      The Aechelus rested on the grass, and the sun made this valley comfortably pleasant—until the planet turned to the other side of its orbit. Then the climate would turn into a deadly mix of tempest winds, freezing snow storms, and seismic instability.

      Taggart would have to come up with another hiding place before that happened, but he couldn’t think about any of that when he saw the situation waiting for him outside.

      Merrel, Yannik, and Qiao stood together by the Aechelus’ hull. They laughed and joked with each other while Merrel worked on the ship’s underside. At least, they laughed and joked with each other until they saw Taggart. Then they all stopped laughing, and Yannik and Qiao turned away so they wouldn’t see him.

      Merrel held Taggart’s gaze for longer before he went back to work. Taggart had expected this, and he turned away, too.

      Erqi and Odo stood together closer to the trees, where the wind was stronger. They were talking to each other, too, and amazingly, Erqi didn’t seem to be threatening Odo’s life for a change. Odo had his back to the ship, which put Erqi in a position where he couldn’t miss Taggart, but Erqi pretended not to see Taggart, too.

      That left Taggart no choice but to turn his attention to the last two. He walked around the other side of the ship to where Tate and Claire sat on the ground near the rear landing strut.

      Tate scowled down at a Militia-issue leg prosthetic he’d created using fission-manufacturing equipment from the Aechelus’ infirmary. He compressed his lips while he tinkered with the thigh attachment at its thicker end. He didn’t look up at Claire.

      Her mouth moved rapidly, explaining something to him while tears poured down her cheeks. Taggart didn’t have to go over there to know what they were talking about.

      Tate had been in the Aechelus’ cockpit when Wollett blew up that plasma pistol. If Tate hadn’t seen on the ship’s rangefinders that Wollett had sacrificed himself to get the rest of the crew off the planet alive, he knew it now.

      Taggart took a deep breath and walked over to them. Claire stopped talking as he got nearer. She ran her cheek across her shoulder to dry her face and then looked away toward the forest.

      Taggart sat down on the ground next to Tate and leaned against the ship. Taggart and Claire looked straight ahead at the rugged landscape while Tate kept working on his false leg.

      Taggart couldn’t decide how he felt about losing Wollett. He’d spent his whole life hating Wollett, while secretly aching with longing and regret that he couldn’t love Wollett the way Taggart had always dreamed of loving him.

      Wollett had been something much worse than a disappointment. He’d been the exact opposite of everything Taggart had ever wanted in a father. Wollett had been the primary source of pain and hardship in Taggart’s life.

      Wollett had been a curse on all three of his children. None of them had to say it out loud because they all knew it. Hell, even Merrel knew it, and he wasn’t even related to Wollett.

      Now Wollett was gone forever, and Taggart couldn’t bring himself to feel anything but more pain and regret over that. He kicked himself for feeling this way. He should be delighted that Wollett was out of his life forever. Taggart should feel relieved. He should feel like everything was finally right with the world for the first time in his life.

      He couldn’t feel that way, though. Wollett hadn’t given a good goddamn about Merrel, Erqi, Yannik, Odo, or Qiao. Wollett would never—ever—risk himself for any of them.

      He’d done what he did for his three children. Tate, Claire, and Taggart were the only people in the world that Wollett would ever risk anything for. It had just taken Wollett’s death to make Taggart realize that.

      Wollett had spent decades bending over backward to convince everyone that he didn’t risk or sacrifice for anyone but himself. He’d worked harder to convince his children of this than he worked to convince everyone else. It was the one lesson he had actually succeeded in teaching all three of them…and now this had happened.

      It was one of Wollett’s many lies—the biggest lie of them all. He’d made them think he didn’t care when he had.

      Taggart had spent his whole life believing that lie. Even after he’d trained himself not to believe a word that Wollett said, Taggart still believed that one. He hadn’t realized until right now that it was a lie like all the others.

      He should hate Wollett for that, too. Taggart did hate Wollett for that. He hated Wollett for a lot more than that. He hated Wollett with every fiber of his being. He’d spent years wishing that Wollett was dead, and now Taggart’s wish had finally come true.

      He hated Wollett for caring while all the time pretending that he didn’t. Taggart hated Wollett for being good underneath it all while working his ass off to hide his goodness from the people who needed it the most.

      Taggart hated Wollett for dying because now, he would never have a chance to get to know the man his father really had been. All those hopes were dead and gone along with Wollett.

      It wasn’t fair. Dying was the ultimate betrayal that Wollett had visited on his children. It was his last, most brutal act of cruelty, and now he wasn’t around for the three of them to hate him anymore. That on its own proved what a cocksucker he was.

      Claire sniffed a few more times, broke down sobbing, and then pulled herself together again. Tate didn’t stop working on his prosthetic, but Taggart could feel his brother simmering in barely suppressed rage. No one understood the depth of Wollett’s betrayal better than Tate.

      None of them said anything. This was the closest thing that Gideon Wollett would ever get to a funeral. This silence was the most fitting eulogy anyone could come up with for him.

      None of his children had to say anything about him, because all three of them knew it already. All three of them were thinking and feeling the same thing. No one had to explain or articulate anything.

      Taggart lost track of time in the silence. Tate finished fiddling with his prosthetic and laid it on the ground parallel to his real leg. He fitted it to his thigh and pressed a few mechanisms on its side. It locked onto his leg, and he flexed it to make sure it stuck to his stump securely enough not to fall off.

      He messed with it for a long, long time—much longer than he’d spent on the false leg he rigged up in the boiler room.

      When he finally finished with it, he laid it down on the ground and stared off into the forest the same way Claire and Taggart did. That was it. That was the end of the funeral.

      It might have been hours later that Taggart snapped alert when a shadow fell across his face. Qiao, Merrel, Yannik, Erqi, and Odo strolled around the Aechelus and presented themselves in front of Tate, Claire, and Taggart.

      Merrel broke the silence by jutting his chin at Tate’s prosthetic. “How’s it working?”

      “Pretty good.” Tate squinted up at the others one after the other. “You folks all right?”

      “We’re fine,” Yannik replied. “We were wondering how you three are.”

      “We’re fine, too,” Taggart replied. “At least, we are at the moment. We won’t be able to stay here. We need to move the ship to a more secure hiding place.”

      “Where are we going?” Erqi asked. “I do not believe any of us wishes to spend the rest of our lives in Myrmidon Zagreus.”

      “We aren’t,” Tate replied. “We’re going back out.”

      “Where?” Merrel asked. “I don’t have to tell you who and what are waiting for us out there. Even the Militia is against us.”

      “The Militia is against us because we have the Emberling,” Taggart replied. “Oakes told us to destroy it. None of you has to come with us, but that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “None of us can go back out there,” Yannik pointed out. “Tate promised to exonerate us, and now he’s a fugitive, too. We’d be taking the same risk as you whether we went with you to destroy the Emberling or not.”

      “There is no way to destroy the Emberling,” Odo countered. “Destroying it will release the doomsday weapon. Is that not what you told us on the Giatania?”

      Tate shrugged. “That’s what the Militia thinks. I don’t know how to destroy it or even if it can be destroyed, but I’m going to try.”

      Taggart turned to Yannik. “What do you know about the Emberling?”

      “Only what I already told you. Monkskull sent Astrals the contract to retrieve it. I retrieved it and passed it to him in exchange for payment. That’s all I know.”

      “Your contract said it had powers to move objects and change DNA,” Merrel reminded her.

      “That’s right, but that was obviously not true.”

      “The Militia’s information may be wrong as well,” Erqi replied.

      “It better be,” Tate growled. “Otherwise, we’ll be running around with the one thing everyone in the galaxy wants. They’ll hunt us down until they get it from us.”

      Taggart turned to his brother. “Why do you think Oakes was so convinced that it could be destroyed? Do you think he knew something no one else knew?”

      Tate raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean? How could he know something about the Emberling that the rest of the Militia didn’t know?”

      “Maybe he found something out from Manganos.”

      “We wouldn’t be able to get to Manganos without Oakes taking us there,” Yannik pointed out. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to risk visiting Manganos again. I especially wouldn’t want to be the one to tell him that Oakes is dead.”

      “I could visit Manganos,” Tate countered. “I should be the one to give him the bad news anyway. It’s only right. I wouldn’t want him to find out from someone else.”

      “So we’re going to Manganos again?” Merrel asked. “Is that the plan?”

      A silence fell over the group. Taggart didn’t want to leave Myrmidon Zagreus so soon. He was really starting to enjoy not having to run from or defend himself against…well, everyone.

      He wanted to savor the peace and quiet just a little longer, but this planet wouldn’t let him. He had to make a move one way or the other, so why not sooner rather than later?

      The others must have been thinking the same thing. Yannik cast a wistful gaze toward the forest. Tate rested his head against the ship’s hull and shut his eyelids into the sunshine. It sure was pleasant to just sit here in the nice weather and do…nothing.

      A voice broke that silence with deep, booming words that knocked Taggart’s world off its axis.

      “I know a way to destroy the Emberling.”

      Tate’s eyes snapped open, and Yannik spun around fast. Everyone turned to stare at Qiao. Taggart had to think hard before he could bring himself to believe that those words actually came from Qiao—big, dumb, lumbering, clumsy, thick-headed Qiao.

      He’d said so little since Taggart had met him and Yannik on Vion. Taggart winced when he realized that he had actually started to erase Qiao from his awareness. Qiao never participated in discussions about what the crew would do.

      He never made decisions and he’d never distinguished himself—not that Taggart could remember. If he distinguished himself at all, it was by being clumsy, stepping on people, and by falling over at the worst possible times.

      Qiao stood there at the end of the line, but he didn’t acknowledge anyone’s surprise…except for Taggart’s. Qiao gazed down at Taggart alone. He ignored everyone else.

      “How?” Taggart asked. “How can we destroy it?”

      “There’s a Riarium flux refinery on Kreksa,” Qiao replied.

      A gasp went through the group. “Kreksa!” Claire exclaimed. “The whole planet is populated by giants—real giants, Qiao, not midgets like you.”

      He didn’t laugh. He didn’t register that she’d said anything out of the ordinary. “The refinery is run by Stakrox Feret. He’s the superintendent.”

      Taggart’s mind switched into overdrive in the even more pregnant silence that followed. Every word out of Qiao’s mind set off a bomb in his brain that threatened to send him spinning into insanity.

      Riarium flux. Of all the mysterious experimental energy forms known to science, Riarium was the most mysterious—and the most dangerous. The Academy of Sciences refused to fund any research on it at all because…well, mainly because no one knew what it would do. No one even know what the hell it was, not really.

      And then there was Stakrox Feret. He’d won more Academy of Sciences Awards than anyone else. He had won them for discoveries and theories that changed the course of science, but he’d become unstable in his later years. That’s what the Academy said about him, anyway.

      His theories had become more and more outlandish, and yet he’d been able to demonstrate each one in repeatable experiments. No one had ever been able to disprove his theories even when conventional science claimed they shouldn’t be possible.

      In the end, the Academy couldn’t stop him from saying and proving things that threw all their carefully constructed worldviews into doubt. They’d retaliated by cutting his funding. He’d gone underground, and no one had heard from in years.

      If anyone knew a way to destroy the Emberling or could come up with a way to do it, he could. He was superintendent of a Riarium flux refinery, which meant he had access to equipment and power sources no one else in the Siri Sector knew how to handle.

      There was only one problem with that. The refinery and Stakrox were both on Kreksa. All eyes turned back to Qiao, and Taggart swallowed hard.

      Qiao was much smaller than most Kreksa. Most Kreksa didn’t mind stepping on people of smaller species, including any of their own that failed to grow to a decent size. If Taggart and his friends were really serious about destroying the Emberling, they’d have to do a hell of a lot more than brave the Colonial Militia, the Sleepwalkers, and whatever was left of Monkskull’s army.

      Was destroying the Emberling and fulfilling Oakes’ dying request really worth going down on a planet packed wall to wall with giants?
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