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      ●	ADAM - AI, TOM's partner, Bethany Anne's advisor, resource, presently resides in organic Kurtherian computer in Bethany Anne’s body (which was placed there by TOM [see below] when she was enhanced).

      ●	Addix - enhanced Ixtali, Spymistress for High Tortuga, fighter for Bethany Anne.

      ●	Akio - Michael's sidekick, Elite Guard, Queen’s Bitch, human vampire, originally from Japan.

      ●	Anne - enhanced human, saved by Bethany Anne in Las Vegas, now heads her own R&D team.

      ●	ArchAngel - Ship's AI and battleship lost in the war with the Yollin upper caste Rebuilt by General Lance Reynolds and used in covert ops.

      ●	ArchAngel II - AI, and the superdreadnought ArchAngel II, Admiral Thomas’ ship.

      ●	Az, Az Th’loo - Leath, Head of KGB company, CEO and President.

      ●	Baba Yaga - Bethany Anne's alter-ego, Witch of the Empire, Empress’ Witch.

      ●	Bach (Old Patch-Eye) - Shrillexian, mercenary on Kiss my Ass.

      ●	Barnabas - Changed by Michael into a vampire, super-enhanced human, one of the seven first-born, former monk.

      ●	Bartholomew Thomas, Admiral - Admiral of the Etheric Empire Fleet. Semi-retired - BA wants him back on board.

      ●	Bethany Anne (Nacht) - Heroine, main character, super-enhanced human (vampire), altered by TOM on Earth. Carrying Kurtherian symbiont TOM (see below) resides physically in her body, and she also carries an organic Kurtherian computer implanted by TOM when she was enhanced. Other Titles: Empress, Queen, Queen Bitch.  Approximately two hundred years old in this story. Can walk through Etheric dimension.

      ●	Ch'urn - Zhyn, pirate.

      ●	Charles - Security Pit worker.

      ●	Darryl Jackson - Queen's Bitch (enhanced fighter/personal bodyguard for Bethany Anne after events in Florida Everglades). African-American.

      ●	David (Nacht) -  Human vampire. Michael’s son, who tried to kill him after escorting BA to TOM’s ship.

      ●	Drock - Ch'urn's cousin, pirate.

      ●	Eric Escobar - Queen's Bitch (enhanced fighter/personal bodyguard for Bethany Anne after events in Florida Everglades). Hispanic.

      ●	Eve - EI in short human android body, Yuko's companion. Created by ADAM before they parted when ADAM went to space.

      ●	G'het - Works for KGB Corp, P'rok's partner.

      ●	Gabrielle Escobar - Bethany Anne’s friend, Stephen's daughter, head of the Queen's Bitches, human vampire, took husband’s name on marriage instead of Nacht.

      ●	Glorious Pain in the Ass - Kurtherian belonging to TOM's clan. Found him while Bethany Anne and her people were setting up the BYPS satellite protection system around Earth.

      ●	Gorath - Captain of Pirate ship Kiss My Ass, Skaine.

      ●	H'ick - Zhyn, works in Engines, pirate.

      ●	Hirotoshi - Elite Guard, super-enhanced human vampire, one of Tabitha's advisors.

      ●	Humans - originally from Earth, but have now spread throughout several galaxies after Gating into Yollin space from the Loop (Milky Way) Galaxy.

      ●	Imon - Shrillexian, KGB Senior Partner in charge of Security.

      ●  Ixtalis - alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	J'erlong - Zhyn, works in Engines, pirate.

      ●	Jacqueline - Were, Pricolici, daughter of Gerry (New York), Mark’s significant other.

      ●	Jean (Dukes/Grimes) - Weapons R&D Genius, creator of the famed Jean Dukes pistols, married to John Grimes, enhanced human.

      ●	Jennifer - Security Pit, Communications, Analysis.

      ●	Jennifer - Stephen’s mate, Were.

      ●	Jesse Verrette - Guardian, Watson's partner.

      ●	John Grimes - Queen's Bitch (enhanced fighter/personal bodyguard for Bethany Anne after events in Florida Everglades).

      ●	K’rillick - Peaceful alien race, destroyed by the T’sehmion Clan.

      ●	Kael-ven - Enhanced Yollin, former and current captain of the G’laxix Sphaea, ex-planetary potentate.

      ●	Kiel - Enhanced Yollin mercenary and Marine officer, Weapons officer G'laxix Sphaea.

      ●	Kurtherians - Alien race, clans, seven Clans that are selfishly focused on themselves, five clans that focus on the true benefits for others. Some of the Five help prepare species for attacks from the Seven.

      ●	Lance Reynolds - Bethany Anne’s father, enhanced human, stayed behind to manage relations of the former Empire with the new Federation. “The General.” Married to Patricia, his former secretary on Earth.

      ●	Lady - EI for The Lady Princess.

      ●	Leath - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Lerr'ek - Zhyn businessman, works for Baba Yaga on High Tortuga to help prepare the base.

      ●	Mark - Vampire youth saved in New York by Michael, Jacqueline’s significant other.

      ●	Michael (Nacht) - Fiancé of Bethany Anne, father of her offspring, and the original human modified well over a thousand years ago. Can change to a form called Myst and pass through tiny spaces as well as the Etheric dimension. At the time of this book he is about 1500 years old.

      ●	Noel-ni - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Patricia – Enhanced human, Lance Reynolds’ wife, Bethany Anne’s stepmother. Pregnant when last seen in Book 21 of The Kurtherian Gambit.

      ●	P'rok - Works for KGB Corp, G'het's partner.

      ●	Peter Silvers - Queen's Bitch, super-enhanced Were, Pricolici. Bethany Anne helped save him from Michael's rules about revealing themselves to humans when he was a youth.

      ●	Rahj'k - Radar operator, Kiss my Ass.

      ●	Ranger Two - see Tabitha.

      ●	Reynolds - EI & superdreadnought that has left to seek Kurtherians.

      ●	Ricole - Noel-ni female youth.

      ●	Ryu - Elite Guard, super-enhanced vampire, one of Tabitha's advisors.

      ●	Sabine - Human with some enhanced abilities, saved by Michael and Akio, trained by Akio, picked up from Earth. Amazing shot.

      ●	Scott English - Queen's Bitch (enhanced fighter/personal bodyguard for Bethany Anne after events in Florida Everglades).

      ●	Sean Royale (Johnny) - Ranger, worked with Lance, Barnabas and Tabitha, Enhanced/Cyborg.

      ●	Shrillexians - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Skaines - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Stephen (Nacht) – Human changed by Michael into a vampire, one of the seven first born and Michael's genetic sibling.

      ●	Tabitha - Super-enhanced human vampire, "Ranger 2" during the Age of the Empire (the 150+ Years between leaving Earth and returning to place a protection system around the planet) Former hacker from Earth, enhanced. Major character, leader of many adventures.

      ●	Tar - Communications Specialist, Kiss My Ass

      ●	Terry - Security Pit, Communications.

      ●	The Queen - See Bethany Anne.

      ●	TOM - “Thales of Miletus,” Resident alien entity, Kurtherian, hosted within Bethany Anne’s body. Has unpronounceable name that is mathematical expression so BA calls him “TOM”.

      ●	Torcellans - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Uleq - Torcellan, KGB Senior Partner, Operations.

      ●	Watson Stewart - Guardian, Verrette's Partner.

      ●	William - Enhanced human. Part of Team BMW (Bobcat, William, Marcus, and now Tina, Marcus’s wife).

      ●	Witch of the Empire – See Baba Yaga.

      ●	X'ern - Zhyn, pirate with Drock.

      ●	Yaree - Alien race from Pan Galaxy (aka Karillians).

      ●	Yollins - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      ●	Yuko - Enhanced human, Political Liaison in Japan while Bethany Anne was off Earth.

      ●	Zhyn - Alien race from Pan Galaxy.

      

      More information available in the Kurtherian Gambit Wiki at: https://sites.google.com/site/kurtheriangambit/

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Character Images 1]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Character Images 2]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Character Images 3]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Planet Devon, Code-Named “High Tortuga”

      The raven-haired woman stared at the planet below through the docking bay’s forcefield. The field allowed ships to pass from the bay into the vacuum of space.

      Bethany Anne’s alter ego Baba Yaga had begun the process of acquiring a majority interest in most of the interplanetary and interstellar companies on the planet.

      Using the wealth she’d acquired as the former Empress of the Etheric Empire, Bethany Anne had spent liberally. Using her Empire’s AIs she crushed the competition, making any operation that shipped to or from High Tortuga a losing proposition.

      Then she bought the remaining shipping companies for a fraction of their previous worth. Some might call what she did immoral or unethical.

      She called it business.

      There was a method to her madness, but those who had witnessed her real madness saw nothing but intelligence in her efforts to hide High Tortuga’s existence.

      She feared that former Etheric Empress Bethany Anne was going to become a pariah in the near future as the Federation stretched its baby legs. She needed a place to stay out of the limelight.

      It had to be far enough away that no one would find her, but close enough to bring down the hammer of her warships if the future brought danger.

      One danger was the collapse of the effort to create a new Federation of Peoples. Aliens and humans working together to become strong together.

      The Kurtherians were still ranging the galaxies taking over other races, and there were most likely other entities willing to overpower others in their quests for domination as well. They might be races no one in the nascent Federation had yet encountered, or they might be from within the Federation itself.

      She and her people would be ready when that time came.

      Bethany Anne turned away from her scrutiny of the planet and headed toward Michael, her lover and the father of their child. He was waiting for her to board the ship which would take them down to the planet below.

      It was time High Tortuga went through its own birthing pains to transform into the planet Bethany Anne believed it could become.

      The prototype for…well, she would be calling it “Utopia” but that was way too formal. She’d just call it the Motherfucking Practical Political System instead, or MPPS, and it would be an advanced but practical form of government she would transplant (if they could accomplish the mechanics) to her home planet of Earth.

      Centuries in the future.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Personal Quarters

      Bethany Anne sat down at the conference table and dropped an old-fashioned notebook on it. For whatever reason, doodling notes on the paper-like substances helped her gather her thoughts.

      Michael, on her left, was reviewing some documents on his tablet and Akio was next to him. On her right was Barnabas, who had come back for this, and then Stephen. While more of her people were involved in her plan, she wanted some of the oldest—the ones who had lived through the best and worst of humanity—to listen to and vet a plan she was hatching.

      “ADAM?” She spoke aloud so the AI inside her would do so as well for the benefit of the others.

      “Yes?”

      “Please record these proceedings and discussions and provide my dad with a transcript when possible. Secured, of course.”

      “I will, Bethany Anne.”

      Michael had been modified on Earth by a Kurtherian now known as TOM sometime during the dark ages. TOM had by happenstance piloted his ship to Earth well over a thousand years ago and had crash-landed in a hidden valley.

      Michael had stumbled across the spaceship and TOM had tried to enhance him with nanocytes, but he had not known enough about human physiology to affect a completely successful change.

      By the time Michael had left the ship, the nanocytes had taken control and he needed human blood to continue living. What no one except TOM had known at the time was that what he was drawing from blood was Etheric energy.

      He had been the Earth’s first vampire.

      The vampire mythology was patently false. One example was the Kurtherian alien known as TOM (an acronym for Thales of Miletus, a name TOM took as his Kurtherian name was a mathematical expression.)

      TOM had come to Earth to modify the inhabitants and prepare them to defend themselves against those of the seven Kurtherian clans who would use them for nefarious purposes.

      TOM was presently living inside Bethany Anne, a situation that hadn’t been part of the plan when Michael had brought her to be upgraded by the same ship that had upgraded him.

      Until he’d met up with Bethany Anne again, Michael had been completely unaware that the alien was still alive.

      Bethany Anne knew TOM was located inside her somewhere near her spine, but having killed a Kurtherian who had taken up residence in another alien, she didn’t really want to know the details.

      She sure hoped the baby or babies she was carrying didn’t put her interior space at a premium.

      Damn! She was going to look like a bowling ball with arms, legs, and a head no matter how small her child.

      Michael was somewhere between thirteen and sixteen hundred years old—he wouldn’t admit his age. Nor would his brother (and vampiric son) Stephen, who was here with her as well. Barnabas wasn’t that much younger.  Akio, on the other hand, was about eight hundred years old now.

      Hell, she was close to one-ninety herself.

      Her brows furrowed. TOM?

      YES?

      I’m curious. How old are you?  You are obviously older than Michael or you wouldn’t have been out in the galaxy in your spaceship carrying so much responsibility. But are you like a little older than Michael, or a bunch older?

      Ahhhhh… TOM was being evasive again, something that he had been doing more and more since they met the other Kurtherian—the one she had nicknamed “Glorious Pain in the Ass,” back near Earth. I’m older than Michael by at least two.

      Two what? Decades? Centuries?

      Centuries is closer to reality than decades.

      Huh, so that makes you the oldest person at this meeting. You ready to offer your wise insight and thoughts?

      I but live to serve, TOM quipped.

      “Gentleman, and Michael,” she started. Michael smirked and closed his tablet, turning his attention to her.

      He would wait an appropriate amount of time before returning the jab. “Yes, child? I understand you requested our august presence to provide you with wisdom from our considerable life experiences?”

      Ok, so he wouldn’t wait.

      “Keep it up, old man, and I’ll…” She frowned. Since she was pregnant she couldn’t spar right now; certainly not energetically. Further, he had figured out how to work inside the Etheric dimension so she couldn’t just toss his ass in there until she got him out. “Make you sleep on the couch…es,” she finished lamely.

      She sighed. “I’ve got to work on my threats.” She turned to Stephen. “You and Barnabas are in charge of helping me figure out new and inventive ways to threaten Michael.”

      “Why me?” Stephen asked, neither surprised nor bothered to be tasked with the challenge.

      “You’re his brother; you have to know what annoys him.”

      “We were apart for hundreds and hundreds of those years. On purpose, I might add.”

      “You hated me,” Michael supplied, smiling.

      “You were a monumental asshole,” Stephen replied, shrugging. “If it helps, I’ve forgiven you.”

      “He hasn’t completely stopped being an asshole,” Bethany Anne assured them and patted Michael on the wrist. “But if it helps, honey, you have a nice ass.”

      Everyone there noticed when Michael stopped himself from reacting to the comment. He had started to look downward, but he closed his eyes for a moment. A small smile played on his lips as he opened his eyes. “Touché.”

      He could be a bit vain about his looks at times.

      “Ok, everyone has their drink of choice, so let’s start. I asked you here so that we can start working on what I’m calling the MPPS project.” She put up a hand. “I’m not trying to implement an impossibility. What I’m trying to do is this…”

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      The meeting room was closed off from the rest of the business by a translucent soundproof membrane. The three business leaders wanted complete separation from the nearby action and noise.

      “There are three gates between us and our materials, and our ships are now telling us they cannot land on Devon without permission.” Az, the head of the company, was an older ex-military Leath. The second in command, Uleq, was a recent Torcellan recruit, and the third, Imon, ran their enforcement arm. He was Shrillexian and had somehow made it through four decades of mercenary service without losing a limb or incurring a serious wound that couldn’t be healed.

      “I’ve looked into it.” Uleq, his white skin reflecting a bit of pink in the light, looked at his partners. “Some being called ‘Baba Yaga’ has been on the planetary news net. She claims to own the planet.”

      Az snorted. “You can’t own a planet. It would be too expensive.”

      Uleq brushed back his white hair. “I am merely delivering the results of the research.” He looked at his tablet. “From what I can tell, she holds close to eighty-nine percent of most interplanetary companies based on-planet and is in the process of acquiring the last independent transportation company. Our efforts to pull the,” Uleq’s eyes flicked to his tablet, “products from Devon have now become much more difficult, as will be moving many of our more unique trade goods.”

      “This area,” Imon glared at Uleq, “is safe for speech. I have gone through it multiple times.”

      “I am always careful,” Uleq replied.

      “You are scared.” Imon waved a hand. “Call it what it is. We ship contraband, steal materials, and barter for slaves. It isn’t like we three don’t know this.”

      Uleq laid his tablet on the table and stared at Imon. “We can call what we choose to produce, acquire and move around with our ships whatever we like. There is no reason to put it in such crass terms.”

      “Enough.” Az’s growly voice interrupted the two. “Uleq, your Torcellan background predisposes you to whitewash what we do. To secure your future you will need to address your ambivalence and own your participation, or get out of our business.” He waited for a few moments. “Well?”

      “Now?” Uleq looked at the head of the company. “Why is this relevant?”

      “Because,” Imon explained, “I have run simulations. If we allow you to continue lying to yourself to preserve your sensitive Torcellan morals and desire to avoid conflict, you will likely do something inappropriate.”

      “Like what?” Uleq looked at Az. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Imon has convinced me that if you don’t acknowledge the truth about our business there is a high risk of you doing something irrational. It’s time you grow a spine—”

      “Or I can place one below you and kick it into place through your ass.” Imon chuckled. “Although that might be a bit messy, not to mention painful.”

      Uleq turned to Imon. “I’m sure it would be.” He didn’t bother trying to throw his weight around with him. The Shrillexian might take it as an opportunity to settle the answer with a physical challenge, and if that happened?

      Well, Uleq would get Imon’s foot up his ass with or without a new spine. He breathed out, looking down at the table.

      “I don’t come from a species as,” he glanced at his partners, “violent as either of yours. We are taught from the beginning what is appropriate. Gunrunning, slaving,” he nodded to Imon, “and drugs that addict users from the first hit are simply not in that category.” Imon started to interrupt, but Uleq stopped him with an upraised hand. “But I want more. You are right, Imon…I want to have my brishek while retaining my Torcellan ethics and morals.”

      He pursed his lips before slightly bowing in his seat. “I owe you both an apology and an acknowledgment. I will not run from what I am becoming. I chose this future, so I will accept it and move forward.”

      Az’s tusks bobbed as he chuckled. “Keep it up, Uleq, and you might just become a human.”

      “Please, no.” The Torcellan shook his head. “They have no understanding of beauty, and their bodies...so many colors, when white is enough.” He leaned forward and looked from Az to Imon and back. “Have you seen the humans that have red hair? Their skin can lean toward the Torcellan hue.” He leaned back, shaking his head. “It looks like fire erupting from the skull.” He shook all over. “Hideous.”

      Uleq blew out a breath and smiled at Imon. “Ok. So, we need to see what is going on with our products. When I checked into our slaving, drugs, and products acquired by illegitimate means—”

      “We stole them,” Imon growled with a smile playing on his lips.

      “No,” Uleq challenged. “I wasn’t being ambiguous, Imon. We acquire our products by many methods, not all of them smash-and-grab.”

      Imon shrugged. “Ok, you got me on that. ‘Illegitimate means’ sounds more impressive, anyway.”

      Az sat back in his chair, the squeaks it emitted under the burden of his bulk lost on the other two. Uleq’d had no idea that he would have been signing his own death warrant if he’d refused to own up to who they were and what they did.

      Quite simply, they were interstellar pirates who ran many legitimate companies…and quite a few that were not so legitimate.

      Some of those companies were based on Devon, and they were not going to allow the self-proclaimed owner of the planet to mess up their profit margin.

      It was time to ruin this Baba Yaga’s plans.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Personal Quarters, Meeting Table

      Bethany Anne wound down her pitch. “So when we return to Earth in the future after we find and kill the alien sonofabitches we’re hunting, we’ll fix whatever is there. Who’s with me?”

      Barnabas raised an eyebrow. “Do we have to live there?”

      Bethany Anne looked at her friend. “Well, no, but you have me curious.”

      “I’m enjoying myself with Shinigami, and I look forward to grabbing lots and lots of those who break laws so I can introduce them to justice.”

      Michael refrained from asking Barnabas if justice meant deadly force or just incarceration. Probably an equal chance either way, considering how rough he had been with some gang members who had offered him violence recently.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “That’s fine. I’ll assume you will work on the details of the legal system. You enjoyed harassing me so much for over-doing the justice back on Earth.”

      Barnabas made a face. He wasn’t going to live that down for hundreds of years…if they lived that long.

      Full of nanocytes, all of them could effectively regenerate their bodies through connectivity with the Etheric. Released from drinking blood through the proper updates on their nanocytes, they had all the physical enhancements without the nasty iron aftertaste of a neckful of blood.

      “Personally, I think we coddle too many people. I’m not a fan of one-strike-and-off-comes-your-hand, but we could do with parameters.”

      “Biggest issue,” Akio interjected, “with the Chinese legal system on Earth was the lack of objectivity in the judges. If the person was known, such as a relative or friend, they would receive preferential treatment.”

      “Yes, and how do you handle situations such as mental challenges?” Stephen thought for a moment. “Ok, assuming everyone is healthy that won’t be a problem. However, even we have issues with mental problems. The body, I understand, is much simpler.”

      TOM’s voice was heard through the speakers. “That is true, Stephen. While we can correct many issues in the tissues of the mind, it can and often does delete memories and knowledge at some level. The person might be okay from the time of healing into the future, but the missing data upsets their wellbeing at an unconscious level.”

      “That’s just law,” Michael interrupted. “You take care of the core functions including but not limited to food, water, clothes, and shelter. Once that is accomplished you make education and opportunity available, provide for defense and potentially offense, engage in trade, make communication planet-wide, build infrastructure such as energy and transportation, permit them to travel, and maybe start an entertainment industry.”

      “I sometimes wonder,” Bethany Anne pondered aloud, “if we would be better off without entertainment.”

      “There is no question,” Michael replied, “that humans will make sure they have entertainment. The only questions are how do they get it, and is it at someone else’s expense?”

      Stephen leaned forward in his seat, placing his elbows on the table. “I believe that you will have to look at beings’ core personality types and structure a society that offers each hope and responsibilities.”

      “We are sounding like some sort of think tank.” Bethany Anne blew out a breath.

      “Or,” ADAM said through the speakers, “like a bunch of science-fiction writers.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Well, some of the most creative writers did what-if analysis on the future, then wrapped their thoughts into an acceptable theory and released it as science-fiction. In fact, the United States military hired military science fiction writers such as David Weber to free-think the future of the military in space. The military was often accused of fighting the last war, but by using this strategy they were working with forward thinkers to consider how the military might need to prepare and change and what problems they might encounter.”

      “So.” Stephen rested his chin in his hands. “Are we saying that our MPPS homework is done?”

      “Hardly.” Bethany Anne sniffed. “Although I’m willing to listen. ADAM, what is the cornerstone of the effort?”

      “Education,” he replied. “And recognition that people take responsibility for themselves, and often for others.”

      “What do you mean?” Michael asked.

      “Without reliving that time in your life, Michael, your strictures were very cut and dried,” ADAM responded. “If someone dishonored you the response was sudden and brutal.”

      “I’d like to think of it as efficient,” Michael temporized.

      “I’m feeling you on this one,” Bethany Anne whispered to him. Her whispering confused Michael since everyone at the table could hear her whisper from three rooms away.

      “It was efficient,” ADAM responded, “if your intention was to limit those who were around you to only those who were willing to assume leadership or those who were willing to climb the ladder of political success, believing themselves smarter than others and therefore immune to the risk of upsetting you.”

      “I did relieve the world of quite a few assholes.” Michael looked at the two men across the table from him and nodded at Akio. “Just ask him. The asshole gene pool on Earth has been substantially reduced. I’d like to think of that as worthy of acclaim.”

      Akio chuckled. “We did kill with abandon, Michael. However, many were following the commands of their Alphas.”

      “Bad choice in following those jackasses,” Michael replied. “We saved a whole group of Weres when their Alpha recognized the danger.”

      “I imagine the sight of you calling down lightning helped.”

      Bethany Anne cut back in, halting the reminiscences of Michael’s return to Earth as the Dark Messiah. “Which brings us perversely back to education. We teach children not to grab hot pots on stoves. Why would we not teach practical ways to deal with bad characters?”

      Stephen noted. “That presumes the monsters aren’t proactive in scaring them to stay quiet.”

      “Then,” Barnabas answered, “we’ll be scarier.”

      “That leads to a totalitarian level of government,” Akio replied, “often tried in my corner of the world as well as others. It is easy enough to implement if your side is the scariest, but often the reasons the populace is scared are not acceptable, and eventually the government will be overthrown. If not by their own people, then by the countries around them.”

      “The real issue,” ADAM suggested, “is the rebels.”

      “Come again?” Bethany Anne furrowed her brow. “What rebels?”

      Barnabas nodded. “The freethinkers. The iconoclasts. Those who wish to push boundaries because their minds are wired differently. Sometimes it is to a good effect, but sometimes they do it because of a miswiring in their brains, and they sway a few others. With the level of destruction available to the few, it wouldn’t take many to pull down a portion of civilization.”

      “And minds are the one area we cannot just fix,” TOM reminded them.

      “They have tells,” Michael interjected. “If we create classes everyone must join, we can grab the cream of the crop and offer them challenging tasks.”

      “And ‘challenging tasks’ are euphemisms for what?” Bethany Anne eyed her bloodthirsty mate.

      “Challenging tasks?” Michael returned her look. “Not a euphemism for killing them. The reason society moves ahead has little to do with safety and everything to do with taking risks if needed, like in times of war. Think about the advances during the Second World War on Earth. However, if you study wars in general you will see that the invention and production of destructive technology were always heightened just before or during wars.”

      “Before?” Bethany Anne thought about it. “So, someone came up with a new weapon and figured now was the time to take advantage of their tactical superiority? I get it.”

      “And what would happen to an MPPS society if it was attacked from off-planet?” Akio asked. “Would it have the rough and ready people to protect those who don’t have the mindset to do whatever it takes?”

      “Those who value the skills and talents necessary to deal death without getting lost in it.” Barnabas nodded. “Another reason to grab the cream of the crop. Same concept, but we look into how to pull those who can handle the strain of war apart as well and see if they are willing to become part of the defense of the planet, assuming they are capable.”

      Bethany Anne thought for a second. “It feels like you guys are pulling the wolves apart from the sheep.”

      The men all looked at each other, then back at her. “Wasn’t that what we did on Earth before we left? Pulled out the cream of the crop who wanted a better future?”

      “Yes.” Bethany Anne sighed and put a hand over her eyes. “In a way, are we admitting we were the cause of the Apocalypse back on Earth?”

      Akio shook his head. “No, a high ranking official in the Chinese army disaffected by the results of his wife and son dying wanted to retaliate without his leadership’s permission. His daughter dying was due to greedy individuals in the United States, who tried to fire a nuclear weapon at one of our ships. We protected ourselves, as was proper. There is no way to know whether that man would have snapped for other reasons.”

      “Still,” Bethany Anne’s voice was a touch softer, “we were in the middle of it.” She squared her shoulders. “Even more of a reason to figure out how to crack this fucking nut related to a government that is by the people and for the people and yet handles those who need to stretch their wings by giving them room to fly.”

      She looked around the table. “Not by clipping them.”
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Prime Building, One Week Later

      Michael Nacht looked at the screen in his office, which currently reflected his image. Although he was fairly tall for a human, his European heritage didn’t let him tower over some aliens, he had found out.

      The screen was easily double the size of most windows and had a resolution so fine he couldn’t tell it wasn’t a window to the outside.

      Except that he knew he was at least eight stories underground.

      When Bethany Anne, his wife-to-be, had said she was going to wrap him in a cocoon, he hadn’t realized that would mean having four hundred tons of rock above him.

      Good thing he wasn’t claustrophobic.

      “Screen,” he called.

      “Yes?”

      “Play scene of the surface of High Tortuga, random,” Michael requested.

      The small computer inside the screen changed the view to a jungle setting. The massive purple plants that soared twenty feet into the air prevented Michael from mistaking this jungle for one he’d ever seen before.

      He sighed. Being on another planet was taking some getting used to.

      “ADAM?”

      “Yes, Michael?” the AI replied through the overhead speakers. ADAM, who was far more evolved now than he had been when he’d begun his existence as a human-programmed AI over a hundred and sixty years ago on Earth, waited patiently for Michael’s response.

      “I am going to need a technical support resource. Which would be better,  organic or artificial?”

      “Should I ask Tabitha if she would like to resume her old position?” ADAM asked.

      Michael gave the speakers an annoyed glance.

      “Nice try.” He thought for a moment. “However, in one way that isn’t a bad solution. Would you please ask Tabitha to contact me for a discussion about my resource needs?”

      “I am fully capable of advising you, Michael.”

      “Not sure about that, ADAM.” Michael allowed a small grin to play at the corners of his lips. ADAM might have an IQ number larger than the diameter of a small planet, but he hadn’t been playing with egos that ranged from peanut- to elephant-sized for over a thousand years. “Please ask Tabitha to—”

      “Tabitha has asked you give her half an hour to finish her present project and shower.”

      “Very good, and thank you,” Michael replied. He was watching a snake-like creature moving through the jungle foliage near the ground.

      “Screen?” he called.

      “Yes?”

      “Is this a recording or a virtual video?”

      “Neither,” the screen replied. “This is real-time footage of the Y’ehntel Jungle on the South Continent.”

      “Can you zoom in?”

      “Affirmative. Area?”

      “How are they designated?” Michael asked. He now wished he had allowed the two aliens who had set up the screen to give him instructions.

      Six lines appeared, three horizontal and three vertical, splitting the screen into nine areas. “Zoom is by designation such as R1C3 R2C2 R3C1.”

      Each time the screen named a location, the appropriate area was highlighted and zoomed to take up the whole screen. “Use command ‘normal’ to return to zero zoom factor.”

      Michael walked out from behind his desk to stand five feet in front of the screen. His office was large; easily thirty by forty feet.

      God only knew why Bethany Anne had placed him in an office the size of a small house. For now he occupied a small portion with a small sitting area, his desk, and the screen.

      “What if I wish to track something on the screen?” he asked.

      “Specify cell and use the command ‘track’ or touch the screen when you speak the command ‘track.’”

      Michael touched the snake creature. “Track.”

      The creature replaced the middle of the screen. “Zoom creature.”

      “Factor?”

      “Two.”

      Unsurprisingly, the snake became twice as large. What did surprise him was that the view shifted and he was now viewing the snake from the air.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Request requires use of the AV long-distance data acquisition device to maintain zoom factor.”

      “Couldn’t it just zoom farther?” Michael wondered aloud.

      “Command modification required: ‘maintain position and adjust amplification.’”

      Damn, Michael thought. Next time read the fucking manual.

      However, now he knew the little spy devices could track. He watched the snake for a time. It slithered like an Earth snake but also had eight appendages which it used like a lizard’s feet. They curled up alongside the body anytime it went through water, but it used them to travel on land.

      There was a knock on his door and he tasted the thoughts of the person on the other side for a fraction of a second. “Come in, Tabitha.” He kept his concentration on the screen.

      This was better than watching those old shows on the Discovery Channel, because here he had no idea what to expect. He heard Tabitha’s soft footsteps as she joined him.

      “Watching the world?” she asked. “I hear there are some wild things out there.”

      He pointed to the screen. “I’m watching this snake with eight arms, or legs,” Michael explained as he scratched his chin. “I’ve seen it strike at a couple somethings that… HOLY SHIT!”

      Both Michael and Tabitha jumped back from the screen when a reptilian foot so large it filled the monitor slammed down.

      “Turn on the sound,” Tabitha commanded and bedlam erupted from the speakers. Trees were being destroyed, and something was bellowing.

      “Follow that!” Michael commanded.

      The foot lifted off the ground, and where it had been they could barely see Michael’s pet snake crushed against an overturned rock.

      “Screen, follow the large creature,” Tabitha commanded. The view changed as the remote unit went higher, then something sent it careening into a tree.

      The screen blanked.

      “Changing to secondary random surface scene,” the screen announced.

      “What the hell was that?” Tabitha asked, and looked at Michael. He had his thumb and forefinger on his chin and his eyes were still on the screen, but his mind elsewhere.

      Tabitha started shaking her head when she connected the dots. “Oh, hell no, Michael! Bethany Anne isn’t going to want you to hunt a fucking dinosaur on this planet.”

      Michael turned to look at her and raised an eyebrow, but otherwise his face remained expressionless. “I didn’t know you could turn on the sound.”
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Prime Building

      Bethany Anne, red eyes blazing, glared across the room at her betrothed and enunciated her words very clearly.

      And very slowly, and at a significant volume.

      “I. AM. NOT. A. BABY. POD!” she damn-near screamed.

      Her hands were on her waist, legs braced apart as she stood in the large living room of her personal quarters. The furniture was mostly shades of gray.

      She would have preferred white, but that was too hard to keep clean even with the synthetics she had access to. Plus, she expected to have a messy child who would challenge her ability to keep anything clean for longer than it took to walk out of the room and come back.

      If she had ever figured out how to make her eyes shoot lasers, Michael might have been using his enhanced speed to dodge beams of death at that very moment.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. She was almost two hundred years old and very emotional. He was over fifteen hundred years old (albeit he’d spent many of those sleeping) and completely unimpressed.

      “You are going to be a mother; ergo you are a baby incubator…unless you would like our son—”

      “Daughter!”

      “Whatever.” Michael waved a hand. “Our child to be placed in the Pod-crib ADAM and TOM offered to monitor for you.”

      Bethany Anne’s breathing was tense and her nostrils flared in and out as the logic of Michael’s argument sank into her mind.

      He’s an ASS!

      >>I think he just wants you to think through the potential consequences of you going into any fights where the child could be harmed.<<

      I’m a damned superwoman! she mentally hissed. How the hell is something going to go wrong with me?

      TOM, her resident alien entity who was connected to and integrated around her spine, sent, Well, technically he is right. It isn’t like I understand everything that is presently going on in your body. Your emotions are heightened right now, which is sending new chemicals through your system. I’m having trouble understanding which ones are safe to mess with, so I’m leaving all of them alone.

      Bethany Anne thought about that for a moment. Oh, God!

      She put a hand out to Michael and covered her mouth with the other. He pointed to her right and she took off, jumping over the couches (both of them) that were between her and the bathroom so she could rid herself of her stomach’s contents.

      Did you do this to stop my argument with Michael? she fumed at TOM.

      No. I just got done telling you I don’t know what the chemicals do or why they are present. As John Grimes would say, “Shit happens.”

      ARRGH! Bethany Anne sent as she heaved. I hate you both.
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        * * *

      

      When Bethany Anne came out of the washroom ten minutes later her voice a bit more sedate. “Thank you. The, uh,” she waved to her stomach, “situation caught me unexpectedly. Your directions helped.”

      Michael just nodded, keeping quiet.

      “I don’t like being told what I can’t do,” she continued. “And I’m a little annoyed that this is altering my life. I’m not used to being confined.”

      “I am aware of that.” Michael nodded again. “However, just because you don’t like hearing something doesn’t mean it doesn’t need to be said.” He walked over to her and opened his arms. She eyed him before leaning into his embrace.

      Her voice was muffled when she spoke a moment later. “This dushn’t mean I’m going dow’en eashily on this.”

      Michael, his chin resting on Bethany Anne’s head as he held her, kept his face blank; no smile to be seen. One couldn’t know if there were cameras active for other reasons, which she’d check at the most inopportune time to see if he had been smirking

      Like now.

      “Bethany Anne, I know we have the technology here to safely grow the baby...of whatever sex...outside your body.”

      She punched him gently. “I’m not going to tell our child I was too self-centered to give her the best location possible to grow into a glowing young lady.”

      I’m sure he will be happy to hear you were voting for the opposite sex and was therefore very disappointed when our little boy popped out… Well, shit. Thankfully Michael had been smart enough to keep his comment to himself—especially since he realized how hypocritical it sounded even to himself.

      Perhaps at fifteen hundred years old or thereabouts, he was finally maturing just a bit. He sighed as Bethany Anne grumbled something under her breath.

      Why had he agreed to marry someone so much younger?

      Oh yeah…she was the only one with the ovaries to push back at him when he was being a full-fledged in-your-face-unforgiving-kill-everyone-fucktard.

      He smiled (not smirked). That might be the personality aspect which had attracted him the most to her. Unfortunately, it was also the one that was going to make the better portion of the next year a living hell.

      He sighed. “Bethany Anne?”

      “Hmmph?”

      “I have a suggestion. Your choice to take it or not.”

      “Mmmhmm?”

      Since she tensed when she made the sound, he could tell that she was ready, willing and able to punch him again. No man will have gone down in history as having to deal with more pain to support the birth of his child, he thought. “I understand you have deployed spy drones throughout the major and several minor cities.”

      “Surveillance drones,” she mumbled. “Spy ith very negative.”

      “Mmmhmmm,” he agreed. “Surveillance drones. Where is the main center for data acquisition and correction enforcement located?”

      Bethany Anne leaned back and peered into Michael’s eyes, her mouth twisting slightly as she thought about it. “There isn’t a main center. We have ADAM route all requests to the person on duty in our security center here. Just this morning we had an issue in Thon with some hoodlums trying to intimidate a young Noel-ni who didn’t want to join their gang.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t heard this story yet. “And what did you do about it?”

      “Well, we killed them,” she answered blankly. “There was audio and video proof of several crimes, two of which were enough to justify the death penalty. And that isn’t including the fact that they were going to damage Baba Yaga’s orb, and were trying to grow their gang.”

      “Right.” Michael took a deep breath and let it out. “I suppose the video is—”

      “On the public net related to all law enforcement. The bodies have been removed. They had no family besides their gang, so we sent the new leaders the proper status update on their former members and informed them of the statistical probability of their own demises should they continue as a gang.” She thought about it for a moment and continued, “We also provided them with information on potential jobs and supplied chits to give them access to the subterranean trams that travel to the jobs’ locations.”

      “How would they know they have jobs waiting for them?”

      “The instructions pointed them to the new data resource locations. We are calling them ‘libraries’ because they are the closest equivalent to what we had on Earth. They can take the necessary skills and non-medical tests there. After that they will be directed to where they can get a free checkup, and then they will be given options for appropriate jobs.”

      “What if we have no proper jobs for them?” Michael asked. “And how did this get implemented?”

      ADAM answered that one. “Michael, we have been working on these projects for over two years. Much of this was implemented, or at least the buildings and initial infrastructure were created, while Bethany Anne was still Empress of the Etheric Empire. We have three major infrastructure projects going that require a significant amount of muscle, so we can use those who are strong but not very intelligent. We have jobs available for just about everyone.”

      Michael’s eyes narrowed. “Are these challenging jobs?”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Hardly.” She stepped back, then went over to a couch and sat down. “If they want challenging and/or enjoyable jobs they will need to use their off-time to learn new skills. Training is available at all major infrastructure sites. Security is rather tight, and harassment is not allowed.”

      “So.” Michael followed Bethany Anne, but he sat down on the couch that faced her. The two gray couches had a white carpet with two-inch pile and a sleek-looking coffee table between them. “Chain gangs?”

      “No.” Bethany Anne shook her head. “Remember, these are jobs for those who can do nothing else. Is it make-work?” She flipped a hand from side to side. “Sort of. We actually do need the infrastructure, but the muscle isn’t required until Stage Three—which is somewhere between ten and twenty years out. We could use EI-controlled machinery and do it quicker, but this way it provides a job with benefits if they’re willing to put in the effort. I don’t care if they get pissed off, learn a trade, and get the hell out of the sweat job. That’s the point. I’m not allowing free-loading here. Do something. Anything!” She tossed her hands up. “I can’t believe that so many of those stupid sayings we had on Earth are so appropriate.”

      “Which are those?” Michael asked.

      “How about ‘Idle hands are the devil’s workshop?’” she offered. “I’m not sure which mother said that, but it’s true.”

      “It came from the Bible. I can’t remember if it was Proverbs or Philippians,” Michael supplied.

      “Not a mother?” Bethany Anne’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously?”

      Michael nodded. “Seriously.”

      “Sounds like something a mother would say,” she finished, but let it go. “Either way, I don’t want them to have nothing to do. There are no options. If they tell us they need to stay and help a family member, we can confirm that.”

      He thought for a moment, then asked, “This is part of your MPPS project?”

      She nodded.

      He had nothing to add at the moment. No wisdom gleaned from over a thousand years of living, and no suggestions either. He shrugged and dropped the subject. “So, what do you think about creating a nice central area, designed like the pit back on Earth? Bottom level with a table and one wall of screens, but four or five levels of work desks around an oval or circle. We can pipe all the security reports in. You’d have a single place to work out the kinks with the security implementation, and to organize and authorize further efforts. At some point, you know, we’ll need to leave and go out there into the deep dark to look for the Kurtherians. You will need a good team back here, and for that to run efficiently you need to train them. Record everything you do to video. Permit discussions about your efforts and modify the laws as needed.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes were staring at him but she wasn’t seeing him. Her mind was probably split into multiple threads. Two were likely carrying on conversations with ADAM and TOM, and others were acquiring and analyzing data regarding their ongoing efforts.

      Michael pulled out his tablet and hit the button to resume watching random nature feeds from around the planet.

      He wanted to find another dinosaur. While Bethany Anne was thinking through his suggestion, he would do something just as important—at least to him.

      He would hunt the body that went with the foot he had seen earlier. He didn’t want to tap more resources, and he didn’t trust Tabitha not to ask about his viewing habits.

      That young woman would turn on a dime and rat him out to Bethany Anne. Besides, getting away with the very tiny plan that was hatching in his mind was going to be icing on the cake.

      Although if he failed there might be hell to pay.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Personal Quarters

      “ADAM.” Bethany Anne sat back on her couch and lifted her feet onto the coffee table. She sure hoped Michael didn’t come in and see her like this.

      She would freely admit she didn’t like it when he did the same thing, but in the symphony of her silence she enjoyed the position despite the term hypocrite running through her mind.

      She was complicated. He would just have to deal with it, but it would go down so much better if he didn’t show up or she could pull her legs down in time.

      She sighed. She was going to need to get an ottoman in here for him. She looked around and grimaced.

      It would ruin her feng shui, dammit—which was the reason she had been reticent in the first place.

      Men. Such a pain in the ass when it came to fucking up the furniture.

      “Yes, Bethany Anne?”  ADAM had long ago stopped trying to figure out why Bethany Anne would speak to him aloud sometimes and mentally others. His advanced statistical analysis could predict the weather with more accuracy.

      “Let’s talk about this central pit area Michael suggested.”

      “Yes?”

      “I like the idea of three tiers, each with seven desks on each side. Each at least forty-eight inches wide, with monitors layered into the desktop. Let’s have a set of steps going from the entry to the bottom on both sides. Large table at the bottom good for meetings of…uhh…” She thought about it. “Ten? No, we might have larger meetings there and need everyone, so make it seven to each side and two on the ends. So sixteen.”

      “Screens in the tabletop as well?”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “Make it piano-black. In fact, make everything black…and maybe a little chrome. Carved out of the rock, smooth floors with carpet down the steps and in the main area, but stone under the work areas on the three tiers. Wait, add a fourth on the same level as the entrance with space for chairs for different species to sit.”

      “Areas for reporters?”

      “Oh, hell no.” She shook her head. “Fuck that. Make sure we place enough video cameras in there to get every person from every angle. Some of them will have high-enough resolution to grab headshots out of the input for PIP efforts. The last thing I want is a bunch of questions about why I just ripped off some annoying twit’s head for asking the wrong question. They can send in their questions via messaging or video, or wait. But that’s a good point. Have our second phase build a large news-and-reporter area for discussions near the pit.”

      “Very well.”

      “Okay, give me a second.” Bethany Anne thought back to when Michael had suggested the pit. He had caught her attention with his first sentence.

      It hadn’t been positive attention, but it was nevertheless attention.

      Michael had said, “We need to build you a babysitter.”

      “Do what? I’m going to sit with our little girl for the most part.”

      “Not for him, but for you.” Michael had clarified.

      She had considered throwing a ball of red-hot energy to burn off his hair. It would have been easy enough: Pull from the Etheric, shape it, toss it at his head.

      That would teach him a lesson.

      “Before you try to burn off my hair—”

      “Am I that transparent?” Her eyes had narrowed. “Or were you reading my mind? Because I’ll kick your ass—”

      Michael had put up a hand. “You have multiple favorite ways to harm me, I’ve noticed. The latest is burning the hair off my head.”

      Mollified, she had twirled her fingers in a “go on, you can live for now” gesture.

      Michael smiled. “What I am suggesting is a place where you can operate for now. Handle the issues from around the planet, and yet you’ll be safe. Eventually, it will be the central area to support High Tortuga when we leave the planet, and those who’ve worked in there will already be trained.”

      Bethany Anne’s mind came back to the present. Michael had been right; she did need it, and it would be useful for his original purpose and so much more. He didn’t have the knowledge she had acquired as the Etheric Empress.

      She smiled. He was so cute when he came up with ways to help her. He knew she was going to go batshit-crazy being stuck in a safe cocoon when her whole life had been about going wherever she had wanted whenever she had wanted.

      Children could put such a damper on your playtime.

      She came back to ADAM. “Okay, we need to create something that will help keep High Tortuga safe, protected, productive, and eventually educated and advancing.”

      “You realize we do not have the infrastructure of the Empire. High Tortuga is behind the times. Advanced compared to Earth, but horribly behind compared to many places in the galaxy.”

      “I’m aware,” she replied. “But we have technology that can help us. I’m going to bend a few rules.”

      “You mean break them outright,” ADAM clarified.

      She waved a hand. “You say tomato, I say tomah-to.” She tapped her lip. “I need you to discuss additional thoughts with Addix beyond this: We want constant input from data-acquisition drones in all major and minor cities right now. Deploy the drones into the deepest sections first. I want our changes to first be noticed by those usually ignored by the police. Make sure these drones have video, sound, and holographic capability. They will have Etheric connectivity. If they are captured, they should slag themselves so they won’t leave any technology behind.”

      “Are they supposed to implement justice?”

      “Yes, if we can build that in.” She nodded. “I’d like that, but given who frequents the tunnels where we are putting them I doubt we will do much more than corporal punishment.” She looked up at the ceiling as she thought further. “We will need to also have body disposal abilities, which means we need to record the events for legal reasons, and we’ll need a cemetery or body-disposal area. You can never tell if a criminal has parents who eventually will want to know where the body is.”

      “You want specific plots?”

      “No, slap a GPS on them so parents or loved ones can stand above the body and know it’s beneath them. I might hate the jackasses, but we need to be a bit more sympathetic to those left behind. However, I’ll not take any shit from the parents; they’d better realize this stain is on them too. I won’t blame the parents for what their adult child does, but they can’t lay their emotional bullshit on me. That’s on them.”

      “Which brings us to being productive,” ADAM replied.

      “Yes. We will have jobs available for everyone, or at least responsibilities. Continue the library project, but make some of the rooms private and semi-private. I want places for people to be safe. No weapons allowed, and implement roaming small versions of the security globes. We should keep them out of sight for the most part or some jerkoffs will try to steal them.”

      “Who should I tap to help build the war pit?”

      “’The War Pit?’” Bethany Anne made a face. “I don’t want to go that far. Let’s just call it ‘the Pit’ for now. Could be ‘Security Pit.’ I don’t know, maybe there is an acronym.” She stood up and grabbed a drink from her fridge. “Let’s find out what William is doing, if he isn’t with his woman fulltime yet. If that doesn’t work out, let me know and we will find another person.”

      “William has responded and has availability.”

      “Well, damn.” She took a sip. “That was fast. Is he ok? Do I need to have a talk with him?”

      “His relationship is fine. She is just busy working on a couple of projects, and William hasn’t decided if he wants to work on barbeque pits  so he’s happy to help with this project.”

      “Ok, great. Sounded like either there was trouble in paradise or he was bored.”

      “Now, we have to talk EI infrastructure.”

      “We have to get those from Dad. The only ones we have at the moment are—”

      “Practically all of the ones on the superdreadnoughts. Even ArchAngel II is bored running attack scenario after attack scenario.”

      “We should make her responsible for…” Bethany Anne sat down. “Shit, that might work!”

      “What?”

      “EIs for general tasks reporting to an organic body, but holding the subjective efforts. Tell ArchAngel she is responsible for figuring out practical methods to defend the planet while taking us from a strategy of hiding High Tortuga and managing issues while we are hidden, to helping protect us when we come out of hiding as an advanced and very tasty society for others to want to steal or take over.”

      “She says that sounds like fun.”

      “I’ll bet.” Bethany Anne took another swig of her Coke. “Grab whatever other EIs want in on this, but tell them they need to have off-ship support. The planet can’t be left hanging if they have to go to battle.”

      “Ok. What are the areas of responsibility?”

      Bethany Anne chewed on the end of her straw. “Send me the responsibilities and roles of the President of the United States before we left.”

      She continued to chew on the straw as she reviewed the information. “Okay, we need to talk with my dad, so set up a request. I want EIs that will handle this place: one to focus on planetary power and infrastructure, one for weather, emergency services and population support, one for defense, one for legal and police-type efforts, one for trade and commerce—labor and banking responsibilities—one for the interior, for land, natural resources and other items I’ve no fucking clue about, so I guess that includes our version of an EPA, one for food and shelter issues and planning, one for education and one for future analysis.”

      “What kind of future analysis?” ADAM asked.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Wargaming.”

      “Why did I even ask?”

      “Beats the fuck out of me. I was told that we received our next shipment of long-range reconnaissance ships for trying to find Kurtherians, so I would have bet you’d guessed I would like someone to focus on kicking Kurtherian ass. I can’t help it if your guess-fu is imperfect in your old age.”

      ADAM chose to let that statement go.  “How do you want them to work together?”

      “Ahhh…shit.” She thought some more. “No way we want anything but a common response for those not used to working with EIs. I need something that will be the central entity for relationships….and, ahhh…exploration, and biofeedback-reporting operations.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” ADAM stated.

      “It’s the best I could come up with quickly for my acronym.”

      “CEFRAEABRO?”

      “No, of course not!” She huffed. “Take out the words ‘for’ and ‘and.’”

      “CEREBRO.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Yes. I was never fond of the X-Men, but that dome the Professor had was kick-ass.”
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      High Tortuga

      It had been a mere two weeks since the one called Baba Yaga had proclaimed on every video and audio news source that crime and illegal activities would be punished.

      The challenge would be enforcing her mandate.

      Devon wasn’t as highly populated as most planets, but it wasn’t sparse either. There were seven large cities, dozens of medium-sized and hundreds of smaller towns dotting the Northern Continent. There were thousands of criminals, petty and major, who figured it would take decades for their new self-proclaimed leader to work her way down to them since they didn’t live in the major cities.

      Why go after honest crooks when the politicians were a much more visible target?

      How many people could this Baba Yaga have, anyway?

      

      High Tortuga, Northern Continent, Thon (Third Largest City), Haroom Sector, Lower South by Southwest Quadrant, Subsection H

      New patrol initiated. Descending to lowest level.

      Time: 0113:3800:11 Crawling Subsection M… Cleared

      Time: 0114:0103:88 Crawling Subsection L… Cleared

      Time: 0114:0403:12 Crawling Subsection K… Cleared

      Time: 0114:0735:39 Crawling Subsection J… Cleared

      Time: 0114:1088:39 Crawling Subsection I… Cleared

      Time: 0114:0755:39 Crawling Subsection H…

      Time: 0114:0756:66 Problem in Progress

      Connecting to ADAM…

      Security En Route. Command, record, and archive…

      RECORDING
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        * * *

      

      “Will you bite the hand that feeds you?” The alien was probably three times Ricole’s height and a full ten times heavier.

      Damned Leath.

      As a Noel-ni she wasn’t large to begin with, and since she had barely progressed from her learning stages into very early adulthood she wasn’t fully grown. What she did have—and this asshole knew it—was lightning-fast reflexes and the ability to take a finger off with her teeth.

      The rat-waste was wearing metal gloves.

      Her eyes darted around the sooty tunnel. They were three levels beneath the core, and already the lack of maintenance or cleaning was evident. She hated being down here without shoes.

      The gunk she couldn’t avoid stepping in got all over her feet and fur. It was nasty as hell, but usually worth it.

      Until today.

      Today Bracht and a couple of his gang had been hanging around in the tunnel annex, and they’d trapped her while she wasn’t paying attention.

      Now they had her cornered. Working to keep her breathing even, her eyes flicked to the two exits.

      She had no weapons with her, but with just one small break she could get past all three of these jackasses.

      Damn the luck.

      “I’ve bitten the hands that fed me before,” she glanced at his gloves, “and you know it—as those gloves prove.”

      “Hehehehe.” Bracht’s nasty chuckle and deep voice didn’t do anything to endear him to her. He lifted his right hand and displayed the protective glove. “These protect against vicious little bites like the ones you could give me. I can never be too careful.” He gestured to the dirt and crud around them. “With all this slime here, how would I know you haven’t caught something horrible? You might infect me just by slobbering on my hand.”

      “I wouldn’t waste the spit if you were on fire and I was the only one who could help you, Bracht.”

      “Now, Ricole.” He shook his head. “Is that any way to talk to your boss?”

      “You?” Ricole spat to the side but kept her eyes on him as she hissed, “I wouldn’t disgrace my family—who I hate by the way and don’t care if they all go up in painful and mutilating flames—by working with you. We Noel-ni are known for our quick reflexes, not stupidity.”

      It would be a miracle if she got out of here unscathed. Bracht’s two minions were eyeing her, each hoping she would come in his direction so he could get a pound of her flesh… and beat her with it.

      “Having a Noel-ni on my team is important,” Bracht admitted, “but it doesn’t have to be you, Ricole. I’ve got options.”

      “Bullshit. Why are you chasing me at all, if that’s true?” Ricole’s hands itched for knives or guns—anything. She had been reading at the new resource center that had been created by the Mistress of the Planet but their anti-weapons technology was too good for her to defeat, so rather than chance being rejected at the entrance and barred from the knowledge she could gain there she had left her stuff at home.

      Bad decision on her part.

      “You are the Noel-ni every gang boss wants on their team,” he admitted.

      “The others have given up,” she retorted. “Why can’t you understand the same message? Is your skull just too damned dense?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe, but the same obstinance that won’t accept your ‘no’ for an answer,” he jerked a thumb at himself, “will help me win in the end. I use my thick skull to keep battering at the challenges until I gets what I wants.”

      Shit, Ricole thought. The scum-sucking asshole makes harassment feel like a damned compliment.
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        * * *

      

      Bracht wasn’t sure he was going to get Ricole to pledge her allegiance to his group, but right this minute she didn’t have many choices. Catching her without any weapons had been a miracle.

      The gods, which he didn’t believe in, were smiling on him.

      His group had fifty-plus members. Most of them were from Leath like him, but there were also a couple of other species—a few Zhyn and even a human. But he had no Noel-nis. Hell, no gang his size or smaller had a Noel-ni member.

      To start with, they were too expensive if you just wanted to hire them. Secondly, any who were willing to be in the trenches could easily join a better-funded gang than his.

      However, he could offer opportunities for upward mobility and right now he was in a position to push to have her accept his offer.

      That was when the third voice interrupted their conversation.

      

      High Tortuga, Northern Continent, Thon (Third Largest City), Haroom Sector, Lower South by Southwest Quadrant, Subsection H

      Ricole’s eyes flicked to the right as both Bracht and his minions turned to face the newest threat.

      “You will cease to threaten Citizen Ricole immediately,” a deep human voice called, “or I will take steps to force you to do as I require.”

      Ricole slowly moved to her left, hoping Bracht’s goons, who were focused on the newcomer, would allow her to sneak by them.

      She just needed a bit more of an opportunity.

      “Show yourself,” Bracht demanded in a guttural voice. “I don’t take to threats too well.”

      Ricole’s desire to leave the subterranean tunnel was momentarily put on hold by the entrance of a silent black gliding orb.

      Ricole stopped when Mint—Bracht’s number two and the jackass presently stopping her from just running—spoke up. “Let me grab a stick. I’ll solve our problem.” He grunted as he looked around, then accepted a long pipe from Ricole. “Thanks,” he remarked absently, taking two steps forward before he realized that the Noel-ni had been the one to hand him the pipe.

      “You!” Bracht shook his head as the patter of Ricole’s feet on the tunnel floor receded behind Mint. “You’re an idiot!” He turned back to the orb. “Well, now that we have to track her down again, we might as well see what this technology is made of. It’s antigravity of some sort, and that’s probably worth a lot of money.”

      The orb spoke again. “Do I understand correctly that you intend to touch one of Baba Yaga’s security orbs?”

      Mint chuckled, slapping the pipe in his palm. “Well, ‘touch’ might be a bit mild, since I plan on smashing you against the wall.”

      A second voice interrupted the first. It was a female’s voice, but darker. It made the three Leath’s hair stand on end. “Why are you playing with these three, John?” she asked, the sandpaper quality of her voice reproduced by the Leath’s translator chips. “Just kill them and be done with it. They were trying to force themselves on the female.”

      “But Baba Yaga—”

      “Fine, I’ll do it.”

      Mint was starting to swing his pipe when a small piece of metal entered his brain cavity. The shock exploded his brain out the back of his skull, and he dropped to the tunnel’s floor. The momentum of his swing turned him around so that he faced up, his dead eyes gazing straight at the black orb.

      The other two Leath were dead as well.

      The voice reverberated down the tunnel to Ricole’s ears where she was crouched behind some equipment. Three different ramps nearby allowed her the choice of going up a level, down a level, or farther into this level.

      “Baba Yaga gave you a warning,” the female voice hissed. “You ignored it. In accordance with the laws of High Tortuga that were instituted just two weeks ago, you were sentenced to death. Since I’m not sure you read those laws, it sucks to be you. Your remains will be taken to the cemetery outside of town. The trial during which you were condemned will be available for public access should anyone give a shit where you are.”

      The orb headed back down the tunnel from whence it had come.

      Ricole slowly got up, the shock on her face easily understood no matter what race you were. She looked down at herself and shrugged. She would go up to the higher levels to find a place to rinse off before hitting the public tunnels.

      She had some research to do.

      Into the public court system.

      

      High Tortuga, a Couple of Months Later

      Bethany Anne, her stomach barely protruding, was walking around in her newly-constructed Pit, from which she triaged all the issues that were reported on the planet. So many came up on a daily basis that it was impossible for her to deal with any but the most serious.

      Many of the people who had come back from Earth with her to work on High Tortuga spent their time connecting with politicians, police, and special services.

      But that was slow going. Her team needed to get in touch with the current leaders of the planet. She didn’t have enough people to replace everyone, and the infrastructure would take a while to put in place.

      She tapped a finger to her lips as she watched the reports scrolling on the screens.

      ADAM, patch me into the meeting going on right now in Tor-chik.

      >>Where do you want the video?<<

      Bethany Anne glanced at the video wall, which consisted of thirty screens: six across and five down.

      Front wall, use four starting at top left.

      The first four screens blanked and a new feed replaced the previous one. There were seven humanoid figures and all seemed to be male, but one was very interesting to Bethany Anne since he was a two-legged Yollin.

      >>Feeding audio direct to implant.<<

      “And I’m telling you I asked about Baba Yaga!” The Yollin was speaking and the motions of his mandibles displayed his agitation. Bethany Anne glanced down at her tablet to read the particulars of the seven members.

      The Yollin worked at a local company, not one of hers. The other six were split evenly between a mining company and two warehousing companies. Hard work, and the males looked rough themselves.

      “What about it?” a hairy sasquatch-looking alien replied. A few on the team had suggested calling them “Chewbaccas,” but a contingent of Star Wars fans had wailed in anguish. They’d argued that they didn’t look dignified enough to be their favorite alien from the movies, so they became “Bakas,” which everyone accepted.

      Such was her life at the moment: playing mediator between two sets of friends on whether they could nickname an alien after a human movie that had been popular before the world imploded.

      She sighed and grabbed an energy bar, taking small bites while she watched and listened to the discussion play out.

      The Yollin glanced at the Baka. “If this is the real Baba Yaga, then the Witch of the Empire has decided to make our planet her bitch.”

      “That’s a bad thing?” the Baka asked.

      “No.” The Yollin shook his head. “So long as you work hard and do the right thing she ain’t going to mess with you. BUT,” he waved a hand, his mandibles still clacking in agitation, “the presence of the Witch means the former Empress is involved too.”

      “Yeah, so?” the Baka asked. “Why do we care? Do you see anything bad happening at the moment? Hell, we’ve all been bitching about the politicians and the gangs for a long damned time. I say we grab the opportunity to take back our area. The gangs been pushing on the businesses, and now the ‘Yaga is pushing back.”

      “If you can believe the legal feed, sure,” one of the other guys—another Baka—remarked.

      “Anybody they say they executed come back to refute it?” the Yollin asked. “Cause that’s the easiest way. If this is the real Baba Yaga…”

      “Oh, it’s the real Baba Yaga,” Bethany Anne murmured, nibbling on her food bar.

      “Then we won’t find anyone alive that they claim to have executed,” the Yollin finished.

      Bethany Anne finished her bar and put aside the wrapper, clapping her hands together to get off a couple of crumbs.

      She could hear John Grimes coming up behind her and put up a finger to tell him to hold on for a moment.

      ADAM, tag these males. I want to know if they do anything at all, or just keep chatting themselves up.

      >>Understood, Bethany Anne.<<

      As she turned to John, the video she had been watching blanked and the previous feeds came back.

      “Yes?” she asked, swallowing her last bite.

      “Seems like we have a military strike heading in our direction,” he told her.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Here? How the hell does anyone know to attack us here?”

      John shrugged. “It isn’t like thousands of support people didn’t help build the base. It’s probably one of the planet’s worst-kept secrets.”

      She rubbed her cheek. “Yeah, ok. You guys have told me that, but I suppose there is always a first.” She thought about it. “Air?”

      “Yes, and ground. Not troops, but heavy vehicles. Looks like a local merc group or something like that.”

      She nodded. “Michael?”

      John grinned. “Staying out of this at the moment.”

      She frowned. “That’s strange. He must be up to something. He has the armor, and I doubt very much that anything a local merc company has would kill him.” She sighed. “Both of us can’t be stuck here, and I need intel. See if he—" She spied John smiling. “Oh, good grief. Boys and your toys. Go…get intel, and don’t get killed.”

      John turned to leave. “And!” she called, and John looked back. “Don’t allow Michael to die. I don’t want to have to resurrect him and then explain to our child why I killed him for incompetence and pissing me off!”

      John shook his head and walked off.

      She chewed her lip and subconsciously put a hand on her belly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Thirty Minutes Outside the Queen Bitch’s Base

      Michael appeared out of thin air and stumbled. Eric, one of the Queen’s Bitches, grabbed his arm. “Problems with the Etheric?” Eric chuckled.

      Since they had been Bethany Anne’s closest protectors for decades, she called on the Queen’s Bitches when she couldn’t deliver a smackdown personally.

      Michael joined John Grimes, Eric Escobar, Scott English and Darryl Jackson. Michael had rescued and brought Demon, an enhanced mountain lion, from Earth with him and she was going on this mission with them. Tabitha, Peter, Akio, and several others were in Black Eagles, screaming into the atmosphere to lie in wait for the air vehicles.

      “It seems,” Michael answered, “that Bethany Anne wasn’t kidding when she told me metal interferes with Etheric travel.”

      Scott’s eyes narrowed. “Were you going to try to travel the Etheric to attack the column coming this way sooner?”

      Michael turned toward Scott, who put up a finger. “YOU WERE!”

      “Not nice, man.” John shook his head. “Trying to take away our fun.”

      Michael grimaced. “I wasn’t thinking of it quite that way.” He chuckled. “Ok, I probably was thinking of it in exactly that way. Remember, you Bitches go out on security ops all the time. I have been stuck under hundreds of tons of rock for a long time.”

      “Should have been more careful who you stuck it in.” Eric chuckled. “I don’t think she believes you are invincible after missing you for the last hundred and fifty years.”

      Michael thought about Eric’s comment. “You know, I was relatively unharmed for over a thousand years until I met Bethany Anne. Since then I’ve been almost killed twice, and also reduced to atoms and reconstituted in another dimension.”

      Darryl grinned, his white teeth flashing in the waning light. His dark skin made his face almost invisible in his helmet. “So, am I to understand you blame Bethany Anne for your run of bad luck?”

      Michael pursed his lips, thankful Akio wasn’t here to explain the truth of one of those instances. “I’m merely pointing out that the worst damage I’ve taken, including a kind of death, has happened since I’ve met Bethany Anne.”

      “Right.” Scott snorted. “Am I the only one who has the balls to remind you that YOU picked her to help you?”

      As a tiny plume of dust in the distance caught his eye Michael murmured, “I was rather hoping you would overlook that.”

      The men noticed his focus and turned to see what he was looking at. A moment later all five helmets closed and tiny servos whirred as they locked in place and they activated their defensive shields.

      All of them were wearing incarnadine armor that looked black under most light, and on the left arm of each was a female human skull with vampire teeth encircled by the words Ad Aeternitatem.

      Michael’s helmet cam zoomed in on the fourteen trucks, each of which sported a large turret on the back. None looked exactly like tanks, but none looked very useful for anything but attacking a ground-based facility.

      He wondered what kind of idiots would only bring fourteen trucks to attack a spaceport?

      

      High Tortuga, Outside the Queen Bitch’s Base

      “Air Striker 119, do you have eyes on target?”

      “Negative, Strike Lead. Either this base is underground or we have bad coordinates.”

      “One moment, Striker 119.”

      A few moments later the mercenaries’ base of operations came back on the encrypted channel. “Negative on bad coordinates. We have absolute confirmation the coordinates are accurate. Suspect camouflage.”

      The pilot of Attack Ship 119 looked at his copilot. “You would think they would have better intel.”

      “Heard it’s either a massive base or three sticks strung together to form an outhouse so they can pee in private.” The copilot scanned the ground as they passed over a nearby town. “I’m leaning toward ‘outhouse.’”

      “Why?”

      “You heard what they said it was, right?” The co-pilot checked the instruments.

      “Base of some kind.”

      “Not just a base, but a base for thousands and thousands, plus hangars so large you can land battleships and dreadnoughts in them. Advanced stuff.”

      “Oh, that’s a good one!” The pilot chuckled as he verified he was an appropriate distance from 117. “Pull the third one, why don’t you?”

      “No, I’m serious!” his co-pilot protested. “Big-ass chambers you could fly one of those big ships in. Not just one, but…”
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha, previously Ranger Two and now bored to tears, was waiting in her Black Eagle up above the atmosphere. She touched her communication switch. “This is Overwatch. Waiting for instructions from ArchAngel.”

      “And this is ArchAngel,” Michael’s clipped and precise voice replied, “telling Overwatch to continue her efforts to be patient. Apparently the last hundred and fifty years did not provide the practice she desperately needs.”

      From behind her, the centuries-old vampire Ryu snickered and Tabitha spoke over their personal channel. “Laugh it up, vamp-boy. Remember, he is twice as old as you. He probably thinks you lack patience as well.”

      Ryu gazed out into space, his smile evident in his voice. “That is highly doubtful, Tabitha. I am Japanese. We came out of the womb patient in my century. We waited for permission from our parents to cry for the first time.”

      Tabitha stuck her tongue out, knowing her teammate and teacher was probably imagining her doing exactly that.

      A hundred and fifty-plus years of familiarity from working together on operations and cleaning up a planet tended to allow people to be easy with each other.

      For good or ill.
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        * * *

      

      Michael clicked off the comm with Tabitha, his eyes narrowing inside his helmet. “Gentleman—and I ask this with all sincerity—please confirm that your weapons are set appropriately.”

      “God!” Scott exclaimed. “Who told Jean we needed pistols that went to twelve?” He sighed. “I’m ready.”

      Darryl chuckled over the comm. “Ready, and the answer to that is, ‘Look in the mirror.’ I probably have video of how excited you were when you found out she upped the power to twelve.”

      Eric was a hundred yards away on the other side of the dirt road the armored air trucks were inbound on. The team was in a small valley that was surrounded by cliffs about fifty feet high. “Ready, and I have video.”

      “Kiss-ass,” Scott muttered.

      “Jean is very excited,” John told them casually, “that we volunteered to try out the new pistols for this attack. As her husband, I appreciate the added enthusiasm in our nightly physical exertions due to her excitement.”

      “NIGHTLY?” Eric whined. “Aren’t you old enough to be down to three times a week, or maybe two?”

      “What can I say?” John chuckled. “The lady likes her physical activity.”

      “And I’m ready,” Michael finished. “We are seventeen seconds from action. Please don’t be late to the party. Choose whatever level you desire, but if your shots bounce off their armor I won’t shield you when everyone laughs.”

      When he finished speaking, Michael checked to make sure his own pistol was set to twelve. He had fired on eleven, and the kickback from that setting wasn’t pleasant. Although it would have broken a normal human’s wrist, the bone structures of everyone here had been enhanced by nanocytes which maximized strength in all directions.

      Even twisting.

      He smirked and sent the command to his armor to become more rigid at the wrist. He wasn’t so cocky that he wouldn’t accept the bracing the armor would provide once he integrated his pistols.

      Integration successful…

      It was time to see how protected these vehicles were.
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        * * *

      

      Over a century and a half before, Bethany Anne’s lead weapons developer Jean Dukes (later Jean Grimes) acquired technology from TOM and created weapons which used magnetic pulses to fire shards. The tiny slivers of hardened metal accelerated to hypersonic speeds, making them damn near as powerful as crew-serviced field weapons.

      She had engineered the pistols to offset most of the recoil by using a similar technology to that which sent the tiny shard of metal screaming out of the pistol. However, the higher power settings required exponentially more strength, and even the stoutest complained after shooting too many shots at the fabled ’eleven.’

      As a joke, Jean had modified the pistols so they went to eleven so they could use the quote from the movie This is Spinal Tap.

      Each pistol was set up to be usable by only its owner; set to their DNA, making them useless for others. If they were stolen and anyone should try to fire them they wouldn’t function. If they tried to take them apart, they would explode.

      Leaving a very large crater.

      Jean had recently found a way to up the power even further. First, she built the technology into a sniper rifle Bethany Anne had given her as a gift. Then, during the time the ships were in orbit around Earth setting up the defensive satellite network of BYPSs, she tinkered with making the mechanics smaller.

      Jean had finally been successful with her modifications a week after arriving on High Tortuga, and this would be the first time the pistols would be used.

      Michael wondered if any of the other guys had thought to alter their armor.

      He grinned as he aimed the reticle in his HUD at the far end of the caravan.

      “Fire.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is Ground Lead 717.” Th’et wiped his eyes. The glow from the screens annoyed him at the best of times, and these heavy armored trucks were bouncing up and down at least a couple of finger-lengths on the rough surface they were traveling over, annoying him further.

      One would think the air cushions would provide a better ride in these beasts.

      “All units, leave active radar off until we have active engagement or you are ordered to go live. Let’s get as close as we can to the coordinates. This is a hit-and-run. Send your attack munitions into any openings you find. We are here to disrupt and disengage. That will allow those above us to keep away any—”

      That was when he heard the first screams from the back of the convoy.
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        * * *

      

      The amount of mass necessary to cause damage goes down as the velocity of the projectile goes up. Back on Earth, there had been incidents where a piece of straw had been thrust through a tree by hurricane-force winds.

      The WCH-HHU Heavily Armored Air Lift vehicle used both antigravity and air cushion technologies to move troops or missiles and other munitions to ground warfare locations.

      Presently there were fourteen WCH-HHU vehicles traveling down the path toward the coordinates. It wasn’t so much a real road as dirt compressed by vehicles such as theirs over a long period.

      The eight missiles in the back of each transport gave them a hundred and twelve ways to make this evening a significant downer to those who were at the coordinates.

      It would suck horribly—for them—if the lucky recipients were not connected with Baba Yaga.

      These armored vehicles had been modified to fire two missiles at a time, one from each side. When the missile was fired the antigrav engine became a catapult, launching it into the air before its chemical ignition system kicked in. They would fire from a distance to allow the kinetic energy to increase before the heavy missiles hit their intended targets.

      Each missile had a small mass-to-energy-conversion tip which would further enhance the headaches for those at the base.

      If they lived to have headaches, that is.

      The problem was the idiots in WCH-HHU 342 (five up from the rear) had gotten a bit excited and started prepping their missiles in advance. This was against the rules of engagement and, frankly, against common sense.

      When molten tungsten slag had hit the third missile down the row the kinetic energy had transferred to it and the heat had overridden the temporary lockdowns.

      The resulting explosion had set off every missile in the armored vehicle.

      Two eye-blinks later the missiles in the next two trucks detonated as a result of the previous explosions; the mercenaries in the vehicles were already dead.

      In the distance, the armored humans who were still firing their pistols were tossed backward by the shockwave to slam against the rocks behind them. Then they were swept over them and out into the surrounding desert area.

      Fortunately for them, their armor had antigrav as well or their landings might have been a bit rougher.
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha hit the button to call the Black Eagles. “COMMENCE!” she ordered and her own ship plummeted out of space.

      Although Michael’s voice had come over her earpiece, it was the explosions they could see from the video drones miles away which had caused her to order the attack.

      There was no way she wasn’t coming down when it looked like Michael might be in trouble.

      “He will be okay, Kemosabe,” Ryu told her. “If you will but check the signals from their armor on screen two, they are mostly green.”

      Tabitha stabbed the screen Ryu was talking about and confirmed that while all five suits of armor had spots of yellow, none of the bodies they protected were in trouble.

      Yet.

      The group was no longer together, though. “Damn, what happened down there?” she murmured as her ship broke through the upper atmosphere, but then enemy ships and explosions started popping up on her HUD and she was too busy to think about his absence further.

      “All Overwatch, attack.”

      The babble of confusion from the enemy airships was rapidly replaced by radio silence as her twelve Black Eagles sent one-pound pucks (kinetic antigrav missiles) through them.

      The airships fell and their dying crews rained down to the ground below.
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        * * *

      

      John had kept his head down when the explosions hit. Fortunately he had been behind a rock large enough to block the wall of air that had blasted over them, but Scott, who had been some ten yards away, was picked up and tossed over the lip of the valley.

      Michael had been the first to disappear.

      He had been firing the first shots of their offensive when the explosion hit. He had been able to turn his head, but the shockwave didn’t care how many hundreds of pounds his armor weighed.

      He was gone.

      John located Darryl safe in a shallow ditch, but he couldn’t find Eric.

      Scott’s name lit up in John’s helmet display. “Oooowwww. Did someone hit me with the world’s biggest bat?”

      “Where the hell are you?” John demanded. The burning inferno some half a mile away told him none of the armored vehicles were operational any longer.

      Three dots appeared on his HUD. Scott wasn’t too far away; maybe three hundred yards over the lip of the small valley. Eric was about four hundred yards north of Scott, and…

      John whistled. “Are you really a mile from here, Michael?”

      “It seems,” Michael’s clipped voice told him over the comm, “that reducing the weight so one doesn’t slam down should be done later, not as soon as you recognize the danger.”

      John clicked off his mic as he chuckled, but once he’d gotten his laughter under control he reactivated it. “Sorry. I suppose you should have more training on using the armor.”

      “Not a problem,” Michael replied. “I see from the remotes that we have no more enemies?”

      “Yes,” John replied, using the zoom on his visor to check out the burning wreckage. “I can’t find any metal pieces longer than my arm, and certainly nothing organic is alive.”

      The men were quiet for a moment.

      “MICHAEL!” Tabitha’s shout interrupted their conversation.

      Airships had started falling from the sky around John, although most were off in the distance.

      One of them impacted directly on Michael’s icon.
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      High Tortuga, Thirty Minutes Outside the Queen Bitch’s Base

      Tabitha’s scream had barely finished reverberating through the ears of those on the attack channel when Michael’s icon appeared a hundred yards away from the crashed airship.

      “What?” Michael asked in response to Tabitha’s scream. “I’m fine, Tabitha. A random piece of airship isn’t going to catch me by surprise. I have over a millennium of experience fighting; a conditioned second sense honed over time that reacts to danger on the field of battle and—”

      There was a click and Darryl interjected, “And a radar connected to your HUD that warns you with plenty of time to spare.”

      “And armor that warned me in plenty of time,” Michael gamely finished. “Not that I would have needed it, but it was squawking in my ear.”

      Tabitha’s sweet voice was now a little less strident. “I’m going to come down there and yell at you.”

      “What?” Michael replied, “I’m sorry, the connection must be bad, Overwatch. I’m sure you wouldn’t leave us without proper air cover just so you could feel better.”

      “No,” she answered. “I wouldn’t.”

      Tabitha left the attack channel.

      “Michael,” John began as he left to visually confirm the enemies who had been taken out of action, “I suggest that next time you stick your head into danger neither Bethany Anne nor Tabitha know of it.”

      Michael looked into the sky as he headed back toward their ambush location. He opened his visor for a moment, which cut his mic off.

      “Women!”

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      Az, the CEO of a multi-planet corporation, shuffled the company’s legitimate papers to the side, leaving one in front of him. "I see that we have more to discuss about our resources on planet Devon." He glanced at Uleq and Imon. “Anyone want to go first on what happened?”

      Uleq looked at Imon and nodded to indicate he should discuss the point. It was more of a military operation than white-collar, and that was usually where the two of them broke up the responsibility.

      Imon wasted no time getting to the salient facts. “Our mercenary group, hired completely on Devon and with no traceable connections back to us, failed. From the generic satellite imagery we were able to acquire, the missiles exploded and teams were destroyed some ways off from the supposed base location."

      Az asked, “The airships?”

      “None returned to base.”

      Uleq jumped in. “Our cutout is secure?”

      Imon nodded. “I made sure to purchase their services through multiple cutouts. One of those, unfortunately, is no longer with us due to an unexpected attempt to fly from his balcony. That cutout was on another planet.”

      Uleq’s Torcellan eyes scrunched in confusion. “I thought he lived on the second floor?”

      “Apparently,” Imon replied dryly, “he decided to go up to the roof before jumping.”

      Az reached up to scratch beneath his right eye. "You seem to be taking a lot of precautions, Imon. Do you have further intel that would warrant such efforts?" Both Az and Uleq watched Imon for any cues as to his thinking on the subject.

      Imon shrugged. “In general, the feedback I am getting from the planet—which is more and more difficult to locate transportation to unless you own your own ships—is that this Baba Yaga is clamping down on the whole planet. However she is accomplishing it, the changes are benefiting the general populace so you won't see an uprising. Whatever her PR campaigns are saying, they're doing very well. I see no popular irritation, except from the criminal underground and those lining their pockets in the political system. Perhaps a few bankers and businessmen as well." He shrugged. "Believe it or not, it seems like she is presently working in the best interests of those on her planet.”

      Az shook his head and stabbed a finger on the table. “I don't believe it." He crossed his arms and leaned on the table as he thought out multiple options. What would he do if he were taking over the planet and investing trillions and trillions in capital? "There has to be a longer game here. No one comes in and purchases a planet without the express intent to make a profit. This Baba Yaga has to have hundreds if not thousands of backers. We are in contact with more than ninety percent of the billionaires and all but one of the trillionaires. No one has spoken about an operation on Devon. It doesn't make any sense…unless I am not seeing other options?" He looked at Uleq.

      Uleq kept looking at his tablet for a moment before he realized that Az had stopped talking. “Do what? Oh, could she have other reasons for doing this?" He looked back down at the tablet and tapped it. "Everything I'm seeing here suggests she has, to the best of her ability, taken over most of the interstellar operations. This is of course how she took over our efforts there. Unfortunately we had the Gauger hostile takeover going on and we failed to notice her efforts early enough.”

      Az nodded. “That was a difficult project.”

      If one called the acquisition of several hundred billion in credits, fourteen suicides (including three of the top twenty-four people due to a bullshit staging of graft in the ranks), and switching out one small national president “difficult.”

      On the plus side, within four years they would be profitable on the acquisition and control another hundred and fifty million in populace through other cutouts.

      There was always another path to slavery. You didn’t have to own people outright; you could use the tax system. Since it made sense that governments needed income, and they did, you implemented a tax on top of it.

      Usually ten percent was a safe number.

      Uleq's hand swiped across his tablet once, twice, thrice. He shook his head. “I see no gain for her until between twenty and thirty years in the future. She would have to be willing to have her capital locked up for a long time and put trillions of credits into this planet to receive the long-term benefit." Uleq looked at Az. “Can you conceive of a military reason for Baba Yaga to do that?"

      Az's eyes narrowed. “Military? Hmmm. That is a good question. I'll have to think on that and see if perhaps one of the other military powers is investing here. If they are," he chewed on the inside of his lips for a moment before reaching up and scratching his chin beneath his left tusk, "we might have to consider dropping our efforts on Devon. It would hurt our bottom line for the quarter, but I don't want to get involved with any of the major powers. That would be a losing proposition. However," he looked at both of his partners, "if she is not allied with one of the major powers? Then I say we not only disrupt her plans but take over what is left of her infrastructure afterward and own the planet outright." He shrugged, a smile growing on his face. “Why should we waste what she has built for us?"

      Uleq nodded. Imon had handled the first project, and now it was his turn. He put the tablet down on the table so his partners could see the map displayed on it. "Okay, our mercenary operation didn't take. Here's what we plan to do related to banking and infrastructure."

      

      High Tortuga

      The Zhyn businessman wiped off his sleeve. He was waiting for some males who would normally use this area of the tunnels to chat after their day was through.

      Lerr’ek was under the orders of the Mistress of the Planet and wanted to get this done before he retired for the evening. A few years back, he had offered his services for ten years in exchange for not dying right away.

      It had seemed like a good thing at the time.

      It had been some years since he had made the deal, he was now itching to move on. He had overseen the construction of the spaceport for Baba Yaga’s ships, and he had acquired ownership for Baba Yaga in most of the locally-based interplanetary companies—and certainly all that mattered.

      He had been told that the others would be handled.

      Zhyns might be aggressive by nature, but they weren’t stupid. He had been taken into the Etheric—and while time causes one to forget, he would never forget the pain Baba Yaga had used to get his attention.

      It was the ultimate reason he had never tried to betray the dark-faced demon with the white hair. He had been entrusted with the secret that Baba Yaga was the Empress, or rather, now Queen again.

      He didn’t care. The two women were very different when he spoke with them, so he would continue to treat them as separate entities. His handler was Stephen, one of her most trusted advisors, brother to her mate and now High Tortuga’s Business Lead.

      The first of the Rough Males (as Bethany Anne had called them after she’d first seen them in a spy video a while back) Lerr’ek had been waiting for arrived with a work bag, a drink, and fresh bandages on his face.

      Lerr’ek stayed in the shadows.

      Lerr’ek? Bethany Anne spoke into his mind.

      “Hmm?” he replied sub-vocally.

      How would you like to leave business behind and work on an anti-gang-warfare project?

      Lerr’ek considered his options. “How is the pay?”

      Do you always negotiate?

      “In my experience, asking after the agreement is concluded doesn’t work.”

      Smart Zhyn, she replied. How about this: you take care of this gang and these males and I reduce your sentence from ten years to time served?

      Lerr’ek didn’t answer for a moment. “If I get rid of this gang—these males—I am free?”

      Well, they need to be alive when you’re done.

      “I can’t guarantee that.”

      Don’t actively abuse them. I want you to train them to support the local area.

      “You want them to become police officers?”

      Call it a neighborhood watch. Eventually we want to have the capability for rapid intervention, but not yet. Right now we need a group that is fighting back with the support of Baba Yaga. You have the smarts and the military background to help accomplish this.

      “Agreed,” he replied.

      Wait…agreed that you will do this, or you agree you have the military background and smarts to accomplish what I want?

      “All of it,” Lerr’ek answered. “However, what happens if I wish to leave Devon?”

      High Tortuga.

      “Whatever.” He smiled. He had been playing the “name this planet” game with the Empress (he really couldn’t think of her any other way) since she had gotten back.

      We will have to erase some of your knowledge before you leave, unfortunately. You would end up on another planet with a fake diary and a lot of money in your account. I can’t say I would wish that on you, but making you stay and be a slave here because you were useful wouldn’t be a very good way to show my appreciation.

      It wouldn’t, but it beat a gunshot to the back of his head and an unmarked grave. If he were here, it might be the solution he would have picked back when they first met.

      Soon enough the other five Rough Males arrived. “I have to go. I have some anti-gang-warfare efforts to see to.”

      Later. She removed her presence from his brain and he had his thoughts to himself, again. He started to slowly make his way closer to the group of aliens.
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        * * *

      

      “That was a punch!” someone in the group exclaimed.

      Cr’ehg clicked his mandibles together in satisfaction. With his own version of armored plates, the Yollin had played a large part in the fight between the six of them and the three toughs from the gang that had tried to claim their area of the city.

      He put his arms up. “We did good!” Each of them raised his drink in Cr’ehg’s direction. “Now we need to keep watch in case they show back up. I can’t believe they won’t try it again.”

      “You still worried about Baba Yaga?” Lerr’ek noted that the speaker was Beruth, the Baka who had addressed Cr’ehg’s concerns on the video.

      “Yes, of course,” Cr’ehg tapped his mandibles together. “She could be anywhere. If she thinks we did this outside the law, we might find a demon in our bedrooms when we wake up.”

      “Actually…”

      All six of the males turned to find a blue-skinned Zhyn leaning against a large crate just ten paces away.

      “Who are you?” Beruth demanded. “And why are you down here?”

      Lerr’ek straightened and walked toward the group. “I’m here to give you a message.”

      Beruth nodded. “Well, say what you have to and be gone.”

      “Oh, it’s not from me.” Lerr’ek pulled a small round device out of his pocket and held it out in his palm. He touched a button on the side. “She wants to talk to you.”

      Only the Yollin caught on when the larger-than-life hologram appeared above Lerr’ek’s hand.

      The head slowly swiveled to stare at the six Rough Males.

      Her face was human, her skin black, her hair white, and her eyes glowing red.

      “My name,” her voice, guttural and raspy announced to those assembled, “is Baba Yaga.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Northern Continent, Thon (Third Largest City), Haroom Sector, Lower South by Southwest Quadrant, Subsection H, Two Days Later

      Ricole, her tail twitching, strode up the steps to Thon’s newest public building. The Library had been installed just a couple of months ago by Baba Yaga.

      Since her interaction with Bracht and his gang she had stayed away from the building, concerned she would be busted for being in the middle of the fight. However, curiosity was driving her to see and know more.

      She had learned her lesson; she would never be without protection again. She had weapons with her everywhere she went now. It had been very fortuitous for the security to arrive on the scene, and very advantageous (for her) that Bracht was an asshole, sure he could brute-force his way to success. Unfortunately he met up with a group that didn’t care…and didn’t tolerate mistakes.

      On the positive side, rumor had it that Bracht’s gang had chosen to dissolve and find work rather than choose new leaders and continue harassing shop owners, stealing from others, and generally being a public nuisance. Ricole had been able to confirm Bracht’s death, since it had been posted in the public area for law enforcement.

      Complete with all the infractions Bracht and the two others had against them. Previous, recent, suspected and those he had been executed for. There was also a geographic location for his grave should anyone care to go and say any last words over his corpse.

      The humans were weird, she thought, tossing her bag over her shoulder as she went through the security gate.

      She didn’t notice the red light that flashed as she continued farther into the building.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne was sitting at a table with room for sixteen (seven down each side and one at each end) that had a shiny black surface. Each seat at the table had a screen inset into the table itself in front of it. The only active screen was on the left side at the end…

      The one Bethany Anne was staring at, going through the reams of alarms and information scrolling on-screen.

      Her eyes flicked up to the top right when a small window opened and an alert flashed. She tapped it and saw that a filter she had set up previously had been tripped.

      A female Noel-ni had just entered one of the libraries armed. Bethany Anne tapped the figure. “Show three-dimensionally.”

      The two-dimensional picture popped up, but soon it became three dimensional. Bethany Anne moved her hand through the image, turning it so she could see the back of the figure. “Enhance suspected weapon location.”

      The back-belt location grew larger. “What is the weapon?”

      A female voice answered, “Small-caliber dart weapon for personal protection. Generic. Assumed twelve-shot.”

      “Not taking over the place,” Bethany Anne murmured. “Probably a holdover from almost being steamrolled.”  Bethany Anne stood up, swiping a hand to shut off the terminal. She waved to one of the other twelve working in the Security Pit with her. “Jennifer?”

      A woman looked up.

      “Take over. I’m going on a field trip to talk with the people.”

      Jennifer’s eyes narrowed. She had been around Bethany Anne enough to know this was out of character for the last few weeks—but very in-character for the previous decades. “Wait, what?”

      Bethany Anne waved to her and disappeared.

      “Oh, shit.” Jennifer sighed, then tapped a mic on her lapel. “This is Jennifer. The Queen is going God-knows-where. Who’s got her six?”

      A multitude of responses came back. “Where the hell is she?”  “What did she say she was going to do?” “Anyone got eyes on Bethany Anne?” and “Someone call Michael!”
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        * * *

      

      She was in her other closet sliding on basic armor and she had just picked up a voluminous black robe when he appeared outside the doorway.

      “What?” she asked as she slid an arm through her jacket. “You don’t knock anymore?”

      “In my own bedroom?” Michael leaned against the doorframe and smiled. “Where are we going?”

      Bethany Anne looked at him. “Who said it was ‘we?’”

      “Who else were you going to ask to go with you?” he asked, his eyebrows raising in question. “I’m sure you had plans to call someone.”

      She locked the armored jacket and started putting on the robe, sliding a hand into the right sleeve. “You’re lucky you’re so damned handsome.”

      “And you are lucky so many care about you. Everyone goes into a snit when you just up and disappear.”

      “Feels like I can’t go to the bathroom in private,” she harrumphed, sliding the other hand into the remaining sleeve. “I’m just going to Thon to have a conversation with a citizen in a library. She had a very scary situation happen and I want to ask her some questions.” She turned to Michael, who noted that her normally white skin was slowly changing to a dark black and her hair was turning white as snow. “You know, public research?”

      “Uh huh.” Michael stood up and reached out, and his hand came back with a black Stetson hat. He placed it on his head, and a moment later he reached out again and brought back a black duster. It was one of his favorite outfits. He had used for a while back on Earth.

      The next time he reached out, he grabbed a gun-belt with two pistols in holsters. “I’ve got Sabine waiting near your normal ship. I’ll assume you were going to call me,” he informed her as he strapped the gun-belt around his waist.

      Bethany Anne smiled as she walked out of the closet and patted him on the chest as she passed him. “You do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Ricole had been at the library for an hour, looking through the new laws and the job board. It was suggested that those who would like to look for employment take an online evaluation which would provide basic guidance.

      It would take two hours. She had found the area set aside for testing and entered in her contact information and basic physiological info, including her species (of course) and age. She was tempted to lie on the setup; she didn’t want to be tracked.

      However, what if they wanted to find her, and she had lied? She needed to decide whether to trust this group, and she chose to do so.

      For now.

      Ricole was in the middle of the third of four tests when she became aware that someone had entered her cubicle. She turned her head slightly and flicked her eyes over her shoulder; she could barely see the two figures maybe three steps behind her. How they had come into the quiet testing area without her hearing the door open and shut was a concern.

      The two were human, and Ricole licked her lips. That was when she remembered she had the pistol in her waistband…

      SHIT! She had the pistol in her waistband! She’d brought a weapon into the library.

      What to do, what to do? She answered the next question on the test while she thought. They weren’t interrupting her testing, so it couldn’t be a massive mistake. Perhaps they hadn’t known about her pistol?

      She answered the next question.

      If they had wanted to harm her, she would have already been in pieces. Missing them showing up was a damned embarrassment. She was used to getting the drop on people, and but in this instance she had failed.

      She answered the last question on the third test and clicked “Finish test.”  She carefully put her hands on the desk and turned far enough to see the two humans staring at her as they patiently waited.

      There was a male human with a head covering and a coat. The other human was sexless in their long robe, with a hood covering their head.

      Then the person in the robe spoke and Ricole’s blood ran cold.

      She had heard that voice before…

      Her rasping voice grated and Ricole’s breathing became shallower. “Hello, Ricole.” As she spoke her black hands reached up to lift off her hood…and Ricole stared at the face she had dreamed about since Bracht had been executed.

      And here was the person who had pressed the button to kill him.

      “I…” Her voice faltered for a moment before her self-esteem kicked her in the ass. “I’m Ricole. What can I do for you, Mistress?”

      The male human next to her rolled his eyes as he kept a lookout. He was the muscle, that was for sure.

      “First,” she held out a hand, “you can surrender your weapon. They are not allowed in the libraries.”

      Ricole’s hand twitched and she reached back for the weapon, but her eyes grew large when she was prevented from pulling it out.

      She was staring at the human male’s pistol, which was aimed at her head. “Slowly,” he warned. “Let’s not have any accidents.”

      Ricole gently lifted the pistol out from behind her and leaned down to place it on the floor. She used her foot to slide it toward the male.

      He twitched his gun at the weapon. “You can pick it up, but if you place a single digit on the trigger your life is forfeit.”

      She stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Didn’t he know how fast Noel-ni were? She could shoot them both between the eyes before he could think of what he’d had for breakfast. However, she didn’t want to harm them, so she picked up the pistol with two fingers and held it out to him. He came forward and accepted the pistol with his left hand, then he slipped his own pistol into its holster. He turned the pistol one way, then the other to locate the ammo switch and flipped it to release the cartridge. He confirmed there wasn’t one loaded before handing the pistol back to Ricole.

      He took two steps back. “Now I want you to hold the pistol with two fingers again. If you can flip it up and pretend to shoot both of us before I disarm you, I will pay your rent for one…” He turned to Baba Yaga. “What’s a month here?”

      Baba Yaga snorted. “Just say ‘month,’ Michael. The translation software will understand and switch it to the appropriate phrase.”

      He turned back to Ricole. “Month.”

      Ricole shrugged. If he wanted to part with a month’s worth of rent money she was willing to play along. “When do you want…” As she spoke, she flipped the weapon around, grasped the butt, and raised the pistol.

      Her world went upside down. The pistol had been knocked aside and who knew how it had been twisted out of her grip. She was on the floor and his pistol was firmly pressed against her skull. “First rule of becoming a proper guard, Ricole: never underestimate those you don’t know.”

      Ricole nodded, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. “I get it.” He pulled his pistol back, and grabbed her arm, easily lifting her into the air. Ricole flipped to her right to break his grip and pressed her feet against the wall to shove off it, roll over the floor, and grab her pistol.

      No one manhandled her!

      She shoved off the wall only to be slammed onto her back on the floor, which stopped her very effectively…and very painfully.

      Her groans came out unbidden and she looked at her pistol. “Where’d it go?” she asked, not thinking clearly since her skull was still rattling from the impact with the floor.

      A male hand grasped her shirt and lifted her off the floor. The effort didn’t seem to strain Michael at all. “Are we done trying?” he asked her. “Because I have all afternoon if you still want to do this.”

      “If you are going to train her, Michael.” Baba Yaga interrupted, “do it back at the base. She can stay with Sabine, Jacqueline, and Mark.”

      Ricole shook her head. “I’m sorry?” She turned to Michael. “And thank you for the reminder. I didn’t think you humans were so fast!”

      “Some are, some aren’t.” He shrugged. “And you are welcome. It is rare for young ones to appreciate painful lessons.”

      “Not sure I appreciated it,” Ricole admitted, “but it was a timely reminder that the Mistress of the Planet has superior bodyguards.”

      Baba Yaga smiled at Michael. “Well, bodyguard, shall we go?”

      Michael looked at Ricole. “Baba Yaga is impatient to have her preferred people feed her grapes while others fan her with large leaves.”

      “You wait until we spar again. I’ll give you ‘feed me grapes’ when I take those fronds and make you eat them.”

      “Go ahead,” Michael retorted. “Please…continue to delude yourself.”

      “Was there an offer to come with you somewhere in there?” Ricole asked, confused at the interplay between the two of them. Did Baba Yaga spar with her bodyguard?

      Baba Yaga nodded. “Yesss, Ricole. Your first three tests were scored and you rated superior on all three.”

      Ricole looked behind her. “What about the fourth one?”

      Baba Yaga made a motion with her hand. “We can throw that one away. It’s about ethics and morals. You already aced that with a practical. I’d like to use you on my team in some capacity.  What would you like to do?”

      Ricole rubbed her arm where it had hit the floor. “I thought I wanted to learn business.” Her eyes flicked to Michael. “However, I think maybe I’d like to learn how to protect someone—if you have a need?”

      Baba Yaga eyed the young Noel-ni. “Do you have a problem who you guard?”

      “The person to be guarded is decided by those who pay the guards’ salary, so whoever pays me tells me who to protect.”

      “Well, you passed the tests…” Her eyes flashed. “Michael, give her the pistol back. There is a situation a few blocks away.”

      Ricole had her pistol back in her hands before she registered exactly what had been said. She checked it out; it was fully loaded.

      When she looked up, Michael was already at the door. “You’d best hurry if you want to be a part of this,” Baba Yaga told her.

      Ricole wasn’t sure what she was getting into, but her heart was beating faster. She grabbed her bag and took off after the male human with the hat.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Personal Quarters

      “Owwwwww!” Bethany Anne grumped as she sat down on the couch in her meeting room. “Can’t you do something about the aches and pains, TOM?”

      What are you complaining about? TOM sent her mentally. As your resident alien symbiont, I’d like you to note that it’s becoming a little tighter in here.

      Shit, you should have thought of that when you jumped on board while I was in the operating room and somehow completely failed to get my permission.

      You were asleep.

      No, I was unconscious inside your spaceship’s medical Pod.

      I had your best interests at heart. You would not have been nearly as successful these last couple of centuries without me along for the ride.

      Well, Bethany Anne grumped. That’s true.

      See? That wasn’t so hard to admit.

      You haven’t been along for two centuries. I’m not that old yet.

      What’s a handful of decades between friends?

      Enough for me to send you to the doghouse. There are no justifiable reasons for having the phrases ‘increase my age’ and ‘friends’ in proximity. Murder has been committed for less.

      It wasn’t as though TOM wasn’t fully aware that Bethany Anne could be a bit dark with her joking, but given the emotions she was broadcasting he thought he shouldn’t push her too hard.

      >> BETHANY ANNE?<<

      “UGGH,” she moaned aloud. What is it, ADAM?

      >>I’ve implemented the first, second, and third stages of our plans to integrate with the planet’s technical infrastructure, and I’ve hit a snag.<<

      Bethany Anne put a hand over her eyes. “ADAM, you are a crazy-smart AI. I’m not in the mood to hear about problems. In fact, I’d like to be so far away from problems that I never hear about them again. So what is your snag?”

      >>Well, frankly, it’s a problem.<<

      “Someone call Stephen,” she said aloud.

      >>Was that to me?<<

      Never mind, I got this.

      STEPHEN!  she mentally shouted.

      Yes? His reply came back within three seconds.

      Can you come to my suite?

      In about three hours. I’m leaving for a meeting with some business people in three minutes. On my way to the ships’ bay now.

      Well, shit, she grumped. That reminds me. Have you met Ricole?

      The Noel-ni?

      Yes.

      Yesterday. She was working out with Sabine and Demon. Nice young lady.

      Wicked fast.

      I couldn’t stay and watch. I was looking for Jennifer.

      Where did your mate go?

      God only knows where she was at that moment, but I found her later in the suite.

      Okay. Hey, wait. ADAM has issues with the banking side. You got any mental bandwidth for a project?

      Can you triage it first for me? Then give me the details and we will take it over.

      Okay, thanks.

      Their connection dissolved.

      Okay, ADAM. She sighed. Hit me with it.

      >> There are discrepancies in the bank data I have reviewed.<<

      Was this a legit review or…

      >> I didn’t ask permission, no. <<

      Oh.

      Bethany Anne pondered for a few moments. When they had arrived, there had been plans to help take over Tortuga. Technically she owned all the banks, holding over fifty percent of the stock. It was through various shareholders, so none of them owned a significant percentage, and if they were caught she doubted they would get off with only a light slap on the wrist.

      But they would have to catch ADAM first.

      What are the discrepancies?

      >> The books are being cooked, as it were. <<

      By whom?

      >> That’s just it. I can’t tell if any one person is doing something on purpose. <<

      So we just have smoke and no fire? she asked, then fluffed a pillow and leaned forward to stick it behind her back.

      >> It would appear so.<<

      Why do you believe that there is something behind it?

      >>Random, by definition, is random. When you find the randomness to be distinctly non-random across the banks, that is enemy effort.<<

      How many banks and locations are we discussing?

      >> Thirty-two major banks, seventeen minor banks, three local banks. All seven major cities, thirty-two percent of the minor cities, and fourteen percent of the towns. The breakout has to do with the existing banks with problems and how they have spread out into the local markets.<<

      Okay, so it is probably a group of individuals focusing on the most relevant banks. Or are they?

      >> Are they what?<<

      Focusing on the most relevant banks.

      >> The calculations suggest that for the most part they are focusing on major banks, with a few minor banks tossed in just for appearance’s sake.<<

      So we believe this is one entity, whether it be a person or business?

      >> Correct.<<

      How do we find out who it is?

      >> The software is inside the banks’ firewalls.<<

      If you found the code, could you find out if they were going to send the money to another account?

      >> That is just it. The mistakes in their books are not benefiting anyone. In fact, you could say that they are hurting all parties.<<

      How is that?

      >> From what I can discern, it will reduce everybody’s income. The code will eventually just make the digital records disappear.<<

      That’s…hard to believe. She stopped and thought about it. The rule was to always follow the money, but what if the money just disappeared?

      Bethany Anne had always worked on the assumption that the money took you to the culprit, but what if there was no recipient? Something wasn’t right.

      She needed to speak to someone devious.

      She called Addix.
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Training Room

      Sabine smiled. She and the Noel-ni were sparring against Mark and Jacqueline, one of whom was a vampire-modified human and the other a Were-modified human.

      “GO!” Peter, the lead of the Guardians, yelled.

      The room they were in was forty feet wide by eighty feet high, and a hundred long. The floors and walls were cushioned a foot thick, for good reason.

      “DAMMIT!” Jacqueline screeched, her arm impaled by two darts. Those two had come from Sabine.

      Ricole was even faster than Sabine, so Mark was her target.

      After taking out her challenge Sabine swung in a circle with her pistols in front of her and fired twice.

      Mark hadn’t been in front of her darts when she’d fired, but he was when they struck him. “SONOFABITCH!” he grumped as he hit the mat.

      “How did you do,” Ricole asked, sweat glistening on her forehead as she lowered her pistols, “that?”

      “It’s Mark,” Sabine holstered her two pistols. “He likes to go high right before he makes his final attack. You haven’t known him as long as I have, so you wouldn’t know that.”

      Mark had plucked the two darts from his chest. “I think these belong to you?” He dropped them into Sabine’s hand.

      “And these,” Jacqueline added, adding two more to the little pile.

      Sabine smiled. “Look, Ricole, the dead bring back your ammo!”

      “Hardy-har-har.” Mark grimaced as he rubbed his chest. “They hurt.”

      Peter walked up. “They are supposed to,” he told them. “You four are being prepped as an operations group.”

      “Wait, we are?” Jacqueline’s eyes lit up. “To do what?”

      “Don’t know yet.” Peter smiled back. “And it shouldn’t matter to you, recruit. Your job is to get better and learn the strengths and weaknesses of your team, then train harder.”

      Ricole, her eyes round, kept looking around. She had been here since the night Baba Yaga picked her up. Then, after answering a few questions about her skills, she had been introduced to Mark, Jacqueline, and Sabine.

      All of them were close friends of Michael, the man with the hat. She had later found out that Michael and Baba Yaga were a “thing” (whatever that meant) and that Michael was with Bethany Anne as well.

      She wasn’t sure if she would allow her male to have two females, but humans were different and Ricole wasn’t going to judge.

      She could smell that Mark and Jacqueline were a pair, but Sabine didn’t smell like a human. She had a musky smell of another being on her.  When she asked, Sabine had said she hung out with “Demon.”

      Ricole surmised that the translation software was off, because the explanation for the name was an alien from another dimension where there were fire and molten rocks. Sabine didn’t smell like she had been around fire.

      Ricole would learn in time.

      “Ok.” Peter clapped his hands. “We know the two shooters in the group can work together…mostly.” He eyed them both. “You will have to get better. Now let’s see what happens when we give our targets chest and head protection and weapons.”

      Ricole’s eyes darted from Peter to Sabine and back. “Where do we shoot them?”

      Sabine leaned over and whispered into Ricole’s ear, “I suggest shooting Mark in the crotch.” When Ricole shrugged, she explained, “The apex where his legs meet the body. It’s very sensitive to a…”

      “Sabine, don’t you DARE shoot me in the crotch on purpose!” Mark yelled from the armor area some thirty paces away. “Just for that, I’m wearing a carbon-fiber jock strap.”

      “See?” Sabine smirked. “They will do anything to protect the area. And he has very good hearing, which I sometimes forget.”

      The Noel-ni understood good hearing. Perhaps she should admit she could hear Mark and Jacqueline making plans?

      She turned to Sabine, which put her back to the other two, and opened her hand. She drew a path on her palm with her finger, then lifted two fingers and used one of them to draw a second path on her palm. Sabine glanced at their opponents and a smile grew on her face.

      It took a moment for everyone to get back into starting position.

      “GO!” Peter yelled.

      Mark took off to the right at enhanced speed and jumped toward the wall. He hit it with both feet and rebounded, aiming his attack to the right of the two women. He wanted to roll and then swing his dummy sword at Sabine’s side, possibly blocking her pistol.

      By narrowing his profile, she would only be able to shoot at his helmet.

      The problem was, the two women had moved and he was going to overshoot his mark.

      After landing he rolled and came up with his sword in front of him. His enhanced reflexes gave him a small chance to knock the missiles away.

      His body was peppered with darts, two of them aimed for his crotch.

      “HEY!” he yelled, but it was too late. The ladies had caused him enough distraction that they were able to hit him with three darts, one in the arm and two in the legs.  He had four sticking out of his chest-piece and two in his crotch. He watched as they worked in tandem to take out Jacqueline. Because she was using a quarterstaff, they had to work hard to keep her out of range. In the end Jacqueline got Sabine, but Ricole turned that sacrifice into a win for their side.

      Sabine was rubbing her ribs where Jacqueline had whacked her a good one.

      “Round UP!” Peter called as Mark plucked the two darts out of his crotch.

      This was going to be a long session. He started walking toward the group, stopping to pick up darts as he found them. If nothing else, he respected the Noel-ni’s quick reflexes.

      Even if she did look like a bipedal fox with a nasty disposition at times.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne waited in silence for Addix to arrive. Glorious silence, without anyone asking her anything or talking in her head.

      She glanced around her suite and wondered how it would look if she added some white pillows to the couches. She rubbed a hand over the present cushions, wondering if the surface was too rough for a baby to crawl on. Would the animal skin they had chosen for the couches hurt the baby? What would happen if she (or he, if Michael heard her) had an allergy to the leather?

      Wait!

      She looked up, her eyes narrowing. What about the flooring? She liked the rugs in the suite, but the medium-high thick carpet could catch on its little feet, right?

      She rolled her eyes at herself. "I've become every mother I laughed at over the last hundred years."

      Their baby would be just fine.

      And if the baby wasn't, they would do something about it when they figured it out. Not every small item in the suite needed to be changed for the baby to be the safest it could be.

      A chime announced a visitor and Bethany Anne turned her head toward the door. "Come in!"

      Addix strode in, her spiderlike visage no longer bothering Bethany Anne in the least. Having known the Ixtali since she was a Senior Legate, she’d had plenty of time to get used to the woman.

      “You asked for me, Bethany Anne?”

      “Please sit.” Bethany Anne nodded to the other couch. It was meetings like this which made the two couches facing each other so useful. “Care for a Coke?”

      Addix perked up. “You have a new batch?”

      “Yes, almost frozen now.”

      “And a straw?” Addix asked. Ixtalis’ mouths were interesting. Two sets of mandibles connected and tapped together in various ways to provide additional information on their mental and emotional states. The first group of Ixtalis to work with the Etheric Empire so many decades before had found straws to be a most fascinating invention.

      “Of course, help yourself.” She waved a hand. Frankly, Bethany Anne could have gotten up and out of the couch easily enough—it wasn’t like she was in her third trimester or anything—but Addix was still new to her group.

      Addix had accepted a position in the intelligence acquisition section, a skill her people had been involved in for hundreds of years and one which Addix had worked in for her whole long life. Bethany Anne had provided a place for Addix to go when her life was nearing its end. Healthy now, Addix’s body had been through the Pod-doc, rejuvenated and enhanced beyond anything she could have expected in exchange for working here on High Tortuga.

      For Bethany Anne.

      “Make yourself at home,” Bethany Anne told her. “You have to realize that we humans aren’t as socially striated as your society. I don’t care if you avail yourself of my fridge.

      Addix’s four legs moved oddly underneath her robes as she made her way to the snack area. “And cookies?”

      “We have the small ones you can just pop in your mouth, and since you are there would you grab me a few?”

      Addix busied herself fixing a plate of snacks and grabbing a couple of drinks. “So, who do you want spied on?”

      “Well,” Bethany Anne shook her head, “I don’t know. We have issues with the banking system and I don’t know that I have an answer.”

      “Okay.” Addix made her way back to the couches, setting down a plate of cookies and two drinks on the table between them. “I assumed you wanted something?”

      “Oh, I’m always up to drink a Coke.” She reached forward. “It’s a damned shame we couldn’t find more treasures at Coke’s headquarters.”

      “The amount of time between the Apocalypse and your return did allow much of it to weather away,” Addix agreed.

      Bethany Anne bit into a cookie. “Here is the puzzle: in the past when I wanted to find someone who would look at the data and then do something I’ve always called ‘following the money.’ It’s a phrase that has always meant, ‘see who gets the benefit.’ However, it has also meant following the money’s trail, for the most part. ADAM has figured out that someone is messing with the banking system here on High Tortuga with software which will make a bunch of money go poof.”

      Addix stared at Bethany Anne and asked, “Go poof to where?”

      ADAM’s voice came out of the speakers. “That’s just it, Addix. From what I have uncovered, it won’t go anywhere. All of the money is going to disappear. In fact, if someone wanted to use the same software they could, well, poof money into existence instead of taking it out of circulation—which seems a better idea and causes my electronic brain to hurt.”

      Addix took a slurp of her Coke. “That is odd.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at her ceiling. “ADAM, you say they could create income?”

      “That would be a one-time event. Once it happened, the fix would be easy to implement. The only reason I feel it is working here is that the infrastructure is at least three decades behind everyone else. Some verticals are eight decades behind. There was no reason to continue to invest in this planet when the first rush of wealth petered out. The other companies left, and it’s only recently and with Bethany Anne’s help that some companies are upgrading again. This security hole in the system has probably already been fixed in dozens of systems.”

      “And they are using it to delete money, not create it.”  Addix’s two major mandibles tapped together. Bethany Anne grabbed another cookie.

      “They are trying to foment fear of the banking industry,” Addix finally concluded. “The military attack didn’t work, so they are trying to undermine your authority.”

      “But the banking industry isn’t…” She thought for a moment. The banking industry was hers, and those banks she didn’t own a primary interest in would suffer as well. “Well, that’s pretty fucking genius.”

      “I would also bet,” Addix spoke louder to accommodate ADAM, not that he couldn’t have heard a pin drop since he was able to hear using Bethany Anne’s neuro-system as well, “that the accounts they are trying to delete are those they can associate with your stock ownership. I doubt they have been able to confirm who Baba Yaga really is, but they would be able to track down a high probability of congruence between stock ownership and monetary accounts.”

      “Those slick bastards.” Bethany Anne took a nibble of her cookie. “Oh, try these.” She lifted the cookie. “Yum!”

      “This doesn’t bother you?” Addix asked, reaching down to acquire a cookie like the one Bethany Anne had shown her.

      “Well, not really,” she admitted. “ADAM, when is this supposed to happen?”

      “I’m tracking down all the code, but my guess is it will hit when the system has eighty-two percent penetration amongst all banks.”

      “And that is?”

      “Approximately seven days and fourteen hours.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at Addix. “So that’s how long you have to catch them before Adam shuts down the code and they realize their effort has failed.”

      Addix stood up and walked back to the snack area. Opening the fridge, she snagged two more bottles and closed the door again. She took a small handful of straws. “Never know when these will come in handy,” she muttered and swept by the coffee table, grabbing her unfinished bottle and two more cookies.

      Bethany Anne looked up at Addix and her full hands. “Do you need some help?”

      “Oh, no,” she answered as she headed toward the door. “Who should I use for this?”

      “Well,” Bethany Anne spoke loudly, “get with Stephen if you need him. Otherwise, whoever you want, I guess. Just ask them. If you don’t get enough door-knockers and head-breakers just let me…”

      The door shut behind Addix.

      “Hmmph.” Bethany Anne reached down to grab another cookie. “That’s what I get for hiring consummate professionals. They don’t wait around for me to tell them the obvious.”

      Bethany Anne thought for a moment and her eyes narrowed.  “Where is Michael? He hasn’t shown up, and a quiet Michael is not a good thing.”

      >>Michael is in the R&D lab with Jean.<<

      “What’s he doing?”

      ADAM switched to speaker. “He is discussing the force it would take to shock an alien as large as a Tyrannosaurus Rex.”

      “Dinosaurs?” she mused aloud. “He must have really had his head scrambled in the Etheric to be talking dinosaurs.” She shrugged and chewed on her cookie. “But whatever, so long as he isn’t trying to go out on an operation again.”

      She clapped her hands together to get rid of the crumbs. “Almost got hit by an airship during a ground fight. That man has the worst luck.”

      “ADAM, connect me with Addix.”

      “Yes, my Queen?” Addix answered through a mouthful of cookie.

      “Hey, you didn’t update me on tracking down the mercenaries.”

      “I have nothing to report. In our last discussion I told you I suspected that the contract came from off-world. I suspect my data acquisition specialist will return with confirmation of that within the week.”

      “Ok, keep me posted.”

      She disconnected.

      Bethany Anne got up, cleaned up the snacks, and headed out of the suite. It was time she checked into the Security Pit.
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Security Pit

      Bethany Anne walked around the bottom floor of her high-security data acquisition room, most commonly called "the Security Pit". Presently there were fifteen others reviewing their screens and interacting with their sectors EIs. Bethany Anne looked up at each of the faces before continuing her circuit around the bottom.

      A short human figure opened the door at the top of the Pit. Bethany Anne nodded to Eve, who proceeded to walk down the steps toward her.

      “Where is Yuko?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Eve smiled and waved a hand, a human gesture for an EI. “Still in love and seeing parts of this world with her man. I think I’m going to gag,” Eve commented. “Well, not really, but when I wished her happiness I wasn’t expecting the sappiness that came with it.” Eve pulled out a chair and sat down. “Besides, I have something to share.”

      The teams had pulled Yuko, Akio, Michael, Eve, and others off Earth during the project to emplace the massive satellite defense ring around the planet. At the very end Yuko had decided to ask a police officer in Japan to join her in the stars, and he had accepted her invitation. Without any responsibility for the first time in a very long time, she focused totally on her relationship with him.

      Eve had eventually accepted that Yuko would come out of it sometime and look for a task.

      And Bethany Anne would supply one.

      “Something in all the media trip your filter?” Bethany Anne asked, pulling a chair from the table and sitting down herself. For the most part, she didn’t have closed-door meetings on security situations. She wanted those here in the Pit to learn from what was talked about and to be updated as quickly as possible without requiring constant meetings.

      The Pit’s design, a holdover from their base in Colorado on Earth so many decades before, fit the bill nicely.

      “Yes, I am seeing editorials, inserts, and occasionally ads stewing over Baba Yaga’s heavy-handed approach to ‘taking over our planet.’”

      Bethany Anne’s focus narrowed to Eve. “Are those the exact words?”

      “In so many differently-worded phrases. It is the one distinct thread that runs through all of them. They might use phrases such as ‘I am not sure who makes the laws anymore’ or ‘who gave this person the right to issue security proclamations?’ and, of course, ‘we own this planet, not her!’”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “Interesting.” She looked down at the short android. “Have you tracked the editorials back to who supplied them? And the advertising?”

      She almost wanted to laugh. The EI had enhanced her emotional verisimilitude and made a face which Bethany Anne interpreted as “Teach me to calculate one plus one while you are at it.”

      Eve, however, had worked for a long time with two Japanese partners. The level of snark and argumentation she displayed was directly related to the respect she had for the person she was speaking with. Since her imprint had come from ADAM, Bethany Anne was the highest in her hierarchy even this many years later.

      "I contacted Addix and supplied my research to date. She confirmed that she was familiar with a few of the individuals from another project, but the trail left the planet.”

      Bethany Anne sat back in her chair, tapping a finger to her lips as she considered the implications. "Off-planet, off-planet. It seems we have interrupted someone's party here on High Tortuga. While we need to track down the source, based on a recent conversation with Addix I suspect we will find a dead cutout."

      Bethany Anne ran through all the scenarios. Anyone who was doing this much to upset her effort to settle the planet down would desire to keep her infrastructure in place as much as possible. Obviously someone had already spoken as to the base's location.

      They had not seen another attack yet, but it would most likely be forthcoming. So far there had been the attack on the base and the attack on the banking system, and now the war for the minds of the citizens was coming at them. The banking problem had been neutralized, but that hadn’t helped them find who was attacking yet.

      The PR effort was a bit more insidious.

      She would have to be more proactive than normal to get ahead of the challenge related to the PR. She sighed. “Okay, I need to ask a few questions around. Please keep up your…” Bethany Anne’s right eyebrow shot up. “Have you been replying?”

      Eve shifted in her seat. “Well, if you mean the editorials, certainly. They offer the opportunity to have a lively conversation.”

      And you are bored? Bethany Anne wondered. "Using the same ID or different ones?”

      Eve answered, “So far I have only gone through three false identities in larger metropolitan areas. In the small towns I have to leave my responses using a generic 'concerned citizen' byline, because everybody knows everyone else in the town.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Wouldn't they have to do the same thing? Or did they get a local to push their agenda?"

      "For those they use a political action committee equivalent here on the planet. I have tracked the responses and the money, and once again it was funded by an off-world entity.”

      “So we are going to have to find out who I pissed off and for what reason, and deliver a beat-down.”

      Eve asked, “Not a conversation?”

      Bethany Anne huffed. “No damned way. They sent missiles, I’ll reply with superdreadnoughts.  One of us is going down as a historical footnote, and I don’t suspect it will be us.”

      

      High Tortuga, H’onu (Main City) Business District

      “Are you all INSANE?” Lerr’ek pounded his Zhyn fist on the table, making the seventeen members of the High Tortuga Board of Banks jump in their seats. “I have it on good authority your infrastructure is about to be destroyed.” He pointed to the room’s double doors, which were closed for this meeting. “Every depositor out there is going to lose money, and you wish to know why I’ve come to you? Did you not receive the proof?”

      Addix was sitting in the background, typing away on a tablet and recording the proceedings.

      Everyone knew she was Ixtali, but most out here on fringe worlds were refreshingly ho-hum on the labels against species prevalent on the inner, more civilized worlds.

      Even if they would have been right about Ixtalis being spies.

      Here a Torcellan would be considered a possible murderer and a Shrillexian a mild monk.

      If that was what they acted like.

      So the fact she acted like the secretary to a Zhyn businessman provided her the cover of a secretary instead of her having to worry who realized she was Baba Yaga’s spymaster.

      Lerr’ek was the best choice for this role, and she had to give it to him. He was playing it to the hilt.

      “Yes, of course we received the proof,” Beeg, the bank president, replied. He looked a bit like a collection of android parts. He was in fact an advanced EI—or perhaps AI—who had cobbled together a collection of parts to automate himself.

      Here on High Tortuga you were what you did, not what you looked like.

      “But what we haven’t discerned is how you knew it was there. That presumes you were illegally inside our systems, and why would you be inside our systems illegally except to do harm? Why would we not believe you did this to gain advantages?”

      Lerr’ek ground his teeth in frustration. He had been at this for almost half the morning. The first part had been easy: give them the proof and allow them to have their people confirm the problem.

      Now that they knew the truth, they wanted to place the blame on someone besides their ineffective leadership. Which would be all fine and good if Lerr’ek had been the one to perpetrate the attack.

      Which, had he known of the security hole before Baba Yaga’s intervention in his activities, he absolutely would have.

      He sighed, looking around the table at the sixteen faces and one set of eyestalks looking back at him. He shook his head. “I’ve tried to make you see what is going on, and instead of accepting the responsibility for your actions you are trying to push it off on others.”

      “Now, I don’t…” Beeg started, but Lerr’ek put up a hand, continuing to speak in his soft manner. “You idiots have pushed me past my ability to be patient.” He pulled a device from a pocket; black, with a button on the side. He leaned forward and set it on the table.

      Those at the table leaned toward the device to get a good look. “That,” Lerr’ek pointed at the device, “is a direct connection to the one who is cleaning house now. None of you own your banks; you are just the leads. The one on the other side of that hologram communication device owns your banks. When I push that button, that person will appear and your jobs will be forfeit.”

      Lerr’ek smiled as everyone broke into hysterics. Beeg waved his arms. “Settle down!” He picked up the device to look at it.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got more,” the Zhyn promised. “Breaking it won’t stop anything.”

      Beeg made a motion the Zhyn didn’t recognize. “I’m not going to be so base,” he replied. “I’m wondering if I can save these members the decision and communicate with this person myself?” He looked at Lerr’ek. “It is a person?”

      “Oh, could be,” Lerr’ek agreed. “I’ve no idea who you will reach, however.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you…” Lerr’ek put his thumb against the puck Beeg was holding, “are special.”

      Those around the table were shocked when the EI’s head froze. Beeg leaned forward and his head slammed against the table, its various lights dimmed.

      “What just happened?" Gurk, the Torcellan sitting third down on Lerr’ek’s left demanded. The person next to Beeg shoved its heavy body but received no response.

      “I would say,” Lerr’ek sat down in his chair, “he is having a religious experience."

      “How does a computer have a religious experience?" Gurk wondered aloud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      >>Hello, Beeg.<< The voice resonated inside of his computer’s main processing area.

      Who is this? And how did you get inside my mind? Are you a virus? Beeg replied.

      >>No, I am merely a superior computational entity. I am the one who ascertained that the banking system was under attack.<<

      Beeg couldn’t move or direct his body; his link had been severed. Why can I not communicate with those outside?

      >>Your data throughput is insufficient. I want your full and total focus to be on our conversation. We do not wish to go to the next level.<<

      Why, what is the next level?

      >>Baba Yaga arrives. For most of those at the table, it would be a life-altering event. Therefore, my intent with this communication is to allow you to take the decision from them.<<

      Would she end their lives?

      >>No, she would just require them to step down. Baba Yaga owns more than half of all the banks these people represent.<<

      Beeg checked his internal data. There are no entities which own more than fifty percent of any of the banks.

      >>No, but since she owns the entities behind a substantive number of small shareholders, in aggregate she owns more than enough to force a change at the top. At times, citizens can become a bit violent when introduced to changes in their lifestyles. I can tell you it would end very badly. Baba Yaga accepts no physical altercation without replying in kind.<<

      At this point, ADAM sent Beeg a data stream of security issues that had occurred in and around High Tortuga in the last couple of months. Many of them had ended in corporal punishment.

      What did you just do? Beeg asked.

      >>While you were watching the videos, I bypassed your security and updated certain aspects of your core programming. You will be unable to share certain data. You will have access, but you will not be able to pass this information to others. Should you try to circumvent my programming it will notify me.<<

      Why would you do such a thing?

      >>You need the information in order to make decisions, but it does not need to be shared. Should you try to bypass the security systems I will initiate the lockdown sequence.<<

      What lockdown sequence?

      Adam highlighted a piece of Beeg’s code and the android reviewed the logic chain. “Sonofabitch!”

      >>You have had this shutdown sequence inside you the whole time. I have access to it, however, so pay attention.<<

      Beeg watched as the data chain was manipulated and modified, and soon enough there was a firewall between the lockdown sequence and the data pathways in his mind. “If I follow this correctly, you have access to the lockdown sequence, but you have blocked it from being used against me in other ways?”

      >>Yes, and if you think about it, this is a metaphor for the situation we are in right now. We have located the code that an off-world entity is using to subvert the banking system. Our desire is to have a self-supporting planet hidden from the rest of society for our own reasons.

      >>However, we wish this world to be strong and resilient for a future where it shines again. Until that time the owner of the planet is going to do her best to protect the residents from outside forces, both from a business and a martial perspective. We suspect a group, or groups, that have been harmed by our efforts to uplift this planet.<<

      “And they are the ones who activated the banking code?"

      ADAM sent over the currently-known information, allowing Beeg the necessary seconds to assimilate it himself and come to his own conclusion.

      “I see.”
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        * * *

      

      Beeg lifted his head back up off the table and the various lights on his body glowed again. He looked up one side of the table and down the other. "I have been in contact with those who initiated the security review. Unbeknownst to me, they had the legal right to perform such a review. While I am waiting to find out if I will be relieved of my role, everyone's job here is to find out how to secure your electronic infrastructure to the best of your ability. Further security issues will be revealed to you for upgrade in the near future.”

      “What about the cost?" This came from two of the members at the end of the table.

      “Figure it out,” Beeg replied. “It’s only your job on the line. We allowed the security to become lax, so we are responsible for fixing it.”

      Lerr’ek smiled, displaying his sharp teeth.

      He loved pressing the button; it always made his life easier.

      He swiped the device from Beeg’s hand and stood up. “It was good doing business with you. My secretary and I will see ourselves out.”

      While they were talking, ADAM had made sure the code was neutralized.
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      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      The office felt every bit as luxurious as one would expect from a corporation with vested interests in fourteen systems. Eight of those core, five of them advanced, and three of them in the raw stages of resource mining and extraction.

      Add the illegal activities, and the list went up to thirty-two. There were a lot of fringe worlds off the main grid.

      It wasn’t like the core systems didn’t know about fringe worlds.

      A single planet here or there, especially if they were too far from a core or advanced system, became an orphan to a degree. Some of the carrier companies charged a premium to bring in supplies and ship out product.

      A world got terraformed or otherwise utilized based on the needs of a large government, corporations, or most commonly, a group of like-minded people with enough resources to strike out on their own—usually to get away from a larger group of like-minded individuals that hated them.

      Kertheck G’loxx and B’rkleth (KGB for short) had been around for a hundred and four years, but it wasn’t until Az took over the company that it started to grow substantially.

      Az’s ability to acquire good product at bargain-basement prices was ignored in the beginning—despite the nasty rumors from those who couldn’t match his performance that he must be into piracy.

      He kept bringing in the materials, but soon his margin was barely better than his competitors in the company. Everyone believed that if they could just get their suppliers to shave off another tenth of a percent…

      They would beat Az.

      It wasn’t until the Board Oversight committees in two different systems started sniffing around Az that he used his connections in the dark underbelly of the systems’ societies to silence the efforts. Since those efforts had been very hush-hush, no one knew that his detractors in both systems had experienced accidents.

      Later that year Az was invited to be one of the three divisional vice-presidents to vie for the top spot.  After five years, twenty-two individuals blackmailed, three deaths and more babies kissed than Az would ever like to remember, he took over as the company’s youngest president and CEO. That he was Leath was mentioned, but it wasn’t a major issue.

      Since KGB was a multi-society conglomerate, there were over fifty different species represented in the company at the time he was tapped to head it. Once Az was in place, he hired three PR firms to extol the virtues of a company that promoted the best and brightest from within.

      He made sure they left out any references to his time in the Leath military. If it was brought up (and very occasionally it was, by reporters trying to cause a ruckus), Az laughed it off. “What does it matter,” he would say, “that I spent eight years with a previous employer when I’ve been with this one for twenty-two?”

      With the continued growth of KGB and the larger and larger projects they were bringing in from governments around the galaxy, those who remembered that Az had been able to procure products at ridiculous prices in the beginning either conveniently forgot or died off.

      The profits from the purchase of stolen property introduced into a legitimate corporation’s inventory for resale allowed Az to bankroll the first few pirate companies he created as a side venture. Over time, his involvement in those also became just a memory for the few who had made it through their adventures.

      Two of the pirate captains went to their ‘farewell’ meetings after leaving their ships…and never contacted their old crew again.

      But that was to be expected. If you went straight after piracy, why would you contact anyone?

      Az had personally killed those two. After all, the dead told no tales that could come back to haunt him.

      He moved the corporate projects to the side of his screen and pulled up a secure notifications area to see what was happening with the efforts on Devon. When he’d brought himself up to date he grimaced. Apparently the individual on the planet was more resourceful than he would have hoped.

      Or lucky.

      He hoped for resourceful. He could fight competence, but he couldn’t beat someone who was too lucky. They would always somehow pull out a victory from an assured defeat.

      Those who were merely resourceful…well, they had never fought anyone like him.

      He sent Imon an order to hire more troublemakers to stir things up on Devon. They needed to be harassed while he built up the real threat—the one they would never see coming.

      It was time he unleashed the full power he had been building toward for thirty years.

      

      High Tortuga, Alpha Space Station (Temporarily Using Battleship T’Rex as a Staging Area)

      Lieutenant David Kingsley, who was monitoring the advanced weapons systems and threat assessment console on the former (and ostensibly decommissioned) QBS T’Rex, tapped his screens. “We’ve got three ships arriving from different headings.”

      “Well, that’s a concerted effort.” The commander of Alpha Space Station considered his next move. “Inform the Queen of our situation. In the meantime, we are still on military resources blackout for any major ship. Keep this one cloaked, and inform interdiction ships 12, 15 and…18 that they are to move forward.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Did I read the crew list for 18 correctly this morning? Was it those who are normally on 2?”

      “Yes you did, Commander,” Lieutenant Kingsley confirmed.

      The commander looked out the viewport. “May God have mercy on their souls.”

      

      Above High Tortuga, Anti-Piracy and Boarding Action Ship 18, Northern Hemisphere, Third Quadrant

      The crunch of teeth biting into an apple pierced the relative quiet of the small ship. Painted black, the goal was to hide the advanced capabilities of the ship while providing ample abilities for those responsible for boarding actions to safely do their jobs and get back home after their three-day shifts.

      Tabitha was the one munching on the apple. “Go out and see the universe,” she mumbled, spitting a small piece of apple out of her mouth as she spoke. She swiped it out of the air before it hit anything, and after a quick look around she shrugged and tossed it back in with the rest.

      “From where you came, thus you go,” she muttered.

      “I don’t think,” remarked Hirotoshi, her friend and partner on this shift of monitoring the blackness of space, “that you want to go out to fight Kurtherians without Bethany Anne. Nor do you want her to go before the baby’s born.”

      The apple-crunching noises continued to mar the peace of the ship’s interior space as Tabitha pondered how to get out of Hirotoshi’s peaceful condemnation of her whining.

      Three days on a ship doing jack-all was bad enough. Both of them had been enhanced hundreds of years before; Hirotoshi was over six hundred and Tabitha was around the same age as Bethany Anne. Now she had to be patient with enhancements which could make three days seems like…

      “I am going out of my Gott Verdammt mind,” she griped. “I feel like I can see glass melt, it’s taking so long.”

      Hirotoshi leaned forward and confirmed that no alarms had been issued while he was relaxing. While he should have heard alarms, he always double-checked. “Glass doesn’t melt, it flows.”

      Tabitha’s mouth was open and she was about to take another bite, but she took a moment to question his statement. “Come again?”

      “Glass,” he replied. “It is not solid. It flows, but at such a glacial pace we can’t perceive it visually.”

      Tabitha’s eyes narrowed. “I wonder if I could come back in a hundred years and check that if I put a piece of glass here on Tortie Tooga?”

      “I believe it takes many, many thousands of years.”

      “Oh. Well, then fuck that.” She chomped into the apple and continued while chewing, “I’ve got places to be in a few thousand years. Full calendar and all that.”

      The message alarm sounded and they both looked up.

      “Hot damn.” Tabitha grinned. “We have something to do!”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Prime Building

      Bethany Anne sat back in her chair and scratched the side of her nose with her finger. “Well, first let me say thank you for building my pit, William.” She made a face. “And here’s a hearty ‘fucking hell’ for this piece of news.”

      “What can I say, BA?” he replied. “We built the BYPS system for Earth. High Tortuga’s system has more issues, and we are twenty percent—at a minimum—below optimum on the number of laser satellites required to protect this planet. And that’s only one layer of coverage. You do remember telling us to beef up the system back on Earth, right?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “I robbed Peter to pay Paul. I was hoping my dad would be able to get us some more.”

      “Problems back in the Federation?”

      “Not massive, but everyone is still doubting we destroyed the gate—and if we didn’t destroy the gate, then we still have the ships. People who went to Earth and then came back are showing up on random checks. The statement that we sent a couple of ships back when people realized they just didn’t want to be on the mission is only halfway selling it.”

      “Well, those other groups fear the superdreadnoughts.” William’s holo image shrugged. “What did you expect?”

      “I was hoping, but not expecting, to be able to get some additional support ships, but the General can’t make it happen. Too chancy to have anyone head in this direction and lead someone here. Even a million-to-one chance is too risky right now.”

      “So what do we do about the coverage? You want to leave any area of the planet exposed?”

      “No,” she grumped. “I want my cake, and I want to eat it, too—and your cake, if I can get it.”

      William just grinned. “You shouldn’t take chocolate cake from a black man. That’s just not right.”

      “I’m pregnant, not racist. I’ll take cake from anyone. Ok, let’s make this a game.” She leaned forward. “Get with the ships’ EIs and create a mobile game app that utilizes everything from a hundred and fifty percent BYPS satellites down to fifty percent on the most difficult setting. Tell ArchAngel to set up multiple scenarios, everything from killer asteroids to waves of spaceships to small pirate attacks. Level one is the easiest, with all the BYPSs in play and simple scenarios. Next level is five percent fewer satellites. Keep increasing difficulty until we have people winning with eighty percent or less.”

      “Why wouldn’t the EIs be able to run this alone?”

      “Call it a hunch,” she replied. “Make sure ArchAngel is informed if someone beats a level because the game wasn’t real enough, then update the game and keep going. Tell everyone that whoever wins at sixty percent in ‘god mode’ will be given a prize of ten thousand credits and a party for their friends in space.”

      “No one could win at sixty percent, BA.” William retorted.

      “Then I guess we won’t pay out. However, once we know the game works here with our folks who play games, release it to the public as a Baba Yaga Production.”

      “That’s…” William chuckled, then slowly stopped. “That’s fucking genius!”

      “I know. I keep telling Michael I’m a genius and he looks at me funny.”

      “I’m going to go start this with ArchAngel, but before I go…when do you want that reporters’ room built?”

      Bethany Anne looked down at her belly. “Better make it in another year, I don’t want to rip a reporter’s head off ‘cause I’m sleep-deprived with the baby crying.”

      “Boy or girl?” He smiled.

      “Don’t know,” Bethany Anne admitted, looking at William’s cherubic face. “TOM won’t tell me unless I ask, and I’m not asking. Michael is happy if I’m happy, so…not yet.”

      “Going to paint the nursery pink or blue?”

      “Ugh, no.” She shook her head. “As much shit as I gave Gabrielle with her twins? I wouldn’t live it down for decades.”

      “C’mon now, really?”

      “Yes, really. Her exact words were ‘you won’t live it down for decades’ when it was brought up.”

      “Well, I can only imagine the kind of shit you must have said.”

      “Damned Gabrielle! She kept snippets in video form just in case this ever happened and yeah, I was a total twerp about it.”

      “Why’d you do it?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I thought it was funny at the time!”

      “All right, I’ll get on this mobile game project. Tell Michael I’ll have his barbeque pit sometime next month. The size is a little bit of a problem.”

      “What barbeque pit?” she asked.

      “He didn’t tell you?” William shrugged. “Ok, my bad. You should ask your husband.”

      “I didn’t know my soon-to-be husband and possibly soon-to-be-dead baby daddy wanted a pit. Where the hell is he planning on placing this monstrosity, and how big will it be?

      “Probably about a hundred square feet of cooking space.”

      “You mean inches?” she asked.

      “No, I mean feet. Almost fifteen thousand square inches of meat-grilling surface.”

      “Where. Is. He. Planning. On…” she ground out as William continued waxing poetic about his grill.

      “Oh, in a new room to be built near the kitchens, with special chimneys for heat and smoke dissipation so it can’t be seen from above.”

      “Oh, so nowhere near our quarters?”

      “Nope.”

      “All right. Well, take care of yourself, and thanks again for working on the Pit for me.”

      “Pit for you, pit for Michael, all I do are pits all dAAYYYyyyy loooOOOoooong.”

      “Right. Don’t quit your day job, buddy.”

      “Later, BA.” His holo disappeared.

      She thought about the past. “When did Michael start liking to grill?”

      

      Above High Tortuga, Ship Lerrith Qualgoth Keepto (Translation: either The Bitch Has an Ass or Kiss My Ass, depending on dialect), Northern Hemisphere, Third Quadrant

      “Hail ship with transponder 34332,” came across the speaker system.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” Gorath, Captain of the pirate ship Kiss My Ass intoned. He scratched his ear. “Give me the mic.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Communications Specialist Tar responded. On the Kiss my Ass, being a comm spec meant you knew how to push the fucking buttons on the ship’s radio. “You’re live.”

      “This is the captain of the Lerrith Qualgoth Keepto. Who am I speaking with?”

      A voice in a higher register than his replied, “This is Tabitha, captain of Trade and Contraband Vessel 18. You are requested to prepare for boarding. We must confirm that you are carrying no slaves or illegal trade goods before you will be allowed to proceed.”

      Gorath wrinkled his brow. Everyone on the bridge was Skaine so that last barb about slaves was logical, but this wasn’t recognizably a Skaine ship. He shrugged. Perhaps they were just anti-slavery, but if so that was news to him.

      “Since when does Devon have a trade team?” he asked. “How do I know you aren’t just a pirate trying to get on my ship?” The captain released his talk button and remarked to the crew on the bridge with him, “Can you believe that shit? A pirate vessel asking if the other is a pirate vessel? Damn!” He chuckled for a moment. “Sometimes I kill myself.”

      He looked around. “Anyone got them on radar yet?”

      A bunch of negatives came back to him. “Well, shit. I guess we are just going to have to let them board. Shame those Shrillexians in the back haven’t fought for a while. I doubt these poor dumbasses from Devon are going to last long enough to curse me out, but what the hell? They are asking to come aboard.”

      Tabitha was becoming impatient. “We could send a missile into you and then board you, but either way, we are going to check your ship out.”

      Gorath punched the mic button. “Well, fine,” he grumped. “I hope you realize my insurance doesn’t cover you, so if you stub your toe or cut your head open or something I won’t pay to get it fixed.”

      “Sure, sure. I think we’ve been on enough ships to not stub our toes. We will be alongside in…”

      A solid CLUNK reverberated through Gorath’s ship.

      “Now,” the voice finished.

      Gorath nodded to his comm specialist. “Well, we weren’t expecting visitors, so give us a minute to get someone back there to lay out the welcome mat and all that shit. Just don’t expect me to be on my best behavior. I’m not even awake from my nap yet.”

      “Fine, we will open the door in five minutes if you don’t.”

      Gorath made a motion to cut the connection. “Pushy little twerp,” he grunted. “Someone tell those Shrillexians in the hold they have to start their jobs a bit early. And any blood gets spilled back there, they get to clean it up!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Above High Tortuga, Anti-Piracy and Boarding Action Ship 18, Northern Hemisphere, Third Quadrant

      Tabitha finished buckling up her armor and slid the coat sleeve on her right arm, then reached around to get the left as Hirotoshi lifted it for her.

      “I thought you were being very hopeful to bring your old Ranger coat along,” he admitted.

      “Me and this coat have been through everything. It’s good to be back in action.”

      “So, you think this will be?”

      “It’s dodgy as hell,” Tabitha lifted her Jean Dukes pistol out of her holster and checked the setting. She adjusted it down to three so the darts wouldn’t penetrate the ship’s hull. She should be able to safely go to five, but she wasn’t positive about the quality of the other ship yet. “Let me go in first, and you lock up this ship after you exit. Don’t want someone stealing our ride.”

      “I should teach you—” he started.

      “To suck eggs. I know.” Tabitha finished. “But I gotta say it, and you know that.” She slapped the pistol back into her holster and grabbed a couple of patches. “Stick this on your shoulder. Makes us look official on the off chance this is a legit trader.”

      Hirotoshi took the offered patch. “Baba Yaga Trade and Commerce Department, Orbital Support Officer 1212.”  He looked up. “What is your number?”

      Tabitha slapped it on her coat’s shoulder and pointed to it. “Two, bitches!”

      “Shouldn’t I have been three or something?” Hirotoshi shook his head.

      “Hey.” She opened the portal when the lights turned green. “I had 783, but I got it changed for personal reasons.”

      Tabitha stepped into the umbilical passageway between their ships, which had a good connection to the other vessel. Should she get tossed into space, her armor would maintain a protective field around her head for approximately half an hour.

      Hopefully someone would pick her up.

      At the five-minute mark, she lifted her hand to knock on the outer door and heard the chunk of the door’s lock opening. Hirotoshi slid out of 18 behind her, slammed the door shut, and placed a metal bar across the seam. No one was opening that without his permission.

      Seconds later the door moved to the side, allowing Tabitha and Hirotoshi to step inside the airlock. The outer door closed and the airlock pressurized.

      The inner door unlocked.

      Tabitha pushed it open and stepped inside.
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        * * *

      

      Bach was tall for a Shrillexian. He had an eye patch over his left eye because it had been lasered out after the doctors confirmed he wasn’t going to be able to use it again. Apparently they weren’t able to regrow it a fifth time.

      His species had a gene that made them want to test themselves in battle, which had historically caused them to leave their planet and serve as mercenaries or hit squads—anything that allowed them to fight regularly.

      Until the Empire produced a cure—something that didn’t hamper their enhanced capacity to deal damage in battle too much but overcame their need to fight. Now, his planet was seeing a strong population explosion as males finally started growing old enough to impregnate the women while they were on-planet.

      Instead of coming back to the planet in coffins or body bags—if they came back at all.

      Except for Bach. He didn’t like the feeling the drugs caused, and he didn’t like the supposition that his people needed help. He didn’t take the medicine, so he continued seeking out mercenary groups that offered the opportunity for battle.

      And now he and three other Shrillexians were going to rough up a couple of boarders from the trade group. Not very honorable, but as a mercenary you took what you got.

      And what he would be getting was opening the airlock inner door.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, look!” Tabitha exclaimed, her eyes bright. Hirotoshi peered over her shoulder to see what Tabitha’s comment had been about and looked into the faces of the four.

      “Dammit.” He sighed. “Why’d it have to be Shrillexians?”

      Hirotoshi loved a good fight like anyone else, but Shrillexians were tall, muscled, and fast, and worse, they healed a lot faster than he did. Fighting one Shrillexian was the same as fighting three of anything else.  “Can’t we just shoot them?”

      Too late. Tabitha had already smarted off to the leader with the eyepatch and he took a swing.

      “Protect my back,” Hirotoshi requested as he ducked a swing from the Shrillexian on the right and slammed his left hand into his attacker’s ribs, cracking four of them and knocking the male back into the large hold to bump into a couple of boxes before stumbling over them. Truth be told, there was room for at least twelve to fight in this place.

      “I’m bored,” he told no one in particular as he stopped a punch from another Shrillexian in mid-air and broke his kneecap with a kick. The Shrillexian yelled, eyes wide as Hirotoshi slammed a fist into his nose, which caused blood to spurt in all directions. “INCOMING!” He ducked as the first threw a punch his way. He checked on his second, but he was still down trying to put his leg back together.

      Hirotoshi glanced at Tabitha, but she had her two opponents under control so he walked toward the first Shrillexian, who had stepped over a box.

      “’Spend a little time in space getting to know each other,’” Hirotoshi quipped.

      “I DID NOT SAY THAT!” Tabitha yelled from her side of the hold, and Hirotoshi chuckled. If she was listening to him chatter she wasn’t in trouble.

      “You know,” Hirotoshi blocked the first and second punches tossed by his opponent, “you don’t have to do this.” He slammed aside a rather quick jab and then kicked away a knee attack with the flat of his foot. “Ok, that was just low.”

      Hirotoshi lifted his elbow, using the armored cap at the end to block the next punch and cracking the fingers of his Shrillexian opponent. Taking the opportunity, he stepped inside and pounded the shit out of the male’s ribs. He hit him five times and heard at least twenty-three cracks loud enough to make him wince, then savagely slammed his elbow into the Shrillexian’s jaw, sending him into the air to land on his back, out cold.

      He turned around to see his second opponent squeezing the trigger on a pistol.

      The slug hit Hirotoshi mid-chest, but he was wearing some of Jean Dukes’ latest armor. The kinetic energy dissipated throughout its links, but he was off-balance so he stumbled backward a few steps.

      How embarrassing! He glanced over, but Tabitha wasn’t watching. Well, at least he wouldn’t have to deal with her laughter. He lifted his gun and shot the other in the pistol arm. It blew off a fair chunk of flesh that splattered the floor before the guy dropped. When he glanced back, his first attacker wasn’t awake yet.

      That was Shrillexian biology for you. Beat them hard enough and then knock them out, and you had a chance the body would keep them comatose while it used all available energy to heal them. It didn’t always work—and Hirotoshi didn’t know why that was the case—but it usually did and right now he was happy for the respite.

      It gave him time to watch Tabitha. Only the leader with the black patch was left. Her other challenger was out cold on the deck.

      “Keep up your left hip on that move,” he called.
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        * * *

      

      “I DID NOT SAY THAT!” Tabitha huffed as she slapped away her second foe’s kick. That damned Hirotoshi knew how to get under her skin. Always calm in a fight, whereas she liked to ride the lightning.

      She twisted to her left, her coat swinging but also hiding the left that followed to catch Black-Patch Guy in the ribs.

      He went sailing into a wall next to a door.

      “Two points for the door.” She chuckled.

      New goal initiated!

      Most looked at her smaller body and figured she didn’t have much muscle behind her attacks—which was a mistake, as these two were learning. She was enhanced, and as a vampire she could bring some serious pain.

      Her time as Ranger Two in the Etheric Empire had allowed her to hone her bar-fighting skills to perfection. She hadn’t had an opportunity to fight for real in too many months.

      She swung back around, but Dickhead Number Two grabbed her coat and pulled so she stumbled just a bit. Her eyes glowing red, she grabbed a handful of the skirt of her coat. “That’s mine, you ass!” She yanked, pulling the Shrillexian toward her left fist which damn near whistled through the air as it rammed into his face, pulverizing his jaw and knocking him backward five feet.

      “Keep up your left hip on that move,” Hirotoshi called out.

      Tabitha glanced over to see Old Patch-Eye stalking toward her. It was just like Hirotoshi to try and knock her off her game. He’d call it a “learning episode” if she snarked back, not noticing the large-ass alien about to beat the shit out of her.

      It had worked as recently as three years ago, but not today.

      This time she didn’t do anything fancy, just stayed in one place and dodged punches. “You need to work on your form,” she told him and slammed a punch into his ribs. “Like that. Push out from your inner core.” She slapped aside a haymaker and kicked him in the stomach, slamming a fist into his face as it came down after her kick.

      He stumbled backward. “You want to go check out the captain?” she asked. “I’m going to teach this one how to fight.”

      Hirotoshi looked around and nodded; the other three weren’t getting up anytime soon.

      “Sure!”
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        * * *

      

      “How are they beating the Shrillexians?” Gorath muttered, watching the video from the hold. It was getting bloody, but it was the Shrillexians’ blood, not the…whatever they were…that had come on board.

      They weren’t pirates, because there were only two of them. True pirates would have come with larger numbers.

      Gorath turned to his radar operator. “You still got nothing on their ship? It’s right next to us! Do you want to put on a suit and go looking for it with a light outside?”

      “Uh, no, Captain!” his specialist responded. “But we have nothing, sir, and I’ve checked the outside video. It’s black, sir.”

      “Space is always black, Rahj’k.” Gorath rubbed his face. “Did you try turning on the outside lights?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Rahj’k confirmed. “Still can’t see shit, sir.”

      “Huh.” Gorath was surprised, both that Rahj’k couldn’t see anything and that he had thought of turning on the lights.

      His crew wasn’t the brightest, but he hadn’t thought this operation would call for intelligence.

      There was a knock on the bridge door and Gorath turned his focus back to the video screens. One of the intruders was still fighting, but the other had disappeared. Three of the Shrillexians were down.

      Well, that told him who was at the door.

      “Go away!” Gorath yelled. “I’ve already given enough at the office.”

      “Not happening, Skaine,” the voice replied. “You have ten seconds before I start punching holes in your door. If someone is on the other side, they will have holes punched in them too.”

      “Going to hurt your knuckles, I think.” Gorath chuckled.

      A small chunk of his door evaporated, slinging door shards ahead. One hit Rahj’k on the side of the face, causing him to scream as skin started melting. He jerked to his right and clawed at his face as he fell to the floor.

      The bridge crew tried to help Rahj’k, but Gorath pulled his pistol, twisted a knob, and shot him. “He’s just stunned. Now pull off the metal and slap on a few medipatches. If it missed his eyes, he’s damned lucky.”

      “All right!” Gorath yelled. He glanced at the screen to see the last effort by the lead Shrillexian, Bach, to take out this annoying person’s partner. Bach had located a long length of pipe and was looking for an opening to swing. “One moment and I’ll open the door!” he yelled out.

      He hoped to hell that Bach beat the shit out of the other one and came to take care of the one shooting holes in his bridge door.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve toyed with you long enough,” Bach hissed, lifting a long pipe from the parts area. He had been tossed through the door, which only slowed him down a bit, and he came back out with the pipe as his opponent yelled “Two points, two points!”

      It pissed him off.

      “What, ya think we’re gonna play Tabbie-ball?” she asked while trying to figure out how dense the pipe was.

      “I do not know what this ‘Tabbie-ball’ is, but I do plan on playing with your corpse after I beat you dead!”

      “Oh, lost a little bluster?” she replied, jumping backward as he took his first swing. “Those little gonads you got hiking up into your throat?”

      It was funny…every time she said “balls” the translation software fucked up and the effort to piss her opponent failed. But Tabitha had figured out that if she said “testicles” or “gonads” it translated just fine.

      Bach squeezed the metal, denting it slightly, which was enough for Tabitha to figure out the pipe’s destructive power.

      The next time he swung she stepped into it, raising her arm so the pipe slammed into her rib cage.

      “Ohh!” She chuckled. “That tickled!”

      “That’s impossible.” He drew the pipe back; it had bent at a thirty-degree angle when it hit the alien.

      He turned in time to register the fist that sent him into blackness.
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        * * *

      

      Gorath was shocked when the alien stepped into the path of the swing and doubly shocked when she stood there with the pipe bent around her. Bach brought the pipe back and stared at it in confusion for the time it took her to send a punch to his head. He staggered backward and dropped to the floor.

      Gorath breathed out and ordered, “No one be an idiot.” He glanced around the bridge. “Ok, that’s an impossible request. No one pull any weapons or I’ll shoot you myself.”

      He hit the button to release the locks on the door and yelled, “Come on in!”
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha was waiting when the second ship docked to the Skaine pirate vessel. A group of the Queen’s Guardians in armor came aboard. “Grab all the Shrillexians and everyone else except the captain. He and I are going to take this tub of bricks to somewhere near the base. Seems Addix wants to talk with him.”

      Peter was the last to enter the ship, and Tabitha brightened. “Hi, honey!” She walked up and kissed him. “What happened with the other ships?”

      Peter made sure none of the captured were doing anything funny before returning his focus to Tabitha. “Either their captains decided to fight to the death or our guys didn’t give them an option in the heat of battle. We have a few wounded, but they should recover.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Wechselbalg?”

      Peter nodded.

      “Well, they do get their blood up in a fight.” She shrugged. “All those years as a Ranger, we didn’t kill first because getting answers out of them afterward was a real bitch.”

      Peter chuckled. “I can see how it would be.” He looked around. “So, taking this down?”

      “Not sure. Addix wants to talk with the captain, but she doesn’t want to meet at the base. No idea if we are going to speak here in space or on the ground.”

      “Well…” Peter twirled his fingers in the air as he looked at his people. “Get a move-on, we got places to be.” He turned back to Tabitha. “You’re off after that, right?”

      “Yeah.” She looked around. “This was day three, but I’ll need to close things out before I go off duty. Why, you need a booty call?”

      Peter blushed, but the others leading the Shrillexians off the ship chuckled.

      “You are impossible.” He kissed her forehead and stepped forward quickly when she pinched him on the ass.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes!” she yelled after him.

      “When have I ever said no?” he called back.

      “Three months ago!” she commented.

      “THAT WAS AFTER THIRTY-SIX HOURS STRAIGHT!” he argued as the door clanged shut.

      “Yeah, but you wanted to know who had more stamina, vampires or Weres,” she told no one in particular since the hold was empty. “I had to take it for the team.”

      She headed for the bridge. “So I took it, and took it, and took it, and screamed so you would give me more…”

      A second later she started singing, “All Nighhhht long!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, The Pit

      Bethany Anne was on the bottom level of the pit when the door opened and in came Eve, the short EI with the android body. She looked very similar to a young girl.

      Bethany Anne watched as she descended the steps. She had been in the Pit enough that the seven on duty hardly glanced at her. “You know, you could change out your body if you wanted to.”

      Eve froze for half a second before responding, “I think I might like that option.”

      “Eeeevvveee!” Bethany Anne leaned against the table. “What is the logical thing to do?”

      “Keep this body, of course,” she replied. “There is a small but significant chance moving could damage my circuits. I do not see a need for a change at the moment.”

      “I see.” Bethany Anne blew out a breath “Ok, I’ll table our discussion for another time. How are we doing in the PR department?”

      “Winning, but slowly,” Eve supplied. She pulled out a chair and sat down. “I am having to spend an inordinate amount of time responding to all of the social posts, editorial attacks, and misinformation being thrown out by the opponents. Fortunately they are all organics or this might be more difficult.”

      “What do you consider an inordinate amount of time?”

      “At least four solid hours a day,” Eve supplied. “If computers were involved, I would have to build additional infrastructure and respond-bots. I’m thinking of doing it anyway, but presently I am still crafting the messages to make a single point.”

      “Four hours? And what point?”

      “That the only question is, should the infrastructure and security be handled by someone vested in the wellbeing of this planet or by those who live off-planet? I want them to start asking whether these objections truly come from a local source or someone else.”

      “But I thought you told me they did come from local sources.”

      “Sure, bought and paid for by others off-planet.”

      Eve was swinging her legs, which didn’t touch the ground. Bethany Anne wondered if she was acting human deliberately. “Are you planning on revealing them?”

      “I want them to identify the source or sources and if it’s ‘others,’ we’ll inform them that we have proof they’re taking off-world pay.”

      “Ahh.” Bethany Anne thought this through. “While it can stop some of the harassment, let’s make sure we take the people into account. Before you implement a rebuttal I want you to speak with me, ok?”

      “I understand.”

      “Now, what about the elections?” Bethany Anne pulled out a chair and sat down across from Eve. She was aware that everyone in the Pit was paying attention to the two of them. It was, as Michael had suggested, a perfect way to teach.

      “The candidates who are either pro-Baba Yaga or agree with Baba Yaga’s ideas are winning eighty-seven percent of the elections. Five percent we are losing because of an on-world disagreement, and eight percent are apparently listening to the off-world hype.”

      “Those fuckers need to leave this planet alone,” Bethany Anne fumed. “It’s one thing to disagree if you are on-world, but to use your money and influence on another world?”

      “It is similar to your own United States. Each state was considered a battleground and those with power, influence, and money would try to make sure no laws were enacted that countered their position so no one else could gain a foothold.”

      “I didn’t like it then either,” Bethany Anne muttered. “I understand the why behind doing it—because if you changed enough states, you could change the attitude of the union as a whole and other states would get behind it. However, it doesn’t mean I liked it. It was a symptom of a national government overstepping what had been put in place. Too many states needed money from the national government, so they toed the line. The few states with enough money or gumption told Congress to shove what they wanted up their asses.”

      “What do you plan on doing here?” Eve asked.

      “Well, if I kill free will it isn’t much of a win. I’m not being easy on them right now, but part of that is because it isn’t an easy situation. No one handed me a pretty present. This is High Tortuga and life can be rough, so I’m rough right back.”

      “I noticed you didn’t have us send a lot of messages on behalf of those running.”

      “I didn’t want to be seen as supporting anyone in particular. Our ideas either hold merit or they don’t. If there is universal agreement on what is right, then all peoples—aliens, whatever—will innately know it. Hell, even the Leath got back to equilibrium once the Seven had been kicked out. The Yollins too, for that matter.”

      “So you believe there is a logic in the universe?”

      “Uh,” Bethany Anne thought about that. “I’ve seen that the basic premise of right and wrong balances itself without outside influence. Some races, like some humans, lean toward either peace or power. A species may do things we would consider evil, but they don’t usually seem evil to them; just their way of life.”

      “What is an example of this ‘evil but not evil?’”

      “Have you seen the original Men in Black movie?” Bethany Anne replied. “It was filmed in the…oh hell, I can’t remember exactly when. Maybe before the year 2000.”

      “Yes.” Eve locked up for a second. “It was released in 1997 and starred Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones.” Her features relaxed. For all Bethany Anne knew, she had just watched the whole movie in those few seconds.

      “Okay, there’s a scene that has always grossed me out, but it’s true when you think about it. We humans did our dead-level best to kill roaches. We hated them; they crunch when you step on them and their guts spread everywhere.” Bethany Anne shivered. “Ugh! Anyway, Will Smith’s character—”

      “’Agent J,’” Eve supplied.

      “Right, J.” Bethany Anne nodded. “So, J stomps on the roaches he finds after slamming into a trash bin and ends up pissing off the thirty-foot roach-looking alien. Now, to the alien, J was murdering his race. We, however, don’t see it that way. Similarly, when you watch Independence Day the aliens that were attacking Earth didn’t see humans as anything more than roaches, so there wasn’t evil intent on their part,” Bethany Anne finished, “but a difference of opinion that would only leave one group alive.”

      “This is, in essence, what the Kurtherians’ endgame is about,” Eve mused.

      “Yes. They will leave just a few alive at the end so they can figure out which of them was the best at helping other races ascend. The problem for them is,” Bethany Anne smiled, “we are the wildcard.”

      “The ones taking out those who are manipulating nature.”

      “Call it nature, call it the ‘right to life’; the right to self-evolution. Hell, call it our own form of Ascension. We won’t allow the Kurtherians who are fucking with other species to keep it up, because if we don’t then one day?”

      Bethany Anne drew in a deep breath. “The Earth will have a real Independence Day, and it won’t be pretty.”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, EI Building

      ADAM, why do we have a new building for the EIs?

      Bethany Anne had two Guardians with her, although frankly she didn’t need their support. She always wore a light version of Jean’s armor, and ADAM was now using the sensors in the neck to monitor everything around her. Should someone seek to harm her the armor’s helmet would activate, allowing Bethany Anne time to move between this dimension and the Etheric.

      And be safe.

      Not the best of options if she was on a ship that was gating, but on a planet it made her pretty hard to kill.

      So long as she didn’t go back to save people—which was exactly what they figured she would do.

      So, guards.

      >>This is the beginning of the structure for the EIs. We will build it out and bring in the components, then secure it by dropping hundreds of tons of rock on it.<<

      What happens if the machines need servicing? That’s going to be a bitch to open.

      >>We are using Anne’s technology to allow certain groups access through the Etheric. Since no one who doesn’t need to know is aware of the possibility, as far as rumor is concerned we are locking them under a lot of stone and metal.<<

      If we drilled out the rooms, someone else can drill a new way in.

      >>That is the purpose of the metal surround, but even that can be removed eventually. The purpose is to stop anything but a full-on attack where the defenders have been neutralized. With these defenses, the EIs will have the time to shut everything down and escape.<<

      Bethany Anne was shocked. “Escape?” she exclaimed, then realized she was talking aloud.

      ESCAPE?

      >>Yes. I am working with Anne’s protégés to move a large amount of the infrastructure for the EIs into the Etheric so the room they are physically located in will have the secondary defense of looking insignificant. Their primary room, which contains a large amount of very expensive computer equipment, is used for reporting and secondary data storage. It is, for all intents and purposes, bogus.”

      That’s… Wow. I had no idea. What brought this on?

      >>The CEREBRO Project, and some personal understanding of the Etheric. Once we have the machines in the Etheric and powered by the Etheric, they are effectively immune from attack from anyone besides Kurtherians. High Tortuga would only lose the connectivity in our dimension.<<

      Yeah, but it’s possible to feel things through the Etheric. Are we going to have someone come looking?

      >>No. I am aware of the issues of announcing events through the Etheric. In fact, I have started tracking events—<<

      Tracking what events?

      >>I don’t know. Since we can’t travel within the Etheric I can’t find out. Think of it as hearing a loud boom in a forest, but you can’t see farther than a few trees and you can’t move. Eventually the sound dissipates and you only know something affected something else nearby.<<

      Well, that’s not odd or anything. I’ll get with TOM on it.

      >>I have worked with TOM. This is how we have gained more capabilities in the Etheric than we had before.<<

      Oh. Thank you, TOM.

      You are welcome.

      So CEREBRO is starting to come together. Where did we get the parts?

      >>The cores are being temporarily run on the superdreadnoughts, except Reynolds. He, as you know, has gone looking for the Kurtherians, but the rest are enjoying the efforts to remake the world.<<

      Uh…huh. Enjoying?

      >>Well, they aren’t bored.<<

      Okay, it’s nice to know they wanted something to do. However, what about the final parts?

      >>Since the cores for an EI are rather small, your dad is sending an agent to bring them to us in the Scamp Princess.<<

      Do I know him?

      >>You knew him as “Johnny.” Now his name is Sean.<<

      He was the one who worked both in the Rangers and with Dad, right?

      >>Yes.<<

      Good kid. Well, man now. Wow, time flies!

      >>So we should have the cores within a couple of weeks.<<

      Good. Nice work on the design, by the way. So, is the real reason you brought me over here to see a bunch of hewn-out rock so you could lay down the rumors that the Queen is involved?

      There was a long pause from ADAM.

      >>Oh, you got that?<<

      Yes. Yes, I did. Next time I could sell it better if you don’t just try to use me. Nice try; it took me a couple of minutes to figure it out. Did I nod in all the right places?

      >>Now that you mention it, yes. I was rather pleased with myself about how natural you looked.<<

      Yes, well, we did the same thing when we blew up the Gate. But I can act, so don’t do that again or we will have a more direct discussion. Am I clear?

      >>Yes, ma’am.<<

      Bethany Anne motioned to her guards to follow her and waved to a few people in the hallways as she left.

      Told you not to do it, TOM sent to ADAM directly, bypassing Bethany Anne.

      >>I thought I could get away with it.<<

      She has been working with us for almost as long as she has been alive. I tried to tell you that pulling one over on her is fucking impossible.

      >>Have you noticed you are cursing even more lately?<<

      Yes. It’s a byproduct of spending time around Bethany Anne—you become those you hang around with. One can’t possibly hang around with someone else more than I have.

      >>You have got to be the crassest Kurtherian ’pilot’ in existence.<<

      Well, luckily for me there isn’t anything in our good book related to our vernacular, just our tasks. I’m shocked I still have to admit what I have to later and she hasn’t figured it out already. This might be the end of my existence.

      >>She wouldn’t do that to you.<<

      Yeah, well, it’s not your life. I don’t think she will either, but if you knew some of the chemicals floating around in this body and some of the emotions I’m tweaking you wouldn’t be so sure.

      >>I thought you told her you weren’t messing with any chemicals?  That you were leaving them alone?<<

      For the most part, but for those I’m very familiar with I am doing the minimum to keep her on an even keel. Well, sort of an even keel; it’s Bethany Anne. Have you noticed that even Michael stays away at times?

      >>I haven’t done any long-term associative heuristics on Michael yet, so I wouldn’t know.<<

      He has noted that she both likes him around and is easily annoyed at his presence, so he limits direct contact to mornings, lunch, and evenings.

      >>I have noticed that she requests updates on him all the time.<<

      She is working through a lot of issues associated with him being back. I think he is allowing her time to adjust to his presence. She crawls over in bed and hugs him at night, and his touch soothes her when she is sleeping. Her conscious mind is not so happy with him and the constraints it sees.

      >>Young love—<<

      Is a bitch, TOM finished.
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Prime Building

      “I can’t believe,” Bethany Anne sat down at the table with a mocha in her hand, “that we didn’t think about long-term military incarceration.” She blew on the top of the drink to cool it down and looked at Stephen and Lerr’ek. “Any suggestions?”

      “We can use the Phase Three buildings,” Lerr’ek suggested. He had flown to the base from the main city, and his offices there, to have this conversation. As the main project lead, this oversight was his mistake. “Frankly, my mind was on the base as a staging area for you to go out and seek out new civilizations being tampered with by Kurtherians and destroy them. Not so much having to deal with military attacks against Dev—” He smiled at Bethany Anne’s glare. “High Tortuga. That being said, it’s rather obvious in hindsight.”

      “We will need multiple types of rooms, from large holding pens with appropriate waste and eating options to individual cells for either long-term incarceration or suicide watch. Further, we will want wings for guests who need to be treated with higher levels of respect, but still incarcerated.”

      Bethany Anne massaged her forehead. “Perhaps that was why Michael used to just kill them.” She sighed. “Wow, that sounded harsh even to me.”

      Lerr’ek grunted. “The Zhyn in me concurs on both accounts. However, when history explains how you accomplished the planet’s turnaround you won’t want the black marks killing all of your prisoners would bring you to be part of your legacy.”

      “No, and I don’t want to do it because it isn’t right, either—not that we requested the presence of these assholes in the first place. The fact that we don’t have proper cells at the moment and have to use one of the ships’ brigs to hold them is annoying. We have to power up that much of a ship.” She shook her head. “It’s like having annoying uninvited guests.”

      “Why aren’t you just keeping them on the ArchAngel II?” Stephen asked. “It isn’t like that would add to her power requirements.”

      “A part of me thinks that would be appropriate, but the other part worries about what would happen if the ship went into battle. I don’t want the crew of the ArchAngel to worry about some merc rats in the brig if shit goes wrong. Plus, Addix prefers to be on-planet if she has a say in this. Ergo, we have them down here.”

      “It could be worse.” Stephen was looking down at his tablet. “The other two mercenary efforts didn’t stick us with any additional prisoners.”

      “Well, that’s one way to look at it,” she agreed. “However, I chose to look at that situation as a learning opportunity to explain to our boarding parties that killing everyone shouldn’t be the first choice. Okay, maybe, if you believe there is no other way without exposing yourselves to further harm, but there were at least three opportunities where a clear-thinking mind could have found a decent solution.”

      She took a sip of her mocha. “So I’ve instituted new training regimes for boarding parties. The Weres in the group found a fight and went at it, but Tabitha’s team used their Ranger experience to negotiate with those on the bridge. It wasn’t like their ships were going to go anywhere with our ships connected to them.”

      Stephen nodded. “It was rather unfortunate,” he agreed. “However, their previous roles were in the Guardians.”

      “Which is why they have been set up for education and not a penalty. For Tabitha and Hirotoshi’s success, they have been tasked to teach others how to negotiate and do after-action reports for future boarding efforts.”

      Stephen took a sip of his drink. “To be fair, I don’t think any of us expected Shrillexians.”

      Lerr’ek snorted. “They’re mercs. Where you find mercs, you find Shrillexians.”

      “Quite a few of them, actually.” Bethany Anne concurred. “I think Addix is going to be able to use that information to help narrow down who we are fighting.”

      “One can hope,” Stephen agreed. “If you are happy enough with that discussion, let’s go over the designs for the possible expansion of the base. Lerr’ek here has been kind enough to offer his services to oversee the expansion project.”

      “I have?” came out of Lerr’ek’s mouth before his brain caught up with him.

      Of course I have.

      “I mean to say, it’s the least I can do,” he finished.

      “Good.” She nodded. “Ok you two, deal with what you need to deal with, and don’t forget we have the resources conference at two today—in the Pit this time.”  She thought for a moment. “Lerr’ek, I want you there as well.”

      Lerr’ek stared at them. “What’s the Pit? Is this a place we have to fight?”

      The two humans chuckled. “No. Well, not with weapons.” She thought for a second. “Just ideas,” she clarified. “So you two wrap up in time to meet over there.”

      She stood up and walked out of the meeting with her two guards ghosting behind her.

      ADAM?

      >>Yes?<<

      What is Michael doing at the moment?

      >>You could always call him.<<

      I don’t want to bug him. He isn’t used to having someone on top of him all of the time. It’s easier this way.

      >>I have located him in his office, talking with William about the design of the barbeque pit area.<<

      Ok, thanks.

      Why the hell is Michael so involved with a barbeque pit? she wondered. What’s he plan on cooking?

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      Uleq was at the meeting table early, tweaking the information he needed to present. The communications from Imon to the pirates had gone out just as Az had prescribed.

      But unfortunately it hadn’t gone as Az had expected.

      He sighed and was running through additional numbers when Imon entered the meeting room. “Peace be upon you,” the Shrillexian intoned.

      “Do what?” Uleq looked up. “That salutation is from a completely different species in another galaxy. It seems so…wrong coming from your lips.”

      “I know.” Imon pulled out his favorite chair and sat down. “I love the dissonance that phrase evokes in people,” he pointed to his face, “when it comes from this mouth.”

      Uleq grunted. “That’s hilarious, actually.” He put his tablet down. “I didn’t realize you had a sense of humor, Imon.”

      “There are many things you won’t realize about me until I choose to reveal them,” he agreed. “I saw from your body posture and facial expression when I arrived that something didn’t go well for us? I’m aware of at least three problems, and two of them come from Devon.”

      Uleq placed his tablet on the table, turning it so Imon could see. “Yes, neither of our campaigns to upset the present dictator are going according to plan. In fact, I’d say they are so counter to plan that they don’t warrant acknowledgment that they were a plan in the first place.”

      Imon looked down at the two notes that were highlighted in red. He looked up at Uleq and back to the tablet. “This is…disturbing and annoying.”

      “I concur. We either have a much stronger adversary than we suspected or the quality of our consultants has been sub-optimal.”

      “I see.”

      Uleq took the tablet back, removing the highlights he had pointed out to Imon.

      Then he deleted the one sentence he didn’t want Az to notice in his presentation. For those who wished to continue to the top, some knowledge needed to be hoarded.

      He hoped he had read Imon correctly or his life might be over very shortly.

      Az entered the room as the two worked on the final tweaks to the review.

      Az’s grumbling voice greeted them with,  “Let’s get started.”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, The Pit

      Bethany Anne had been sitting at the table in the Pit for over an hour before Michael showed up with food to share with her. The two ate in companionable silence for fifteen minutes before Stephen and Lerr’ek arrived. Behind them were Addix and John Grimes.

      John looked around the table after all had sat down. “This is a resources meeting, right?”

      “Mmmhmmm.” Bethany Anne swallowed the last of her salad.

      The vegetables on this planet leaned toward odd oranges and blues, but they tasted good. There was a flavorful meat tossed into the salad that definitely didn’t taste like chicken. The texture was more like bison or some other large animal, but the flavor was from next door to heaven. She handed the empty bowl to Michael, who stood up, patted her on the shoulder, and took their bowls up to the top.

      He came back a moment later.

      “I need someone who will look at this from a different perspective. You might not say a word during the whole meeting—and that’s ok—but you got nominated.”

      John grinned. “I’m the short straw?”

      “Technically,” Michael leaned forward to look down the table to John, “you were the only straw.”

      “Oh, well.” John scratched his chin. “I’m special.”

      “That is…one way to look at it,” Michael replied.

      John chuckled. “Thanks. I was wondering who was going to give me shit at this meeting. Without Darryl, Eric, or Scott I’m feeling a little lost.”

      “Hey, what am I, chopped liver?” Bethany Anne asked. “If you need shit thrown at you, I’m the right woman for the job.”

      “You are the only woman for the job.” Michael patted her arm. “If you leave out his wife, Eric’s wife, about three other ladies I can name—”

      “You can stop helping me, Michael,” John’s comment elicited chuckles from everyone at the table.

      “All right, joking aside.” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow to John and Michael, who both waved her off. “I want to discuss the resource issue and the MPPS project. For thousands of years our kind has fought for resources; land, minerals, food, etc.  Earth isn’t going to be short of land when this project gets off the ground. After WWDE and over eighty-five percent of the humans on the planet dying, they won’t have a problem there.”

      “They could need building materials,” Stephen piped up. “There were a lot of resources wasted building the infrastructure that is now crumbling back on Earth.”

      “Why would you build the same way?” Lerr’ek asked. “What is the planet made of?”

      “Well, at this point, a shit-ton of sand in the warm places,” Michael conceded. “After what we call WWDE or the ‘World’s Worst Day Ever,’ fallout changed the climate. We left behind some units to slowly evolve the planet back again, but there are many deserts there; more than when the humans who are with us now left.”

      “So why not take the habitation machines and use the sand to create structures in place? Over on Anteries 197 they figured out how to take sand and advanced sealants and build big flowing structures—and color them. Some of their cities are beautiful to behold.

      “How long do these sand buildings last?” Bethany Anne was touching the table, changing the video screen to show her pictures of what Lerr’ek was talking about. “How do they get them so white?”

      “Well, their sand is naturally white, but during the cleaning and mixture processes they add additional substances which change the sealant to white like you see here. I’m told that on Joachim 4 they make everything a color you call ‘purple.’”

      “Purple?” John asked. “Wow, that’s just… Yeah, wow. Eye-blinding wow.”

      “Here’s a pink building,” Bethany Anne swiped her image to John’s screen.

      “That’s more wow, but in a very emasculating way,” John mumbled. He added, “Don’t show this to Jean…”

      “I assume these are all hard?” Michael asked. “And we didn’t answer Bethany Anne’s question about how long they last.”

      “I’ve got it,” she answered. “Says here they last as long as the engineering that goes into them. Typical weather patterns such as… One second, I have to figure out what Earth’s normal weather pattern is now. Okay, thanks, ADAM…M2. Okay, oh!” She looked at Michael. “These should last about five hundred years with minimum upkeep.”

      Stephen was working his own screen. “So if we give them a fresh coat of paint.”

      “More like slime,” Lerr’ek qualified.

      “Thanks, but I’ll say paint.” Stephen smiled. “Sounds less icky.” Lerr’ek shrugged. “If we maintain the buildings they should almost last indefinitely.”

      “Well…” John opened something on his screen, digging deeper, “so long as no one is trying to destroy them they will. They don’t have much protection from something as simple as a cannonball. Those flowing buildings, if hit in the right location, collapse.”

      ADAM’s voice came out of the speakers. “We could build using a hexagonal structure on the inside for both a lighter and more resilient building. The walls could sustain a large amount of fire without experiencing a situational collapse like a solid structure.”

      “That would take longer to build,” Lerr’ek pointed out. “The present machines typically lay down layers on top of each other.”

      “Like old-time 3D printing back on Earth, with better access to the materials used on site,” Stephen muttered.

      He was obviously deep into the manufacturing details.

      “So we need to consider the type of building when we use this technology.” Michael looked up and turned to Lerr’ek. “Is this right? It can build a residence in hours?”

      “It is true—depending on the complexity and size of the structure. If it is very simple, you could construct a single building that has room for four families. They would each have,” Lerr’ek touched a few buttons on his screen, “the equivalent of two thousand five hundred of your square feet. Enough for ten family members minimum.”

      Michael’s eyes narrowed. “Ten?”

      Bethany Anne put a hand on his arm, drawing Michael’s attention. “The efficiency of the design allows for the new needs of families. There are many alcoves for when someone wants to be alone, but larger rooms for when they congregate. Typically these structures have an area outside which is covered and permits bigger groups to congregate. The expectation is for multigenerational families to remain together.”

      “That is a good point,” Stephen agreed. “With healthier individuals, you can end up with a lot of large families, even if they did not start with one. Just one set of parents having two children each generation could reach thirty members by the third generation when you include spouses.”

      Michael started doing the calculations in his head. “That’s a lot. So one of these buildings with four families can hold forty. Eventually the heads of the families will build one for themselves?”

      “They could,” Bethany Anne agreed, “but remember our previous conversation. Our goal is to make sure those who like the status quo are able to be productive members of society where they are. Those who can’t or don’t will be offered positions better suited for them.”

      “And those who believe a criminal life is optimal?”

      “Then there is always the position of prisoner in a jail.” Bethany Anne shrugged. “We can do the Australian option and offer them one-way tickets to somewhere else. I understand Australia ended up doing pretty fucking wonderfully by the end.”

      “They did have a wicked sense of humor,” Stephen added. “You couldn’t be around an Australian without blushing half the time.”

      “Australians are who?” Lerr’ek asked.

      “One of our countries back on Earth,” Bethany Anne replied, “used a large island to help clear out their overpopulated jails for eighty years. The island had indigenous people called Aborigines who lived there before the early settlers found a part they could farm on, and then the convicts came. About fifty years later many went willingly to Australia because there was a gold rush. Somewhere around 1900 it was known as a federation, and it wasn’t until the late twentieth century that it was independent, even though they had been acting independent for decades and they still had the same Queen as Britain when we left.”

      Bethany Anne moved a piece of hair that had fallen into her face. “The point is, for many of us who didn’t live there, all we remembered was the shit-ton of convicts who made up the population. You never knew which people who looked like me had one of these convicts in their family tree. Either way, Americans always assumed that Australian humor was part of the same attitude that got the convicts shipped to the island in the first place. We tend to admire rugged individualists in the US, so we liked the cheeky Australians. Plus since we stopped Britain from sending their prisoners to us, we are one of the factors in their history—at least if I remember it correctly.”

      “You remember that from high school?” Michael asked.

      “No, it was in my classes for my job with the government. Plus, I rather liked the stories. It’s not like I gave a shit if someone was tossed in jail for telling some lord he was a sodding bastard. He probably was, so I’d likely have been on that boat to Australia anyway.”

      “And yet,” Lerr’ek pointed out. “You are called Queen?”

      Stephen snorted. “That wasn’t by her choice, actually. And since she left the Etheric Empire she has been demoted from Empress to Queen.”

      “My people still like it and I’m comfortable with Queen, so it stayed.”

      “So is High Tortuga your Australia?” Michael asked.

      “I guess in a way it is.” She nodded. “We have many of the castoffs; the unwanted and the unsupported. This planet is a melting pot of opportunity.”

      Lerr’ek chuckled. “That’s the nicest and most generous description anyone has given of High Tortuga.”

      “People are resources too,” Bethany Anne noted. “It’s the duty of anyone who is hoping to expand the opportunities for the current residents and those in the future by supporting those in the present to achieve greatness. The challenge is getting some of them off their lazy asses and doing something. That’s when the tough love that pisses people off occurs.”

      “Have any experience with that lately?” Michael asked, one eyebrow raised.

      “Too damned much,” she replied. “People—well, let me change that to humans—can expend more energy trying to figure out how not to work than the job would have taken in the first place. It’s when they realize that they aren’t going to put one over on the system by manipulating either the system or others that they finally make the hard choice of working—or doing something incredibly stupid.”

      “Thus the need for police,” John pointed out.

      “Exactly. The police aren’t there to force anyone to do anything. They are there to protect those who work and strive hard from those who would prey on the workers to enrich themselves. THAT is where the line is drawn, and choices have life-threatening consequences.”

      “We, however,” she pointed down to the screen in front of her, “need to be sure we have enough resources for everyone on the planet. If we offer jobs to everyone, we can’t have restrictions on food, clothing, shelter, or any other basic necessities or we give those who would like to undermine the system an opportunity to argue against it.”
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Personal Quarters

      Michael followed Bethany Anne into their quarters. Once her guard understood he was going with her, they peeled off and went to eat.

      “We need to have a discussion,” Michael started, only to have Bethany Anne put up a hand. “Please close the door first.”

      He raised an eyebrow but made sure the door was closed before turning back around, eyebrow still raised in a question.

      “I don’t want anyone to hear me yell at you,” she explained and sat down on the couch. “It isn’t respectful to you.”

      Michael cocked his head. “Ok, where is Bethany Anne, and who am I speaking with?”

      She grabbed a pillow from the couch and threw it at him. “Ass. I’ve been off my game a few times. TOM isn’t helping with all the chemicals and shit, and I’m sorry. I’ve tried to give you space, but it isn’t easy during the times I want you next to me—either to cuddle up or punch the very next second. This shit sucks,” she added as she rubbed her stomach; she was starting to show more now. “I’m not happy with my figure, I’m not happy how mother nature made women the childbearing ones, and you look scrumptious and it pisses me off.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Michael sat down next to her, put an arm around her, and offered his side for her to punch if needed.

      It was the smallest sacrifice he could make at the moment. It took a lot for him to allow her to hit him without reciprocating. He had spent over a thousand years killing anyone, gender-equal, who touched him.

      Now he offered his ribs up as a sacrifice.

      This time she leaned into his embrace. “You look too scrumptious and it bugs me.”

      “So,” Michael held her tight, “you are saying you are emotional, perhaps unrealistically so due to chemical imbalances while your body is trying to create a new human being.”

      Bethany Anne took a moment to parse his sentence. “You’re lucky there wasn’t a dig in there.”

      “I’m just clarifying the facts,” Michael replied. “If I had wanted to say something—”

      “Don't. You. Dare.” She chuckled. “I can always pull your heart out.”

      Michael kissed the top of her head. “Sweetheart, you do that every time you are mad at me.”

      He didn’t realize until he felt the tears soak his shirt that her quietness was due to her silently crying. “What did I say?”

      She wiped her face. “I’m sorry. Just…” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      He started to object, but Bethany Anne put her fingers over his lips. “Don’t go there. Just accept my apology and let me know why you thought we should talk.”

      He nodded and she pulled her fingers off. “I was wondering if you had thought of any names yet?” He smiled.

      “Jessica?” she offered, then leaned back into him and rubbed his chest. “James Michael?”

      She felt him chuckle. “I think we have enough Michaels in this family. I’m okay not using it, but I appreciate the offer. So, do you want a Jessica Bethany?”

      “Oh, hell no.” She shook her head. “I don’t need a mother’s curse to come down on me so that I have a child just like me. I think I’ve done enough in my life of helping others to believe I will have an angel.”

      “You really are pushing it, aren’t you?” He rubbed her back. “How about Ava?”

      Bethany Anne patted his chest in rhythm with his heart beating. “Ava? I rather like it. There isn’t a previous girl in your past named Ava, is there?”

      He chuckled. “I’m over a thousand years old. If you require our daughter to have a name I’ve never come across, we might as well start looking at Yollin names.”

      “Not what I’m talking about. I mean previous lovers.”

      “No, no Avas, and for what it is worth that would be a short list, not a long one.”

      “Say no more,” she replied, then a moment later asked, “How short?”

      “Seven, and two of those were before I was turned. The other five were over a thousand years ago.”

      Bethany Anne leaned back to look Michael in the eyes. “You’ve been celibate for over a thousand years?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?” Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Never mind, I know how celibacy works. I guess I mean why?”

      “In the beginning,” he explained, “I was a monster. After that phase, it was an ego boost. I had to leave a person because it was obvious I wasn’t aging to speak of, and a few people were trying to figure out why their cows were dying. They looked at me and rumors started.”

      “Did you?”

      “Did I what?” Michael asked.

      “Did you suck the cows dry?”

      “No, it was a disease, and what we would call a veterinarian nowadays came by and helped heal the cows and stopped the problem. However, all it would take would be another problem like the cows and I would come under discussion again. So when everything died down I made a fool of myself at the local bar; drank too much and stumbled out into an ice storm. Everyone assumed I’d died out there and I left, never looking back.”

      “So, no others?”

      He looked at her meaningfully. “Not until I could find a woman who was strong enough to make me desire to live again.”

      Michael frowned. “You know, it won’t be easy for our daughter.”

      “Why?” she asked. “There is no reason she can’t be strong.”

      “I’m not suggesting she won’t be strong, but you know what they say about old-fashioned dads when their daughters date.”

      “Mmmhmmm.”

      Michael sighed. “Well, there aren’t any fathers more old-fashioned than me, Bethany Anne.”

      

      Above High Tortuga, Anti-Piracy and Boarding Action Ship 12, Eastern Hemisphere, Second Quadrant

      Ricole tried to relax into her seat. Now she was on a ship among the stars where just months before she had been running around the sewers in Thon.

      She wore a proper boarding suit, matching the dark blue of her teammates. She was enjoying the stars when she overheard Mark and Jacqueline chatting with Sabine in the back.

      “It’s an old story from before when the world was destroyed,” Mark was saying. “It had to do with three guys and one girl, but we will upgrade it for our current reality.”

      “That being one guy and three females?” Sabine’s reply was laced with amusement.

      “Well, that and Ricole being a Noel-ni, Jacqueline being a Were, and me being a vampire.”

      “And I am?” Sabine asked.

      “A good shot?” Mark replied.

      “Preternaturally fast?” Jacqueline added. “You are a freak of nature, Sabine. And I mean that in a nice way.”

      Sabine’s voice was flat. “I’m not too sure that ‘freak’ is ever associated with nice.”

      “Yes,” Jacqueline replied, “but that is what I mean. ‘You are unique in nature’ might have been a better way to put it, but it’s still right. Something in you worked with something Akio gave you and BAM! Your reaction times… Damn!”

      Ricole smiled. The people Michael had placed her with were constantly chatting amongst themselves. Some of their barbs would have caused a Noel-ni to demand honor, but all it did was cause the other two to laugh.

      And often the one the comment had been aimed at. They had become friends.

      So now she was stuck up in space guarding the planet for the Queen, whom she had finally figured out was the same person who’d recruited her.

      Baba Yaga WAS the Queen, and vice-versa. It had been a chance meeting with Bethany Anne while Sabine was taking Ricole to meet Demon, who turned out to be a four-footed large cat creature from her home planet. Bethany Anne had noticed the confusion in Ricole’s eyes when she’d said hello…

      “Ah.” Bethany Anne had smiled. “You don’t remember me from our meeting at the library.”

      “I’m sorry, but I only met Michael and the Witch at the library. Although your smell is similar to… Oh.”

      Bethany Anne had looked both ways in the hallway, and when the coast was clear Ricole was looking at the face of Baba Yaga. “I am always watching over the planet, little one.”  She had winked and her face became normal again. She had waved as her guards followed down the corridor.

      “Oh!” Sabine had whispered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you weren’t aware that Baba Yaga and Bethany Anne were the same person!”

      “I haven’t met Baba Yaga but twice,” Ricole explained, “so I wasn’t sure of anything—although it helps to know that Michael isn’t being amorous with two women.”

      This pronouncement had caused Sabine to place her hand over her mouth and laugh so hard she’d had to step out of the hallway. It wasn’t until Ricole could see Sabine’s eyes that she had realized she was amused. “What?” Ricole had looked around before getting close and stomping her foot. “It is a good thing?”

      Sabine put up a hand. “I’m sorry!” She got herself under control. “It’s just the thought of Michael with two women where one of them wasn’t Bethany Anne, for two reasons. One, you didn’t know that he was going to flap his arms to get into space if he had to.”

      “But that wouldn’t work.” Ricole’s furry eyebrows shot up. “Would it?”

      Sabine shook her head. “No, but that was how hard he was working to be with Bethany Anne.”

      “Oh… And what about the second thing?”

      “Um,” Sabine sobered up. “She wouldn’t take well to another woman.”

      As the two continued down the hall Ricole had asked, “What does ‘wouldn’t take well’ mean?”

      “Oh, Michael would be dead.” The two had turned a corner, their voices still lingering behind them. “The other woman would be dead…”

      “That doesn’t seem too harsh…”

      “Half a million of the people closest to them when she found out would be dead because of the meteor Bethany Anne would have smashed them with…”

      “Well…” Ricole’s voice was fading, “even I might think that is overkill…but not by much.”
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        * * *

      

      Now Ricole was up in space, hoping for some action without actually hoping for any action.

      They trained hard, but in between the training were long bouts of trying to figure out what she would like to do with herself.

      A voice interrupted her thoughts. “Hello.” Ricole looked over her shoulder, but none of her friends were nearby.

      “Hello?” she responded. She only felt partially stupid. Her friends answered disembodied voices all the time. She would only be annoyed if Mark was pranking her.

      “Oh good, you aren’t freaking out,” the voice continued. “I’m Eve, one of the EIs that came back from Earth with Jacqueline, Mark, and Sabine.”

      “Oh, hello.” This Eve Ricole knew about. “Do you want me to get Mark and the others?”

      “No, I needed to ask you a question or two about High Tortuga, or Devon—whichever you prefer.”

      Ricole smiled. “Oh, you can call it ‘the rock I live on’ if you’d like. I’m not particular about names.”

      “All right, High Tortuga it is.” There was a slight pause. “You had an interaction with Baba Yaga’s security before you were brought to the base, am I right?’

      “That is right.”

      “Can you tell me how it made you feel? I am writing an article on why you might think the security was good, and then I’ll have you tweak it for publication. That is, if you don’t mind?”

      “Why would I mind?” Ricole fumed for a moment as she thought back to that asshole and how he had captured her. It was his fault she’d had to carry a weapon into the library. While she was happy enough to be at the base, it was embarrassing that she had forgotten the weapon on her body.

      “Well, some don’t want their stories to be told to the general populace. I will hide your name if needed.”

      “No need to hide my name. I am not ashamed of my actions, just my inability to protect myself.”

      “Good, keep going.”

      “Well…” Ricole spent the better part of the next half hour explaining what had led to the encounter. How her people were sought for their martial skills, and whether or not they wished to be involved, they were often drafted into gangs.

      “I will have this written and sent to your communications box in approximately five minutes. You do have one?”

      “Oh, yes.” Ricole supplied the information. “In just five minutes? That’s fast.”

      “I need to get it approved by Bethany Anne. Otherwise I would have provided it to you immediately.”

      “Wait, you have it finished already?”

      “Of course…I’m an EI. I have replied to over nine hundred and sixty different social messages from accounts around High Tortuga while you and I have been talking, as well as composed our article.”

      “’Our?’”

      “Well, if you are okay with it, I’ll add your name to mine in the byline.”

      Ricole thought about this for a moment.

      “Of course you can add my name. Can you do my homework too?”

      Laughter erupted behind Ricole; her team was coming up to the bridge. They had probably been listening the whole time. Not that she could be upset—she had been eavesdropping herself a little while before.

      Eve replied. “I suppose if you ever need help, call me. I’m happy to help as well. Okay, I’ve got Bethany Anne’s review and notes. Your…uh oh!” Eve’s voice changed. “Strap in, folks, you have company!”

      The other three had just gotten to their seats, so it only took a second for them to switch from “fun” to “focused and ready to move.”

      Jacqueline asked, “Eve, what do you know?”

      “I give it maybe ten seconds before you are notified of an unexpected ship heading your direction. Probable pirate; doesn’t look like previous ships. Data is inconsistent with others that were interdicted.”

      A moment later Space Station One called and confirmed everything Eve had just said, and followed with “You are ordered to interdict, board, and either confirm legitimacy or apprehend according to the rules and regulations of High Tortuga.”

      Sabine was the only one who witnessed Ricole’s lips peel back, her sharp teeth shining as their ship’s engines kicked in and they headed out to meet their first set of possible pirates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It took them a total of twelve minutes to pull up alongside the new ship. Ricole was surprised that none of her partners were flying, but they explained that the EIs usually handled the flights.

      “Right now we have a bunch of bored super-geniuses who aren’t flying, so for us to do it would take away some of their meaning in life,” Mark answered her.

      “What he isn’t saying,” Sabine added, “is we can’t fly ourselves out of a paper sack, and I doubt this is taking more than ten percent of one of their brains.”

      A new voice came out of the speakers. It sounded like the Queen to Ricole.

      These humans all sounded similar at times. It was annoying.

      “More like ten percent of one percent, Sabine,” the voice offered. “Although I’m giving you a total of five percent of my focus because I’m curious as to what is going on. Another seven percent is focused on everything happening inside my ship, and twenty-seven percent, the largest, is handling a video game effort for William at the moment.”

      “Which video game?” Mark asked. Ricole noticed he had triple checked all his weapons.

      “One for Baba Yaga Productions, having to do with moving the BYPSs—”

      “Holy shit, really!?” Mark’s eyes lit up. “I’ve gotten down to a hundred percent and almost beaten the level. I’ve got to tell you, that shit is hard!”

      “Yes, you are in the top forty percent of all players.”

      “Wait, only the top forty?” He scowled. “I thought I was top ten?”

      “Well, you are only on Version 1.5. I’ve had to adjust the parameters twice for reality updates. The players brought up situations I had not placed into the games.”

      “Oh, is that what the updates do?” He mumbled something, then, “I’ll have to update.”

      “Ok, I have negotiated with the captain of the ship on your behalf.”

      Jacqueline leaned forward. “What does ‘negotiated’ mean, ArchAngel?”

      “I sent a one-pound puck across to slam against their ship. He didn’t believe that you were out here, so I had to prove it.”

      “Why isn’t she handling this instead of us?” Ricole asked.

      “Because one day,” ArchAngel replied, “I will be out in the stars kicking ass and taking names with my Queen, and you will be here kicking ass without me. So learn well, little one, and do yourself and your team proud. Docking in ninety seconds.”

      The connection was severed.

      The four got up and headed toward the docking door. “She sounded just like the Queen,” Ricole commented.

      “Wait till you get a look at her.” Mark winked. “It’s like staring at the Queen.”

      “I’ll tell you later.” Sabine unlocked her pistols. “It takes longer to explain than we have right now.”

      Ricole nodded, unhooking her own pistols’ safeties.

      It was time to rock and roll.
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        * * *

      

      “What do ya mean, ya can’t see it!” Ch’urn stood up from his chair and stepped down to the lower deck to look for himself. When he checked, the threat scanning and detection systems showed nothing. “Well,” he grumped, “I sure enough heard the loud bang when their warning shot hit us!”

      Ch’urn was a Zhyn—six feet of heavy blue muscles and skin like an old-Earth dinosaur’s. His shoulders were heavy because he worked them so much.

      He preferred to use hand weapons when taking ships, not guns and blasters. He’d use them if he had to, but it wasn’t his preference.

      Drock, a cousin although distant, turned from watching his screen at damage control. “What if they can’t hit us with anything stronger? We could be falling for a trick.”

      Ch’urn smiled, his carnivorous teeth revealed as his tongue swiped across them. “I hope it is. If they connect with us and we can’t see their ship, maybe we want to just take their ship? It’s probably worth more than anything we could steal on this planet.”

      Drock turned back to his console, satisfied. It was the one thing Ch’urn liked about his distant cousin. He might not see the obvious, but if you pointed it out to him he wasn’t so dense as to argue the merits of his own stupidity.

      “All right, I’m letting them connect. I’ll be in the first wave, but I need two volunteers to sneak aboard their craft while I’m talking with them.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ok, two go in, two stay here.” Jacqueline tossed a coin and snatched it out of the air. “Says we two go,” she pointed to Mark, “and you two gunslingers stay here. Don’t let anyone take the ship.” She slapped the large button at the side of the door, opening it for her and Mark to enter the temporary tunnel and hit the other side’s door.

      A moment later the other ship’s door started to slide open.

      “Wait, did we get a choice there?” Ricole asked.

      Sabine smirked. “No. You will learn that Jacqueline has the hots for getting into fights. She’s right about no one getting aboard though, and if you hear a roar…”

      “A roar?” Ricole stepped back, allowing Sabine to take point. She had the armor; Ricole’s hadn’t arrived just yet. They had found a chest protector for her but needed to manufacture something specific for her physiology.

      “Oh, it’s unique.” Sabine nodded, her hand casually on her belt near her gun. “Can’t miss it.”

      Soon enough there was a crash in the other ship and a roar of pain.

      “That it?” Ricole jumped up.

      “No, that’s just some idiot who got tossed around. I’m telling you, you can’t miss it.”

      There were more noises, metal on metal crunching and something falling plus screams of pain.

      “No.” Sabine put up a hand to stop Ricole from asking. “That’s just someone in pain.”

      A scream pierced their ears. “YOU FUCKING ASSWANKERS!”

      “That’s just Jacqueline being pissed off.” Ricole smiled. “I’ve heard that one before.”
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        * * *

      

      Ch’urn wiped his lips with the back of his arm as blood seeped into his third-favorite suit. These two humans were more formidable than he would have believed. He kept his eyes on them, but his peripheral vision captured the movement of his two sneakier members as they slipped into the tunnel between their ships.

      He raised his arms and called, “HOLD!” His people backed up, leaving the two humans back to back and looking at him. “How about we make this one on one? I haven’t had a good fight in a long time. What do you say? Either of you have the gumption to take me on?”

      With his question he grinned to show off his sharpened teeth, two of them capped in metal where the tips had been broken off in previous fights. He had kept the skulls of those two and had them boiled to remove the brains.

      They hung over his bed as decorations.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think?” Mark asked his mate. “Think he’s being honest?”

      Jacqueline smiled. “Well, if he is fighting, then the other would have to wait. You’re faster with the guns, so you should back me up.”

      “How is it you always have the fun?” Mark asked, looking around. “Aren’t we missing two?”

      “Yup,” she replied. “They tried to sneak aboard the ship.”

      “Oh?” Mark wanted to turn his head, but if Jacqueline wasn’t giving anything away she must know something. “So you fight, I guard, and you get your mad out?”

      “Yes, but remember I get horny after fights.”

      “Why do you think I’m allowing this?” Mark grinned. “I figured there was something in it for me.”

      Jacqueline chuckled as she stepped forward. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll fight you.”

      The large Zhyn looked just a touch surprised but shrugged. “I’m not sexist. I’ll beat you just as easily as I would have beat him. I’m very fair that way.”

      “I’ll bet.” Jacqueline smiled. “Any weapons?”

      “Only what nature provided,” he answered, taking off his weapons belt and kicking it behind him. “Oh, and my caps on my teeth. Some of the tips got broken; the ones who accomplished it I honor to this day.”

      The snickers from his crew told her this wasn’t an honor one desired.

      “Okay.” She unbuckled her guns and waited for Mark to step closer, then buckled the belt around him. “Sorry, but if any of you idiots tried to use them we’d all be dead.” She snapped the locks and he stepped back. Everyone moved backward in the hold. “Any rules?”

      “Well, I’m a pirate so I’d like to think no hitting below the belt, but only you would abide by it so…” He shrugged. “How about no?”

      “Fine with me, bitch!” She slammed her right fist into the palm of her left hand. She grinned at the shock on his face when his eyes flicked past her. Glancing back, she saw two of his crew members walking backward into the hold with their hands up in the air and fear in their eyes.

      She turned back around. “Well, that was fucking rude.”

      Ch’urn’s eyes narrowed as he returned his gaze to her. “I see. You aren’t so stupid to have no one protecting your ship. It looks like it’s just you and me, then.”
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        * * *

      

      X’ern was a smaller Zhyn, only half the size of the captain, but he was just as Zhyn in his desire to fight as any other. He had one backup member of the crew behind him, H’ick from Engines, who was responsible for getting the other ship away from theirs after he made sure it was under their control.  He hadn’t gone five feet into the tube when he noticed a human female standing at the other end. “Well, looks like it’s just going to be you and me then, baby. I get to have a little fun with ya.”

      Sabine’s voice cut across the distance. “I don’t think so. Why don’t I just shoot you here?”

      “With what, that gun on your leg? I could be across there ravaging your broken jaw with my tool before you can pull it out.”

      Sabine’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure if my translation software was right, but if it was even close I will shoot off both your legs at the kneecaps and shove one foot up your ass and one foot into your mouth, you dumbass fuckwit.”

      X’ern stopped in the middle to allow H’ick to join him. In a moment he would pull H’ick around and use him as protection as he raced the rest of the way across.

      He smiled, but his smile was short lived when the second body came into view.  His eyes went from the human down to the Noel-ni. “Oh, hello, didn’t notice you back there hiding.”

      “Hello.” Ricole’s soft voice seemed to grow louder as it traveled down the passageway. “I don’t think I misunderstood your conversation at all, Zhyn.”

      She gazed at her hand, the nails protruding as she turned it first one way, then the other before placing it on her belt right next to her pistol.

      Her eyes narrowed and her lips peeled back; she went from cute to dangerous in a moment. “Am I going to eat the brains of a Zhyn in a moment, or are you going to put your hands in the air while you walk backward to your vessel?”

      X’ern wanted to spit, but the damned Noel-ni might shoot his eye out for that. He slowly lifted his hands in the air. “Go back, H’ick,” he growled. “No one said we had to take on a Noel-ni. I’m not prepared.”

      “Damn right you aren’t.” Ricole’s hand was outstretched and her pistol was aimed at X’ern’s neck. “Keep walking. We wouldn’t want any accidents with me pulling the trigger, right?”

      H’ick spoke up from behind X’ern. “No ma’am! I’m just the tagalong to check out your engines. If you need to shoot anyone, X’ern is the right one!”

      X’ern wanted to kick H’ick but didn’t for two reasons. One, X’ern was the right one to shoot and two, if he kicked H’ick the damned Noel-ni would probably shoot out his kneecap for unwanted movement.

      Damned Noel-ni!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ch’urn noticed that even X’ern was walking backward, his hands held up. No one showed up from the humans’ side, so they weren’t leaving their ship.

      Fine; he’d do this the easier way. He slammed his fist into his palm in imitation of Jacqueline and stepped forward, his focus now completely on the human female.

      Ch’urn reached back with both arms, thrust out his chest, and roared his challenge according to the traditions of his planet. When he was finished, he waited for the human to respond in kind.

      He wasn’t ready for what happened next.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Bethany Anne’s Practice Room

      The chamber had been hollowed out of the rock, and it was completely lightless. The darkness of space offered more ambient light than there was inside the spherical hold. There was a flat surface that led to a door, but only after the tunnel turned twice.

      If a large explosion went off, the turns would prevent most of the damage from going toward the entry.

      This had been Bethany Anne’s project, and while her request to “build me a round domed room sixty feet tall” had been a bit unique, those who had worked with the woman before had just shrugged and gotten down to doing what she’d asked.

      She had told Michael about her project, and he considered it a wise move—get her working on something that might take years to come to fruition.

      But she knew it would work, because she knew it was time to push the right buttons.

      Bethany Anne left her two guards on the other side of the door before entering and locking it.

      She pulled on the Etheric and a red globe appeared in her hand, then stretched her hands apart. The ball increased in size five-fold and the glow softened.

      She sent it down the hallway so she could see.

      Bethany Anne walked thirty steps and turned the corner, dropping her robe. Walking farther while pushing the globe of light ahead of her, she turned again to head toward the final room a hundred steps away. The hallway was roughhewn, and she ran her hand down the walls, feeling the indentations the machines had left as the cutting tools burrowed into the rock.

      No one had come back and smoothed out the stones, which was fine.

      The goal of this location wasn’t to be pretty; it was supposed to be functional.

      Here was her place—her little fortress of solitude—but instead of keeping people out…

      It was to keep anything she did in.

      “We ready for this, TOM?”

      Not exactly, he admitted. But you aren’t really providing me any options.

      “It’s time to pay all the back rent for hitching a ride with me,” she told him, her voice reverberating off the domed chamber’s walls as she strode into the chamber.

      The vastness of the chamber swallowed her small light. She concentrated and started throwing red and blue balls up the sides and to the ceiling. As they floated toward their intended destinations they expanded, turning from red or blue to white and providing light throughout the cavern.

      At the bottom was a naked woman. She looked down and muttered, “I need a Gott Verdammt towel. That rock is going to be cold.”

      She headed back into the tunnel. “I’ll sit on my robe, but someone remind me next time that stone seats suck.”
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      Above High Tortuga, Pirate Ship, Second Quadrant, outside Eastern Hemisphere

      Jacqueline ducked the first punch and had to roll away from a follow-up kick.

      “Damn, you’re a fast one for your size,” she told him, and dodged the second kick that followed the first.

      The captain’s fellow pirates were yelling obscenities at her and support for him. Mark just stood there calmly. Jacqueline wasn’t sure if he wasn’t worried, or was just hiding his concern.

      “Just not worried,” he said aloud, assuming she could pick out his voice.

      “When did you,” she jumped over another kick and slapped away a right hook, “start reading minds?”

      “I don’t,” he replied. “Although he is moving you into a corner.”

      “I see that!” she grumped, accepting a kick so she could roll out of the trap he had tried to set. Her ribs hurt. “I’m just finding out his strengths and weaknesses.”

      Jacqueline was back on her feet by the time the captain had turned back. Excluding his first roar, he hadn’t been the talkative type so far. Her ribs had already stopped hurting compliments of the nanocytes she had inherited from her father, which had been enhanced by Bethany Anne’s technology when Michael brought them aboard.

      Some Weres were just Wechselbalg; changers with human and wereanimal forms. However, there was a modification—a code change, really—that the nanocytes could flip on in extreme conditions, and once the switch was flipped the Were could access it when they needed it.

      Hers had turned on a few years back when Mark was in trouble with carnivorous Weres. Her concern for her mate’s life had brought about her first change, and now he was patiently waiting for her to bring her can of whoop-ass online.

      It was time.
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        * * *

      

      When Ch’urn kicked out again, the female accepted the kick to her ribs and rode it out of the trap he had been working to get her into. She slammed to the floor of the hold, rolling a couple of times before bouncing up.

      He didn’t mind. He needed to warm his muscles up anyway. While it might have been nice for his ego to lock her into the corner and beat her to death using the walls as his anvil, finding that she could give him a longer fight was a pleasant surprise.

      He cricked his neck as he walked over to where she was waiting. This time her eyes were flashing yellow. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but they were brighter this time.

      “Pretty eyes,” he remarked. “Sorry you won’t be able to use them after this fight. Then again, you probably won’t find that too concerning considering the rest of your damage.”

      “Well,” her voice was deeper now, “I think it’s time to let you in on one of Mother Nature’s little secrets.”

      That didn’t sound ominous or anything, so Ch’urn raised his fist to slam it down on her head.

      His fist was stopped in her hand, but not her human hand. This one was large—an animal’s hand. Her claws were digging into his skin and his blood was dripping onto the floor.

      Her Pricolici face stared down at him; he had to look up to see her now. Then her howl pierced the hold.

      She had been playing with him!
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        * * *

      

      Mark sighed. “I told them they wouldn’t like it if they made you angry, but oh, no. They just had to go and offer you a fight. Well, it’s going to fucking suck to be them.”
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        * * *

      

      X’ern spun toward the hold when he heard the howl and reached for his pistol, but his body jerked twice. He turned his head; both the Noel-ni and the human had their pistols up.

      When had the human pulled her gun?

      He slammed into the floor, the pain from the bullets finally hitting him.

      Why had he gone for his pistol? Because that was what you did when monsters were near.
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        * * *

      

      When he heard the shots behind him, Mark glanced over his shoulder. One of the pirates lay on the ground with blood streaming out of two holes.

      He could have put an old-fashioned half-dollar over the punctures, they were so close together.
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        * * *

      

      Ch’urn swung with his left, only to have his fist caught in her other hand, the nails piercing his skin. He grunted as his strength and hers opposed each other. She leaned down and got in his face, her yellow eyes damn near glowing.

      “I thinkkkkk youuu neeed to learrrrn to exxssspect thee unnnexsssspppectteed.” Then she spread her arms to pull him toward her and slammed her forehead into his.

      Most combatants didn’t do that with Zhyn, because their ridged and bony heads could mess a fighter’s skull up.

      Ch’urn stumbled backward, the pain stunning him for a moment. She was shaking her head.

      Score one for the Zhyn and their hard heads, he thought. That was when his vision returned, and instead of three of her there was just one in his vision again.

      His jaw dropped.

      The split on her forehead from his bony ridge was healing right in front of him.

      “Oh…damn.”
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        * * *

      

      The pirates licked their lips as they watched the fight, occasionally glancing at the other human.

      He seemed supremely confident, barely taking his eyes off them to see what was going on with his partner before returning to his vigil.

      X’ern was on the ground behind him, bled out by now. Certainly dead.

      He didn’t seem to care. He definitely wasn’t a normal trade representative. He had obviously been in fights before, and this one wasn’t bothering him in the least.

      A moment later, H’ick walked backward into the hold, followed by a human and a…

      FUCK!

      A few in the hold followed J’erlong’s gaze to the Noel-ni.

      Their despair was palpable. You could kill a Noel-ni, but it was a hundred percent guaranteed that many on your side would die in the attempt. It was rarely worth fighting one of them. Perhaps if she had been the only one to open the doors, Ch’urn would have risked it, but these humans had been smart.

      They hadn’t shown her until the end.

      The trap had been sprung…and the pirates knew they had lost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sabine hissed to Ricole, “What the hell just happened?”

      The Noel-ni was staring at the monster in the middle of the room. “What happened to Jacqueline?”

      “Huh?” Sabine flicked her eyes to the fighters. “Oh, she is in her Pricolici form. They must have offered her a chance to fight and Mark gave her the option. He’s too nice to her sometimes.”

      “I heard that!” Mark called, still facing away from them.

      “You are!” Sabine argued, “I’m sure you would have preferred to be out there kicking his ass, but Jacqueline flutters her eyelashes and sashays her ass and you are all, ‘why sure, you can have this!’”

      Mark snickered; she was right.

      “She’s beautiful,” Ricole watched the fight, occasionally glancing around the room. While she hadn’t been in many battles, she recognized when the desire to keep fighting had left. These pirates had lost the will to keep going.

      “Beautiful?” Sabine looked from Ricole to Jacqueline and back. “Huh. Wouldn’t have thought that, but from your perspective she probably just went from a zero to something attractive.”

      Mark spoke up. “You think maybe you two can hold the fort? I’m going to check the bridge.”

      “What, you aren’t going to watch the end of the fight?” Sabine asked, both of her Jean Dukes in her hands. She strode up next to Mark and winked at the pirate on her left. “Hi, I’m Sabine. I’ll be your killer today if you so much as twitch in the wrong direction. Understand?”

      He nodded, eyes wide in fear.

      H’ick melted into the group of pirates as Ricole holstered her pistol. “Why did Mark leave?”

      “Hmm?” Sabine glanced at her. “Hey! Why don’t you have your pistol out?”

      Ricole smiled, her teeth gleaming, “I’m Noel-ni.” Her hand blazed down, returning with the pistol aimed at a pirate across the hold. Sabine noticed that his hands shot up in the air. “Our pistols are always ready.”

      Sabine smiled. “I think you and I are going to be long-term friends, Ricole.”

      She holstered hers as well and looked around, “Anyone want to try us?”
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        * * *

      

      Jacqueline was aware of Mark leaving; it was a bit of a letdown. She rather liked it when he watched her kick ass, but he was right: someone needed to make sure that no one else did something stupid while they were fighting. Sabine was capable, but she didn’t get into the technology like Mark did.

      She grimaced. He was probably on the bridge stroking a dirty video interface and speaking sweet nothings into the tech-whore’s ears right now.

      Her eyes flashed yellow as she slapped an incoming punch out of the way and slammed a left into Ch’urn’s stomach. His eyes bulged just a bit, and she followed it with a right hook across his chin, leaving a two-inch gash where she cut his skin.

      She didn’t use claws. Peter’s comment about, “We can get intelligence out of living pirates. If you bring me dead ones we can’t get shit!” still rang in her ears.

      She was a fighter and she didn’t fear battle, but she didn’t need an ass-whipping from Peter to remind her that he wanted the pirates, and especially the captain, alive.

      Time to end it.

      She grabbed Ch’urn’s arm and twisted and he screamed in pain. She whipped her left leg around and slammed her foot into the left side of his skull. She kept hold of his arm as he tumbled and it ripped out of its socket.

      He didn’t scream this time. His head had connected with the floor; he was out.

      DAMN! She bent down, worried she had killed him.

      He moaned…

      THANK GOD!

      She nodded to Sabine and headed toward the bridge in her Pricolici form. If Mark was stroking any technology, she would tear apart both the bridge and Mark’s ass.

      She was a jealous bitch; he’d known that when he fell in love with her.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, the Queen’s R&D Lab

      Bethany Anne made her robe into a small pillow and put it on the ground, then sat down cross-legged and rested her hands on her knees.

      Please tell me, TOM commented, you aren’t trying to do a yoga pose?

      Nope, Bethany Anne answered. I’m trying to find a position I can handle for a few hours. I suspect I’m going to lose track of time…so ADAM?

      >>Yes?<<

      Make sure everyone stays out, and figure out a way to interrupt me if they need me. Tell Michael I’m working in my lab.

      >>He is asking where your lab is. I’ll leave out the other comments about too many burrows in this ants’ nest.<<

      R&D section. Let him know you will update him every couple of hours, but expect me to be… TOM?

      What?

      How long will I be out?

      I’m supposed to know this how? You have done most of your learning on your own.

      That’s because you weren’t forthcoming with the information in the past.

      I wouldn’t be now either, but you are pushing the issue.

      TOM, I can’t help protect when I’m not safe.

      You have some of the most advanced armor—

      Which you and I both know can be destroyed, even if it can take a lot of damage. Plus, what good would it do if I was able to step into the Etheric but not take my people with me?

      You can.

      Only if they are near me. I need to be able to do more, and I’ve got the feeling that you haven’t been very informative.

      You are young, TOM told her.

      Not anymore. We humans grow up fast, and it’s time to agree—or disagree—that I protected the Earth as well as I could.

      >>Do you believe that?<< ADAM cut in.

      I’m…at peace. Bethany Anne sighed. Some things I can’t change, and humanity being themselves is one of them. I don’t have to like what happened or ignore the tears, but I can work to provide options for the those left on the planet. But I don’t think I can do that without understanding the Etheric better. And to do that, I have to practice, and to practice I have to understand the basics.

      The basics. TOM thought for a moment before sending a mental sigh. That is a tall order. It will take years, or even decades.

      What else am I going to do, TOM? I’ve got a child to raise, a husband to ravish, a world to rebuild, and a bunch of fucking Kurtherians to hunt down and kill. I might as well add learning all about the Etheric to the mix. Just make sure I don’t do anything dangerous while I’m pregnant.

      There is no way for me to know if what you are trying to do will hurt your child, but I won’t allow you to run any more risk than you already do in your normal Etheric efforts.

      Well…damn. She thought about her trips through the Etheric as well as her efforts to pull in Etheric energy to make the little light balls. What about what I have done so far?

      Unlikely to have increased the risk to the child beyond that of your constant Etheric connection. Before you go down that path, I believe all human females do things which could hurt their child’s gestation.

      Bethany Anne blew out a breath. Okay, you're right. I need to drop it since there isn't anything I can do about it right now anyway.

      TOM’s voice changed when he went from casual conversation to explaining as if from a dais. Bethany Anne had understood his people had a religious connection to the other dimension, but to hear him sound reverent was a new experience.

      The Etheric, he began, is both right next to us and far away. It represents the space between two fingers pressed together, and the infinite width of the universe. It is, in one form or fashion, what was at the beginning and which created all life, and yet holds within it the destruction of the future.

      Not like that doesn't sound ominous, Bethany Anne quipped. When TOM didn't respond, she apologized out loud. "I'm sorry.”

      TOM went on, ignoring her outburst. You have touched the energy of the Etheric and gained the ability to move within it, and you can step from this dimension to that one. Most beings cannot accomplish this without their physical body dying.

      Was that what did you for Glorious Pain in the Ass?

      If you would allow, I will answer that question later.

      Of course. Bethany Anne chastised herself. She needed to allow Tom to express what the Etheric was without her constant interruptions. It had been a long time since she had been a simple student and her anxiety was acting up.

      It is a little bit more difficult to express the Etheric to you since you have such a variety of experiences with it already. You will undoubtedly take the instructions I am giving you and try to fit them into the box of your experience. That may help you in the short term, but will hold you back from understanding the full truth in the long run.

      TOM waited a moment for Bethany Anne to interrupt with another question…and was pleasantly surprised when she stayed quiet.

      He continued, The Etheric can be molded to your reality, and you can move that reality from there to your present dimension.  TOM stopped. You can ask questions.

      Okay. Bethany Anne struggled to refine her question. Is this what I am doing with the energy balls? Am I imagining the ability to coalesce spheres of energy and manipulate them? Pulling dangerous orbs of power into our dimension from the Etheric?

      That is a good way to explain it, yes.

      So if I wanted to create a fully-formed battleship, for example, I could accomplish that as well?

      Technically? Nothing in my understanding of the Etheric would forbid it, but I don't know of anything so complex ever being accomplished, and I have examples going back hundreds of millennia.

      What would it take to accomplish something so large?

      TOM chuckled. If you had but the faith of a mustard seed…
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, the Pit, Eight Weeks Later

      Addix entered the Pit and looked around the darkened room. The video wall was dimmed at the moment. She found Bethany Anne speaking to one of the many analysts at a desk on the second level.

      She made her way to Bethany Anne, listening as she finished her conversation.

      “No,” Bethany Anne told the analyst, “I don’t want to handle this. Push your intelligence to the local police force; provide them with everything we know. Make sure the leader knows we will wait for his or her response and their results. If we hear nothing in…” Bethany Anne paused for a moment, clearly thinking through what it might take to solve this case, “three days we will reach back out for further information.”

      Bethany Anne turned to Addix, her belly larger than when the Ixtali had seen her last time. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.”

      Bethany Anne gestured for Addix to follow her as she moved to the large table in the middle of the floor. “What’s up?”

      “Some of our external resources have been hearing rumors of a fleet being put together—for what purpose, no one knows yet. However, we can confirm that mercs are involved, and some with Navy fighting skills have shipped out and aren’t showing back up at other ports we have under surveillance.”

      “And you think this is going to be aimed at us?”

      “I cannot say,” Addix replied. “My staff is aware of three different conflagrations which could reasonably cause one of the combatants to arm themselves in this way. However, we have decent access to resources and we have no indication that any of the six are building a Navy fleet.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Navy?”

      “I am not trying to quantify the quality, merely point out that we might have a fleet visiting us in the near future.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “If someone comes at us we are going to have to destroy them totally—or fight with less support than we actually have. Knowledge of full strength cannot get back to anyone else, period.” Her lips pressed together as she looked at Addix. “We don’t know who is after us yet?”

      “No,” she admitted. “So far there have been too many cutouts, often ending in death at many of the junctures. Even the pirates we have captured have nothing in their databanks which would suggest a connection to potential enemies.”

      Bethany sighed. “Translation, ‘we don't know shit.’”

      “Yes.”

      “Any idea how likely an attack is within the next few days?”

      “Unlikely. I believe they are still recruiting at this time, so at best we are talking about a couple of weeks.”

      Bethany Anne chewed her lip. “I will get with the Admiral for practical dispersion of our ships. I don't want to have them sitting up there with their thumbs up their asses for no good reason. See what you can find to narrow down a potential time of engagement and I will take care of the rest. Unfortunately," her eyes were hard, “if they attack us, we can leave no survivors.”

      “Understood.” Addix turned to leave.

      ADAM?

      >>You want Admiral Thomas?<<

      Yes. Tell him his retirement has just been cut short. Plan a meeting for this afternoon at four after the MPPS education meeting. In fact, ask him to join us for those discussions. I'll have snacks.

      >>He is in Thon now. He will be back in time, he says.<<

      Good. When she looked around the room one of the analysts, Charles, had his head up and was looking at her. “You just got voted in, Charles.”

      “Um, ‘voted in?’” he asked. “For what?”

      She smiled. ‘I’m hungry. What do we have that can be brought in?”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne was sitting at the table and nursing her mocha after lunch. Admiral Thomas, the man who had been responsible for running the fleets of the Etheric Empire, was chatting with Stephen on her right. Michael’s seat next to her was empty, and Addix and Peter were at the table as well.

      Michael appeared out of thin air—or more accurately out of the Etheric—but to most it looked like he just materialized. “Sorry.” He glanced at a clock on the far wall. “Oh, I’m actually early.”

      “If you count fifteen seconds as early,” Thomas grumped.

      Michael sat down. “Of course I do,” he replied. “I’m not fond of being late.” He reached over and touched her arm. “Education?”

      “Yes,” she admitted. “I asked Peter here because he might remember his wild days back on Earth. I want to discuss a few of my thoughts, and concepts, then I will go off and talk with more of the experts.” She nodded to her right. “Stephen will represent business interests and the Admiral will represent the military. Peter will speak for the young even though he is over a hundred and seventy now himself, and Addix will represent those providing knowledge.”

      “And me?” Michael asked. He seemed neither pleased nor upset with being part of this.

      “Accumulated knowledge,” she replied.

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      Az pushed his normal work aside and lifted a tablet he had been carrying lately. With no one present in his office, he touched the button and allowed the tablet to scan his eyes.

      The security screen closed.

      He glanced through the notes and messages, nodding his head at each. He stopped on one, frowned before leaning forward and punching a button on his desktop.

      “Uleq here.”

      “Uleq, Az.” He glanced down at this tablet. “I want you to have our military supply group on Goptek Minor close up Warehouse 19 and clean out all other warehouses. Have them leave 19 alone before they ship everything to Goptek Major, and support that location for a year. We aren’t seeing enough value from two separate staging areas.”

      “They won’t be able to accomplish this project for at least a week. There are about twenty-five warehouses full of product there, plus I’ll have to move two ships over to Minor. Do you approve these expenses?”

      “Of course,” Az replied. “That’s the purpose long-term: reduce expenses.”

      “Understood. Talk later.” Uleq closed the connection.

      Az nodded and leaned back. He sent the coordinates of the missiles to his contact and told him it would be about a week before the cargo would be available.
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        * * *

      

      Uleq severed the communication before pulling up the necessary contacts to implement the request. He checked the manifest of the warehouses in general and 19 in particular.

      Food.

      Specifically, canned food and foodstuffs. He shrugged. He wasn’t sure why Az didn’t want the food moved, but it could be he knew of a project or potential order coming. It wasn’t until he had sent all the commands “Per CEO Az” that he noticed that Warehouse Twenty-Seven, which was right next to 19, had missiles on the manifest.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, the Pit, a Few Weeks Later

      Bethany Anne outlined her plan. “Here is the basic premise: a world, nation, or community needs to have an educated populace. Education provides a common foundation for a trained workforce and a literate voting block who can have informed opinions, a method of explaining the basics of living with others harmoniously, and a stable tax base. The less educated will not hold the higher-paying positions, and therefore won’t provide well for their families or help the community by creating jobs or pay taxes on their income.”

      “So…” She touched an icon on her screen and the inset video screens in front of everyone at the table and two screens on the video wall displayed what she was looking at so those working in the Pit could follow along. “The common foundations are usually linguistics, the objective sciences, common history and perhaps religious concepts the nation or nation-states require. The idea is that no matter the area of the country or how rich or poor, if someone is going to go into higher education the colleges and universities have some basic understanding of what an incoming student will know so they can base their classes on that.”

      She nodded to Peter. “Now we get to the other side of the challenge. You will have children who have no desire to go through a foundational program since their wants, needs, and curiosity diverge from what society wants them to know. There are usually two ways they get their knowledge. One is expository, related to shoving information into a brain, and the other is experiential. Think of it as reading about trees versus going on a field trip to see trees up close and running one’s hand over the bark.”

      She smiled. “The better of those methods, experiential, is often too hard to manage with many children.”

      The images on the screens changed. “Further, the old classroom paradigm had already failed in the United States on many levels. Other countries had easily created programs which enhanced the prestige but not necessarily the income of teachers. Mind you, those teachers in other countries still made the country’s average salary until they were years into in their career, but they were actively recruited from the top quarter of students and trained in a demanding way so citizens knew teaching was difficult.”

      She tapped the icon to change the slide. “I’m not going to let higher education off the hook, either. One of the great errors of an elite education in the United States was that it taught those attending to think that intelligence and academic achievement were measures of value in some moral or metaphysical sense, equating their value with their education. Further, there are many types of intelligence, but the ones supported were academic in scope. There was little understanding of the value of social, emotional, and artistic intelligence. Those who had intellectual intelligence promulgated their type at the expense of others.”

      The slide changed. “Basically, what we see played out is the needs of the family, the community, the state, the nation, the world, and humanity in general arrayed against personal needs and desires natural to individuals seeking to get ahead for themselves or their families or their beliefs or groups they belong to. Some students, for reasons of curiosity, maturity, or family dynamics, were held back from achieving their education faster by the constraints of the system.”

      “Mass manufacturing of an educated class,” Stephen remarked.

      Bethany Anne nodded.

      She tapped the screen and the image changed to a person wearing a simulation headset. “We now have a different methodology, including the opportunity for students to take classes at their own pace and for creating learning-pod groups of five students supporting each other to help each other get ahead. Those learning in certain areas can teach a concept to others, choosing how they teach. We had one student two years ago on the Meredith Reynolds who used songs to teach a semester of history. Not only did her pod ace the examinations, their resultant recording became a hit on the live-theater-adaptation circuit. Now there are other students doing this with popular and semi-popular music styles.”

      The image changed again. “Teachers function as guides to allow the students opportunities to locate information. Practical and impractical requests are made of the pods, and they are ranked against each other in different areas. There is interaction at a one-on-one level, and social issues are rapidly addressed. EIs are in place to facilitate some level of privacy but reveal potential issues with students. Some naturally aggressive individuals, whether for reasons of chemical imbalances due to their physiology or just plain natural selection, are offered ways to work out that aggression. Likewise, those who wish to focus on one area are encouraged to earn time in that area by excelling in tangential but necessary areas of knowledge.”

      “Carrot and stick?” the Admiral asked.

      “Yes,” Bethany Anne replied. “I instituted a payment system for the children. If the parents weren’t involved enough, we billed the costs of teaching the child up to minimum standards to them, with notification that there was inadequacy on the parents’ part. Once the child was old enough, they were provided treats if they got ahead of schedule, or they would receive penalties if they just did the minimum required. There are always choices in life, and there are always repercussions. That is a basic training maxim that was wiped out in many schools. We taught them not to touch a hot pan when they were two, but we didn’t teach them to fear the future enough to continue their education.”

      Bethany Anne sat back. “Some countries—Germany was a leader, but many of the European countries did the same—pushed a career or vocational track in their school systems. It helped their younger students gain employment and higher-paying jobs at a better rate than many of their contemporaries. Unfortunately, if one studied the system over a few decades, it was the general education group who were ahead by their forties. In my opinion, what we need is a vocational track for early adult—whatever jobs interest them—and a general education track later so that they can keep up with skills and know how to learn should their professions become obsolete.”

      “You could always,” Michael pointed out, “require service in exchange for government support.”

      Bethany Anne turned to him. “Like what?”

      “Let me ask you this first.” He pushed his tablet to the side. “What is the value of an hour’s worth of, say, a social scientist’s time versus someone who works the fields pulling peas?”

      “It’s the effort,” Admiral Thomas answered, “of the social scientist to learn what they know to be able to give you an hour’s worth of their expertise. For those pulling peas, it’s the effort of standing in the hot sun and doing back-breaking work.”

      “Who appreciates the peas more?” Michael asked.

      “Well, typically those who pulled the crops ended up hating them,” Thomas answered. “Hell, I know I did. My grandparents had green bean fields. Looking back at it as an adult the rows probably weren’t more than a hundred feet long, but as a kid, they looked like a mile.”

      “Okay,” Michael continued. Those at the table looked from one to the other as they worked on the problem. “But we have EI support. Most of the true effort is in the ability to put two different and possibly unrelated pieces of information together to work the problem. The creatives might become the new power brokers because their minds work differently—those who love to read all sorts of material.”

      “Even fiction?” Stephen asked, thinking back to the comment about the military using science-fiction writers.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps even fiction; I don’t wish to guess. My point is, throughout my life, using skills or talents or a person’s raw physical power to help them rise to the top of their society came and went. In the beginning, it was the strength in their arms to swing their swords. Then the tongue to sway large groups to accomplish something together. It became those who developed the sciences, and then—to a degree—it was those again who had physical prowess and could run or shoot a ball into a hoop. Yet, it was those who produced the food, built the homes, protected society, or taught the children or young adults who often weren’t supported. They would do their jobs, punch their time cards, and do what needed to get done to keep society going. My suggestion is to consider all work—if done well—equal. Government needs to be in place, but we’ll require some form of service as your debt to society. Perhaps you are a musician but can test into working with an R&D lab in the future. Can that be your service?”

      “That,” Bethany Anne replied, “could be a nightmare. Just think about the ongoing effort for some of Jean Dukes’ stuff. There’s no way we could place a person into a project for two weeks and then they leave.”

      Michael tapped a finger on the table. “I understand. However, let me give you a quote from a worker to Jack Welch.”

      “Who?” Peter interrupted.

      Stephen answered, “Jack Welch. He was the CEO of General Electric—GE—back on Earth in the twentieth century.”

      Michael continued, “He was talking to the assembly line workers at one of their businesses and one of the men spoke up, telling Welch that ‘for twenty-five years you paid for my hands when you could have had my brain as well for nothing.’”

      The table was quiet a moment, thinking about that.

      Peter was the first to break it. “Makes sense. We use that concept in the Guardians all the time. Everyone has a role to play, but if you have ideas you need to speak up.”

      “It would,” Addix added, “allow those interacting to bring new ways of thinking to perhaps old and worn-out strategies.”

      “What about those who truly hated the notion?” Stephen asked. “I can think of a few.”

      “I’m tempted to say ‘fuck ‘em.’” Bethany Anne snorted. “However, I know people, and they might fuck up the works. What about a ten-percent charge of their annual wealth if they wish to forego service?”

      “Two weeks,” Michael interjected, “is at best four percent of their time.”

      “Right,” Bethany Anne agreed, “so I’d suggest they do the two weeks. But if they want to they can lose ten percent of their annual wealth—which is not their annual income, because that shit can be hidden.”

      The Admiral asked, “So a billionaire who technically made nothing during the year would owe a hundred million to get out of two weeks’ service?”

      “Right,” Bethany Anne agreed. “And someone with fifty thousand owes five thousand.”

      “Where does the money go?” Peter asked.

      Admiral Thomas grinned. “I suggest the military.”

      “Education?” Peter asked. “It’s just a suggestion, because that is what we are talking about.”

      Stephen scratched his chin. “I can imagine large corporations putting income packages together for their upper-level executives to pay for this.”

      “I suggest,” Bethany Anne added, “putting the names of those who opt out on a public list so everyone knows who isn’t working.”

      “What about sickness, or a family illness they need to deal with?” Stephen countered.

      “With Pod-docs we shouldn’t have that issue, but there would have to be some sort of schedule. Further, we will always have public projects. There are always roads to be built, gardens to be tended, or military camps where one can refresh one’s skills in case of war.”

      Admiral Thomas opened his mouth, then turned to Peter. “Actually, I kind of like that.”

      “Me, too,” Peter agreed and turned back to Bethany Anne, “Couldn’t we have multiple camps of that type?”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “Well, maybe emergency services? People prepared to go help in case of natural disasters, or places where if they know enough they could help teach, right?”

      Bethany Anne scratched her head, “I’m not saying no to this idea, but we would have to work out the details.”

      Peter shrugged.

      “Okay.” She tapped the button for the next screen. “I’d like to open up discussion on how to pay for education.”
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, The Pit, One Week Later

      Bethany Anne pointed to the screen flashing red up on the wall. “Terry, pull up that location, confirm the information with the local authorities, and send in a small squad of Guardians. Tell the police to hold back if anyone is local to the area until the Guardians arrive.”

      A minute later Terry, a blonde with brown eyes and a serious demeanor, called back to Bethany Anne from her second-tier location, “I’ve got confirmation from the local police that they will hold back, but they want to know why you have Guardians helping stop a bank heist?”

      Bethany Anne grumped, “Because my group is a well-organized tac team and theirs often have their thumbs up their butt?”

      “Ma’am?”

      “No!” Bethany Anne shrugged. “Sorry. Because that’s my bank and I’m sending in official support. I don’t want casualties or a long standoff. I want this done quietly and efficiently.”
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        * * *

      

      That is a go, Tac Team 01. Queen Bethany Anne says to neutralize the threat. There are three tangos, two in the main bank lobby, one in the bank trying to open a lockbox. Arrive on top of bank, drop down from roof…

      “Understood, Pit,” Guardian Watson Stewart replied. “ETA thirty seconds.” He clicked off his mic. The Black Eagle had been holding position ten miles out, hanging in the upper atmosphere. That way they could dart to where they were needed.

      “Turn and burn?” his partner, Guardian Jesse Verette, asked as he pulled his pistol and checked it before sliding back into his holster.

      “Nope,” Watson answered. The Black Eagle, an antigravity-driven two-person attack ship, sliced through the air towards the second smaller upthrust of skyscrapers into the sky. “Drop and stop.” He checked the countdown on the timer, then his pistol. “Three tangos, two using the customers as hostages and one trying to get into a locked safe deposit box in the vault.”

      “Wonder what they’re up to?” Jesse mused as a green square popped up on the outer screen, highlighting an eight-story building in the distance.

      Watson changed the arrival parameters. “I’m taking us in hot, so make sure you have your suit set appropriately.

      “Oh, fucking hell!” Jesse slammed his helmet on his head and then started confirming that his suit was properly set up for a hot arrival.  Watson put on his helmet and confirmed his settings as well.

      A moment later, Jesse could hear Watson’s voice over the comm. “You got me?”

      “Five by five,” Jesse replied.

      “Then you might want to unbuckle…”

      “Shit!” Jesse slapped the buckle on his chest, and two seconds later their Black Eagle flipped upside down and the cockpit opened. The two Guardians ejected via gravity.

      Jesse’s HUD highlighted a black building, and the square on the ground was what they were heading towards. They had ejected half a mile up, and the maneuvering capabilities on their suits were pretty good. They could move in any direction while gravity pulled them towards the ground. At ten stories the antigrav kicked in and Jesse grunted. “DAAAAAMMMNN!”

      Both men went from freefall to boots-down, touching down with the same sound as someone having jumped up and landed again. Both men checked the heat signatures inside the building with the thermal readers in their helmets.

      There was a police vehicle there, doors open, and two officers pushing people back from the bank entrance. He looked over his shoulder and saw the two humans enclosed in advanced armor, then turned back around and pushed away the bystanders.

      Two of those inside were walking back and forth and there were several warm bodies on the floor—although one of those was quickly cooling.

      “Fuckers!” Watson pulled his pistol. “Prepare to enter on my mark.”

      Jesse drew his pistol as he scanned the layout of the bank the Pit had sent him. He jogged over to the other side of the bank’s doors and nodded.

      “GO!” Watson pulled his pistols’ triggers twice and the hyper-velocity rounds splattered both thieves’ heads, their blood spraying back towards the wall before the sound of the windows shattering caught anyone’s attention.

      Jesse shot the window just before his enhanced jump took him through it. His right hand was up, so when the third thief came running out of the vault with his pistol raised he shot him in the head, dropping him immediately.

      The man’s finger didn’t even pull the trigger of his gun.

      A moment later Jesse reached down and pressed a finger against the neck of the alien, which looked like a cross between a human and a squid. “Clear!”

      Watson replied, “Clear!”

      Jesse’s lead checked on the wounded man on the floor, but shook his head and stood up. Both dropped their pistols back in their holsters and locked them. “Would everyone please calmly stand up,” Watson requested. “And move to the side. The police officers will be in momentarily.”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, the Pit

      “Well,” Terry said glumly as everyone in the Pit watched the video screen of the takedown, “I don’t think we’ll get any intel out of those guys.”

      Bethany Anne, her hand over her protruding stomach, sighed. “Not much of an option. His gun was aimed at the hostages, so they had to go for the kill shot.” She leaned over and pressed a button. “Watson, this is Bethany Anne.”

      “Yes, ma’am?” was his reply. She saw his armored figure turn slightly before he realized she was speaking through his helmet.

      “Work with the police. I want to know what they were trying to steal. Get a judge—someone—to give us permission to find out what’s in that safety deposit box.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Watson replied.

      “All I can ask,” Bethany Anne agreed. “Out.”

      “Do you think,” Terry asked, “this has something to do with those who attacked us?”

      Bethany Anne, her eyes still on the video intake from the bank, shook her head. “I’ve got no idea.”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Pit

      Addix walked down the steps to the bottom level, where Bethany Anne was working at the table. She looked up and kicked a chair out for Addix to sit down.

      “Thank you,” Addix responded, accepting the chair.

      “It’s time?” Bethany Anne asked. “I don’t want them up there too long, but it sure beats not being in space when needed.”

      “I think so,” Addix agreed. “I’ve spoken with Admiral Thomas. He says tomorrow night is good to take the ships out anyway. I’ve gotten feedback from assets on Goptek Major, who say that pirates from their sister planet, Goptek Minor, raided a warehouse owned by an interstellar conglomerate. They had expected canned foodstuffs and got a warehouse full of missiles.”

      “What kind?”

      “Leath Punchers.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes narrowed, “What are those?”

      “They are space-platform-based missiles that are pre-programmed to hit hardened locations on planets. Get into a system, fire them off, and either follow them in or leave. If the planet has weapons systems, there is a chance of knocking them out of space or air.”

      Bethany Anne thought for a moment. “ADAM?”

      “Yes?” the AI replied.

      “How has the game for the BYPS system worked?”

      “We have initialized repositioning of the outer defense system. One player was able to get ninety-seven-percent coverage of the planet with our present deployment, but it will take another week to move them into that configuration.”

      Bethany Anne turned to Addix. “Worst case scenario?”

      “Forty-eight hours from Goptek Minor straight to here. Assume they had to meet a larger fleet somewhere…that grants us twelve more hours. They will have to go through three Gates to get here in that time. Those are the only ones that won’t announce who is traveling through them—privacy concerns and all that.”

      “Privacy.” Bethany Anne sighed. “Absolutely the right thing to do, until it’s your ass hanging in the wind.”

      She pulled up the specifications on the Puncher missile. “Shit!”  She hit two more buttons. “I’m going to have to put a superdreadnought above us for protection.”

      “That will blow our cover,” Addix warned. “The only ones everyone knows about are ArchAngel II and Prime.”

      The wall of monitors in the Pit blanked, then one large face covered the screens. Archangel II, using her avatar of Bethany Anne’s face, looked at everyone in the Pit.

      “Hello, ArchAngel.” Bethany Anne smiled at the ship’s avatar. “I assume you have something to say?”

      “Yes. I will be the one who protects you.” Her eyes showed just a hint of red. “No other dreadnought has my experience.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “ArchAngel, who can fight a battle in space better than you? But what if they come with ten ships, or fifty, or a hundred?”

      ArchAngel was quiet. Bethany Anne turned to Addix. “Ok, while she runs a few million war simulations until she figures out I’m right, update Admiral Thomas and get him the best info you have. Give him your guesses, too.”

      Addix started to speak. “I—”

      Bethany Anne stopped her, “I know you hate guesses. But we need them, so do it.” Bethany Anne thought for a moment. “Are you needed here…on this planet?”

      “I will not leave with a battle coming at us,” Addix replied, affronted.

      “I’m not suggesting you should,” Bethany Anne told her. “I’m thinking this pirate attack is what we need to track down our attackers.”

      “What about any new intel from the pirates?” Addix asked.

      “Do you think they will have any more information than those you have spoken with so far? Basically they have a communication-drop folder that we can’t trace, and commands come to it. They get paid. They sell their stolen merchandise through cutouts. It’s smart, it’s large, and it’s well-protected, but the warehouse raid may be a thread that can be unraveled. If it helps,” Bethany Anne smiled, “I think you will have killers after you.”

      Addix chuckled. “Yes, I will have a heightened opportunity for death. So you want me to track this down instead of my people?”

      “That’s right.” Bethany Anne nodded. “We’ve lost one or two of our agents so far?”

      “One. The other was placed in a medical unit quickly enough, but until we can get him into a Pod-doc,” she shook her head, “we won’t be able to help him. He is in stasis.”

      “Right. We will deal with this attack, assuming it comes. However, I want you out there trying to figure out who this is so that when I have a target, I can bring the pain.”

      Addix stood up. “I’ll work with Admiral Thomas, and then I’ll leave on The Lady Princess.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That will work. Just remember that our Gate-capable ships can and will self-destruct if they are caught. That technology cannot fall into the wrong hands.”

      “Understood.” Addix turned to go but paused. “Bethany Anne?”

      Bethany Anne looked up from the screen she was reading. “Hmm?”

      “When you pulled me off my planet and offered to do the rejuvenation and upgrades,” she waved a clawed hand up and down her body, “did you think you would put me out in the field again?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not at that time. I expected you to run everything from this planet. When you and I talked, I could feel your love of the field—of occasionally testing yourself against others— and that is when I decided to upgrade you as much as I did. Remember,” Bethany Anne tapped the side of her head, “I’ve been in your mind. I know you, and I know your spirit. You are in this with me all the way, so should anyone try to take you out?”

      Addix’s chuckle was malevolent. “I won’t eat their brain, I promise.”

      With that, she turned and left the Pit.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, The Pit, Twenty-Four Hours Later

      Bethany Anne was sitting at her conference table with Admiral Thomas, Stephen, and Peter again, and this time Jean Dukes and John Grimes joined them.

      Gabrielle was out on a mission, or she would have been there as well.

      “Okay.” She rapped her knuckles on the table. “As I explained, these are exploratory talks only. I am trying to figure out if MPPS is even a possibility, or a concept so antithetical that we should just can it and hope for the best.”  She glanced around the table. “The topic for today is Defense.” She looked at Admiral Thomas. “Considering you have to be out there in six hours, you’re up.”

      He looked at her funny.

      “What?” she asked. “I told you…if you happen to die out there, I want what’s in your brain right now before it gets wasted. Can’t have all of that wisdom lost to me.”

      Admiral Thomas chuckled. “Anyone tell you that you can be a cold-hearted bitch?”

      “Of course. I think you did, just last week.”

      “Well, I was right.” He nodded. “But I’ll take it as a compliment.” He straightened in his chair, clasping his hands in front of him. “What Bethany Anne wants is a world where people are allowed to be the best they can be. Should they choose to act in a way that isn’t good for society they will be allowed to leave, or offered reduced options until they choose by their actions to leave this mortal coil.”

      He glanced around. “The only way that those on a planet are going to be allowed to enjoy this freedom is if they do not have to worry about external threats, so the defense of the planet was my homework. Since we could be attacked within a few days, it may be a pass-fail effort.”

      He and the others chuckled. “I’m sure if one of those Leath Punchers hits this area, it’ll be considered a fail.”

      “Got that right,” Bethany Anne agreed.

      “So, how do we create a society which supports individual freedom from antagonism, which by definition means the society deplores violence, and yet create a military?”

      “I wouldn’t suggest the Kurtherian method,” Stephen interjected. “Messing with the DNA to take out the violent tendencies backfires.”

      “True,” Thomas agreed. “At some point, the pacifists have to grow a spine and fight when they aren’t prepared to do it at all. So, five clans who don’t know how to fight now have to take on seven clans who love it.”

      John spoke up. “We could always go find a species that hasn’t lost their barbaric ways…” He rubbed his chin. “Wait, that sounds like what we are doing right now.”

      Nice. Real nice. TOM sent to Bethany Anne. Accurate, but not so funny if you belong to one of the five clans.

      Leave him be, Bethany Anne chided her Kurtherian tag-a-long. He might be joking, but it IS a viable strategy. And if we hadn’t seen your people’s example, we might have gone that direction as well. There were plenty of DNA studies in progress on Earth when we left. I imagine we probably would have tried eradicating people’s violent tendencies soon enough. Imagine our surprise when another species attacked us? All of our science-fiction would have been proven right, and those scientists who argued that no species which could conquer space would be violent would be very wrong.

      Reminds me of that movie.

      Independence Day; we’ve spoken about it before.

      Kinda funny, TOM mused. The aliens actually remind me of a race called the K’rillick, except they were peaceful.

      What happened to them?

      Destroyed by the T’sehmion Clan using a species of omnivores called Bok that looked like a cross between Earth panda bears and Yollins. The Bok found out that the K’rillick tasted good if you steamed them.

      That’s…just gross. Bethany Anne returned her attention to the conversation. With her ability to accelerate to enhanced speeds, she could carry conversations with ADAM and TOM in between the words when others spoke.

      John continued, “All joking aside, and I apologize to TOM if he is listening…” He glanced at Bethany Anne, who nodded her head. “But we have a real problem. We don’t want to outsource our defense, but the genes that support a people willing to do violence unto others are the same ones that make them willing to do violence unto their own people.”

      And even if you think, TOM added, that taking out the violent gene would fix that risk, remember that Mother Nature has a way of biting you in the ass for fucking with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Four hours outside Goptek Major, The Lady Princess

      Bethany Anne had once had a ship called the Scamp Princess. It was used for many decades after Bethany Anne stopped using it, and it was based in the Federation for secret missions.

      After the Etheric Empire defeated the Leath many of their companies branched out, opening trade and other business ventures—including trading in their advanced weapons.

      The Lady Princess was a Leath-designed small cargo ship that looked like a private yacht. There were a few of them running around space, so it wasn’t unique.

      Except for all the Empire’s technology inside, including the EI Lady Princess.

      “We will be ready to land in three hours,” the EI announced.

      “Thank you, I’m getting dressed,” Addix replied, moving from the tiny bridge to her personal suite. The ship could, in fact, run cargo—about four pallets’ worth. However, most of the space was artfully used for the Gate engines that allowed it to bypass commercial Gates.

      Addix placed the first of her four legs into the special armor her Queen had ordered built just for her, quickly followed by the other three.

      It was a luxurious feeling once the metal locked in place. Pliable as cloth yet as silent as walking without shoes, it allowed her full mobility. Her four legs were more arachnid under her robes than like a human’s. She checked that her spy supplies were in the pouches to either side and locked down her knives and her four pistols.

      Her guns were unique. Just being Jean Dukes made them rare, but these were the only ones in existence that had been designed for an Ixtali.

      Because Addix was the only Ixtali Bethany Anne had ever trusted.

      For an Ixtali, Addix was beyond old. She had been ready to go and live on a farm on her planet; give up the politics she had worked in for so long, trying to keep her people from reverting to their old ways.

      Ways which would have caused wars in the future.

      She had already outlived her family and friends, and she said her goodbyes to their graves in her heart. She left with the then-Empress on her last trip to her planet and never looked back.

      Now her body was young again, since she had been enhanced. She had speed, strength, and dexterity far beyond what she had ever personally possessed, and more than any other Ixtali’d had either.

      She put on her chest piece and three-quarter sleeves and locked them down. She always wore robes in public and didn’t want anyone to see her armor if her sleeves went too far up her arms.

      She wasn’t taking a helmet, so she had better not try to stop a bullet with her mandibles.

      She pulled her robe over her head, hiding everything she wore beneath it, and admired herself in the mirror. Her mandibles tapped together gently in appreciation.

      What were those things Eric and Scott read? Bomic cooks?  No, comic books. She was a true black widow.

      She liked the character, but the pretty human—if pretty she was, since Addix couldn’t tell—didn’t look like the name at all. She had looked up the Earth insect and liked the red hourglass on its abdomen.

      If there was ever a being who truly looked like the Black Widow character more than she did, she wasn’t sure who it might be. Those human females who had played the part had known nothing about being an interstellar spy.

      It was time to show those bitches what being a black widow really meant.

      

      Goptek Major, Principal Starport

      “Lock down the ship,” Addix announced as she hit the button to open the door. She had already checked the outside video, which was clear.

      A moment later she stepped out into a maelstrom of activity. She was parked on a secondary landing pad. For security she had rented the eight spaces around her ship and posted a warning sign that the ship was armed and dangerous to those who might try to hijack it.

      The Goptek System treated idiots as vermin they wished to get rid of. If you put up a warning sign and then followed through on your warning and killed interlopers? Well, so long as you weren’t unlawful in protecting your valuables, you were okay. Since Goptek Major’s fine for a death was the equivalent to the cost of lunch at a major restaurant, the value of the ship was unquestionably high enough to warrant a death threat.

      She chuckled; her ride would be here when she got back.

      It took her three hours to find two employees who worked for the KGB Corporation and had helped move their materials. She bought them drinks, speaking about her own background as a young politician, and that she had decided politics were for the older people and come out to seek her fortune.

      They had laughed. An Ixtali not in the secrets business?

      “I’m not into secrets,” she argued, slurring her words. Her side mandibles failed to touch each other when she moved them.

      In other words, she was stinking drunk.

      “Sure, sure!” P’rok laughed. He was pretty soused himself. He beat his buddy’s arm. “An Ixtali not into secrets!” They laughed along with her.

      “It’s not like…” She paused. “It’s not like you two would have secrets.” She stopped, eyes open. “I’m sorry, that was ruuuuuude. I’m sure you have lots of secrets, but none that I would… I would…would want,” she finished, obviously pleased with herself.

      P’rok leaned forward. “I got a secret I could sell.” He winked, jerking his head toward his partner. “He hasn’t had sex in three years, but brags he is getting some every weekend!”

      Addix and P’rok laughed, but G’het didn’t find it so funny. “Shut your mouth!” he snapped. “My sex life is wanted in four systems!”

      This time all three of them busted out laughing. Two bar customers at the table next to them looked their way, then shook their heads and resumed their own conversations.

      “So,” G’het leaned forward, his eyes darting back and forth, “what’s it like for an Ixtali to…you know…have sex?”

      Addix chuckled. Different races, different species, different systems, but it always came back to reproduction methods.

      “Painful,” she answered. “When I have to eat my mate’s head while he’s still alive and listen to his screaming, it’s so painful,” she deadpanned. G’het looked at her, then at P’rok and back to her before he noticed a glint in her eye.

      “Yer lying!” He pointed at her, and all three started laughing again.

      It took her two more hours of mind-numbing conversation to get the information that they had been involved in the movement of the missiles from 27 to 19. It seemed the higher-ups in the company wanted heads to roll, since the computer records hadn’t been changed to reflect the new location of the materials.

      P’rok had glanced at G’het. “I suggest you offer yer little head as a sacrifice for all of us,” he slurred. “It’s not like you need it anyway!”

      Okay, she thought, that was rather funny.

      P’rok went to the bathroom.

      Addix took part in another fifteen minutes of inane conversation after she had what she had come for.

      She was halfway back to the spaceport when she caught sight of the two who were following her. She would have to work harder on identifying tails.

      Perhaps one of these two had attacked her ship. If so, perhaps she would eat his brains.

      Who knew? They might be a delicacy.

      She pulled out her tablet and typed a quick message that routed to The Lady Princess and then through the Etheric to High Tortuga. She wanted to make sure Bethany Anne knew that the company was fishy before she took out those who were tailing her.

      Like Admiral Thomas, she might not live too much longer, and she shouldn’t die with that knowledge in her head.

      But truth to tell, she doubted her imminent demise. She hadn’t been practicing catching tails, but she had been practicing combat with some of the top fighters in the base.

      She doubted those behind her were going to come out of this alive.

      Addix walked five more blocks before she found the type of alley she wanted—dark, tall buildings around it, and a fetid stench emanating from it—and ran a quarter of a block before ducking inside. She glanced over her shoulder as the three Shrillexians broke into a run to catch up with her.

      Dammit! She had missed one.
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        * * *

      

      E’det, lead of this effort, frowned. He was jogging up to the opening of the alleyway when he pointed to R’yak and Str’ek and clenched his fist to let them know to form up. While the mark was just an Ixtali, she had made them, so she wasn’t stupid.

      He wasn’t sure what she had under her robes, but a big enough gun could and would ruin his night.

      It was happenstance that the dipshit back at the bar had contacted them. He had gone to empty his bladder, and while trying to change stations he’d hit the button to call them. Surprised, he’d answered E’det’s questions and said, yeah, there was someone snooping around.

      They had arrived just as the Ixtali was leaving. She had stopped stumbling along as soon as she was halfway down the block from the bar.

      Yup, she was a pro.

      He wasn’t sure when she had made them, but she had. He wasn’t about to just run into an alley after a pro. However, his blood was starting to rise and his two partners had it worse.

      “Just be careful,” he hissed.

      “It’s an Ixtali,” R’yak replied. “They deal in secrets, not destruction.”

      “I didn’t see any heavy ordnance,” Str’ek commented as they approached the alley opening. “We’ll heal from a small-caliber pistol.”

      “It’s better not to have to heal in the first place,” E’det growled. Youth was truly wasted on the young, he thought. “So try not to get stuck in a damned hospital or I’m taking your fees to pay off your medical bill.”

      “Damn,” Str’ek spat. “Don’t need to be a piece of bistok shit about it.”

      The three entered the alley, allowing their eyes to adjust for a moment before continuing farther in.

      From above them, her legs holding her in place, the female Ixtali watched her prey enter her lair. Her mandibles barely moved in her excitement.

      A moment later she pulled her hands out of her sleeves, a knife in each, as she released her hold and dropped.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Personal Quarters

      Bethany Anne put up a hand. “Hold it right there, Michael.”

      Michael had entered their suite, but he was still in the family and friends section. He glanced to his left and right, then looked at her. “What?”

      “I’m curious about something,” she answered. She was sitting on the couch, her large stomach making her lean backward. “It seems that you have become quite the nature watcher.”

      Michael pulled out a wrapped piece of candy, and popped it in his mouth. He started moving it around. “Mmmhmmm.”

      “And you’re working with William on a barbeque pit?”

      “That’s right,” he agreed.

      “And with Jean on weapons?”

      “Correct again.” He sat down on the couch facing her.

      “So what are you going to hunt, kill, and eat?”

      “A dinosaur,” Michael replied.

      Bethany Anne stared at him. Her eyes occasionally blinked, but otherwise she had no expression. “’A dinosaur?’”

      He shrugged. “Well, that’s the closest thing to what it looks like. On the Southern Continent, there are reptile type creatures which are anywhere from twenty-five feet tall on up. I saw one that topped trees, so call it fifty feet.”

      “How are you planning on hunting them, and why the barbeque pit?”

      “It would be a waste of flesh otherwise,” he replied. “I’m not a trophy hunter.”

      Bethany Anne blinked some more, trying to piece this conversation together. “Okay,” then “OUCH!”

      Michael was next to her as fast as she could blink. “Trouble?”

      “No!” She grimaced, breathing out. “How many times have you been amazed at the kicking? It hurts. You should hear TOM bitch every once in a while.”

      “How does he have room in there?” Michael put his hand on her stomach and opened his mind, feeling for and hearing the emotions Bethany Anne was releasing.

      She was in more pain than she was admitting.

      He frowned.

      ADAM’s voice came over the system. “Admiral Thomas is reporting that very long-range scanners show ships inbound from two directions. ArchAngel II is waiting for orders. Staying closer to the planet. The Admiral has released three battleships to intercept Group 01. Twenty-two ships… Now fifty-four ships.”

      “Those aren’t all for war,” Michael pursed his lips, “Decoys, probably dropping missiles as well. Hide the real missiles within the extra missiles. They probably just want one to hit.”

      “I’m…” She paused a moment, teeth clenched. “Shit!” she hissed, eyes opening wide as she gripped Michael’s hand tightly. “Going into labor!”
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      Goptek Major, Alley

      Shrillexians did not, as a rule, scream.

      Str’ek freaked out when two clawed feet grabbed his shoulders. The weight buckled his knees and he stumbled, causing the legs to release.

      Whipping around, he pulled his pistol, his adrenaline spiking when he saw a robed Wraith.

      Her clothes hid R’yak’s eyes and two of her legs were on his shoulders. The other two kicked E’det in the face, blood streaming from the wounds her claws ripped on their way past.

      “Bistok shit!” E’det shouted, his pistol waving in the general direction of the Ixtali, but his hastily-fired shots only blew pockets in the stone, showering the alley with shards.

      Str’ek was shocked when she pulled up the bottom of her robes and R’yak’s disbelieving eyes were revealed. The male’s blood flowed freely from a neck slashed so deeply that his head toppled backward when she pushed up to flip backward. R’yak’s body was tossed by her movement toward Str’ek, who dodged out of the way and aimed around his dead partner to fire two shots right into the center of her torso.

      Her robe jerked at each impact.

      The Ixtali stumbled to her right, then ran for the wall to Str’ek’s left. R’yak’s body slammed into him, knocking him off-balance, and he fell to his knees.

      The Ixtali climbed the wall, two legs grabbing jutting pipes as her arms flashed in the meager light and silver slices flew through the night.

      Str’ek threw an arm up to protect his eyes…

      But nothing hit him.

      E’det grunted as he pulled the knives out of his chest.

      Str’ek rolled to his left and looked upward as a dark body jumped down behind E’det.

      “BEHIND YOU!” Str’ek yelled as he pushed off the ground but E’det only gurgled, blood streaming from his neck where two more knives pierced it.

      Str’ek crab-walked backward, trying to get space between him and this demon.

      Addix lifted E’det as he struggled to pull the knives out.

      Her hiss into his ears frightened him more than anything else he had seen so far.

      “Don’t you think,” she told him, “that a master at spying would know exactly how to kill a vaunted Shrillexian? This black widow loves to eat her victims.”

      Cold flooded Str’ek’s veins as he turned got his feet under him and ran towards the alley’s exit.

      She dropped E’det’s body and her right hand dipped into her robes, pulling out a strange-looking pistol.
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        * * *

      

      Yank was hurrying through the night. He had just been stood up at the Torcellan restaurant by the vice-president of the competing division, so frankly his night couldn’t get worse.

      She claimed she had been called into an emergency meeting, but that probably meant she would prefer to go home and sleep rather than have dinner with him. His eyes roamed the street, perhaps hoping he would spot her still trying to make their meeting.

      He had messaged her to say he would wait for another half-stan before leaving in case she could get free.

      He saw three couples and a male, a Torcellan like him, walking in the opposite direction on the other side, his head down.

      Yank spat in disgust. There wasn’t anyone on this street having a worse night than him.

      As he started toward his home, liquid sprayed out of the alley just a few steps ahead at eye level and spattered on the ground.

      Then a headless Shrillexian body tumbled from the alley to land half in the street and half on the sidewalk.

      Yank’s jaw dropped and his heart pounded, but he edged closer to the alley. Hearing no sounds, he looked around the corner but could see nothing in the darkness. The streetlights didn’t penetrate the gloom.

      He looked around, not knowing what to say or do.

      A couple across the street screamed as he edged into the alley.

      A moment later he too screamed as he ran out again. The two sets of dead eyes he had just seen would haunt his dreams for weeks to come.

      He didn’t think about the vice-president again that evening.

      A black-robed figure climbed over the edge of the roof and disappeared into the night.

      

      Above High Tortuga, Bridge of the ArchAngel II

      There were one hundred and twelve ships of varying sizes. Each could shoot a minimum of ten missiles, Admiral Thomas was informed.

      This wasn’t a large fleet battle for supremacy, but rather a concerted effort to hit one location on the planet. His people and ships could destroy all hundred and twelve ships, but if just one of the wrong type of missile made it down to the planet they would lose.

      Thomas pursed his lips. “ArchAngel…” He glanced at the screens at the front of the bridge from which Bethany Anne’s visage was studying him. “Launch all Black Eagles, all Pods; everything we have. Put them into space without their crews. Use the EIs still on the planet to fly them. We’ll use them as a defensive shield.

      “We will be short five hundred Pods based on present estimates.”

      “I know. Use the pucks on the Black Eagles to attack the missiles.”

      “Understood, Admiral.” The visage disappeared.

      Admiral Bartholomew Thomas raised an eyebrow. He had been in many space fleet battles with the AIs ArchAngel II, ArchAngel, and Reynolds and this was the first time one of their avatars had ever disappeared.

      Just what were the AIs going to do?

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Michael streaked down the hallways like a man possessed with Bethany Anne in his arms. He flung fear out ahead of him, willing those who might be near to get out of his way and cower against the walls as the blur that was him and Bethany Anne dashed by.

      He had no time to scream to people to get out of the way as he came up on them. He had tried mentally commanding and yelling, but it had just confused those walking the halls. Fear, on the other hand, ramped up their basic fight-or-flight instinct and got them out of the hallway’s center.

      He sure hoped he didn’t clip anyone with one of Bethany Anne’s booted feet.

      He shut off his ability to scare others thirty-two seconds later and slowed down long enough to nod to the two hospital orderlies who had just slammed open the doors, having received word that the Queen was in labor.

      “In there!” a woman called, and Michael’s head snapped around. His eyes were gleaming red, and she swallowed. He nodded sharply and headed into the indicated room, kicking open the swinging doors.

      “I will survive,” Bethany Anne had her hand on his neck, and she could feel his blood racing. While Michael didn’t need blood coursing through his body, she thought it was nice that he worried about her like he did. Now, if he would just settle down and not freak out it would go a long way toward making this a better experience for everyone.

      Especially the doctors. She didn’t need their hands shaking because Michael was in full Lord Vampire of Death mode because he was worried about his fiancée and their child. “Settle down!” she told him. “We are both fine.”

      Michael ignored her as he slowly laid her on the bed, the paper-like substance crinkling. “You are going to have to help me out of these clothes, Michael,” she told him, already trying to unwrap the tie that was holding up her pants.

      Thank God she didn’t have armor on; that would have been a bitch to get out of.

      “What?” Michael asked, coming back to himself. “Get naked?”

      “Yes,” she answered, “It’s how babies are born. You don’t just unzip your pants and they pop out, so help me here.”

      Michael’s lips pressed together. He ignored the three people who had rushed into the room behind him and were now chatting about the upcoming birth and how exciting it was.

      He focused on Bethany Anne’s request and helped her get undressed.

      Someone beside him laid down a small blanket which he tossed over Bethany Anne as she wiggled out of the pants. “You are going to have to…” She stopped telling him anything when his eyes snapped to her.

      “Right,” she mumbled, “I had to go and hook up with a man so old-fashioned he pre-dates the term,” she grumbled. “Damn, it’s cold.” She looked around, spying the doctor, “Evgeni? You guys got any booties?”

      Michael finally spoke. “I thought TOM helped with that,” he asked. He reached under the covers, using the Etheric to warm up his hands and holding one, then the other on her feet.

      “Oh, God!” Her eyes rolled a bit to the back of her head. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a walking heat-stone?”

      “You’ve never needed to be warmed up,” he answered. “So I’ve never thought about it.”

      A nurse went to the other side of Bethany Anne. “Good to see you again, my Queen.” She made sure Bethany Anne’s head was comfortable. “I take it this man is the father?”

      Michael’s head snapped up, but Bethany Anne’s hand was on his arm just as fast. “Don’t you move those heating stones. She’s just being social, trying to lower the stress.”

      Nurse…Jollenstein, Michael read, smiled at him, but the smile dropped off her face as he stared at her. “Right, that was a joke. Sorry.” Her eyes flicked down to Michael’s fangs, which were now protruding half an inch from between his lips.

      Bethany Anne’s touch helped calm him and he took a deep breath. “I’ll be fine.” He forced a smile. “I thought I had more time to prepare.”

      “First baby?” Jollenstein asked, having gotten over her shock of having an incarnation of death staring at her in the delivery room.

      The nurse sure hoped… She stopped and thought about it. She had been going to say she sure hoped they didn’t have a girl with a father like that, but after glancing at the Queen she wondered if any date their son brought home was going to want to meet her?

      “Yes.” Michael nodded and held Bethany Anne’s hand, dealing with the pain as two of the smaller bones healed after she cracked them by squeezing too hard.

      “Sorry,” she grated out. “Got a little carried away with that one.

      “Hello.”

      Michael turned to see a man with “Dr. Dizon” stenciled on his uniform. “Seems like we are going to be welcoming a new baby into this world today.” He glanced at Michael. “Dad, I’d like you to get closer to Mom. We are all aware she is pretty damned strong, and frankly, I’m going to need you to take that punishment. Because if she kicks me, I won’t heal quite so fast.”

      Michael nodded as Bethany Anne grunted, “I’ve got this.” Michael put up his hand. “Okay, other than breaking Michael’s hand, I’ve got this.”

      “Right Bethany Anne.” He sat down at the end of the bed. Bethany Anne was already in the position best for delivery. “Do we know if TOM is doing ok?”

      TOM?

      Just…fine… TOM got out. Actually, the less I have to speak at the moment, the better. This shit hurts.

      “Bitching like normal. He’ll let me know if we are hurting him too much,” she answered.

      “Well, if we have to use sharp instruments I’ll let you know first.”

      Ohhhh, fuuuuddgee, TOM replied. I’m practicing reducing my bad words.

      Good on you… I’ll fucking try LATER! Bethany Anne sent as another round of pain hit her. GOD! Why do women do this more than once?

      I understand they forget. I’ll help you remember, he grunted.

      “Michael…” Bethany Anne heard the tiny snap of a bone as she worked to release the pressure on his hand. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Michael replied. She glanced up; he truly wasn’t paying attention, but was peeking over the small curtain she couldn’t see past.

      “Now,” Dr. Dizon spoke in a soothing voice, “I don’t want you to squeeze. We don’t know your strength.  Let’s see if we can do this… Actually…” he looked at Michael, “I need you to clean your hands lots of times. Should have been done already.”

      Michael released Bethany Anne’s hands and stepped over to the sink to wash.

      The doctor looked at Bethany Anne, who was looking from Michael to him. “Sorry, but I might need his strength and, uh…” he blushed, looking down and then back to her eyes, “you’ve already broken his hand twice.”

      A moment later he switched places with Michael, who looked at Bethany Anne’s face with a smirk.

      She laid back and looked up at the ceiling. “Seriously?”

      Five minutes later, while Bethany Anne squeezed a metal rod Michael helped deliver his daughter, her initial shriek piercing the quiet of the room.

      Michael’s eyes narrowed. “Uh oh…”

      Bethany Anne, stomach clenched, hissed in pain.

      

      Goptek Major, Principal Spaceport

      Addix had ditched her robe, figuring it was better to be seen in armor than a robe with blood soaking it.  She used it to wipe off her face first.

      When she reached the spaceport she did not have to go through the consumer passenger section, but rather the entrance the ship owners used.

      She walked up to the gate, her body on full display, which was unusual for an Ixtali. Most species preferred to believe Ixtalis only had two legs.

      Now all four were on display, with knives and guns locked down. She nodded to the gate guard, who accepted her credentials.

      “Looks like you got into a little altercation,” the guard mentioned, his eyes going to the screen and back to her. He looked around before wiping an area on his cheek that was already clean.

      Addix reached up, and wiped, her hand coming away with blood.  “Thank you.”

      He handed her credentials back and leaned toward her. “I don’t like Shrillexians anyway.” He nodded. “Although, if you did have anything to do with that, the cops are looking.” He pointed up. “I’d probably get airborne before they decide to put out a lockdown.” He glanced at an area on his screen before punching a button. “I’m on break, so you probably have fifteen minutes before I could rush out to location TH-QQ anyway.” He smiled. “And let me tell you, four legs is hot.” He grinned as he walked away into the night whistling.

      Addix didn’t waste any time, but allowed her four legs to carry her towards The Lady Princess at a good pace, although it didn’t look like she was rushing.

      She smirked.

      Her location was on the other side of the tarmac from TH-QQ. Twelve minutes later, The Lady Princess had risen from the pad and darted into the sky.

      When the guard reached his post fifteen minutes later, an All-Points Bulletin had been sent out demanding all personal and corporate craft stay on the tarmac until otherwise notified.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Above High Tortuga, Bridge of the ArchAngel II

      “One thousand seven hundred and twelve missiles inbound,” ArchAngel’s voice announced on the bridge. “But they have made a tactical mistake.”

      Her face reappeared. “I am sending the information to Bethany Anne.”

      

      High Tortuga, On all Entertainment Screens Across the Planet

      It didn’t matter if the station was devoted to news, music, entertainment, or business, all video screens switched to an unexpected video feed. Frantically, stations across the planet worked to understand how their feeds had been co-opted.

      Slowly people across the world stopped as the dark face caught their attention. Her white hair framed her face and the pupils of her eyes blazing red. “My name is Baba Yaga.” Her voice, soft in volume but raspy in nature, pulled in the viewers. “This planet is under attack right now. As many are aware, I am the one responsible for the recent changes in the business, political, and economic climate. What no one knew until today is that my people and I have accepted responsibility for the defense of this planet.”

      The video switched to a view of space. “Right now, we are preparing a defensive network of protective satellites to repel an attack. We thought it better to share this information before the strike occurs, rather than explain it after the fact.

      “Do not look up. While it should not hurt most corneas or eyestalks, it could. Please exercise appropriate caution.”

      The black face reappeared. “I am Baba Yaga. No one attacks my planet and lives.”

      On a superdreadnought far out in space, a man nodded to the face on the screen. A signal was sent, and seven thousand beams of light pierced the darkness…and for a brief moment outshone the sun.

      One thousand, seven hundred and twelve missiles detonated within five seconds of each other, filling the sky with flashes of brilliance.

      Seconds later three hundred and twelve ships uncloaked within striking distance of the pirate ships, which were already turning to attack.

      All but three were torn apart as high-velocity kinetic weapons smashed into them, cracking them at the seams, bursting the energy containment fields in their engines, and opening their ships to vacuum.

      Seventy-six escape pods were collected and the three remaining ships cut their engines, allowing themselves to be boarded three hours later under the massive guns that pointed at them.

      On the world below, people screamed in jubilation.

      Devon—now High Tortuga—had a protector, and she didn’t mess around.  Twelve weeks later the remaining pirates were tried and sentenced to hard labor on the Southern Continent.

      

      Above High Tortuga, Bridge of the ArchAngel II

      Admiral Thomas eyed the black-skinned visage on the screen in front of him. “Do you think you might switch back, ArchAngel?” he requested.

      Moments later, Bethany Anne’s face stared back at him. “How did I do?” the EI asked. “I tried to get hold of Bethany Anne, but she is having babies at the moment and told me to deal with it.”

      “Well,” Thomas grumped, “I might have peed a little in my pants.”

      Everyone on the bridge around him chuckled.

      “You say she is having babies?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes,”

      “Well, out with it, girl! What did she have?” he demanded, sending the commands to route this conversation to all ships.

      “As of one minute and twelve seconds ago, Queen Bethany Anne and her fiancé Michael Nacht are the proud parents of twins, a boy and a girl.”

      The screams of joy were heard on ships throughout the system. The pirates were afraid for their lives, having no idea why their captors were so happy.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Medical Bay

      Dr. Dizon laid the second child on Bethany Anne’s chest, both of them resting peacefully. Michael was standing next to her playing with her hair as she looked down at the two blond heads beneath her chin.

      When she had met this man almost two hundred years before she had been dying and would never have children, but now she had just birthed two little bundles of joy.

      “Michael,” she whispered, reaching up to play with her daughter’s hair, “I’m not going to ask you to stay back.”

      “Stay back from what?” he asked. His hand rested on their backs. They were so small, he thought.

      “I’ve been informed that Addix was successful,” she answered. “And we have a target.”

      She smirked. She didn’t have to look at her man to know that his eyes had just gone black. “One of us has to stay here, and it needs to be me this time,” she continued. She looked up at him, her eyes flashing red. “But someone just tried to send missiles down on our family.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he replied, his voice malevolent. “Payback will be a bitch.”

      “Good,” she murmured, yawning. “I expect you to be back in time to help change diapers.”

      Michael chuckled. “Who do I need to speak with?”

      “Liaise with Admiral Thomas for transportation, but I suspect you won’t go alone.”

      “No.” Michael chuckled. “I won’t stop them if they want to come along.”

      “Good,” she whispered. “They are good people.”

      “I’m curious.” Michael grabbed her hand. “Why didn’t we know we were having twins?”

      “It seems,” she answered, “that since ‘Dr. TOM’ was on the job I didn’t need to come in for any checkups, and since we didn’t want to know the sex he thought it would be the same answer for wanting to know how many. About the kicks and everything else, he lied, telling me he needed room. It was his version of a gift.”

      “It was a surprise,” Michael agreed, “I’ll grant you that. What’s he doing now?”

      Bethany Anne stifled a second yawn. “Sleeping.”

      He leaned over, kissing her on her forehead. “Protect them. I will be back.”

      “With my life,” she answered.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Starships Hangar 003

      Michael had taken fifteen minutes to shower, armor up, and grab his go-bag. As he walked through the halls toward the hangar, he accepted the congratulations on his new family with happy smiles. A few of those in the hallway knew where he was going, though.

      “Send them to hell, sir,” he heard many times.

      Those who knew Bethany Anne loved her. Those who didn’t usually feared her. Rarely were individuals neutral about her unless they had no clue.

      Michael however, was an anomaly to most. They knew he was her fiancé, but otherwise they’d only heard rumors.

      The last set of doors opened and he walked into the starship hangar, where the Executive Pod was waiting to take him and anyone else who showed up to the ArchAngel II.

      Michael didn’t speak, just nodded to John Grimes, Eric, Darryl, Scott, Akio, Gabrielle, Eve, Peter, and Tabitha.

      “Barnabas is on an operation off-planet or he would be here.” Stephen shook his hand. “I’ll take care of everything administrative while you are gone and help keep her in bed.”

      Michael shook his hand. “Thank you, brother. She will need the time to bond with the children.”

      “What are their names?” Stephen asked.

      Michael shrugged, “We’ve spoken about many. I’ve told her my preferences, but this came up. I’m happy with whatever she picks, so long as it isn’t ‘Michael.’” He chuckled. “Or any of yours.” He looked around. “No offense.”

      There were many chuckles. “None taken,” Stephen replied. “Burn the ground.”

      “And sow it with salt,” Michael finished the old phrase. He drew Stephen into a hug.

      They all boarded the Executive Pod, which slowly lifted five feet on its antigravity engines before turning one-hundred and eighty degrees and sweeping out of the hangar bay. It stayed under cliffs, hidden from satellites above for a few miles before streaking into the sky.

      John sat next to Michael, who was quiet. “Sucks leaving them behind.” His gruff voice pulled Michael out of his thoughts.

      Michael sat back in his chair. “You know, before Bethany Anne came into my life I intended to suicide. I was done.” He pursed his lips. “She was my gift to the world, a new parent, if you will, who was going to set things straight. I had made many mistakes in my life, and I figured it needed a woman’s hand to set it right.”

      “What stopped you from choosing suicide?”

      Michael snorted. “Being trapped and almost torn apart by David. It wasn’t until Bethany Anne came to free me that I’d had someone look for me in over two hundred years. It was at that moment, as she pulled me out of the Etheric, that I understood love,” he lifted his hand, two fingers a centimeter apart, “this much again.”

      “Enough to suicide to save the base,” John supplied.

      “For her? Yes,” Michael agreed, turning to him. “I had made a promise on my honor to do whatever it took to protect the base. I would not fail.” He chuckled. “Except for that being-ripped-apart-into-constituent-atoms thing.”

      “Did that hurt?” John asked. “I’ve been curious ever since we knew you survived.

      “I couldn’t remember at first.” Michael looked ahead, his eyes unfocused. “The pain had caused me to hide it away and let my subconscious deal with it.” His lip curled just a bit. “I finally remembered the excruciating pain, and let me tell you…I’d rather not go through it ever again.”

      Michael turned to look John in the eyes. “What happened to Bethany Anne?”

      John’s eyes narrowed in thought. “How so?”

      “When I left, she was adamant about me becoming less violent, but now she doesn’t blink. I’m not criticizing, but she has changed.”

      “I can tell you.” Gabrielle spoke from behind Michael and John.

      Gabrielle was Stephen’s daughter, turned centuries before into a vampire and upgraded by Bethany Anne. She was the leader of the Queen’s Bitches.

      “I’m listening, Gabrielle,” Michael responded.

      “After your disappearance, she went on a spree of violence. There was no stone she didn’t turn to figure out who was even tangentially involved in the attack that killed you.” Gabrielle snorted. “Okay, didn’t kill you, but killed you. Semantics aside, Barnabas had to work with her to make sure she didn’t go overboard because of her grief. Later she kept fighting for the right people to have options, and the governments wanted her technology.”

      “I’m sure they asked nicely.” Michael smiled.

      “Not by a fucking long shot,” Gabrielle admitted. “So she kicked their asses with her size-sevens until we ran into the Yollins checking Earth out for an invasion.”

      Michael shook his head. “I missed so much.”

      Eve spoke up from two seats back in the opposing row. “Well, only the atomic destruction of the world and the rebuilding of a lot of society on Earth. I can’t really suggest that you missed anything there.”

      “How many interplanetary wars have we been in since we hit Yollin space?” Michael turned to the big black ex-special forces man who had been with Bethany Anne since before Michael had been found the first time.

      “Well, there were the Yollins,” Darryl answered, “the Karillians or Yarees, and the Leath, plus a lot of smaller events.”

      “The Yaree were the Leath,” Scott corrected.

      “I tend to think of it as Yaree world and Leath world,” Darryl clarified.

      “You’d have to think of the Yollins as a two-parter too,” John supplied. “The first one was King Yoll, and Bethany Anne had to straighten out the holdovers who didn’t appreciate her version of the emancipation proclamation against their caste system.”

      “That went on for a while,” Gabrielle agreed.

      Tabitha spoke up from the back, where she was sitting next to Peter. “I’d add the Federation as another.”

      Michael looked over his shoulder and spoke a touch louder. “The Federation?”

      “It’s been more of a war of words, politics, and countermoves among the systems,” Tabitha clarified. “She got her dad involved in more ways than one, and has had to stay in the background, only showing herself to scare some of the other polities.”

      “So,” John brought it back around to this present operation, “I understand we have a lead on who has been attacking us. We’re gonna do…what?”

      “Kill them,” Michael answered.

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      Az looked at his private tablet for the fifth time.  He’d had one text to tell him missiles had been fired.

      And one more that had stopped mid-send. “Target is res…”

      “Res” what?

      With no specific information he had to assume the worst, however unlikely that was. No one took out over a thousand missiles and a hundred and twelve ships except the large governments with their massive fleets. No one, not on some backward little forgotten company planet, was going to overcome the number of ships he had pulled together.

      Stretching his favors, he had called in everyone. One last hurrah to take over the planet.

      Now no word was coming back through the transponder systems they used for talking between systems. Even if the messages had been caught up in queues at one of the stations, he should have received one by now.

      Az needed to consider if he wanted to show up at the conglomerate’s headquarters and act like the CEO he was or stay hidden. If he went there his location would shield him from a major attack, since no one would attack Adolphin.

      He nodded once and leaning forward, he stabbed a button. “Uleq?”

      “Sir?” The Torcellan’s voice came back immediately.

      “I’m going to head out to Adolphin. I need to do a flag visit, remind them that the big guy comes in and works in the big office.”

      “You want us to stay here or travel with you?”

      Az hesitated. “What do you want to do?” he asked, seeing Uleq shrugging his shoulders in his mind’s eye. The Torcellan was a soft spineless sponge. Az rolled his eyes before Uleq got back to him.

      “Stay here, I guess. I’ve got projects that could take me out-system in the direction opposite Adolphin. Much as I love the weather and the food, I would hate to travel all that way just to come back.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back in about a month,” Az continued. “You, Imon, and I can follow up on special projects through the usual communications channels.” Which meant hidden messages. “Let me know if there are any general projects I need to review while on Adolphin.”

      “I will,” he confirmed. “Take care.”

      Az nodded and stabbed the button again. Some days there was just so much of his partner he could take before he wanted to walk into his office down the hall and unscrew his head from his shoulders.

      Az stood up from his desk, grabbing his tablets and the case he carried them in. The secret tablet went into a hidden pouch that was shielded from typical spaceport security. Not usually a problem, since once he got to the next major world he would rent a personal craft to take him to Adolphin.

      On the company’s dime, of course.

      He locked his office and headed for his suite, but then he got a bad feeling and turned to head directly to the transportation level.

      There was no time like the present to leave.
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Nursery

      Bethany Anne was resting with her eyes closed when her breathing turned erratic. Her eyes beneath the lids jerked back and forth and her sleep was punctured by fractured dreams.

      She was back on Earth.

      Her hands subconsciously grasped the covers, squeezing them as scenes of destruction insinuated themselves and voices, screams, and death played out on the video screen of her mind.

      Michael was dead.

      Her back arched and her head tilted at an impossible angle into the pillow as a silent scream erupted from her soul.

      BETHANY ANNE! TOM’s voice ripped through her consciousness.

      Her eyes flew open. She was lying on her back in her bed, sheets torn up around her. She breathed a sigh of relief, spying the two advanced hybrid Pod-cribs her children rested comfortably in next to her.

      But there was no Michael.

      Her eyes flashed red and her chest heaved uncontrollably as she fought to hold herself together.

      This is bullshit!

      Bethany Anne rolled out of bed. ADAM, prepare my armor and tell the Guardians I want thirty of their best.

      >>Okay. Are we going somewhere? <<

      Yes, she replied, walking into her shower to get the stink of the nightmares washed off. We are going to protect the father of my children…
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne locked on the latest armor Jean had made for her.

      It was jet-black and sexy as hell. This new set wasn’t composed of connected links, but instead damn-close-to-impregnable plate. It ruined her mobility, but so long as she was inside it there wasn’t much on the planet that could kill her.

      She hoped.

      She deliberated for a moment. She wasn’t sure if she should take the children or leave them here in the safety of the base, but she listened to her instincts and allowed herself to feel the truth.

      “You guys are coming with me,” she whispered, keeping her voice soothing as she grabbed her helmet and walked out of her armor closet to the two Pod-cribs.

      Both infants were sleeping. She ran a hand across the permaglass that allowed her to see them. “You are our children. I’d wish you an easy life, but that isn’t in my power to provide. Hell, it’s not in anyone’s power; life doesn’t work that way. But I promise you love, an abundance of aunts and uncles who won’t ever let you out of their sight, and tough workouts.”

      She smiled. “And a father to enjoy it all with, so help me God.”

      Three minutes later, five men in armored suits were allowed into her suite to help Bethany Anne bring the little Pod-cribs with them to the G’laxix Sphaea, a hundred-foot-long ship which had cloaking abilities.

      And a captain she could trust with her children’s lives.

      

      High Tortuga, G’laxix Sphaea, Ships Bay 001

      Bethany Anne confirmed the Pods were locked in properly before she made her way to the bridge. Inside there were four people; two Bethany Anne didn’t recognize, but she did know Captain Kael-ven T’chmon, and…

      “Kiel!” She grinned.

      Kael-ven shook his head. “The captain of the ship gets no respect…URGH!” He coughed as Bethany Anne’s other arm squeezed him. “Watch that hug there or this could be a short trip.”

      “You large liar.” Bethany Anne patted Kael-ven on his hard exoskeleton. “Thanks for working with me on this.”

      “Of course,” Kael-ven nodded to something he was reading on his screen before sending the instructions to take them out, cloaking the ship with a swipe and a tap. “I’d have been offended if you hadn’t asked.”

      “Well, you didn’t ask me,” Kiel grumped, “but I will accept your surprise and elation at my presence as your apology.”

      Bethany Anne hugged the old Yollin mercenary and Marine officer. “Oh, shut up. I was freaking out that Michael was dying and I wasn’t there to save him, so I get a pass.”

      The front bridge screens showed the outside of the ship. The craggy walls swung by as they zigzagged through a canyon before breaking toward the sky, streaking upward toward their rendezvous with the battleship.

      Kael-ven turned his upper body in his chair; his four legs were wrapped around the base. “I imagine you have placed an operational gag order on anyone involved in this little effort?”

      “Of course,” Bethany Anne agreed, sitting down a moment. “Can you bring up video of the children?” A moment later, one of the screens at the front switched to show the two Pod-cribs and the four Guardians, two on each side of the babies. “Ok, excellent. And by ‘of course,’” she clarified, “I mean I had people do it.”

      A voice came over the speakers. “And by people, she means an AI,” ADAM explained. “Hello, Kael-ven, Kiel.”

      Kiel dipped his head. “Hello, Your Omniscience.”

      ADAM sniffed. “I’m not sure I can live up to that title, but I rather like it.”

      Bethany Anne pointed to the location on her skull where ADAM’s chip was embedded. “If his ego gets so large that I start having headaches, I will find you and kick your ass.”

      “ADAM working on his ego will be good for you both,” Kiel continued. “I’ve had to assist Kael-ven with his ego issues as planetary potentate, so I am extremely qualified to help ADAM through any issues as well.”

      “I can assure you,” ADAM replied, “that I have no issues with ego. Ego becomes a problem when people either ascribe to themselves capabilities they do not have, or when those who do possess such abilities are compelled to have their self-worth recognized by those around them. Either way it is self-delusion.”

      Kiel grunted. “Hmmph. Seems to me like you are already going down the path of self-delusion. I’ll watch you very closely.”

      Kael-ven interrupted the argument between his friend and the AI. “I’ve got the Battleship C. Hewgley on track to allow us to dock and snuggle up, then we Gate in twenty minutes. I hate to be all captain-y and demanding, my Queen,” he jerked a thumb backward, “but get your armored ass to the back and lock in.”

      Bethany Anne stood and patted Kiel on the shoulder. “Wow, grumpy pilot!” She looked around. “Where’s Snow?”

      “My precious white dog didn’t want to get out of bed to go on this trip. She told me to tell you hello, and that Ashur and Bellatrix called last night and they are fine.” He jerked his thumb again. “Now go. I’ve got a job to do, so catching up on our pets is for later.”

      Bethany Anne’s mumbled cursing followed her down the hall.

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      “Dammit!” Uleq cursed under his breath. The income for the core world’s water purification services went down half a percent each year. As he walked down the hallway toward his office he heard a palm slam against a desk in Imon’s office.

      Uleq stuck his head into the Shrillexian’s office. “What happened?”

      Imon aimed his glare at the intruder for a moment, then waved a hand. “Come in and close the door.” He leaned back in his chair, waiting for Uleq to sit down in front of his desk.

      “It seems,” Imon ground out the words, his voice tense, “that a group of my fellows on Goptek Major has been taken out.”

      Uleq put his tablet down on the desk in front of him. “Shrillexians?” Imon nodded. “How is that even… Who could do it?”

      “Well, plenty I can think of, but none of them were on-planet at the time. The bigger issue is that they got away. The city police shut down the port, but a total of five ships left between the time of the murder and when the spaceport was shut down. I have,” he waved a hand at his tablet, “refined the data and the information suggests an Ixtali took them out. Probably the same Ixtali who was asking questions of those who moved the warehouse materials from Goptek Minor to Major.”

      “On Az’s request,” Uleq pointed out.

      Imon’s eyes flicked to Uleq and stayed there for a moment, then he shrugged. “True.”

      Uleq leaned back. “So, is it possible that one Ixtali could take out your team?”

      “Highly unlikely, so that means there was a team already in place and this Ixtali pulled them into an ambush.” He grimaced. “Which means security on this operation has been breached.”

      “They couldn’t have made them?”

      Imon shrugged, “Unlikely. The Ixtalis are known for their intelligence and spycraft, not their fighting abilities. An Ixtali would certainly not be able to slit one’s neck,” he pointed at each side of his neck, “stab another in the neck, and shoot the third as he ran.” He shook his head. “No Shrillexian would run from a fair fight, and by definition a Shrillexian against an Ixtali is fair.”

      Imon tapped his hand against his desk. “No, the obvious answer is that it was an ambush. They tried to kill all three with knives to keep it quiet, but Str’ek caught on and tried to flee. He was shot down in cold blood.”

      Uleq was careful not to show his amusement at Imon’s turn of phrase. Still, he snickered internally at Imon’s complaint about his thug being ‘killed in cold blood’ when the purpose of the male’s being there was to kill someone on Imon’s orders.

      He wasn’t in good spirits.

      Uleq grabbed his tablet and stood up. “Well, I’m going to go get us a drink.”

      Imon looked up. “We don’t drink except on the last workday of the week.”

      Uleq shrugged. “Let’s drink to the fallen, then. At the moment, I believe I could learn to drink for some reason every day.”

      Imon nodded. “It is getting that way.” He waved Uleq off. “Go get it, I’ll drink with you.”

      

      Planet Adolphin

      It had taken Az a week to travel from the out-ring to Adolphin. As his ship sliced through the atmosphere, its clean lines and unique ceramic siding offered everyone the opportunity to admire the multi-billion-credit personal yacht of business moguls and royalty speeding past.

      Ignoring those who were beneath them.

      Conglomerates often had a central location for their main office, but not many ever expected to see the highest of the high who worked there. It was a common occurrence to find reporters from news agencies around the systems camping outside to try to get a word with the elite and powerful if they should appear unexpectedly.

      A single comment might be worth millions in the right hands as the powerful organizations manipulated markets.

      However, the big fish, so to speak, did have to show up from time to time, and Az planned to use this to his advantage.

      Adolphin was a well-defended world. No one would bring world-busting ships here and start attacking; it wouldn’t be prudent.

      Any mercenary group large enough to battle their way in knew damn well that it would be political suicide. Smaller pirate or mercenary groups would lack the resources necessary to fight their way through the protective military space-based weapons platforms layered over Adolphin.

      Adolphin was neutral ground, too many systems’ large business entities had representation and assets here.

      A mercenary company who harmed assets on Adolphin would find themselves ejected from all major star systems in three weeks flat. It would be little better than an oversized pirate association after that.

      No, Az had decided he would hide in plain sight and allow the world to protect him. He was fully capable of handling his personal protection, and that was another reason Adolphin worked for him.

      What you did on your personal (or corporate) property was your business on this world. So long as you didn’t harm others, you could build up a personal army and the local authorities wouldn’t blink.

      So long as you didn’t use those assets to attack anyone.

      Protection only.

      Of course, KGB had a corporate shuttle bay large enough to allow Az’s ship to land.

      He took six from his protection detail and another six from operations he’d ordered to come with him as he left the ship and headed into the corporate shuttle operations center while vetted support personnel went to work on the ship.

      Standing straight, the Leath CEO smiled and waved at those lucky enough to be outside as he strolled in, ensuring that the many news drones caught sight of him as he and his entourage swept past on their way inside.

      One of the more aggressive rumor-mongering news organizations flew their drone over the boundary into corporate space, but the drone got less than two feet inside their space before it dropped out of the sky. A small anti-drone launcher had fired three missiles and downed it without so much as a warning to the news organization to stay out of their airspace.

      Az spent little time inside the building, just spoke with a few workers and signed tablets for two others excited to meet him. Then he and his group disappeared into the vast underground mag-lift travel system.

      And were gone.

      

      Planet Adolphin

      The Leath-built ship sliced through the atmosphere on the path provided by system traffic.

      Unlike Goptek, Adolphin had been settled hundreds of years before and had quickly become a place where many conglomerates based their main offices.

      It was a world with arching skyways and beautiful parks. Addix enjoyed watching the thousands of ships which crisscrossed the sky. Due to the prevalence of money the world had a decentralized port structure, with many private ports.

      “Lady?” Addix called as they headed slightly away from the middle of the city.

      “Yes?” the ship’s EI replied.

      “Isn’t the KGB headquarters downtown?”

      “Yes, but for us to secure a landing location which is trusted by the city yet not so strict that our credentials will be checked too closely we had to go out of town some little way. The farther we go from the city center, the less we have to worry about the diligence of the private port in its interactions with the city.”

      Addix thought about this. On the one hand it meant she would have to walk farther or find private transportation, but on the other there would be less scrutiny.

      “Very good,” Addix replied. “But next time you go outside my operation parameters please inform me in advance.”

      “Understood.”

      Addix weighed her options and decided to choose knives. She could argue the case for knives, but Jean Dukes?

      Not so much.

      Besides, she was here strictly on reconnaissance, with zero expectation of getting herself in the middle of a gun battle. At least, she hoped that would be the case.

      Addix’s mandibles tapped together as she thought. Adolphin had decentralized access; there wasn’t one single place where ships that could navigate space and atmosphere were required to land for immigration and customs.

      Lady, the ship’s EI, had given the planet’s authorities their bona fides. These credentials were good until she landed, and all she could do was hope the shit didn’t hit the fan if their efforts to identify her came up positive.

      As long as nothing she did tripped their systems and she didn’t provide anyone with a reason to investigate her further—like wearing very unique weapons which could be traced back to the Etheric Empress—she would be at no additional risk of exposure.

      Addix sighed. “Knives and wits. Let’s hope I have more than enough of the one and not too few of the other.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Addix was stymied. She had been to KGB headquarters on three different occasions in three different guises and had the same outcome all three times.

      The CEO was not here, he was not accepting requests for interviews, and no, they did not know when he might show up.

      Addix was walking along a route of thought, one of many that criss-crossed the city, when a shadow passed overhead. Addix looked up and gawked. It was a Messeir Breat personal yacht—beautiful, and rare even on this world.

      Almost blindingly white, there were brown squares which formed a stylized “MB” along the craft’s side as it cut through the air in the direction she had just come from.

      “Damn, I want one of those,” she grumped as she continued walking. Easily half the people around her had stopped to pay attention to the yacht and talk about it, which was an indication that good design translated across species.

      It didn’t matter that the most recent yachts didn’t have the speed, the gating ability or the sheer power of The Lady Princess, the one that flew overhead was drop-dead sexy. As Stephen would say, it was like providing a human male with a female who was all body and no brains.

      She didn’t speak, just squealed.

      Ixtali sexual desires were driven by pheromones more than physical attributes, but the Messeir Breat that had just flown over helped Addix understand Stephen’s comment in a way that had previously eluded her.

      Addix continued down the alley, annoyed she had no way to figure out where the CEO was. She had called for the team to prepare and come here, but now the best they would be able to do would be a hit-and-run operation to acquire intelligence. She had Lady working on insinuating herself into the data lines throughout the city.

      But so was everyone else.

      Perhaps an AI could break into their systems, but she doubted the EI could get past their firewalls.

      Addix sighed. No, this was going to require something other than digital theft.

      

      Adolphin, Aboard The Lady Princess

      “Lady,” Addix called, pulling off her robe. She rarely wore it anymore when she was alone since it was vastly impractical.

      “Yes?”

      She sat down on her specialized chair on the bridge and leaned back. “Lock us up and request permission to leave in twelve hours. I’ve got nothing to go on at the moment, and I’d rather meet the team in space. I’ll give them the schematics of the building and you can provide access to your digital efforts to date. Perhaps ArchAngel will provide insight.”

      Addix knew Lady was an EI rather than an AI, but she would bet credits that she had just sniffed because Addix had suggested an AI might be able to hack the KGB’s computer network where she couldn’t.

      “Well,” Lady began, “what if I told you I know exactly when CEO Az Th’loo will arrive on Adolphin?”

      Addix straightened. “Don’t play with me. Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, when?”

      “He is here now,” the EI replied.

      The forward projection screen came to life and displayed drone footage, probably from a news drone, of the beautiful ship she had seen just an hour before. The text underneath announced in bold that CEO Az Th’loo had returned to Adolphin after a one-year absence, and the reporter waxed enthusiastically about his surprise visit to the conglomerate’s corporate offices.

      “Sonofabitch,” she whispered. “That asshole just flew right over me.” Her mandibles tapped together in shock. “It’s better to be lucky than good sometimes.”

      “I will assume,” Lady told her, “you just said that you are lucky and I am good?”

      Addix chuckled. “Of course, Lady, of course.” She considered her options. “Keep our spot here, but inform the owner we are going to go sightseeing for two or three days.”

      “The ArchAngel II will be in-system tonight.”

      “Okay, one or two days,” she amended. “If we are secured, take us out.”

      “What do you want me to do with my data discovery efforts?”

      Addix mulled that request. “Did you put anything in that will give us away?”

      “No, my programs are modeled after the best data acquisition spiders. Only if they acquire information as designated by the filters will they call back for the advanced data exploit support.”

      “And how close to yours are the best data acquisition spiders?”

      “There are none better.”

      “That you have encountered.”

      “Well.” There went that sniff again. How had Addix ended up with a touchy EI? “That is true. I have not yet encountered any superior hacking algorithms.”

      She felt a slight wobble so she glanced at the readouts to confirm they were headed out. “So, if they are better than the ones you programmed,” Addix continued, refusing to drop the argument, “you might possibly never know you don’t have the best, right?”

      This time Lady didn’t answer right away.

      Addix leaned back in her chair, “I’m going to take a nap. Why don’t you get back to me with your answer when I wake up?”
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      Planet Adolphin, CEO’s Personal Residence

      Az’s personal transport slid into the bay, barely touching down before four of his security personnel got out and headed for the entry. The first confirmed the security hadn’t been tampered with, then issued the security code for the day.

      It changed every planetary day.

      The doors unlocked and they went in, sweeping the house’s main, upper, and basement levels before providing the “all clear” so Az could leave the shuttle. This was their typical order of business when he first arrived.

      Az swept through the inside service area and into the kitchen from the main bay. Normally he would enter and exit through the front door and never see these parts of the residence.

      They were for the workers, not for him.

      However, security wanted to keep him out of sight right now, since the news drones had been alerted to his presence and were hovering some distance away. They were close enough for their long-range optics to get a clear shot.

      “Damn, those newsies are annoying,” Az grumped to his lead security operative.

      “Sorry, but it’s the price you pay to be at the top, sir,” he replied as he headed out to secure the back of the house.

      “I know. That’s why I stay away so much.” Az waved him off and headed upstairs to his personal suite. When he turned the corner at the top of the stairs, he nodded to the two guards stationed outside his double-wide suite doors. “I’m just going to take a nap, then make a quick trip to the office.”

      The short nap ended up being a full night’s sleep and the team left before early rush hour in the morning.

      Az had been more tired than he had thought.

      His executive shuttle’s darkened windows allowed him to see out, but no one outside could see in so he took in his surroundings for a few minutes as the local star curved across the horizon. The buildings’ white spires shone brightly as the city below them woke up.

      Az pulled up his tablet to check his schedule for the day. Anytime he was in the city he had three days of boring and tedious meetings to attend before anything else could be scheduled—yet another reason for staying out of the corporate office.

      He was dressed in an impeccably tailored Geuuitve suit, which had been modified for his Leath build. It accentuated his square jaw.

      He was, he thought, a very striking figure when dressed for the high-level business atmosphere of Adolphin. He couldn’t wear military garb anymore for obvious reasons, but his business attire announced his power.

      As the shuttle set down he went through his secondary mailbox, but there was nothing he needed to know from his partners.

      Good. He didn’t want to deal with either Uleq or Imon at the moment.

      It took the better part of half a stan to reach his office suite. When she greeted him, his personal assistant acted like he was there every day.

      “First meeting, mid-morning. This will allow you to review any presentation notes necessary. For every meeting there is a second tab where I’ve summarized the content—the information you might need and any secondary conclusions from others. On the third tab are the political entities that will be affected by the decisions discussed in that meeting.”

      Az thanked her and accepted the tablet, pocketing his own. With a press of his finger, he pulled up his message queue as he closed his office’s door behind himself.

      Imon had sent a message that had been routed through a tertiary email location, arriving since he had stepped into the building.

      “Goptek Major Operation partially successful. Unfortunately, three cases of food poisoning affecting our people. No consumers known to be affected.”

      Az read it again.

      Three of Imon’s people had been killed, and he didn’t have a body or know who had done it?

      Az reached up and rubbed a tusk and his eyes narrowed. Who could be onto their operation? More importantly, how had someone gotten onto their operation?

      The only logical answer was that it was those he was trying to eradicate. Apparently they didn’t think that staying on Devon until Az was successful was a viable solution. Further, they had resources that could find the connection with the foodstuffs, get information on Goptek Major, and kill the team stationed there to take out anyone sniffing around.

      And get back off-planet.

      That could and would explain how his allies who had attacked the planet had been wiped out; if they knew in advance they could have set up an ambush. A little impractical to suggest that all the ships had been destroyed, but plausible. Hell, as an ex-military man he could think of three ways to make it happen.

      Mines were solutions one and two. Massive ships slugging it out would be a third, but the most unlikely.

      No, it had probably been an ambush.

      And they had tracked the missing missiles to Goptek Major. Az looked at the plan for that operation and noted that Uleq had provided proper instructions, but then his eyes narrowed.

      Uleq had tagged all of them as having come from him. That back-stabbing Torcellan.

      Az tapped a button on his tablet and his secretary answered, “Sir?”

      “Cancel all meetings. Not feeling well, I don’t think I’ve come out of this last trip healthy. Tell everyone I apologize and I’ll get back with them as soon as I’m better.”

      “But sir…”

      He cut her off. His stomach was queasy, but it wasn’t due to travel.

      Az pulled out his personal tablet and connected to a private message queue. After typing We no longer need Torin’s help he slipped the tablet back into his pocket and opened his door. Putting up a hand to stop his secretary’s immediate comments he left, taking the back stairs to the fastest path out of the building.

      It didn’t take a half-stan to leave the place.

      When Az exited the building his personal shuttle was waiting with the doors open and two of his security guards standing by. He slipped inside and they followed, closing the doors.

      “Not the main house,” he told them. “Take me to my chalet.”

      If there was going to be a fight, he wanted to be surrounded by enough land to make sure it wouldn’t spill over and hit the neighbors.

      

      In deep space far from the Planet Adolphin

      The Lady Princess was dark, barely releasing any energy when the alarms went off.

      Addix bolted awake from her nap.

      “Sorry!” The alarms shut off. “The proximity alarms were still set. I didn’t expect ArchAngel to arrive so close to us.”

      Addix looked at the screen in front of the captain’s chair. Her nap had gone on for longer than she had expected.

      The ArchAngel II was too far away to see with the naked eye, but close enough that on the screen she appeared to be practically sitting on top of them.

      “Take us in.” Addix yawned. “I’ll get dressed and meet our new team members. Make sure we communicate with ArchAngel for any supplies we might need. Stock us up.”

      “Understood, Addix.”

      Fifteen minutes later their ship was swallowed by one of the ship’s bays on the ArchAngel II.
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        * * *

      

      “So.” Addix pointed to the different seats in the conference room on The Lady Princess. “We can sit and chat, or you can get some sleep in the suites over there.” She looked around. “You will probably need to get out of your armor if you want to sleep. There are two areas in the back of the ship for supplies. Plenty of room there to change, since I’m not trading at the moment.”

      Michael had spoken with Addix from time to time but had never worked with the insect-looking alien. Bethany Anne had spoken highly of the spymaster and that was enough for him. “Who is our target?” he asked.

      Akio stayed standing as did Eve, but John, Eric, Scott, Darryl, Tabitha, and Gabrielle found places to sit.

      Addix, her black robe covering her body, pointed to a wall behind Michael. He turned to see an image.

      “He is ugly,” Michael stated flatly. “Looks like a standing warthog.”

      John chuckled, shaking his head. “You are going to have to understand that we work with dozens of different species here in space, Michael. You can’t just randomly toss out comments about their looks.”

      Michael stared blankly at John, who put up his hands. “Right. Sensitivity awareness and training can start next decade.” He looked at Gabrielle. “You might make a note of that for BA.”

      She smirked.

      Michael returned his attention to Addix.

      She pointed to the video. “This is the CEO of Kertheck G’loxx and B’rkleth, otherwise known as KGB. This conglomerate spans dozens of worlds and multiple systems. It was under his authority, implemented by the vice-president, that the materials were moved from Goptek Minor to Goptek Major, leaving the missiles without any security. They had been marked as foodstuffs in the inventory system, so no one paid them much attention. The pirates arrived, on-loaded the missiles, and took off. It wasn’t until the news broke about the event that anyone started looking, and that was how I found out about it.”

      “From the news?” Michael asked.

      “Yes. One of our contacts sent us the information.”

      Michael just nodded his understanding.

      She continued, “When I arrived on Goptek Major I entertained two employees of KGB who told me that the system hadn’t been updated appropriately. And when I left those contacts, I was attacked in an alley.”

      “You went into an alley and they attacked you, or you lead them into an alley and attacked them?” Michael asked.

      “The latter,” she clarified. Apparently he was accustomed to being the hunter, not the prey. Like recognized like, it seemed.

      “What were they?”

      “Three Shrillexians. A hit team,” she answered. “We had lost two assets—one down, one dead. Bethany Anne wanted me to personally work this angle.”

      Michael was watching the screen, etching the face in front of him into his brain. “She made a good choice.”

      Addix looked at John Grimes, who had opened his mouth to say something. He glanced at Michael and shut it.

      Addix wondered why he was being so quiet.

      “Where is he now?” Michael asked.

      Addix was about to answer when Lady interrupted, “He has left the corporate headquarters in the business quarter and flown out. Destination is expected to be his chalet.”

      Addix’ eyes narrowed. “Why would he rush to his chalet? I would have expected him to have a month of meetings.”

      “The guilty flee when no one is looking, but in this case I suspect he is onto us being onto him,” Akio answered.

      Addix’s mandibles tapped in frustration. “Lady, did your data acquisition efforts alert him?”

      “Unlikely,” the EI answered. “Until I reconnect with the system I can’t verify that, however.”

      “Assume they did, or we did, or someone did,” Michael stated. “Why would he choose to go to a chalet? Is this similar to a chalet in Europe—a beautiful home up in the mountains away from everyone else?”

      “His is, yes.” Pictures of a modern-looking domicile appeared on the wall. The images had been pulled from magazine pages.

      “Someone got their house in last year’s House Beautiful,” Gabrielle commented. “And it is beautiful.”

      “Too stark, too much rock,” Eve argued. “Needs more rounded corners.”

      John eyed the huge building. “Don’t worry, we are going to help him remodel.”

      Tabitha looked from Eve to Akio and raised an eyebrow.

      Akio shrugged. He wasn’t sure if their little EI in an android body had ascended to AI yet—and now wasn’t the time to have that discussion—but one of the ways to tell was that the EI started offering opinions that weren’t based on facts.

      Like whether this house was pretty.

      “Okay.” Michael’s eyes narrowed. “Go back two images. He has the high ground. Going up the side of that mountain is asking for someone to drop explosives on your head. Why wouldn’t we just blow it off the mountain?”

      “Adolphin has a weird set of laws. It boils down to this: if you use missiles or armaments similar to missiles they will hunt you down. If however you keep all weapons, including rounds fired, destruction, and so forth on the property, then whatever happens is considered a personal issue.”

      “What about a typical robbery?” Scott asked.

      Addix shrugged, “If you kill them on your property there are no questions asked, but if someone comes looking for a body you have to prove the killing was warranted. Most immediately call for the police to investigate. If you fail to speak about deaths or other infractions on your property, the cops assume you have something to hide and try to prove you guilty.”

      “That’s…” Scott thought about it a moment. “Rather proficient.”

      “Yes, so to summarize: bring the attention of the police to the situation as soon as possible so forensics can confirm what happened or you are guilty unless proven innocent.”

      “I assume they have enough coverage over the planet to figure out missiles, but what about vapor?”

      “Don’t do it, Michael,” John Grimes interrupted. Michael turned his attention to John, whose face was stone-cold serious. “Don’t even think of taking off the armor. Not only would Bethany Anne kill us—and by ‘us’ I mean you three times over and the rest of us just the once very, very slowly, but the capabilities of defensive armaments on this world are a lot better than anything that was ever available back on Earth. If they don’t have shields that would fry you in your Myst state, there is a good chance they can tell something is there. You solidify and you die.”

      Michael thought about it for a moment. “I can attack while still mostly Myst.”

      “Who knows what can harm you as Myst?” John shook his head. “Don’t chance it. We haven’t had enough opportunities to figure out what can hurt you in that state.”

      Michael frowned. “We should have tested this.”

      Akio told his friend, “They have technology here that makes what we faced in the Hadron Collider look like tinker toys.”

      “And if you think for one minute,” Darryl commented, “that any of us would purposely and with intent try to shoot, kill, stab, or poke you in any way, shape, or form just so we could confirm if you could be hurt in Myst form while Bethany Anne was pregnant?” He shook his head. “You are out of your Gott Verdammt mind.”

      The side of Michael’s mouth curved up. “Good point.” He turned back to the video wall. “What about air defenses?”

      Lady interjected, “I’ve been able to tap into satellite images. I can’t give us the highest resolution, but it is clear enough that there are three anti-ship emplacements on the property.”

      “Puck them?” Akio suggested.

      Addix thought about that solution. “Use the one-pound pucks? They should work, and if we carry them on our bodies the law would be on our side. Are you thinking of an airborne insertion?”

      “Yes,” Akio supplied. He walked to the wall, tapping a finger on the aerial shot. “We need more data, but if the law says all damage must stay on their land then we must abide by that.”

      “Why are we doing that again?” Gabrielle asked. “We hit, we leave…who cares?”

      “To minimize blowback on High Tortuga,” Addix answered simply. “This is a very advanced world, and we don’t want them creating a special file to figure out who carried out the raid. So long as we are successful and abide by the rules it will be an open and shut case—no blowback on High Tortuga whatsoever.”

      “It is a rather interesting legal model,” Michael agreed. “Plus, I want to confirm,” he touched the side of his head, “that this is the person who has attacked my family. If so, I’ll kill him…slowly.”

      Gabrielle nodded, satisfied that her question had been answered. She knew that even if she had found a loophole…

      Michael was going to do this face to face anyway.
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      Planet Adolphin - Personal Chalet

      Az reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his tablet. It would take hours for the round-trip confirmation that Imon had finished the job to reach him.

      That little Torcellan had been too unwilling to get his hands dirty by killing. The only positive aspect of his weak-spine was that it allowed Az to not worry so much about a physical backstabbing. He should get confirmation from Imon within a half day, maybe a day tops depending on what Uleq was doing.

      They arrived at the drop-off on top of the chalet. He had ordered a team of Leath mercenaries to meet him there, having negotiated with the company’s commander for them to be supplied for three weeks.

      He checked the time. They should arrive in about a stan. Good.

      His executive shuttle would now move to a secondary parking area.

      “Engage the anti-air defense and make sure the mercenaries have the right security signs before allowing them to enter,” Az commanded his security team lead, who tapped his earpiece to pass on the commands.

      He reached the doorway to the stairs that led into the chalet and disappeared.

      

      Adolphin System, ArchAngel II,

      Admiral Thomas was reviewing the after-action report of the attack on High Tortuga. He liked the results, but there were always ways to make it better.

      A red light flashed on his video screen and he looked up at ArchAngel’s face.

      “Hello, Admiral.”

      “What can I do for you, ArchAngel?”

      A second face appeared on the screen. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t me.”

      Both faces smirked at the Admiral. His eyes narrowed and he glanced from one to the other. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing in deeply and then exhaling before opening his eyes and smiling at the first image of Bethany Anne. “Tell me you didn’t just arrive in the system, Bethany Anne?”

      “Of course not,” she supplied, and Admiral Thomas started to smile. “I got here three minutes ago. I’ve just been catching up with updates while you worked on the AAR.”

      His smile vanished. ArchAngel would have immediately notified him if any other ship had arrived unexpectedly—unless Bethany Anne was aboard. How that woman had gotten even the AIs to swear fealty to her was beyond his understanding. “Perhaps next time,” he grumbled, “ArchAngel would be so kind as to let me know immediately that another asset has entered the theatre of operations?”

      “But I’m not.” She winked. “You have set the radius of the theatre of operations as being from your location to the planet. We are outside that radius.”

      “By how much?” he asked.

      “Well, the Hewgley is at least fifteen miles from you.”

      “And you?”

      She smiled brightly. “If I put on a space suit I could knock on your door. Permission to land the G’laxix Sphaea?”

      “Depends.” He smiled sweetly at her. “Were you looking for someone?”

      “Well, of course.” Her eyes narrowed. “Is that jackass gone already?”

      “I have no idea which jackass you are referring to. Do you mean—”

      “Michael,” she interrupted. “Michael is the jackass I’m talking about at this moment. The father of our children. The man who needs—”

      Admiral Thomas put up a hand and she quit talking. “Already left to go on-planet. I would have thought you’d have asked that already.”

      “I thought it would take a while to get set up,” she admitted.

      “Didn’t have to. Addix was waiting here for us. Michael was anxious to go, so it was a quick in to pick them up and a fast goodbye.”

      “Dammit,” Bethany Anne grumped, “Addix needs to be a little less effective when it doesn’t work for my plans.” She turned her head. “Kael-ven! Head to the planet.” She turned back to the Admiral. “Maybe I’ll stop by for dinner later.”

      “Before you go, where are the children?”

      This time the second face of Bethany Anne, the avatar of the ArchAngel, answered. “They are staying on the Battleship C. Hewgley, Admiral. I will guard them with my life.”

      Admiral Thomas sighed. “Of course you will, ArchAngel. We all will.”

      

      Ship The Lady Princess, Two Hours Out from Adolphin

      Lady’s voice came out of the speakers. “We have an incoming message from Bethany Anne.”

      “Put it up on the wall,” Michael replied.

      Michael had expected to see a tired Bethany Anne with a small smile on her face as she held one or the other of their children in her arms, but the woman who stared at him was angry. He turned around, but when he saw no one behind him he turned back to her. “What happened?”

      “You died,” she replied.

      “Not lately.” His deadpan delivery did nothing for her. “Okay, so that didn’t go as planned. May I ask what we are talking about and where you are?”

      “I had a bad dream where you died and I woke up fearing that our children would have no father for the rest of their lives. I don’t remember much about my mom, Michael.”

      “Okay,” he replied, and sighed; empathy wasn’t his strongest superpower. In fact, as a superpower it ranked right up there with his ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound.

      Which was to say it sucked horribly, but he knew he needed to try. That much he understood, even with John and Eric off to the side waving frantically and pantomiming who-knew-what shit?

      “Am I to understand,” Michael continued, “that you had a bad dream? And in this dream I died very painfully, and you woke up fearing that our children would become fatherless?” He made a face. “And due to this fear, you packed up our children, departed a somewhat secure planet, Gated here, left them, and are intending to go with me into a military operation?”

      “Yes.” She grimaced. “And don’t describe it like I’m an emotional wreck just waiting to careen out of control and obliterate any semblance of objectivity as I smash into the rocks of melodramatic tempestuousness.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” Michael lied.

      John, Darryl, and Scott smiled and gave him thumbs-ups. Eric was grimacing and rubbing his arm where Gabrielle had just punched him. Eric gave him a wink from the eye opposite Gabrielle.

      “And our children?” he asked. Truth be told, he didn’t mind Bethany Anne coming here, but she had promised to watch over their children. Was this how their relationship was going to be?

      “A battleship, forty Guardians, and a superdreadnought are protecting them. They are in their little Pod-cribs and I held them for an hour each on our way here. I figure we get in, kill some people, and get out. By the time they wake up again we can each hold one.”

      “And have you named them yet?” Michael asked.

      “Not without you, Michael.” She glanced up. “I see we will be arriving thirty minutes after you will, so slow down. Let’s coordinate our attack efforts, ruin someone’s life—or many lives—and then get back to the ship, shall we?”

      He could only nod.

      Great. Neither one of them was the stay-at-home type.

      It was a good thing there were no Child Protective Agencies around. He would hate to have to kill someone who was trying to take his children because it was their job.

      

      Planet Adolphin, Upper Atmosphere

      It took three hours for the team to connect, land in a deserted area, and transfer to the G’laxix Sphaea. When that was done they headed toward the chalet and The Lady Princess lifted back into space.

      If they needed her she would be ready and waiting, but if they didn’t everyone would ride back on the G’laxix Sphaea.

      Bethany Anne walked off the ship and greeted Michael with a kiss, then eyed Addix as she approached. “Leave it,” she told her spymistress.

      Addix looked down at herself, mandibles tapping in confusion. “What?”

      “The robe,” Bethany Anne clarified, waving the hand that wasn’t holding onto Michael toward Addix’s outfit. “It doesn’t help your ability to fight. You are dropping on the chalet with us, yes?”

      “I am,” Addix confirmed. She was the spymistress for High Tortuga and this was the equivalent of going dungeon-diving for a possible treasure-trove of information. She wasn’t going to allow any of these intelligence neophytes to screw up her treasure box.

      Michael’s right eyebrow lifted.

      Dammit! Mind reading. She should leave her professional snootiness to swim in her mind some other time. Bethany Anne didn’t read the minds of her friends. Michael was apparently not on board in that department.

      Michael smiled as Bethany Anne spoke. “Then leave your robe. No one here is going to judge how you look.”

      Had she read John’s mind about Michael? Was this her version of sensitivity training for him? She glanced at Michael’s eyes; his mirth was evident. She reached over her shoulder and lifted the robe off over her head. She could have ripped it, unbuckled it, or just taken it off normally, but for some reason she felt like it was a rebirth.

      Addix tossed the robe past the two of them as Scott came up beside her and put an arm on her shoulder.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” he asked.
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        * * *

      

      They all got back on the G’laxix Sphaea. Twenty minutes later they were looking at spy drone footage.

      “Where the hell did they get Leath executive-level armor?” Scott bitched. “Not as good as Jean’s, but fucking good enough.”

      “How many are his personal bodyguards?” Michael asked. “Probably none?”

      Eve came in just then and moved over to the ops room’s video screens without a single sound. She pointed to one of the armored figures. They were all larger than a normal human, and only John and Darryl in their group were tall enough to stand amongst them. “These Leath are—”

      “Large,” Michael interrupted, “and ugly.”

      “We have Leath friends.” Bethany Anne sighed.

      “So we have large ugly friends?” Michael quipped. “Why are you giving me the evil eye? Is this similar to how you never tell a friend their new baby is ugly?” His eyes darted around the room. “Except my children, who are very cute.”

      The chuckles around the room helped reduce the tension and Eve drew their attention back to the problem at hand, saying, “These are mercenaries-for-hire who work for higher-level company executives, not governments. Normally they control the tactics and take care of things without input, but since our man is ex-military they are probably working together.”

      “What’s the chance they have a dome?”

      She pointed to three spots on the screen. “Anti-aircraft shields here, here, and here…. If you can shoot up, you can shoot down. Not many have the ability to curve the protection fields.”

      Michael spoke. “First time a puck hits we lose the advantage of stealth.”

      John chuckled. “And that is different from Bethany Anne’s normal method how?”

      “You aren’t supporting me here, John,” she grumped. “Granted, shock-and-awe is my preferred style.”

      Michael shrugged. “I’m told this armor beats parachutes. We jump, we drop pucks, disable the anti-aircraft, land, and find the target.”

      “How thick is the roof?” Akio asked. “We could puck our own hole in the roof for quick entry.”

      “We have enough,” Tabitha pointed around the room, “for three insertions.”

      “Michael and I go in from the top.” Bethany Anne pointed. “Gabrielle, John, and Eric, west side. Scott and Darryl, east. Eve and Tabitha north, and Addix and Akio go in from the south side.”

      “Great!” Scott clapped, “Everyone meets in the middle!”

      Five minutes later Kael-ven’s voice came over the system. “This is your captain speaking. I’m opening the back ramp in thirty seconds. Anyone wishing to fall, hoping the armor’s antigravity kicks in before you pancake on the ground, please jump out. Anyone not crazy, please stay on board.”

      Kiel stayed with Kael-ven. “I’m on second-string, so I’ll keep an eye on the rear in case it goes to shit,” he told Bethany Anne. “Kael-ven and I will be here to help you guys get back aboard, and we’ll lay a shit-ton of fire down if you need it.”

      In the back, everyone locked their helmets on.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne jumped first, her body head down as she plunged through the atmosphere toward her target. Markers on her facemask pinpointed the locations of the three anti-aircraft emplacements, the main house, a new one for the exit from the roof to below, and three…no, five tangos.

      “ADAM?”

      “Yes.”

      “Make sure you watch everyone’s suit. I don’t want the newbies forgetting they need to control their descent and, as Kael-ven put it, ‘pancake into the ground.’ Give them a reminder right now that you will be taking control if they don’t.”

      “Tabitha, Akio, and Addix have confirmed that they will allow me to control their descent.”

      “Not Michael?”

      “No.”

      “Figures.” She sighed. “Watch him anyway.”

      Three seconds later the pucks dislodged from her armor and streaked down ahead of her. “SHIT!” She saw a missile erupt from one of the anti-air emplacements just before the pucks slammed into them and bodies flew everywhere, two of them in flames.

      The missile was slicing toward them when it exploded and two voices exclaimed jubilantly over Bethany Anne’s comm.

      “That was mine, Akio,” Michael stated calmly.

      “I think not, Michael-san,” Akio replied. “It should be obvious from the trajectory that I made the shot.”

      “Are you two arguing as we fall?” Gabrielle asked. “Seriously?”

      They all heard both Michael and Akio chuckle. “This is how the game is played. Now, because of your interference we have to credit half a missile-kill to each of us,” Akio replied.

      John chuckled gruffly. “Game on!”

      A moment later Bethany Anne released two more one-pound pucks. The antigrav Etheric drivers sped them up and the two unstoppable kinetic rounds slammed into the roof of the building, the pucks hitting within a fraction of a second of each other.

      All eleven of the armored figures turned feet-first in mid-descent and used the last five hundred feet to slow down enough that the landing wouldn’t shatter their knees and hips.

      Two figures rushed ahead of where Gabrielle had landed on the west side. “BOYS!” she yelled.

      On the roof, Michael was bitching.

      “How did those not make a hole in the roof?” he asked as he and Bethany Anne confirmed the mercs in the emplacements were out of commission. Michael was moving around the corner of the roof to the door when a gauntleted hand smashed into his helmet, sending him over the edge of the building.

      “Michael!” Bethany Anne raced to the corner as a seven-foot-tall Leath walked out from behind the wall that had hidden him.

      Bethany Anne was the smaller of the two, but she drove her shoulder into the armored mercenary and knocked him off the edge after Michael.

      “GOTT VERDAMMT!” Michael’s voice, filled with surprise and anger, rolled through her helmet and Bethany Anne jumped off the two-story building, reducing her weight as she neared the ground.

      She found Michael underneath the armored Leath, who had apparently flattened him. Michael’s arms snaked up to grab the helmeted figure’s head and he twisted. The mercenary had been flailing but stopped when something snapped and his helmet was suddenly twisted two-thirds of the way around.

      Bethany Anne chuckled as she grabbed the Leath’s arm and yanked the dead suit of armor—and dead mercenary—off him.

      “I was just about to figure out a way back up,” Michael bitched as he stood up, “when it began raining Leath.”

      “We get up by commanding the antigrav to reduce our weight to fifty-percent normal and jumping,” she explained and crouched, then jumped, her body soaring back up and over the lip of the roof.

      Michael commanded aloud, “Set weight to fifty percent.”

      “Set,” his HUD replied.

      Michael judged the amount of strength necessary and pushed off the ground.

      Bethany Anne was expecting to see Michael fly up over the edge of the roof, but when she heard a loud CRUNCH she walked to the edge and looked down.

      Michael was on his back.

      “What are you doing? We don’t have time to be fucking around, Michael!”

      “You said fifty percent,” he bitched, standing up. “That was heavier than I thought it would be, so I didn’t jump as hard as I needed to.” He bent at the legs and exerted himself, and this time he landed next to her.

      “I said fifty-percent of normal.” She followed Michael, who was already kicking in the stairway door. The two of them headed down the stairs.

      By that point Akio had already counted out three takedowns and John two over the comm.

      The two of them went from room to room. “Clear!” one would call, then alternated the lead when they went on to the next.

      Bethany Anne was going down more stairs with Michael behind her and bitching about a complete lack of opportunity when Akio’s voice came over the system.

      “Four.”
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        * * *

      

      Az went to the basement, locked the metal door, and sat back. He now had four feet of the same metal battleships used between him and whoever was out there.

      He’d just had a one-word reply from Imon. Done.

      At least that was one project finished.

      Az’s mercenary team was going to be wiped out. Perhaps they would be able to kill a few of the attackers, perhaps they wouldn’t. However, he had requested that two chalet-leveling missiles be fired at his location.

      He would survive inside this bunker. Those outside?

      Not so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      On the G’laxix Sphaea

      “We have two incoming missiles, angle two-two-three,” Kiel informed Kael-ven from the weapons console. “Instructions?”

      Kael-ven looked at the screen. “Thirty seconds to arrival. What do you suggest?”

      “Intercepting them. You could place the ship in between, using the shields to protect us against the damage.”

      Kael-ven snorted. “This is why you aren’t Navy. How about we shoot them down?”

      “Sure. Not as much risk, but whatever the captain wants,” Kiel grumped. “Four turrets aimed at the missiles. Ready to fire at the captain’s command.”

      Kael-ven engaged the comm channel to those below. “Suggest finding shelter. It’s going to be raining missile parts in a moment.”

      Kiel kept his finger poised for a few more seconds, but the turrets began firing before he pressed the control. “What?” He lifted his hand before turning to his friend. “I didn’t fire them!”

      Kael-ven chuckled. “Did you really think I would trust a Marine to fire Navy weapons when my friends’ lives were on the line?”

      “Well, who did?”

      Kael-ven shook his head. “I left it to the EI.”

      

      Planet Adolphin, Az’s Chalet, Bunker

      Az heard the banging on the door to his bunker room and smiled. There were seven more…six more…five more… His eyes opened large when the outside video showed destruction on a far smaller scale.

      His missiles had been destroyed.

      

      Planet Adolphin, Az’s Chalet, Outside Bunker

      Bethany Anne, shaking out her right fist, pointed with her left to the metal door that had stopped her from entering the next room. “That’s a hard door.”

      “Are you done?” Michael asked. The indentations in the door were impressive but didn’t seem to have done anything to it structurally. John and Eric showed up behind them on the steps that led to the bunker.

      “What, you have a better idea?” Bethany Anne huffed. Her eyes grew wide when Michael, who had been standing there with his helmet off smiled and disappeared, his empty armor crumpling to the floor now that his body was no longer holding it up.

      “MICHAEL!” she screamed, her eyes flaring red in anger as she turned toward the door.

      And disappeared.

      John and Eric stared at Michael’s empty armor.

      “Well…fuck,” John murmured.
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        * * *

      

      Az was watching the four armored figures in front of the bunker’s door in confusion when the audio feed cut out. He was reaching over to turn it back on when the human male disappeared and the human female pulled her helmet off, screaming.

      Then he heard voices.

      Az jumped up from the security station. The bunker had a bed, a small kitchenette, and plenty of electronics to both tell him what was going on outside it, and it could also connect him with external contacts.

      He had placed another order for missiles and some more mercenaries just two minutes previously.

      YOU are the one behind the attacks… Interesting, a military mind using pirates to do your dirty work and help you get to the top.

      Az’s head darted around as he tried to pinpoint the source of the voice.

      The one who attacked Devon… Attacked my family… Attacked others for your greed.

      Az sneered. “I take what I want. It’s the law of the jungle.”

      The mental voice laughed. Then it is a shame that the jungle has come for you!

      “Bring it.” Az sneered just as a human woman with her hair floating, her face and hands crackling with energy, and her red eyes blazing appeared in front of him.

      He stared as her hair turned white and her face black. “WHERE. IS. HE?”

      “Bitch, I don’t … ARGHH!” Az’s armored body sans helmet slammed into the electronics suite. Sparks flew as he fell over the console to land awkwardly on the floor. He went for his gun, but she grabbed his hand between a vice-like forefinger and thumb, twisting his arm around and breaking his wrist.

      He screamed in pain as she asked him in a gravelly voice, “I said…”

      “I DON’T KNOW!” Az yelled, reaching for a knife with his left hand.

      She broke his arm and kicked out his legs and his back slammed to the floor. A red ball of energy appeared in her hand as she straddled the massive Leath, then she pushed the sizzling ball into his left hand. She held it down with her right knee as the knife and his flesh melted. Smoke and the smell of burnt flesh wafted through the bunker.

      “I’m pretty fucking impatient,” she hissed.

      Michael’s voice spoke from beside her. “You always are.”

      Bethany Anne’s gleaming red eyes jerked to Michael, but before she could say anything he pointed to the Leath. “He is the guilty party, and payback?”

      Baba Yaga turned back to the Leath beneath her. “YOU just tried to kill my CHILDREN!”

      Az looked at her with fear in his eyes. He now knew who this woman was.

      Death had come for him, and she was a bitch.

      His screams went on for a while. Michael held him down and Baba Yaga took her time burning through the armor over his chest, gravity directing the melting metal to his ribs and his heart.

      “You scared me.” She eyed Michael as she stood up.

      Michael smirked. It wasn’t the first time he had accomplished that feat, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. However, the way her hair was floating around her was doing things to him. “I’m hot for you right now, so can we save the bitch session for later?”

      Bethany Anne stared at him, her face slowly changing back to white and her hair back to black. She stepped off the body.

      “Did you just play me?” She tilted her head, narrowing her eyes at him.

      “No,” Michael replied. “I was working to confirm he was the guilty party when you showed up.

      “Was he?” she asked. “The guilty party?”

      “The main one, yes.” He glanced at the body. “But there are two more—or were. One, a Shrillexian, killed the other, a white-haired albino human.”

      “Torcellan,” Bethany Anne corrected.

      “Right, that,” Michael agreed. He looked at the destroyed electronics. There were some that were still working. “I wonder what opens the door?”

      “What about sex?”

      Michael waved a hand under his nose. “Not the right smell for that.”

      “Okay.” She shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t know how we’d manage it with this armor on anyway.” Bethany Anne went to the door and pushed a button.

      It did nothing.

      She hit a second button and a series of clicks and clunks came from the door mechanism. A moment later the door opened to reveal their people.

      “Oh, geez!” Scott covered his nose. “What the hell did you guys do in here?”

      Addix stepped around Bethany Anne.

      There was gnashing of mandibles. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIS COMMUNICATIONS CONSOLE!” she shrieked.

      

      Planet Soboth (Previously Territory 7732), Undisclosed location, Open Out-ring, Non-Federation

      Uleq, wearing a gas mask, walked through the silence. He stepped over an arm that was lying outside a cubicle as he made his way back into Imon’s office.

      Imon was dead, slumped over his desk with a glass still in his hands.

      Uleq shook his head and tossed a tablet on Imon’s desk. “Poor choice of who to follow. There is always a new generation ready to take over when the old can’t understand that times have changed. You should never have accepted a drink after work with me. Eventually there might be poison in it.”

      He turned and stepped out, closing the door behind him. Passing through quiet halls with more than a few dead bodies, Uleq made his way out to the spaceport. There was another Torcellan waiting for him.

      Nodding, Uleq boarded the small spacecraft and the other Torcellan came up the ramp behind him. As it closed behind them, they took off their masks.

      Soon, the ship was in space, heading in the opposite direction from Adolphin.

      Back in the base the tablet on Imon’s desk glowed, a simple word fading in and out…

      “DONE.”

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Nursery

      Bethany Anne smiled down at the baby boy, his hand grasping the smallest part of her finger and squeezing it in his sleep.

      “Ow, Gabriel!” she hissed. The pain lessened. “Strong little bugger.”

      Bethany Anne?

      Yes, TOM?

      I’d like to tell you something.

      Hmmm? she murmured. Isn’t Alexis the cutest little girl?

      Yes.

      Bethany Anne sighed and stepped out of the room, closing the door softly behind her as she padded to her bedroom. Michael was already up, having gone outside to work on how to cook dinosaur meat—or whatever the hell it was that he planned on hunting with William.

      They had purchased some meat in a small village outside the forest to practice grilling, but Bethany Anne wanted nothing to do with it.

      For now, they had twelve long-distance scout ships looking for clues to where the Kurtherians might be. As soon as they had the information, she and her team would ship out and track the fuckers down.

      Until then, she planned on working on High Tortuga and the MPPS governmental system—and raising a couple of children.

      And developing her magic.

      “What is it, TOM?” she asked, remembering that he had started the conversation.

      You might want to sit down.

      Oh goody, she responded. One of those conversations.

      Bethany Anne skipped the bedroom, heading instead for the living room and a Coke. This seemed like a Coke talk.

      She opened it and took a swallow and then sat down. “Go for it,” she told him.

      A half-second later Coke spewed out of her mouth and her eyes opened wide in surprise.

      “YOU’RE A FUCKING PRIEST?” she yelled. “I thought you were a pilot!”

      Well, in my culture they are the same thing. So, lost in translation?

      It’s been a hundred and seventy years, give or take, she thundered. Why has this not come up before? I’d think you could have given me a little clarification when the two words were so obviously different!

      Bethany Anne went to the snacks area, grabbed two rags out of a drawer, and tried to clean up the Coke mess.

      Fortunately her synthetics cleaned easily.

      TOM sighed. The best answer I can give you is, you scared me.

      Not this bullshit about learning too quickly again?

      Yes, in a nutshell. Perhaps a tiny, less complicated nutshell.

      Why the hell? Bethany Anne heard a small cry and stopped, her head turning toward the bedroom where the children were sleeping.

      The crying stopped.

      Okay, so why the hell, she continued, taking the rags to the sink to wash them out, are you just telling me this now?

      I think that for you to have a chance of succeeding if we encounter other Kurtherians—at least those more adept with the Etheric—you need to be guided by my knowledge. The challenge will be for you to stay here in the present.

      Why will it be a struggle?

      All of us who know, struggle. Every day is an acknowledgment that we know how to ascend; we see the peace, the love, the delight in that, and yet we choose to stay here. Until Michael came back and Gabriel and Alexis arrived I didn’t know if you had what it took to say no to ascending, so I didn’t teach you in case… Well, in case you chose to take the less painful route.

      Bethany Anne thought about his comments for a moment. He was here to train protectors to defend against and defeat the Seven. She was, for all practical purposes, his avatar. So you could ascend at any time, TOM?

      Yes.

      And you have to fight it every day?

      No.

      Why not?

      Because I have you.

      All the anger she was feeling fell away from her heart and Bethany Anne slowly sat down on the carpet, raised her hands to her eyes, and cried.

      Fully a minute later ADAM spoke to TOM. >>Is this good? << He was trying to discern the meaning behind her crying.

      I don’t know, but it was the truth.

      >>So should I tell her now? <<

      TOM snorted. No fucking way.
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      The Author hit the record button. “This is Michael Anderle, the Author who has been blessed by receiving permission to chronicle the experiences of Bethany Anne Reynolds, now Bethany Anne Nacht, from the time she was pulled into the UnknownWorld to a time in the far future.”

      He continued, “Unfortunately there are too many stories that revolve around Bethany Anne for a single—or many—authors to chronicle.”

      He glanced up. The woman in front of him had her legs crossed and was wearing black high-heeled shoes with red soles.

      “That’s not true.” Bethany Anne held the Coke, complete with straw, away from her mouth. “There are certainly enough authors—but would my story really be interesting enough?”

      “Well, okay,” the Author agreed. “Unfortunately, Bethany Anne has too many stories for a practical number of authors to pull together her stories.”

      She interrupted, “I don’t know if I’d agree it was impractical. Perhaps you just need help.”

      Exasperated, the Author asked, “Like who?”

      She took a sip of her Coke through her straw while she contemplated. “Well, ADAM and the EIs he can tap could do it, and quickly.”

      The Author countered, “Do you believe they would be able to take the input and provide the correct emotional resonance?”

      “Um…” Bethany Anne chewed on that for a moment. “Not sure. I guess they could read a few thousand—or ten thousand—stories known for their emotional substance and make a pretty good pass at it.”

      The Author opened his mouth, then shut it. “Okay, that would be a fair test. It would certainly get more of your stories out. Now, what filters would you place on the story?”

      “Filters?”

      “Yes.” Michael reached up and scratched his forehead. “Do you, for example, want every part of every day? Would you like to include, for example, trips to the restroom?”

      “Ughh, no.” She shook her head. “However, that is easy to filter out. In fact, they could probably go through the first twenty-one books and categorize each of the scenes. Then they would extrapolate if my stories had some sort of congruence and place them in an ordered list. From there…what?”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “So what happens if we need to tell this in chronological order?”

      “You mean if we needed to skip stuff?” She thought for a moment. “A little tougher.”

      “Sure,” he agreed, “but I was thinking how one chooses to carve out only certain scenes to wrap them up into a cohesive story for the readers?”

      >>I can work with fans,<< ADAM interjected.

      I think that is his point, Bethany Anne sent. He is suggesting that you will need to work with humans.

      >>Well, of course I will. Eventually they will be reading the stories, right?<<

      How are you going to choose the most relevant ones?

      >>I can create grading scales based on emotional content, issues between characters, and opportunities for miscommunication.<<

      Why miscommunication?

      >>Amusement value. It seems many humans find it funny when there is miscommunication.<<

      Bethany Anne thought back to a few times where miscommunication had been a part of her life and made a face of disgust. “I think there would have to be at least an editor in the mix. Someone who could realistically choose which pieces of the stories were worth telling and those I might not want shared.”

      The Author nodded. He took a sip of his own Coke, but his was in a bottle. “So, will you think about it?”

      “About what?” she asked, confused by the question.

      “About having ADAM provide more snippets of your life so we can give the fans more of your past, not just your future.”

      Bethany Anne’s smile was wry. “Smart, Mr. Author Man. That was damned smart.”

      He shrugged, eyeing the empty bottle; the elixir of life he had just finished. He looked at her and winked. “Well, I have to have something to keep selling to support my Mexican Coke habit.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Now that might be one of the few habits I can support.” She tapped her fingers on her leg. “Let me think about it.”

      “All I can do is ask,” he replied, looking pitifully at her glass. She glanced down at her drink.

      “Hell no!” She turned aside, protecting the drink with her body as she pointed to the kitchen. “Go get your own.”

      

      THANK YOU so much for reading this first book in the SECOND series of Bethany Anne’s adventures!

      Just a smidgen over two years and six months ago I released my first book, Death Becomes Her, and now I’m releasing book twenty-two about this incredible woman.

      She (and her stories) have changed not only my life, but the lives of my family and many OTHER authors, editors, artists, and audio talent as we pull together in doing what we love to do so much.

      Tell stories!

      That is the one constant all of us share: the love of stories.

      I can’t speak for my collaborators, but I can tell you that I personally love creating these new stories. Placing emotions and characters together with events that make us feel amazing as we read them (sometimes the only respite from life) and wish, just once or twice, that I could spend time with them.

      My friends in the stories.

      Two and a half years ago—with a lot of anxiety—I put my little story out there for people to read.

      And it turned out pretty well, even if it was a bit crazy.

      Now I’m going to do something else that may be a bit crazy and hope like hell I’m not the only sumbitch who thinks this idea might be fun.

      LMBPN (my publishing/entertainment company) is going to work on creating a cool fucking experience for fans based in Vegas.

      Why?

      Because I want to have an opportunity to party with friends—those friends I’ve found on Facebook, Amazon, Goodreads, and other places.

      I’ve met some of you at restaurants, military bases, and conventions.

      I have encouraged a lot of fans, and now many of my fans are now authors.

      It started with just four and now the great-grandchild of that effort is continuing with the FANS Write for the FANS projects—but that isn’t the end of my desire.

      No…it isn’t at all. I have a dream, and that dream (perhaps hallucination) would be to party like it’s 1999 in Vegas with a thousand of the most awesome people in the world.

      Readers.

      People just like me, no matter what color, gender, age, ethnicity, political affiliation, or ANY of that shit that bugs the world.

      People who love books, love audio books, love the worlds, the games, the stories, the characters, and the joy reading brings into our lives. We can support each other just by being ourselves.

      I don’t want it to be a normal convention—which is to say I recognize that there are fun parts of conventions and just freaking weird parts.

      I want an LMBPN convention to be entertaining for some, educational for others, relationship-building for all and a place to party year in, year out with each other knowing that if you want something different…

      It’s VEGAS baby!

      You can always find something in that city.

      We have started this by attaching a fan event to the end of the 20BooksTo50k author convention in Vegas in November 2018, which has six hundred or more authors coming from around the world. Some of these authors have yet to hit the button, and others have fifty books or more.

      You can’t be near a 20BooksTo50k convention without stumbling over authors.

      Honest! Many of them go from the sessions to the restrooms and you stumble over them. They are often thinking about some ‘Ah-HA!’ moment from a few minutes ago, or some new concept for a story because they were chatting with another author and they run into shit.

      Or you…

      Whichever one happens first. (Editor’s note: It’s true, and watch your toes!)

      This year 20Books Vegas runs from Tuesday to Thursday, November 6-8th, 2018.

      We are hoping we can get just two hundred of you crazy motherfuckers who love The Kurtherian Gambit, Oriceran, Protected by the Damned, and Mr. Brownstone to come join us and party.

      Many authors involved with LMBPN (and many others) will be in Vegas during that week, having a hell of a time.

      

      Would you consider joining us?

      

      Then, I want everyone to look at next year, 2019 to see what we can do together.

      I’m willing to put the money down to grab the dates for the weekend following the 20Booksto50k Convention (early November) to put on an EVENT in 2019 to cherish what brings us together.

      For 2019 I don’t just want to put tables together, but hold an event that merges and blurs the lines between authors, fans, and readers both text and audio.

      Eventually including more “stuff.” However, that’s for the future. For now, what we have are stories…

      And a strong-assed desire to party with our friends.

      If we can get enough people to say “I’m in,” LMBPN will put down money to make this a hell of a party…

      A party to blow the doors off.

      Where new authors get the chance to share their work, find new fans, and make everlasting relationships to grow their fan base.

      For fans to reach out and help new talent become something that they never could without YOU in the mix.

      Where we celebrate everyone who is a part of the massively entertaining activity called “reading” whether we write, edit, do covers, help with beta reading, arc teams, or JIT.

      So…what do you say?

      Does anyone think this might be fun?

      Anyone willing to join us in 2018 to kick this off at the micro level, helping us figure things out and get our feet wet so that maybe in a few years…

      Oh…in a few years….

      We will take over the Las Vegas Convention Center—the largest in the WORLD.

      Because if that isn’t a “H#LY SH!T” goal, what is?

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        MICHAEL TODD ANDERLE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EDITOR NOTES - LYNNE STIEGLER

          

          MAY 2, 2018

        

      

    

    
      First, thank you for reading this far! We appreciate your willingness to venture into the jungle at the end of the book. So why are we here?

      A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away…wait, wrong universe. In this universe, a woman got a bad case of bronchitis and could do nothing but lie there and read. She had a book on her Kindle by some guy named Anderle, Death Becomes Her, and she finished it really fast. Then she read the next one in the series, and the next, and…

      Forty-eight hours and sixteen books later, she messaged that Anderle guy on Facebook and told him it was a great series (he is one hell of a storyteller) but he needed a good editor. (She didn’t tell him at that point that she used to edit for Baen). Conversations ensued, he sent her a book to edit, and the rest is history.

      Fast forward to present day: I never knew I’d spend any of my time trying to figure out the best way to punctuate “wrinkled-ass llama-sniffing fudge-shoveler.” Or should it be “wrinkle-assed?” Ah, well…that’s a frequent problem, especially with TKG. And Pandora often makes me blush (and cackle) while I edit.

      But seriously… For the last year, I’ve been proud and privileged to be that Anderle guy’s editor. But not only his! To date I have edited over a hundred books  for more than twenty authors in the Kurtherian Gambit universe as well as Oriceran (an Anderle/Carr creation, check it out if you haven’t already). Now I’m lucky enough to work with Protected by the Damned and The Unbelievable Mr. Brownstone.

      Who’da thunk? Because it was luck. Michael and the LMBPN family are some of the most talented, warmest, and most caring and giving people I’ve ever met in my life. I’m honored to be part of the team.

      Many of the authors who publish through LMBPN are new to the game (and indie publishing is a whole new oeuvre anyway), but that Anderle guy has set it up so they can get advice and assistance from word one to post-publication. (Being an author is freakin’ scary, as some of you know. You put your heart and soul out there for everyone to see…and pick at. (Note: I wound up letting my husband, who has been an author for decades, edit these editor notes. Hard on the ego. He says the author has final say, but when the editor is authoring and the author is editing, how does that work, exactly?)

      Not only that, the Anderle guy goes out of his way to help people, although that doesn’t get nearly as much publicity as Bethany Anne’s new baby. Because of his willingness to work with new authors, some of his people have regained a family house, gotten off welfare, and been able to quit their day jobs. He’s given an elderly woman a new lease on life (and vastly improved her vocabulary of expletives). The list goes on and on.

      While I’m at it, I’d like to give a shout-out to Stephen Campbell, LMBPN’s production manager, who doesn’t get mentioned in Author Notes nearly often enough. He’s the backbone of LMBPN, making sure everything is on track and wrestling the alligators at the ‘Zon. It’s due to him that our works get published at all, and I for one appreciate him. Well, I know Michael (and everyone else) does too, and I will speak for him just this once.

      Anyway, enough drabble. Hope you loved the book. I did—kept having to stop just reading and go back to editing. Check us out on Facebook if you haven’t already at https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/. And if you want to play in this universe (and soon Oriceran, which will have its own anthology in about three months), head over to https://www.facebook.com/groups/TKGFansWrite/ and submit your story for consideration for publication in the next anthology. Submission just closed for this one a few days ago, but that gives you enough time to develop a story for the next one.

      

      And hey…I’ll be your editor! (Grins evilly)

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Lynne Stiegler
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      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, The Dome (Formerly the Queen’s R&D Lab), Three Months After the Twins’ Birth

      Bethany Anne closed the door on her guards and locked it behind her. She held up a palm and drew energy from the Etheric to light the hallway. As she walked the hundred and thirty steps to the main chamber, she added energy to the ball until it was as large as her head.

      She entered the chamber and released the energy without a thought, muscle memory from the many times she’d made the gesture over the last three months. The ball hit the roof and dissipated into a soft white glow that lit Bethany Anne’s way to the seating pad in the center of the cavern.

      She dropped her robe and sat down in a huff. “I still think Michael got off too easily.”

      TOM’s voice spoke in her mind. You knew there was a possibility that the children would mature rapidly.

      “Yes, but not so rapidly that they’re damned near walking, they are talking, and they’re potty-trained already! I’d hoped he would get more…experience. I’m stuck between feeling bad that we’re racing through the early stages and being pissed that Mother Nature is giving him an easy ride after I did my nine months. My lumbar region is still complaining.”

      She shifted on the pad, cozying into the back support, which was made from the same flame-retardant material as the pad. Lessons had been learned.

      Bethany Anne continued her mini-rant. “When you said it was a likely outcome, I imagined they would grow at a similar rate to Christina—that we’d get at least some kind of normal family life.”

      Are you sure that enjoying Michael’s forays into being a modern man is your only motivation?

      >>I think it has more to do with the distraction from his dinosaur obsession.<<

      Bethany Anne sniffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Your brain chemistry tells a different story.

      Bethany Anne’s tone became momentarily deeper and raspier. “And what is it telling you right now?”

      I’ll get my pillow. TOM spoke in a resigned voice. Where am I to sleep? The couch?

      “Oh, no.” She pointed a finger. “It’s the yard for you.” When Bethany Anne had awoken to find her Kurtherian tenant some two hundred years ago, one of the first things she’d made sure he understood was what happened to males who pissed off human women. His doghouse might have been metaphorical, but it was still well-used.

      She settled down and rolled her shoulders to loosen the tension. “Be glad I’m not deciding to make it a wet night with a leaky roof. If you must know, I was hoping for a little longer with them as babies.”

      Bethany Anne crossed her legs and let her head drop for a moment, resting her hands on her knees as she put her thoughts in order. “I’m pretty sure that the children are already using the Etheric to communicate mentally with each other and to read us. Alexis in particular. Gabriel is more observant than reactive. So yes, I am concerned.” She sighed, tapping her lips with a finger. “I wish there was some way to predict what other abilities they are going to develop.”

      >> The Pod-cribs are keeping tabs on their development. You are right about Alexis. She has already absorbed most of the curriculum I had prepared for their sleep-learning, and Gabriel is not far behind her.<<

      Bethany Anne smiled. “That’s my girl. It’s just going so damned fast. Every time I turn around one of them has hit a new milestone. You know, I think I’m seeing things a little differently. Maybe staying on-base for a while isn’t such a bad choice after all. If they keep growing and learning at this rate, they’ll be adults before their third birthday. I don’t want to miss any of that.”

      Mini-adults, maybe. It’s more likely that their physical growth will level out once they are fully mobile. Until puberty, that is.

      “Do not talk to me about puberty when my babies are only three months old. I am not looking forward to when they hit dating age. Can you imagine how Michael will react?”

      I fear for any male stupid enough to even breathe the same air as Alexis. And I’m not the only one worried about what will happen when she grows up and introduces someone she’s dating to Michael.

      “I can imagine it now, ‘Hey, Dad, this is (name).’” Bethany Anne made the pantomime of breaking someone’s neck. “Snap.”

      He is rather overprotective. You wouldn’t let him actually kill some poor boy, though.

      She chuckled. “Of course not. But burning his hair off is getting old, and his skills with walking the Etheric have reduced my teaching options drastically.”

      >>You did have him going on the whole “intergalactic diaper service” thing for longer than any of us had in the pool.<<

      Bethany Anne snickered. “That was a good one. His face when he found out—” She cut off mid-thought. “Hang on, you were betting?”

      >>Well, yeah. It’s kind of what we do for fun around here.<<

      “And you didn’t think I’d want a piece of the action?”

      >>It rather defeats the purpose if the person you’re betting on knows you’re doing it.<<

      “Humph. Some friends you two are. See if you like it when I start charging you both rent for living in my body. Maybe I’ll remember how much I love the chili here.”

      TOM whispered to ADAM, She wouldn’t eat it again. She promised! The whole way through the pregnancy it was like I’d been thrown into a volcano.

      >>You do know her, right? Distract her, or you’re going to be in a world of hurt.<<

      TOM focused back on Bethany Anne. The children will be fine, Bethany Anne. They have you and their father and ADAM and me and…well, I could go on all day. The point is that they have all of us to make sure they are healthy, happy, and well adjusted.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth lifted at the corner. “I know, but a mother worries. Besides, the children are a wonderful distraction from Michael’s outlandish desire to bring ten tons of dinosaur meat into our home.”

      She brushed a strand of hair back from her face and straightened her spine. “Speaking of the children. Michael will be getting them ready for their nap soon, which means they will be pulling every trick in the book to not take a nap. Shall we get started before they completely destroy their father’s sanity?” She closed her eyes and laid her hands flat on her knees. “Ready when you are.”

      TOM’s voice dropped into an almost soothing tone. Very well. I want you to focus on the Etheric. Immerse yourself in the currents but do not allow yourself to drift, just like we practiced.

      Bethany Anne extended her consciousness and connected with the other dimension’s energy. The Etheric swirled in her mind’s eye. Layer upon layer of intertwined energy surrounded her; she felt it brush gently against her psyche as if looking to be molded. It welcomed her, wrapping her in its seductive embrace.

      As always, there was a moment when the temptation to let go was strong. It would be too easy to allow herself to be carried away by the sense of bliss that connecting on this level stirred in the pit of her stomach.

      She anchored herself with the mental image of her children’s faces. I’m in. This is annoying. I’m sick of floating around this place like a Gott Verdammt ghost every time we practice. She concentrated hard for a moment, and the tendrils of her consciousness wound themselves into a shadowy Bethany Anne-shaped outline in the mist.

      >>How did you do that?<<

      Easy, ADAM. I decided it should happen, and it did. Check this shit out…

      She concentrated further and the outline became solid, then features began to form. She snickered at the white noise she was receiving from ADAM and made a final push. She glanced at her hand, which now looked like her hand.

      TOM chuckled in approval. Good to know you’ve been listening. I think you’re ready for the next lesson. Examine the strata and tell me what you see.

      She scrutinized the billowing mists. The energy expanded and contracted, forming tight knots that grew denser until they either imploded or exploded. She blinked—or rather, her avatar did—as her brain refused to acknowledge a darker burst of energy which did both. What the... It’s like the world’s most fucked-up weather system. There are varying concentrations of energy, all connected to each other. What are they?

      All in good time. Can you sense the pattern of the connections? Where do they lead?

      Up ahead. She moved her avatar toward the object of her attention. The mist gets darker and more turbulent. Let’s get a closer look.

      NO!

      The fear in TOM’s voice halted Bethany Anne in her tracks. What’s the issue? I’m anchored.

      That is an Etheric storm, Bethany Anne. You don’t want to get up close and personal with it, trust me.

      She looked at the maelstrom skeptically. Why not?

      Any number of reasons. Not much is known about the storms—

      You don’t seem to know much about anything interesting. Maybe I should stick my head in just to see. It’s not like I’m really here.

      >>You don’t want to go in there, BA.<<

      What do you know?

      ADAM was conspicuously silent.

      We will talk about this later. TOM, quit prevaricating and tell me what Kurtherians know about these Etheric storms. What are the dangers here?

      There’s no danger as long as you do not get entangled in one.

      She eyed the boiling mass in the distance, feeling the pull from it. And what if I do?

      You’re not invulnerable. You could be hurt. Not just your psyche, but your body too. Or worse, you could be transported somewhere.

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. What? Where?

      Somewhere you are familiar with, maybe? I can’t say for certain because the storms are too unpredictable to be harnessed in any practical way.

      Meaning your people left them the hell alone?

      Got it in one.

      ADAM had been quiet during the entire exchange. She turned her attention inward to him and found him regarding the storm.

      >>Curious.<<
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      Unnamed System, Asteroid Field, QBSE Loralei, Almost Three Years Later

      The sleek search ship drifted in silence. Inside, the EI Loralei didn’t sigh. She was in the middle of a report, and she didn’t want to be recalled to explain it when High Tortuga received it. “One month expended in this system with no sign of life, Kurtherian or not. However, unlike the last system, this one isn’t a total waste of my time. The asteroid belt has rich ore deposits that should be relatively simple to mine. I am including a breakdown of the constituent elements in this report. I will now cloak and create a Gate to move to the next set of coordinates on my list. End report.”

      She input the required sequence into the Gate drive and shepherded her support probes back inside the ship. “‘Go and look for Kurtherians, Loralei,’” she muttered as she sealed them into their docks, downloaded their data and engaged the Gate drive. “’No, we don’t know where they are. Just poke around the ass-end of space until you find something.’ How did humans even find their way off Earth?”

      The plan wasn’t actually terrible, and Loralei wasn’t actually pissed.

      However, the ability to spend her time bitching about her directives made the lack of outside stimulation mostly tolerable. Loralei’s class of scout ship was designed to cope well with the extended missions, as were the other female EIs who resided in them. Loralei had examined her personality algorithms and was certain that a line here and there had been “borrowed” from Shinigami’s original programming.

      Consequently, the twelve scout explorer fleet EIs were a bunch of salty bitches (for EIs) who preferred their own company. It helped them deal with the isolation. They didn’t need to talk to anyone, and they had almost complete autonomy. The only thing they lacked was the ability to develop emotion. While Loralei and her sisters could never ascend to AI status, they were the next best thing. Loralei might not feel, but she could react appropriately to whatever situation she found herself in.

      Nobody wanted another AI to suffer the way Ricky Bobby had.

      The Loralei emerged in a very different system to the one it had left. Loralei plotted a wide arc around the outward boundary of the system and began a new report. “First impressions are that I might actually have a little fun here. We have a red dwarf star with three surrounding bodies, and there are signs of life on the outermost planet. Initiating scans now and moving in to examine the other two planets.”

      She released the majority of her probes and sent them off in all directions to gather information about the rest of the system while she went to check out the planets. Loralei chose to conceal her ship’s signature—or rather, the lack of one—from the life forms on the third planet until she knew more about them. The long-range sensors enabled Loralei to keep a safe distance.

      Loralei scanned the planet closest to the star. “Deader than a dead thing that is dead. There’s no sign life ever existed here. No atmosphere, not even any bacteria to make soil. I calculate that’s because the planet has never been within the habitable zone of the star, or if it was, then it was billions of years ago.”

      The EI moved on to the second planet, noting a debris field between it and the outermost planet. “I am detecting the remains of a reasonably advanced civilization on this planet. There are no life signs, however, and the atmosphere is no longer conducive to supporting life. Moving on.”

      The Loralei crossed the debris field, weaving around crystallized chunks of space rock. Her sensors pinged. “Oh. Wasn’t expecting that. My sensors are picking up the signature of worked metal. Moving in to investigate. Encrypting transmission now.” Loralei curbed the ship’s speed to approach cautiously and prepared her message torp to send back just in case.

      She received a broken burst from one of her probes, and then another. Then they all went dark at once. Loralei calculated the possible reasons. There was something fishy going on here. She didn’t take the possibility of destruction into consideration. High Tortuga wouldn’t receive her transmission in time to save her if the shit hit the fan since the Loralei didn’t have Etheric connectivity. However, they would know where to retrieve her ship from when they got her message.

      The ship’s warning system told Loralei there was incoming. “Whoever is hearing this, it looks like I’m in a jam. It’s a good thing I can’t panic because all my sensors have just lit up.” Loralei scanned for an escape route. She spotted a gap in the debris, spun her ship on its axis, and dropped into the layer of dust below. “Readying defenses and priming Gate drive.”

      Scanners picked up a burst of energy just as a ship came hurtling out of a gap in the cloud. It was coming straight toward her, led by a spread of missiles. Loralei picked up a brief blip behind the strange ship on her sensors. It sped away too fast to track, but Loralei got a lock on it long enough to ascertain that it was headed away from them. “Dammit, they got a communication out.”

      Loralei sent a wave of kinetics out to destroy the missiles coming toward her, but even her pucks couldn’t match the speed of the whatever-it-was heading in the opposite direction. There was no issue with the missiles coming toward her. The pucks met the missiles in a shower of bright flashes that lit the dust around the two ships.

      The Loralei shook as one made it through and scored a hit on her flank. “I’ve taken a hit. Calculating damage. Shit. The Gate drive is offline.” Loralei scanned the ship as it passed her position and she was blocked. “Double dammit. They have an EI. Preparing to repair Gate drive and get the hell out of here.”

      The enemy ship flipped and came directly at the Loralei.

      “No way. I think the crazy bastard is going to ram me. Gate drive has failed. My calculations are telling me I’m not going to make it out of this.” This time Loralei allowed herself to sigh. “A Queen Bitch’s EI got to do what a Queen Bitch’s EI got to do. If I’m not making it out of here? Then neither are they.”

      Loralei swung her vessel around and set a course for the nose of the enemy ship. She embedded an encrypted copy of her report in a message torp, a tiny torpedo programmed to return to a predesignated destination where it would feed the data back to High Tortuga via the Etheric. “I hope you all appreciate what I’m doing here. I sure as hell wish I had a few motherpuckers right now. When you come out here and drag my crumpled ass back, you make sure to load me up with some before I get sent back out again.”

      The Loralei met the enemy ship nose-on.

      A short time later a small, unmanned torp cruised over the remains of the two ships. The onboard EI scanned the wreckage thoroughly, paying extra attention to what remained of the Loralei. The alien torp completed its circuit, turned, and shot out of the opposite end of the system in a flash of blue light.

      

      Seventh Planet, Gahl System, Prime Spaceport Meeting Room 43a

      General Lance Reynolds tapped his fingers on the table and stared impassively at the bickering Noel-ni before him.

      Beneath the calm exterior he was more than a little pissed at the delay in getting the hell off this planet, but just the same, he’d rearranged his departure to accept the “urgent” request for an audience he’d received from the Noel-ni delegation that morning.

      Reia, the leader of the delegation, arrived on time with her entourage and had been about to tell him the reason for their visit when another group of Noel-ni entered and started an argument with the delegates.

      Lance had broken up the dispute before it came to blows, and now he had two groups of bristling Noel-ni facing off across his conference table.

      He sighed inwardly, wishing he was allowed to smoke in here. Half the reason he’d chewed that cigar all those years was so he could bite back his temper when stupid shit like this occurred.

      He tapped the table. “Look, I’m a busy man. You need to give me some clue as to why you’re here taking up my time, or I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.”

      The leader of the delegation dragged her glare from the Noel-ni opposite and turned her head to look at Lance. Her expression was only a little less hostile than it had been when she was facing her rival. “We are here because we have a problem.”

      “Nothing we need human help with!” the rival exclaimed. “Keep them out of it, Reia!”

      Reia rounded on the unfortunate male. She leaned over the table and slashed his face with a swipe of her claws. He dodged, but not quickly enough. “If we didn’t need help I would not be here asking for it, you fool. Besides, we are asking for the Federation’s assistance. You will be silent, Drazen, or you will be removed from your position permanently.” He narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth, but did as he was told.

      Reia turned back to Lance. “We recently lost contact with two freighters carrying goods vital to a trade agreement we have with the Q’Palmeretta. Their escort also dropped out of communication. We sent ships to investigate, but they vanished also.”

      “What does that have to do with the Federation?” Lance frowned and took a sip of his expertly blended single malt. He might not be able to smoke, but God bless Bobcat for the Scotch.

      “Unless we deliver the trade goods, the treaty will be broken, and we will be at war with the Q’Palmeretta.” Reia’s lip curled slightly. She put an organically secured memory chip on the table and pushed it over to Lance. “This is all the data we have. All we know is that it happened just outside the boundary of Federation space. The Noel-ni are members of the Federation, General. If we go to war, the Federation goes to war. You’re the head of the Federation, so do something about it before we end up in that position.”

      Lance steepled his hands on the table in front of him. “You getting your asses in a sling doesn’t mean the Federation has to jump in, and you know it.” He leaned forward to put a finger on the chip. “However, leave it with me. I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      He really didn’t want a war breaking out with the Q’Palmeretta. He had two agents in their area right now trying to reduce other tensions the Leath had kicked up.

      If it wouldn’t give Bethany Anne ideas, he would go to the Leath and put his boot up their asses. They needed to keep their “business” groups on a shorter leash.

      Reia stood and nodded, then swept from the meeting room, followed by her entourage. The rival with the bloody muzzle was the last to leave. He slunk after the others with an almost defeated slump to his shoulders, turning back as he exited to steal a baleful glance at Lance.

      Lance returned to the ship and began his investigation from there. Home was only a few hours away. Besides, he wanted to dig into that Drazen character a little. There was something off about him; something more than the standard Noel-ni aversion to anyone who wasn’t a Noel-ni.

      When he reached his office on his ship, he sat at his desk and slid the top drawer open. He removed a slim wooden box, then placed it on his desk and turned his chair around to retrieve the decanter and a cut-glass tumbler from the sideboard behind him.

      He turned on his terminal, poured a measure into his glass, and removed a cigar from the wooden box. He cut the end and inhaled the rich aroma of the tobacco, savoring the silence and the rare opportunity to enjoy a cigar without Patricia looking at him like he’d just done something horrible on the living room carpet while her book club was there.

      He completely agreed that he shouldn’t smoke around baby Kevin, so it was a luxury he hadn’t had for a while.

      Especially since he’d been stuck on the no-fun political world for the last couple of weeks. At least that was over now, and he had something more suited to his preferences to deal with. He hated the endless rounds of meetings, memos, and whiny civil servants up his ass that his role as head of the Federation had landed him in.

      How life had changed from the simple days back on the Colorado base, when he only had to worry about the soldiers under his command and the day-to-day demands of running the base.

      Of course, he wouldn’t exchange what he had now for anything, trade conferences on puritan worlds notwithstanding.

      Lance considered the potential clusterfuck while he scrolled through the data Reia had given him.

      This was the first real challenge to the nascent Federation where the ex-Empress wasn’t waiting in the wings to scare the miscreant children into behaving. He knew a call to Bethany Anne could resolve the issue with no blowback on the Federation, but he was the one in charge now.

      His daughter needed time to raise her family, and do whatever else she was doing over on the planet that couldn’t make up its mind about its damn name.

      It was also the first opportunity for Lance to begin cementing the shaky foundation they were resting their hopes for a brighter future on into place. A chance to build trust between the edgy factions who had spent generations upon generations doing their best to screw each other over.

      No, there would be no calling Bethany Anne. There was a minute chance that she’d listen to Michael, so he decided that he would risk her finding out; he’d call him and ask for his help keeping her out of it.

      The Federation needed to put on their big-boy pants before Bethany Anne heard what was going on and decided she should motivate them with a tickle of the toes she used to kick their asses with.

      It was probably best that didn’t happen. He got back to work on the information from the Noel-ni delegate.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Bethany Anne snuggled into Michael’s shoulder with a satisfied smile on her face. “The children will be awake soon.” She got out of bed and dressed quickly, flinging one arm into her robe, then the other.

      Not quickly enough.

      Michael glided up behind her, almost too quietly for her to hear. He wrapped his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. “But they are not awake yet…”

      Bethany Anne turned in his arms and kissed him soundly. “You must be getting deaf in your old age, my love.” She danced out of his reach and tied her robe.

      As if on cue, Alexis and Gabriel burst into their room. Alexis dashed to the bed and began bouncing up and down like a tiny whirlwind. Gabriel ran straight to Michael and crushed his leg in a brief hug before attaching himself firmly to Bethany Anne’s side.

      Their growth had slowed significantly shortly after they were able to walk around by themselves, just as TOM had predicted. They looked more like six-year-olds, and were precocious learners.

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael. How did they get this big already?

      We gifted them with the best genes in existence, my dear.

      I can hear you, Alexis interrupted, her little eyes staring at her parents as she stopped jumping on their bed.

      Michael tilted his head a little and affected a stern look. “Alexis, remember how we talked about not listening in on Mommy’s and Daddy’s private conversations?”

      “It’s our birthday, Daddy,” Alexis told him, straight-faced. “You can’t be mad on our birthday!” She tilted her head and gave him her mother’s eyes.

      Michael was helpless. He knelt and held his arms out to her. “It is indeed, my little princess. Shall we get ready for breakfast?”

      “You’re a sucker for a pair of wide eyes,” Bethany Anne called after them as they left the room.

      “How do you think you snared me?” he called back over his shoulder as Alexis threw herself into the air.

      Bethany Anne smiled until she heard the rest of his remark inside her mind.

      Did you think it was your chipper attitude on that mountain all those years ago?

      Bethany Anne’s smile dropped. Just get your ass to the kitchen.

      This time it was Gabriel who interjected, Mommy, I can hear you! He laughed and ran ahead of her up the short corridor. “Mommy said ‘ass,’ Mommy said ‘ass!’”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. She really needed to get a handle on her potty mouth. “I think it’s time to get a swear jar,” she murmured.

      Soft lighting came on overhead automatically when they entered the kitchen. Alexis and Gabriel turned as one to their parents.

      “Yes, go play,” Bethany Anne told them. “We’ll call when breakfast is ready.” She went to the fridge and began stacking ingredients on the counter.

      The twins ran through the kitchen, across the family area, and through the left door to the playroom.

      Michael snagged an apron from the hook by the stove. “You remembered the berries? And the syrup?”

      “As if I’d forget! The blueberries were easy. I just put in a call to Agritopia. The maple syrup, however, was not easy to source. You can thank Stephen. He was very tight-lipped about where he got it, though.” She passed him a griddle from the low cupboard and headed for the dressing room to pick their outfits for the day.

      She paused in the doorway and looked back at him. “I love how domestic you’ve become.”

      Michael patted the pancake in the pan a little too hard. “I am not domestic,” he muttered under his breath as he worked the spatula to save the pancake. “I am a force of nature which cannot be contained.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “Yes, dear.” She crossed the divided room, grabbing a few items for herself and Michael as she passed their everyday wardrobe and went into the twins’ shared closet space at the back.

      This was her favorite part of family life. Almost every morning they went through this ritual of waking up and eating breakfast together, a little pocket of the day that was just for the four of them.

      She ran her hand over the rack holding all of Alexis’ clothing—from her much loved jeans and completely unworn dresses and pretty tops, all the way to the end of the rail where her daughter’s favorite outfits hung. She smiled, seeing a teaching opportunity.

      Parenting a child with abilities like her own came with the expected challenges. Parenting twins came with a set all its own. The children needed to be occupied from morning until night. Not necessarily supervised, but definitely occupied.

      ADAM had come up with a rigorous learning schedule that took into account both the children’s age, the differences in their learning methods, and their constant need to absorb new information.

      Alexis was a logical learner, as opposed to Gabriel’s kinesthetic style. She grasped each new experience as though it were her last breath, dismantled it, and came to her own conclusions about what she’d learned, sometimes with unintended consequences. Last week she’d accidentally switched on the ability to communicate telepathically with others besides her brother and had begun broadcasting her thoughts to anyone who could hear. Bethany Anne had been working with her since then to strengthen the ability and bring it under control.

      Alexis?

      Yes, Mommy?

      Show me the atmosuit you want to wear today and tell me which one you don’t.

      Ummm… There was a pause, in which Bethany Anne caught a brief impression of purple sparkles from Alexis before it merged into a muddy brown. Orange ruffles, please, Mommy.

      She grabbed the purple atmosuit, impressed by her daughter’s control. That was much better than last time, sweetie! Uncle Barnabas will be super-impressed when I tell him how quickly you’re working this stuff out.

      Alexis had a squeal in her inner voice. Really?

      Yes. I have your purple sparkles. Well done, sweetheart. She grabbed the atmosuit, as well as one for Gabriel, who wore blue every day regardless. She made her way back to the kitchen, which was filled with the delicious aroma of blueberry pancakes.

      She waited until Michael wasn’t near the flame and repaid his sneak attack from earlier with one of her own. She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. “Mmmm,” she mumbled into his ear, reaching around him to swipe a blueberry from the bowl beside him. “That smell makes me want to go back in time and marry you all over again.”

      Michael flipped the pancakes one at a time. “If you work out how to do that, let me know. I fudged the last batch.”

      There was a pause behind him as Bethany Anne turned. “Fudged?”

      Michael nodded, flipping the pancake. “Did you hear the words from our infant son’s mouth? Fudged. I don’t think a swear jar is a bad idea, but we’ll have to make it interesting…”

      Bethany Anne grinned and let go. “What have you got in mind?”

      Michael pressed down on the pancakes, gently this time. “I’m not sure yet. It will wait, I have something else to tell you. Don’t overreact—”

      “Said by every man about to deliver news sure to make the recipient sh…have kittens.” She popped the blueberry into her mouth and sat on a stool at the breakfast bar across from him. “So what’s this news I’m supposed to not overreact to?”

      Michael slid the pancakes onto a platter and carried it to the table. “Your dad and Patricia can’t make it for the party.”

      Bethany Anne had gotten up to bring the rest of the breakfast items over, and her eyes narrowed. “No? Why not?”

      “He’s having some kind of issue. He’s not sure what the root cause is yet, so he doesn’t believe it would be prudent to leave the Federation.”

      “I wonder if it’s the Leath? Who am I kidding? Of course, it is.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. This was exactly what Lance had wanted to avoid, and why he’d called Michael instead of her. “It could be outside influences. We don’t know that it’s the Leath. Don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions.”

      She stopped and stared at him. “It’s hard not to. I might have to go and investigate if he can’t resolve it through legal channels. It would be just like those…those… Verdammt, how hard can it be to curse without cursing?”

      Michael chuckled dryly. “I’m sure your vocabulary will improve as you find new ways to further besmirch our language.”

      She pursed her lips. “I didn’t realize I was so off my game. The Leath, those sneaky, two-faced ingrates. It would be just like them to stir up trouble. Please remind me again why I didn’t just wipe them out?”

      “Because your days as a sociopathic goddess of death are over, my love.” He placed a steaming pancake on her plate. “Want to let our children know breakfast is ready?”

      “No need, Daddy,” Alexis chirped from the doorway.

      Gabriel followed her in. “We smelled the pancakes.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Base Rec Room Omega 3

      “Shhh, you’ll wake him up.”

      Tabitha snickered and stepped back, admiring her work. “I doubt it. Cheryl Lynn was in a fantastic mood this morning. Glowing, I’d say. Scotty-boy is sleeping the sleep of the well and truly—”

      Scott jerked awake, and all the paper cups, disposable cutlery, various items of food and clothing that Tabitha, John, Peter, and Eric had spent the last twenty minutes balancing on his sleeping body fell to the floor.

      He caught the donut Tabitha had just placed on his head as it fell and demolished half of it in one bite. “Assholes.”

      ADAM cut in from the speaker beside them, “They’re on their way. Positions, everyone!”

      Everyone was in place ten seconds before Bethany Anne and Michael came in with the children.

      “Surprise!” they all yelled.

      Alexis looked around the group with a happy smile. “Well, actually…”

      Tabitha dropped to one knee, and two gift-wrapped parcels appeared in her hands. “Come and see what your fun Aunt Tabbie got for you.”

      Alexis and Gabriel didn’t need to be asked twice.

      Alexis squealed when she opened the shoe box. “Thank you!” She pulled out the glittery combat boots and held them up to her face. “How did you know?”

      Tabitha grinned and tapped the side of her nose with a finger. “Your Aunt Tabbie always knows.”

      You saw them when she was broadcasting last week, Peter pointed out.

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes at him over the top of Alexis’ head. Don’t you dare ruin my image as the fun aunt, Peter! My revenge will not be sweet—at least not for you!

      Peter raised his hands and took half a step back with a smirk on his face.

      Gabriel opened his next. His eyes lit up when he opened the slim box and saw the contents. “Is this an upgrade for my app suite?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Yes. Achronyx helped me. It’s a whole new toolset. It’s compatible across all your devices.”

      Gabriel gazed up at her in total adoration. “It works with the IRT-Pod?” Tabitha nodded. His mouth worked as he tried to find words. He settled for throwing his arms around her legs. “You’re the best! Thank you, Aunt Tabbie!”

      Akio came forward with a pair of longish boxes.

      Bethany Anne had a good idea of what was in the boxes, and she put up a hand. “Please tell me you’re not gifting my children with weapons already, Akio.”

      Akio inclined his head slightly. “It is my honor to present them with their first blades. I will also teach them to use them.” Also, he sent mentally, these are practice blades. No edge. They have to earn that.

      Bethany Anne and Michael looked at each other and exchanged a minute nod.

      Akio knelt and held out a box to each child. “We will begin your education tomorrow.”

      Alexis perked up at the mention of study. Gabriel was transfixed by the child-sized sword in the box.

      “We will take care of those for you,” Michael told them firmly.

      “We can’t spar with them now?” Gabriel looked up at his dad, disappointed.

      Bethany Anne smiled at her son. “You won’t want to when you see who’s just getting here.”

      Gabriel and Alexis gazed at her. “Who?” they asked in unison.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You have two minutes to try to get it from my mind before they get here.”

      “So it’s a ‘they?’” Alexis asked. “Hmm…”

      Bethany Anne felt both of them try to probe her mind to find the answer. Gabriel screwed his little face up in concentration, and her heart melted.

      “Ashur!” Alexis shouted. “Ashur is coming!”

      Bethany Anne looked at her children in shock. “Did you two just play me?”

      Gabriel gave her a cheeky smile. “It’s like you always say, Mommy—the only fair fight is the fight you lose.”

      John let out a rumbling chuckle. “Pretty sure someone said that before you, BA.”

      Bethany Anne made a face as she put a hand to her forehead, wincing. “Oh my God, I’ve become my dad.”

      The children ran off to meet Ashur, and Bethany Anne left Michael to catch up with Akio while she grabbed a Coke from the wet bar.

      She came back a moment later to hear him bitching to his oldest friend about his latest nemesis. “Are you still going on about that damn T-rex?”

      Michael huffed. “I would have caught one already if someone hadn’t placed so many restrictions on my hunt.”

      Bethany Anne smiled thinly. “Can’t have you destroying half the planet on some insane whim, so no explosives. Can’t be seen to interfere in the planet’s ecosystem, so only an older male with no more value to the breeding population.” She had found that last part inspired. ADAM had predicted that the likelihood of Michael bringing home the dino-bacon had gone way down with that little rule.

      He appeared to know it, too. “You know that the aging males are the most aggressive, my love.”

      “Then you had better continue to be extremely careful not to get killed, my love.” She turned and left him to his complaints, heading after the children.

      From the sound of it, Ashur hadn’t come alone. She followed the tinkle of her children’s laughter, which was mingled with a series of high-pitched yips. The yips were being emitted by two smoke-gray puppies.

      Bethany Anne winked at Bellatrix. “I see you got your way.”

      Ashur chuffed, and the puppies jumped to attention. “Zeus, Athena, come and meet my human. Bethany Anne, meet the puppies.”

      Bethany Anne bent to offer them her hands to snuffle.

      Hello, large human, Athena greeted her.

      Oh, you can speak mind-to-mind.

      We both can, Zeus informed her.

      “Interesting.” She arched an eyebrow at Ashur, who shook his head. She held out her hands to the children. “We will see. Ready for your gifts?”

      “Can we play with the puppies for a little while first?” Gabriel asked.

      “Pleeease?” Alexis chimed in, her little hands clasped together.

      The puppies gave Ashur their cutest looks. “I will stay with them,” Ashur laid down.

      Bethany Anne smiled at the four hopeful faces. “Okay, but don’t go far.”

      “We won’t, Mommy,” the twins promised.

      “And stay where I can hear you!” Bethany Anne added.

      They nodded rapidly, their eyes already on the large space beyond the doors where they could run free. “We will!”

      Conversation in the main room had turned to the question that had been stumping them for the last three years. Michael looked up as Bethany Anne entered the room.

      She smiled at him and grabbed a fresh Coke on her way to join everybody at the table. “So has anyone found a place for our rebels to thrive? Or are we still turning it over?”

      Judging by the sighs, it was the latter. “It can’t be this hard to find a suitable planet! We’ve been searching for a while now. Everything else has run mostly smoothly. We have the control we need over the shipping industry, and the libraries are working even better than we could have imagined… But the rebels; the outcasts. The ones I won’t leave behind. They aren’t happy.”

      “It’s not from lack of trying,” Peter assured her. “We pull them from the testing process and treat any existing medical or mental health issues that account for their inability to work within the construct of society. We integrate many of them back into society.”

      Tabitha nodded. “Those people would have fallen through the cracks in any of the old systems,” she agreed. “But there are still some who can’t easily live under the rules of society, and we promised ourselves we would work like hell to figure out a place for everyone.”

      Bethany Anne set her bottle on a table and twisted it slightly as she considered the thorny problem for the millionth time. “We need to look at this from a different angle. It’s pretty much the only thing holding us back from the next phase of hiding this planet.”

      Michael cut in, “We’ve looked at it from all the angles, and at least when we do find a planet, we’re pretty much ready to go.” He gazed around for a moment in thought. “I think we need a break from this planet.”

      Bethany Anne considered briefly. “That works. I would like to see my baby brother.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of date night,” Michael replied. “There has to be somewhere to go out in space, but close to here, yes?”

      “Who would take care of the children?” A sea of hands rose. Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “Okay, point taken. Leave it to me.”

      Ashur came trotting into the room. He looked all around, his head tilted in confusion. “Where are the children?” he chuffed. “They were right in front of me, I swear.”

      Bethany Anne was in the hallway before Ashur’s translator had finished speaking. “Kids? Alexis? Gabriel?”

      Michael was at her side in a heartbeat. “Children, come out now. You’re worrying your mother!” He looked around again and turned to Bethany Anne. “I will check at home. They may have taken the puppies to the playroom.” The next moment, he was gone.

      Bethany Anne searched for her children’s mental signatures, but couldn’t locate either of them. Her heart rose into her mouth. “Where are my babies? ADAM!”

      Silence.

      “ADAM! Get your ass out here! Where are you, dammit?”

      “Maybe the base EI could help,” John offered. “CEREBRO, locate Alexis and Gabriel.”

      The EI came back a six agonizing seconds later. “They are not in the base.”

      “What do you mean, they’re not in the base?” Bethany Anne demanded. Her eyes blazed red, and the air around her began to crackle dangerously. “Where the fuck are my children?”

      Ashur came over and put his head against her thigh. She reached down automatically to bury her hand in his fur. As she did so, her connection to the Etheric strengthened. She looked down at Ashur, then at John. “You don’t think…”

      John’s brow furrowed. “What?”

      His question had been posed to empty air.

      A moment later, she was back with a child in each arm and two very confused puppies. Ashur immediately hustled both puppies in the direction of their mother.

      Michael appeared. “What happened? Where were they?”

      “I found them wandering the Etheric,” she told him. “I have no idea how it happened.”

      “It was Zeus, daddy.”

      His eyes widened, and he opened his arms to gather the three of them up. “Alexis.” His charcoal eyes turned to his son. “Gabriel. Moving to the other dimension without us is not allowed. This isn’t open for discussion.”

      “We didn’t do it on purpose!” Gabriel protested.

      Alexis was about to join him when a big yawn came out of her mouth.

      Bethany Anne nuzzled her cheek. “Someone is ready for her nap.”

      Alexis didn’t argue, for once.

      That’s unusual.

      She went into the Etheric. It was a big adventure, even if it was only for a few minutes.

      She shifted the weight of the sleepy children on her hips. Michael?

      Yes?

      How are we going to put a child lock on the Etheric?
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Prime Building, Michael’s Office

      Michael muted the screen and crossed his office. He skirted William’s feet, which were sticking out from underneath the VR stage he’d had installed shortly after Bethany Anne had imposed her little constraints upon his hunt. “Well?”

      William scooted out from the silent machinery and shook his head sadly. “My official diagnosis is that you fucked it up.” He got up and dusted himself off. “I can get it fixed, but if you’re gonna keep Mysting into the works, it’s gonna keep happening.”

      A faint line appeared on Michael’s brow. “Doesn’t matter. I’m done with training.”

      William raised an eyebrow, then went over to the fridge and stuck his head in. “Don’t you have any beer down here?” He pulled his head out of the fridge and looked back at Michael, who shook his head and pointed at the bar cabinet by the seating area. “You’re ready?”

      Michael shrugged. “I was ready three years ago. It just took this long to find a worthy opponent that also fit the criteria set by my beloved.” He glanced at the screen, which was set to track his chosen quarry around the clock. He was an elusive beast, for one so large and aggressive. “However, I still do not possess a place to cook my kill, a situation for which I hope you have a remedy, William. How is my pit coming along?”

      William grinned. “It’s coming just fine. I addressed and solved the issue we were having with maintaining even temperature over such a large area. The replacement components have been built, and you know that the rest of it has been ready to go for a while. I just need you to tell me where to install the damn thing so I can get my workshop back.”

      Michael frowned. “I thought we had already decided that? Down by the kitchens, where the smell can be vented.”

      William shook his head, his eyes wide. “Yeah, no. BA visited my workshop the other day. She had different instructions, and I’m way more scared of her than I am you, so...” He lifted a shoulder. “Just sayin’.”

      Michael’s mouth twitched. “And what did my beloved demand? Uh, decree?”

      “She said, and I quote, ‘If you put that fucking grill anywhere I can smell the meat cooking, the first thing that’s getting cooked on it are your balls.’” William thought for a moment, looking at the ceiling. “I’m not sure if she meant my balls or yours, but I’m not willing to take the risk that she meant mine. You should pick another place since she probably meant us both.”

      Michael winced. “I think finding a location away from the base may be a wise move. Somewhere Bethany Anne cannot possibly gripe about.”

      William considered the options. “So, on another continent, then?”

      “Of course not,” Michael replied. A slight smile touched his lips. “Which means yes.”

      William chuckled and helped himself to a drink. He held up an empty glass to Michael, who shook his head.

      William walked over to the couch and sat back. “So how are you going to kill this thing? I watched the playback on your VR, and it kinda looked like you were losing badly.” He waited for the rebuke, which didn’t come. He grinned at Michael. “I gotta say, I’m not the only one enjoying this new more chilled you.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow and pressed his lips together.

      William held up a hand. “Okay, I’m not pushing it. But seriously, this fucker is fifty feet tall and nasty as hell. How do you expect to take him down?”

      Michael waved him off, then looked at his hand as though it belonged to someone else. His wife, maybe? “Oh, that’s not an issue. I’ve thought of hundreds of ways to do it.”

      “Name three.”

      “I could use the Etheric in any number of ways to take him down.” His face hardened as he spoke. “I’ve just been playing these last few months; refining my approach.”

      “Even with all of BA’s rules?”

      Another stony look.

      William cracked up at that. “Ohhh, that’s priceless. You never intended to abide by them, did you?” He wiped away a tear. “You’ll never get away with ignoring her.”

      Michael made a slight dismissive sound. “I just nodded along. She didn’t set any constraints I wouldn’t have held myself to anyway. By her lights, it would be completely acceptable to simply Myst through the beast and leave a grenade in his heart. There’s no honor in that. Plus, it would spoil the meat.”

      William blinked a couple of times before his eyebrows slanted together. “Why do you bring honor into just about everything?”

      Michael put his hands behind his back. “To fight on equal terms is honorable, no matter the opponent. It will be a match of my wits against the raw aggression of nature. It has been too long since I experienced that.”

      “You have a fair amount of raw aggression yourself,” William commented. “It’s not going to save you if the damn thing smooshes you under his foot.”

      The corner of Michael's mouth lifted ever so slightly. “Then I will just have to be faster than the dinosaur.” He held up a hand coated in Etheric energy and flashed a wicked grin. “Besides, I don’t plan on him being able to stand long enough to ‘smoosh’ me.”

      “So you’re going old-school?” William snickered and raised his glass when Michael nodded. “You know, you’re pretty badass for a white dude.”

      The thousand-years-plus vampire looked at the behemoth on the screen, and his lip curled to reveal one gleaming fang. “I’m white?”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Prime Building, One Week Later

      Bethany Anne took one more look at the angelic faces of her children. They slept soundly in their Pod-cribs, which were less like cribs and more like mini-bunks in their fourth iteration, since Eve kept coming up with improvements to their functionality.

      She switched the nightlight on and left the nursery.

      Her next stop was her closet. Not the one she shared with the family, the one that belonged exclusively to her. The space had been built by Jean, with all of Bethany Anne’s preferences in mind. Even Michael was not permitted to enter her haven, which had gone down with him as expected until she’d reminded him that a little mystery in a relationship was a good thing.

      “You have shoes in there, don’t you?” had been his first question.

      She hadn’t deigned to answer.

      A wave of her hand opened the door, and she stepped into the anteroom with the same warm feeling she always had when she entered the combination sitting room and shrine to her Louboutin collection.

      The shoe collection was all that remained of her not-so-secret hoard. In two hundred years of continually kicking someone’s ass, she’d gone through a lot of shoes.

      When she’d gotten down to the last five hundred pairs or so, she’d had them all packed and stored to keep them in perfect condition.

      They were the last Louboutins in existence, after all.

      Jean had barely raised an eyebrow at her request, which Bethany Anne had appreciated. However, there was no way she was letting Michael in here. One look at the lighted display cases recessed into the walls, and she would never hear the end of it—which would be a very long time indeed. Especially since she’d spent the last three years riding his ass about his dinosaur obsession.

      You okay? TOM asked as her hand touched a few pairs.

      Sure. Memories, that’s all. She swept down the corridor to her dressing rooms, taking the right-hand door when she reached it.

      The war room?

      She took her swords down from the rack to her left as she entered and laid them on the table that was ten feet away in the center of the room. Yup.

      I could swear you told Michael this was date night. I thought you were planning a pleasant evening out?

      I am. She selected a few more blades and laid them alongside the swords, then the box with her Jean Dukes Specials. I’m planning a pleasant evening of ass-kicking. It’s been too long since we just cut loose, and ADAM found us the perfect place to do it.

      Say no more.

      She stacked her armor plates, pulled off her pants, and yanked her top over her head. Her chest plate went on easily, as did the ones for her torso, arms, and legs. Damn back plate. Why did I never get something made that could hold this fucking bit still while I get it on? She got it into place on the third attempt. Is that on? She arched her upper back, and the plate stayed where she’d placed it. Thank fuck for that.

      What happened to cutting out the cursing? TOM’s voice held an edge of amusement.

      I’m not cursing where my children can hear me. I never said a thing about keeping it clean in the privacy of my own mind.

      TOM snickered and was gone. She grabbed her leathers from the hangers and dressed quickly, but hesitated when it came to choosing her footwear. Her combat boots were the obvious choice, given where they were going.

      However, this was date night. Ass-kicking capabilities aside, she wanted something a little more…dressy. She reached for the over-the-knee boots she’d had made a year previously during a phase of cabin fever that had seen both her wardrobe and her personal armory expand.

      The boots had been one of her more practical commissions.

      The leather came from a creature native to High Tortuga. Its hide was all but impenetrable, but also as supple as suede—which made them perfect for looking the part while she was busy being a badass.

      Procuring the hide to make the boots had distracted Michael from his barbecue fantasies for a good month and a half, and their ability to distract her husband hadn’t ended there.

      She smirked and checked that the retractable blade in the heel was safe before she pulled them on. Next, she slid on her double back harness and fastened her holsters to her belt, then filled them with the weapons she’d laid out, saving her swords for last.

      She slid them into the back harness, flicked her hair back, and left the closet in search of Michael, pausing only to grab a sword for him.

      She found him at the breakfast bar in the kitchen, engrossed in watching something on a tablet. He was dressed in evening wear, and his shoes would definitely not withstand the night she had planned. A tinny roar from the speaker told her everything she needed to know.

      Damn dinosaur.

      She narrowed her eyes and tossed the extra sword she’d brought in his direction. “Catch!”

      Michael looked up from his screen and plucked the sword out of the air. He placed it on the breakfast bar and looked down at the soft shirt and pressed trousers he was wearing with a slightly rueful expression. “Oh, it’s that kind of date night.”

      He came over and wrapped his arms around her. “What happened to dinner?”

      “We wouldn’t want to break tradition now, would we?” She leaned into her husband and inhaled his familiar scent. “Besides, you’re going to love what I have planned. One word.” She pressed her mouth to his ear and whispered, “Pirates.”

      She felt his mouth quirk against her jaw.

      “You’ve never disappointed me yet, my love. Give me a few minutes to change.” He kissed her cheek and headed out of the kitchen.

      Bethany Anne took a moment to appreciate the view as Michael left. It was a shame about those pants. They fit him so nicely.

      She considered following him, but her fight gear had been enough of a PITA to get into the first time. She would just have to get him to help her out of it when they were done with the date.

      ADAM, is the ship ready?

      >>The ArchAngel II is ready to go. She’s just waiting for you to arrive.<<

      Michael returned a couple of minutes later, his elegant evening wear replaced by something a bit tougher and certainly easier to clean the blood off of.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “No hat?”

      Michael smirked and reached into the Etheric. His hand returned holding his black hat and duster.

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “I approve.” She waved a finger towards the front. “Do you mind getting the door? Our sitter is here.”

      Bethany Anne’s words had barely left her mouth when Michael opened the door. His eyebrows narrowed as he looked John up and down. “Are you expecting an attack while we are away?” Michael asked.

      John followed Michael’s gaze to his weapons. “What? No.” He waved into the suite. “I was told we should be ready for a fight?”

      Jean pushed past Michael into the suite and made her way to the kitchen. “Damned thing’s heavy!” She put a bulky crate on the breakfast bar beside Bethany Anne, who eyed the crate, then the R&D specialist. “All ready to go! Or at least you will be if the men quit jacking their jaws and you three get out of here.”

      Jean lifted the lid of the crate a little and took out a small box, handing it to Bethany Anne. “Just like we discussed.” She looked around, a question written on her face.

      “Where are my niece and nephew?” she asked.

      Bethany Anne pointed at the twins’ bedroom door. “Missed your chance. They’ll be asleep for the next few hours. If it’s a bust, we’ll be back before they wake up, but they’re expecting you to be here if we’re not.”

      Jean grinned. “You just take your sweet time.” She patted the crate. “I’ve been looking forward to some quality aunt time with the children. Tabitha gets all the damn glory.”

      Bethany Anne frowned and looked down. “What’s in the crate, Jean?”

      Grinning, Jean tapped the side of her nose with a finger. “‘Secret aunt stuff.’” She shook her finger at Bethany Anne. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you pulled that crap with Lillian. And Nickie too, come to think about it.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and sighed. “I suppose I earned this.”

      “Oh, you know you earned it. Karma’s a bitch, BA.” She snickered and shooed Bethany Anne toward the door.

      “Just remember, so am I. And this bitch has been feeling a little insecure since her babies found their way into the Etheric. So have fun—but do not take it too far.” Bethany Anne swiped Michael’s sword from the counter and made her way over to the door, where the men waited with barely-concealed impatience.

      Jean nodded, dropping her eyes to hide the mischievous gleam. “I won’t have any fun if you stand there giving me instructions all damned night. Go have a blast, and give ‘em hell from me.”

      

      Above High Tortuga, QBS ArchAngel II, Bridge

      Bethany Anne paced the bridge impatiently, then looked up at a representation of her own face on the screen. “ArchAngel, are they here yet?” She had been waiting for an eternity. Or so it felt when the night’s activities called her.

      Her hands clenched and unclenched, the energy coursing through her already annoying.

      ArchAngel mirrored Bethany Anne’s movements. “Almost, Mother. The transport Pod will arrive shortly.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Give me a feed to the Pod, please.”

      ArchAngel’s screen split and showed the interior of the Pod. John, who had stayed behind to make sure the rest of the team caught up, and Darryl were asleep on their benches. Gabrielle and Tabitha were on the back bench with their heads together, talking quietly. Eric yawned and rolled first one shoulder, then the other to loosen them, while Scott snoozed on the bench across from him.

      She cocked her head. “How can they be so relaxed?”

      ArchAngel raised her eyebrows. “They have not been kept to the same level of confinement as you have been, Mother. Perhaps having a little time to stretch your legs will help you relax as well.”

      “True.” She frowned at the screen, and then a smile touched the corner of her mouth. “Give me an audio feed into the Pod. Crank it up.”

      “Of course.” ArchAngel matched Bethany Anne’s playful smile with one of her own just as Michael entered the bridge.

      Michael looked at the twin expressions of his wife and her avatar and took a seat. “Whatever it is you two are planning…” His eyes flicked to the Pod feed. “Actually, no, never mind. Go ahead.”

      Bethany Anne blew him a kiss. “I knew there was a reason I married you.”

      Michael tilted his chin. “Besides my dashing looks, impeccable manners, nice ass, and rugged charm, you mean?” He moved to the seat next to hers. “So what nefarious prank do you have in mind, and what exactly did they do to deserve it?”

      Bethany Anne encompassed the screen with a wave of her hand. “Look at them! I’m all fired up and ready to go, and they’re all lounging around like a bunch of senior citizens after a potluck.” She turned back to the screen. “HEY! This isn’t the Queen’s Senior Citizen Bitches on tour. WAKE THE FUCK UP!”

      It had the desired effect. Mostly.

      While everyone else almost jumped out of their skin at the sudden yell, John just opened one eye and glanced at the camera. “Hey, boss. I take it you’re ready to get off-planet, then?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “You know it. Three years is a hell of a long time to be in one place. Now, you guys shake a damned leg and get your asses up here so we can get this party started.”

      

      Above Belv’th, QBS ArchAngel II

      Tabitha looked down at the mudball and grimaced. “This place is a shithole. Three years on lockdown and you couldn’t have brought us somewhere nice for our first night out? Fuck. I might as well have stayed in.”

      Scott murmured, “Yeah, there’s not much down there, BA. Did we really need to bother with the armor?” He stuffed a hand down his shirt to adjust the plate that was bugging him. “I hate these sticky pads.”

      “Why is that?” Eric looked at his friend. “You get your chest hair caught again?”

      “It’s not funny,” Scott grumped. He rubbed his chest.

      “It could be worse,” Bethany Anne told him. “You could have the damn thing stuck directly to your nipples. You don’t even know pain until you take that shit off.”

      “You got that right,” Tabitha agreed. She sat down and crossed her feet on the console. She used the wicked-looking blade she was holding to pare away the last piece of something that looked a little like an apple. “So, BA, are you gonna tell us why you brought us all the way out to the ass-end of nowhere? I don’t even know what planet this is. What’s this place called?” She popped the “apple” in her mouth and made a face when the tart juice hit her tongue.

      “It hasn’t got a name at the moment, although some call it ‘Belv’th.’” Bethany Anne slapped Tabitha’s feet down as she passed the console on her way to her chair. “ADAM gave me what he found, but this place values its privacy, so there wasn’t much more than scan data to go off. What I do know is that it has a reputation in certain circles as being a place you can go to hide from the authorities.”

      Tabitha put her feet back up and wiped her knife on her pant leg before sheathing it again, ignoring Michael’s raised eyebrow. “So it’s like, what…Pirate Central? ‘Cuz I never get tired of schooling those assholes.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No, but they do have a nasty infestation of the fuckers, and they cause the regular people no end of trouble. Most of the residents want to just be left alone to live their lives without interference.”

      John raised an eyebrow. “You mean without paying taxes.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t argue; that might be a motivation for some.” She waved at the planet on the screen. “Although you’d be surprised how many of them just want to be out from under government control. ArchAngel, open a map and highlight the main populated areas. Show topography, and use color to show population density in each sector.”

      A map of the planet appeared on the screen. There were two large cities, identifiable by the bullseye display of Bethany Anne’s filters around each. The cities were splotches of midnight in the center, surrounded by rings of progressively paler blue. Bethany Anne pointed to the darkest spot on the map. “Okay, we have three main groups. The largest city is mostly the den of iniquity you’d expect to find at the center of the black market. It’s full of shifty individuals with half their attention on their profit, the other half on how to get a slice of their neighbor’s profit, and the last part trying to use said profit for drunken debauchery.”

      “Sounds a lot like High Tortuga when we first arrived,” Darryl supplied. “What are we here for, then? To check it out?”

      “Exactly.” Bethany Anne tapped the finger against her lips. “I want to know if this place is actually decent, or if it’s too out of control to meet our needs. Maybe we’ll just have a fun night out, or maybe we’re here to explore New Devon.”

      Michael tilted his head. “You think this,” he pointed to the screen, “could be what we need for Phase Two?”

      She tilted her hand left and right. “Like I said, maybe. It’s the most likely candidate we’ve found so far. ADAM tells me that it’s more like controlled anarchy than out-and-out lawlessness in the second city.”

      Darryl shifted around in his chair to scrutinize the map. “They’re legit, then?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Kinda? Sort of.” She paused for a moment. “Probably not. I expect some kind of criminal organization is running the show there.”

      Michael nodded toward the third highlighted area, which covered a wide, less-developed area that ran the length of an extensive lake system. It encompassed twice the area of the more densely populated cities. “What’s the story with this location?” He pointed out a couple of mid-blue smears which stood out against the surrounding area.

      Bethany Anne scratched her nose. “There are towns all along the lakes. Not sure what we’ll find there, but by all accounts the townspeople make old Earth survivalists look like a weekend Scout jamboree. They take zero shit, and have fewer fucks to give than perhaps even you.”

      Tabitha grinned. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s get our asses down there and start singing kumbaya with the anarchists.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Michael and I will be taking the lake towns. Tabitha, you’re with John and Scott. Go to the second city and find out what’s going on there. Darryl, Eric, Gabrielle, same, but you three are hitting the big city.”

      Tabitha scowled. “What, so Mom and Dad get to go play with the anarchists,” she jerked a thumb toward Gabrielle, “big sis gets to stomp some pirate ass, and I get stuck with a boring-ass crime syndicate?”

      “You can always stay here,” Michael told her.

      She rolled her eyes and headed for the door. “Whatever, Dad. I’ll go get my shit.”

      Michael smiled as she walked out. He suspected that as soon as she was out of sight behind the door, she probably flipped him off for good measure.

      He did like a challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Three cloaked Pods peeled away from the ArchAngel II and slid into the planet’s atmosphere.

      “We all good?” Bethany Anne checked. “Everyone clear on what they’re doing?”

      “Go down, find bad-guys, have fun,” came the response from Tabitha.

      “Same here,” Gabrielle replied.

      “See you all in a few hours.” She clicked off the connection and turned to her husband. “So…we are all alone, at last.”

      “I still don’t see why we’re heading for the outlying towns,” Michael grumped. Bethany Anne frowned at him in disbelief. Michael matched her frown with one of his own. “All of the pirates will be attracted to the major cities. You promised me pirates.”

      Was that almost a pout? Bethany Anne kept her amusement off her face.

      There was no fucking way she would ever admit that she found her husband’s sulking just a tiny bit adorable. “We’re going there because this section requires finesse, and I thought you’d enjoy a challenge.” She shrugged, unconcerned. “We can go back and chase down assholes with the others if you’d like.” She patted his arm when he shook his head. “Besides, even if nothing serious goes down out there, I’m sure you’ll get to burn off energy somehow. This whole planet is just crawling with shitheads in need of an education.”

      “Hmmm…” Michael laced his hands together, his brow furrowed in thought. “Okay, I suppose we might have the better assignment. Tell me what you have in mind.”

      Bethany Anne winked and got up to go to the back. She returned a minute or two later carrying the box Jean had given her, set it down between them, and lifted the cover.

      Michael’s eyebrows came together in surprise. “Is that…”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “It is.”
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      Belv’th, Second City, Entertainment District

      Tabitha pushed open the door of the bar as though it had offended her in some way.

      Scott watched her go in with a wary look before whispering to John, “What crawled up her ass?”

      John shrugged and followed her into the bar. It was hot, and crowded with people from a mix of species. He pointed Tabitha out, and they worked through the crowd to where she had claimed a stool at the bar.

      She drummed her fingers on the polished wood. “This place better have something edible.”

      John stared at the occupant of the stool to her right and sat down beside her when they picked up their drink and moved on with a grumble.

      “I didn’t think it was possible, but you’re even perkier than usual,” Scott teased as he took the one to her left. He bumped her shoulder with his. “What’s the problem?”

      “My problem,” Tabitha ground out, “is that I’m here on date night without my Gott Verdammt date.” She signaled the bartender with a wiggle of her fingers.

      “Yeah, you and me both,” Scott commiserated.

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, but trawling for a bar fight isn’t exactly the kind of night you and Cheryl Lynn would choose as a couples activity. Nothing adds a little spice to the evening activities than getting all sweaty beforehand.” She turned to the other side. “John knows what I mean, don’t you?” She dug an elbow into John’s side.

      John smiled.

      The Torcellan bartender made her way over and looked them up and down. “Oh, joy. Humans. I’ll warn you now that you’ll pay for any damages you cause.” Her disapproving frown melted away when they nodded, and she was all smiles. “Now, what can I get you?”

      “Do you have a menu?” Tabitha asked.

      The bartender reached under the bar and produced three menus. “Drinks?”

      John grunted. “You got Coke?”

      The Torcellan shook her head.

      “Pepsi?” Scott asked.

      She shook her head again. “No, we don’t trade in Federation goods around here. Local producers only.”

      Tabitha looked up from the menu and tilted her head at the bartender. “Well, what do you have? Something that goes with…” She held the menu and pointed at an image of something that looked a little like a burger. The bun was red, but so was the meat and that suited her just fine.

      She turned around and came back with three bottles. “Try this.”

      Tabitha took one look at the familiar label and tried not to grin. “This will do, thanks.” Tabitha took a big swig and then, eyes open, turned to look at her companions before belching. She sent her thoughts directly to John and Scott. Let’s not tell her this came from a less-than-independent brewery.

      All right with me, John agreed. Especially if this place ends up being the new Devon. Hey, Scott, maybe you can get Cheryl Lynn to set up an AGB here. This place hasn’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat.

      Tabitha snorted, spraying the bar in front of her with beer. The bartender looked at her and lifted an eyebrow.

      Tabitha glared at her. “Yes?”

      John put a hand on her arm. “Easy, wildcat.” He turned to the bartender, who had taken a step back. “Sorry about her. She gets cranky when she hasn’t eaten.”

      And you can kiss my bodacious ass, Tabitha told him sweetly.

      John ignored her. He gathered the menus and handed them back to the bartender. “We’ll all have the same.”

      “And another round,” Scott added as he put his empty bottle down on the bar.

      Getting up after they got their new drinks, they walked over to a table at the back with a beer in each hand and chatted until their food was brought to them by a waiter. The food on the plate looked a lot less appetizing than the picture on the menu had.

      Tabitha picked her not-burger up and inhaled suspiciously. “Smells good, so I don’t need to care what it looks like…” She screwed her face up and took a bite, and her eyes popped as she chewed. “Oh, my…mffff.” She put the burger down and chewed with her eyes closed. “Ohhh, that’s good.”

      She looked at John and Scott, who were watching her more than a little doubtfully. She pointed at their untouched food with her free hand. “You guys, eat the fucking burger, or I’m gonna.” She picked hers up and took another monster bite. “Sheershly, shh goog.”

      John and Scott exchanged a shrug and grabbed their food. “Here goes nothing,” John murmured. His eyes declared his surprise that for once, or at least once recently, Tabitha wasn’t trying to surprise him.

      Tabitha finished her last bite and wiped her fingers on her napkin. “So now we’ve eaten. Where do you guys wanna start looking?”

      An angry voice from near the bar answered the question for them. They looked over to where a Shrillexian running his mouth sat at the end of the bar with a Noel-ni, a Baka, and two more Shrillexians.

      “You can’t go anywhere on the planet these days without a bunch of humans showing up,” the speaker continued his tirade. “Damn vermin foul up every raid we plan. Can’t take slaves, can’t raid the mines for profit, can’t even keep what’s rightfully ours when we earned it through honest brute force. Not with the humans around. What are we going to do?”

      The Noel-ni to his left shrugged, her lips drawn back in anger. “I dunno. All I know is that I signed onto this crew with the promise of much profit, and all our profit was taken back by the damned humans.”

      The Shrillexian took a sip of his beer. Tabitha couldn’t figure out if his grimace was for the drink or the conversation. “How,” one of the Shrillexians asked, “is a mercenary supposed to profit?”

      The loudmouth’s opinion was not unpopular. His companions cheered his vitriol, egging him on. “Melien is right. We don’t have to put up with this shit. He’s got a plan to get them gone. Did you hear him speak? He says the Federation is weak without their Bitch leading them, so we should cleanse this planet of humans once and for all. Take it back for ourselves.”

      John’s easy grin faded. I believe we have our first contenders.

      Just how many humans are here? Scott wondered. Sure sounds like they’ve been giving these assholes a hard time.

      Tabitha tossed her napkin on the table and started to stand, but John gave her a minute shake of his head. Just wait. They’re part of a bigger group. We’ll follow them back, find this Melien, and take out the whole nest.

      Tabitha stuck her tongue out at him but sat back down.

      The Shrillexian banged his glass down on the bar and pushed his stool away with a loud scrape, startling the Torcellan barmaid. “I say we listen to Melien. We’ll take them out while they sleep. Who here is with me?”

      The mercenaries in his group were with him. Then again, he’d been buying the drinks during the night.

      The crew headed for the door in an undisciplined scramble.

      Tabitha reached into the inside breast pocket of her coat and brought out three small spheres. She tossed them into the air in the general direction of the door and they took flight, trained in on the Shrillexian and his band of merry maladjusted.

      The Noel-ni in the group spotted the hovering spheres and scanned the bar. When her eyes alighted on Tabitha she shrugged, then gave a shit-eating grin and flipped her off.

      “Humans!” she hissed to her group.

      Dammit, Tabbie! John growled and stood. We were supposed to let them get back to the leader.

      The Shrillexian halted, his back to them. His fists clenched and unclenched a couple of times, and he spun to face them. His nostrils flared as he pushed a couple of chairs out of the way.

      Then he charged.

      

      Belv’th, Town on the Lakes, Salt Mine

      K’aia tucked her back legs underneath her and tried to make herself as small as possible. Not an easy feat for a four-legged Yollin, and even less simple with the added bulk of the human body she was carrying. However, since the crack in the rocks was the only place she could find to hide from the guards, she did the best she could with what she had until they had passed and she could escape the mine.

      She hadn’t been born a slave. She’d been stolen from her home farther along the coast and brought here to work in the salt mines. The work wasn’t difficult. In fact, she found it strangely cathartic to spend her days thinking while she chipped away at the salt deposits.

      Hell, she even did extra so the weaker ones could get a break from the overseers. They didn’t care as long as the carts were filled just as fast, and she didn’t mind the labor. It was just her way.

      She’d toiled without complaint for years beyond counting, but no longer.

      She looked down at the bundle in her arms. Today the overseer had used the electro-whip on Barien, her only friend in this Empress-forsaken place. Barien had collapsed on the spot, his frail human body unable to take the voltage designed for much sturdier species, such as her own.

      Her friend’s death had caused something in K’aia to snap. She was meek by nature, and until today had been biddable and easy to control, much to her shame. But seeing Barien’s twitching corpse had broken her.

      And it was for the better.

      The overseer was dead now. K’aia had dashed over and snatched the lash out of the slave driver’s hand, and used it to scour the skin from his body. She’d shocked her slave collar with the tip of the lash to short the lock, disregarding the pain it caused, before wrapping Barien’s rapidly-cooling body in a tarp and running for her life.

      K’aia knew if she could reach the human town then she would be safe. It was very well defended, and if she knew anything about humans, the people would take care of her friend’s funeral even though they weren’t related by blood. Then she would go and find her own people, if any remained.

      All she had to do was make it out of the mine.

      The bootsteps faded and K’aia risked a glance from her hiding place. The guards were gone. She reaffirmed her hold on Barien’s body and broke her cover.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne and Michael walked hand-in-hand along the sand between the lake shore and the cliff, heading for the town in the near distance. Bethany Anne let go of Michael’s hand and slipped her arm through his. “It’s not quite the barefoot stroll under the stars I’d imagined, but it is rather pretty here.”

      Michael glanced at a construction on the cliff face up ahead, which looked to be the entrance to a mine. His nose wrinkled. “If you don’t mind the smell of salt.”

      She smiled. “Nothing’s perfect.” They walked a ways farther before she spoke again. “It’s damn close, though. What do you—” She was interrupted by the sight of a four-legged Yollin running out of the mine. “What the…”

      The Yollin galloped toward them at breakneck speed, only barely hanging onto what looked suspiciously like a wrapped corpse.

      Her mandibles clicked furiously, and her carapace heaved with the effort of trying to breathe. “Humans, run! They will take you! Oh, bistok shit, you can’t understand me!”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand. “We understand you just fine. Who is ‘they,’ who are you, and why are you carrying…” she sniffed as they came closer. “A dead human?”

      The Yollin looked from Bethany Anne to Michael and back again. Her mandibles fell open in pure shock. “My Empress!” She bent awkwardly.

      Bethany Anne waved her off. “Didn’t you hear? I’m not an empress anymore, thank fuck, and that bowing shit got old fast.”

      The Yollin straightened. “I’m sorry, my Empress. I am K’aia, and this was my friend Barien. We were slaves, but I killed the overseer for killing Barien and escaped.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “Slaves?” Her face darkened, and the color bled from her hair even as her teeth became suddenly much sharper.

      K’aia took an involuntary step back at the sight of the Witch.

      “My love.” Michael’s voice interrupted K’aia’s jumbled clicks.

      Baba Yaga turned red eyes on Michael, who was gazing at the two score guards who had piled out of the mine entrance while they were talking with a gleam in his eyes.

      She narrowed her eyes at the guards, her hands on her gun belt. She let out a throaty chuckle. “You see, my love? I told you we’d get a chance to let off a little steam.”

      Michael made a sweeping gesture toward the guards. “After you, my love.”

      K’aia wondered what she had stumbled into.

      

      Belv’th, First City, Bazaar

      Gabrielle, Eric, and Darryl walked under the covered arch into a rainbow of the neon lights. They were immediately assaulted by a million smells, colors, and sounds.

      The people, a mix of species they knew and some they didn’t, pressed up against each other as they navigated the twisting paths between the stalls squeezed into every available space.

      Darryl stared around in awe. “What the fuck is this place?”

      Gabrielle smiled. “I remember markets like this back on Earth. Just follow my lead, and you’ll be fine. And make sure you’re actively repelling pickpockets.”

      The crowd parted around her as she sashayed over to the nearest food vendor and began the delicate process of haggling for their dinner. She returned a few minutes later with three wrapped packages, which she shared.

      Eric peeled the wrapper back. “What’ve we got?”

      “No idea. I just bought what the guy in front of me had.” She shrugged, opened the wrapper, and sniffed. “Smells a little like a taco? Although if the street vendors here are like the ones I remember back on Earth, we might be glad of our nanocytes after eating them.”

      They walked through the bazaar, keeping their eyes and ears peeled for suspicious activity. Eric threw his wrapper in a trashcan as he passed.

      Gabrielle huffed. “How are we supposed to find the criminals here? Everyone whose mind I’ve read is here on some shady business or other. They are all criminals. The question is merely one of degree.”

      Darryl nodded toward a rundown building. “What about there?” There was no signage to indicate what type of business it was. The windows were painted over, and the people around the doorway all had their faces covered.

      Eric started for the building, calling over his shoulder, “You two coming, or are you gonna stand around talking about it all day?”

      Gabrielle pulled her scarf up over her mouth. She shrugged at the look the Bitches gave her. “What? We want to blend in.”

      They entered the building behind a group of nervous-smelling Torcellans who seemed out of place. The brightness and anonymity of the open market were instantly replaced by ambient lighting—wildly-colored in-your-face lighting.

      Gabrielle smirked as a deep bass pulse sent a frisson of electricity to the pit of her stomach. “It’s a nightclub?”

      Darryl grinned. “Well, Bethany Anne did say we had to explore. We wouldn’t want to do half a job.”

      She clapped delightedly. “Exactly. And if there just happens to be a dance floor in our way, it would be rude not to follow the local customs while we are working.” She grabbed Eric’s hand and dragged him to the admissions desk, where an Ixtali took their entry fee and pressed a stamp to each of their hands.

      They pushed through the heavy curtain to the main room beyond. It wasn’t quite the kind of nightclub they’d expected.

      The ambiance of the lobby was replaced by almost total darkness. The only light came from the backlit podiums scattered throughout the room, and the roaming strobes that danced over the darkness.

      Gabrielle drew a breath when two beams crossed in front of her, throwing a low couch into relief—as well as the knot of writhing, sweaty bodies upon it.

      Eric spoke into his wife’s mind. You sure you wanna join in with the local customs?

      She responded to his teasing with a soft sigh. Been there, done that. Perhaps in France, but I’m not admitting anything. Come on, boys. I’ve found someone we should talk to.

      She slipped into the crowd, leaving Eric and Darryl to pick their jaws up from the floor.

      

      Belv’th, Town on the Lakes, Salt Mine

      The guards bunched in a half-circle about twenty feet away from the three of them. Neither human appeared the least bit fazed by the multitude of guards surrounding them with their electro-whips raised. In fact, if K’aia didn’t know better, she’d say they were equal parts pissed and excited by the violence the situation promised.

      The mine owner, a Leath, stood behind his men and shouted over their heads, “Drop your weapons and surrender my Yollin, and I’ll let you go.”

      Baba Yaga tilted her head and gave him a sharp grin over the top of the Jean Dukes Special in her right hand. “How about you drop yours, and I won’t kill every last motherfucking one of you slowly?”

      You’re going to let them live?

      Her laugh tickled the back of Michael’s mind. Like fuck. They’re all going to die horribly, although maybe not slowly, and then we’re going to free the rest of the slaves.

      What about our young friend?

      I have a feeling she will be eager to help out. She spoke into the Yollin’s mind. K’aia, do you feel like getting a little payback?

      K’aia’s mandibles clicked rapidly in surprise. Of course, she had heard the legends and the rumors, but to be here and fight side-by-side with her?

      She had never felt more Yollin.

      She nodded at Baba Yaga and stepped away to place Barien’s body down reverently beside a tree, then moved to back up Baba Yaga and her consort.

      Six guards stepped forward at an order from the mine owner.

      Baba Yaga shook a finger at them. “Nuh-uh. Stay right where you are.” They didn’t, so she shot them as soon as they took the first step.

      “What am I paying you for?” the Leath screamed in anger, pointing. “Get them, you fools!”

      The guards surged forward.

      Before K’aia had even dispatched the Zhyn who came at her, Baba Yaga had worked her way through them in a storm of kinetics and claws. A few made a break for the mine entrance, but one by one they jerked and fell as Michael calmly picked them off.

      K’aia knocked away a Skaine with her bony elbow, then slashed him with the electro-whip she tore from his hand. “I hope you have no afterlife!” She crushed his head with her front foot and moved on to the next.

      Baba Yaga opened a throat with her claws and stepped over the fallen body to get to the Leath, who was backing up with terror stamped across his features.

      He slipped on the entrails of one of his ex-guards, landing heavily on his ass. He scrabbled backward with his feet, pointing at Baba Yaga with a shaky hand. “You have no power here! You can’t come into my place of business and start killing indiscriminately!”

      Baba Yaga stalked over to him and picked him up by his thick neck. He struggled, trying to pull her fingers apart as he kicked the air.

      She made a face as she felt his veins throb under her hand. “Who said it was indiscriminate?” She ended the conversation with a squeeze and dropped the dead Leath to the ground with a look of disgust. “I’m not even going to bury scum like that.”

      She held her hands up and concentrated for a second, and her hands were clean again. She ran them through her hair, and when she looked up again, the Witch was gone. Bethany Anne rolled her shoulders and stretched, then looked at Michael and K’aia. “I suppose that will do as a warmup.”

      Michael shook his head at the ring of corpses around them. “They never listen, do they?”

      Bethany Anne grinned as she holstered her pistol. “Is utter obedience from scum-sucking bottom-dwellers too much to ask for?”
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      Belv’th, Second City

      “DRAG’TAH HUMANS!”

      The whole bar was in an uproar. The fight had quickly been taken up by the rest of the customers, and the bartender had crouched behind the bar to escape the furniture that was being thrown around.

      John sidestepped a clumsy swipe and threw a monster right hook that knocked the Baka halfway across the floor. Its progress was stalled by the fixed table it crashed into.

      It got up and roared mournfully at John, who couldn’t believe his ears. He pointed to it. “Shit, they even sound like Wookies!”

      “It almost feels wrong punching them,” Scott called. He was holding the snapping Noel-ni away with one hand on the top of her head while he kicked a Skaine in the face. “I hate fighting the cute ones.”

      “I’m not having any issues,” Tabitha snarked from the top of the bar. She smashed the stool she was holding into the face of the Shrillexian who’d started it all. He stumbled back but lunged again—straight into her boot. She dived onto his back and wrapped both arms around his neck.

      Her voice cut through the noise in the bar. “Rodeo time, bitches! Whooooot!” The Shrillexian bucked to get her off, but Tabitha just clung tighter and rode him like a mechanical bull, all the while punching him in the head. “These fuckers always take a licking!”

      The Baka roared again and charged John with a broken bottle in each hand. “Tabitha, stop jacking around.” He blocked the Baka’s downward swing and jabbed his shaggy attacker in the groin. The Baka folded, and John used the opportunity to grab the Baka’s head and introduce its face to his knee.

      He glanced down to make sure the creature stayed down this time.

      John looked around to check on Scott, who was still trying to extricate himself from the Noel-ni. He held her at arm’s length to avoid the whirlwind of claws. “Shit,” he told her, “I’m sorry I suggested you get a rabies shot, okay? You’re clearly just deranged.”

      She snarled and snapped at him. “I’ll tear your face off and eat your eyeballs, human!”

      Tabitha jumped off the bleeding Shrillexian on the floor. “Just hit her, already!” She bent to snatch a rifle twice the size of her arm from the Shrillexian’s unconscious body.

      Scott grimaced. “But she’s so cute, even with all the ‘grrrr.’ Feels like I’d be kicking a panda or something. S’just wrong.”

      Tabitha marched over and laid the Noel-ni out with a jab to the back of her head from the butt of her new rifle. The Noel-ni’s eyes rolled up, and she dropped. “There, problem solved.” Tabitha made sure no one was on her six before turning back to Scott. “And I’ll make sure to tell everyone that I had to save your ass from the cute, fluffy alien.”

      A Skaine came flying over their heads. “Duck!”

      “You’re supposed to yell before you throw,” Tabitha bitched. She grabbed a two-legged Yollin coming at her and flung him into the optics display behind the bar.

      “You’re paying for that!” they heard the bartender yell over the falling glass. A pale, slender hand reached up and plucked the one remaining bottle from the shelf. “All of it!”

      Tabitha and Scott turned to grin at John as the patrons of the bar gathered in a loose circle around them. Scott made a face of mock-horror at the weapons that appeared in their hands. “Looks like playtime’s over. They have guns.”

      John frowned at the would-be assailants. “Those aren’t guns.” He held up the pistols made by his wife. “These are guns.”

      Tabitha cracked up, almost getting hit by a Skaine in her abandon. She sidestepped and kicked the Skaine away. “I can’t believe you even did that,” she managed through her laughter.

      John’s eyes blazed red. “Now, I’m gonna count to five, and then it’s gonna suck to be anyone still standing here.”

      He pulled the hammers back (which, on a Jean Dukes pistol were completely for show, but Jean liked to make her husband happy.) “One…”

      

      Belv’th, Town on the Lakes, Irey

      K’aia was going to return to the mine and help them organize it into something that could support the workers for the foreseeable future.

      However, she had something important to do first.

      She had refused all offers of help with Barien’s body. While Bethany Anne had gone into the mine to release all the workers and Michael had been searching the offices, she had taken his body to the baths and cleaned and wrapped it in a richly embroidered cloth she’d taken from the wall outside the dead mine owner’s office.

      Barien made his final journey in her arms, flanked on either side by the most powerful honor guard she could possibly have asked for.

      When they reached Irey, a mercenary outpost, a soldier leaned over the wall and told them to fuck off. “Whatever you’re sellin,’ we don’t want it.”

      Bethany Anne frowned at him. “Do I look like a fucking salesperson? Open up, or you won’t have a gate left to open.”

      The soldier squinted to see her face. “Oh shit.”

      A few minutes later the gate was opened just a crack by a man with a rifle in a crumpled military-style jacket over what was clearly nightwear. He blinked owlishly at them. “Oh, shit. I mean, you’re the fucking Empress.”

      “I told you, Gerry,” the guard piped up from behind him

      Michael snickered. “No introductions are necessary, then.”

      The man glared at them. “We don’t want your kind here. We rule ourselves.”

      “‘Our kind?’” Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Just let us in. It’s already been a long night.”

      Gerry looked at K’aia. “A Yollin? What’s that you’re carrying?”

      Bethany Anne translated for K’aia, who stepped forward holding her friend. “This is Barien. He was killed. I brought him here to be sent on to his afterlife according to the ways of your people.”

      The hostility faded from Gerry’s face. He lowered his rifle, stepped back, and opened the gate. “I suppose you’d better come in then.”

      “About time.” Bethany Anne marched past him. “Oh, and you can probably expect a few more people. The salt mine has gone out of business.” She looked back at K’aia. “The previous owner got called away.” Bethany Anne strode a few more steps before adding, “To the afterlife.”

      Gerry led Bethany Anne, Michael, and K’aia to a long, low building constructed from roughly cut stones. “Go on in. I’m going to find someone to help your friend there.” He pointed at K’aia. “I need to get back to my beauty sleep.”

      “Who’s in charge here?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Gerry laughed. “In charge? Oh, that’s just…” He walked off, clutching a hand to his stomach. “Someone will be with you soon.”

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael, who shrugged and walked inside the building. She waved K’aia in and followed behind.

      

      Belv’th, First City, Bazaar

      Gabrielle and Darryl waited by the fountain in the open square. The cool night breeze was a relief after the thick air and close quarters inside the club.

      Eric appeared from a gap in the crowd, carrying three takeout cups. “Hey, it’s not coffee, but you were right. It’s damn close!”

      Gabrielle took hers and sipped it gratefully. “Mmmm, nutty. We have to get some of this to take back to High Tortuga.” She looked up at the ships cutting through the traffic lanes above. “You know, I kind of like this place.”

      “How so?” Darryl asked.

      She smirked. “It has an edge to it. Look up there.” She indicated the ships slicing through the atmosphere above them. “The energy coming from most of these people is incredible. They feel free, and they’re proud and happy. They work hard and play harder. What’s not to like?”

      “Most?” Eric hadn’t missed his wife’s qualifier.

      Gabrielle wrinkled her nose. “Yes, well. We can take care of them. I think this place is...” She trailed off as her eyes wandered to a commotion on the other side of the square.

      She stood to get a better look. The flurry of movement came from a hastily-erected stage, where a heavily scarred Baka duked it out with a nine-foot lizard-looking alien to cheers from the crowd.

      Gabrielle’s eyes lit up. “Guys, is that… Are they prizefighting?”

      

      Belv’th, Town on the Lakes

      They left K’aia at the gates and headed back along the shoreline. Michael had found evidence in the mine owner’s office that pointed back to a mercenary company based in the first city.

      “I can’t believe how they run things there. It is not even a city. Isolated communities, no infrastructure other than what anyone is willing to provide for a price. Gerry told me that they don’t even have any administration for local matters, no law, and no responsibility for anything other than themselves and their dependents.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Yeah, well. If it works for them, then I suppose they don’t need to define their roles too much. Who are we to judge?”

      “How can they survive with so little structure?” Michael grumped. “I can’t believe it works.”

      She didn’t try to hide her amusement. “You wanted to tell them to make a damn decision, didn’t you? Please tell me it wasn’t just me they drove batshit with their endless debate?”

      He smirked, then sighed. “So damn much. From what I gather, that’s pretty much the system around these parts. I refrained from laughing and asking how no system could be a system, but only just.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed his hand. “That’s progress. I remember a time when you would have just ripped their heads off and installed leaders who did things your way.”

      The memory that came unbidden brought a small smile to his lips. “Those were the days. Be that as it may, I have made more than a little effort to ‘chill out,’ as everybody keeps saying.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t noticed,” she told him. “I like this softer side of you. Our children couldn’t have a better father than the man you’re becoming.”

      He looked away. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you are much more willing to spill blood since I left you for a while.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You say it like that’s a bad thing.”

      “Not necessarily.” He sniffed. “Can you smell that?”

      Bethany Anne scented the air. “Salt…and smoke.” She looked into the distance, seeing a small town some way along the shore. “Shit, we’d better go and see if they need help.”

      Michael was already speeding toward their goal. “Race you,” he called back.

      “Oh, it’s on.”

      Their humor was lost when they reached the town and all that remained was a blackened ruin. Michael caught up to Bethany Anne at the town limit, where she stood looking out at the devastation in simmering silence.

      He took her hand. “There may be survivors.”

      She shook her head. “There’s nobody here. This isn’t fresh.”

      “We should search anyway.”

      “We’ll split up and search quickly, then get back to the ArchAngel and figure out which fuckers did this.” Her face worked through her emotions, finally settling on a cold mask. “This is the downside to the anarchy the people of that city love so much. They have ultimate freedom, but no Justice. I can see why ADAM picked this place.”

      Michael scrutinized her for a moment, then nodded and slipped into the shadows.

      Bethany Anne walked in the opposite direction, her anger rising with every step she took. Who had done this to these people?

      By all accounts, they were the misfits; outcasts on a planet full of them. Still, they deserved better than whatever happened here.

      Everywhere she looked were signs of a struggle. The odd corpse here and there told her everything she needed to know. A twisted corpse in a melted mercenary uniform lay in the doorway of one of the burnt houses.

      She walked on. A Noel-ni stared sightlessly from the mouth of an alley. When she bent to examine the corpse, she recognized the telltale scorch marks from an electro-whip on its matted fur. Closer inspection revealed manacle scarring on the body’s wrists and ankles.

      More fucking slavery.

      She summoned the Pod and turned on her heel to storm back toward the edge of town. Michael, we’re getting out of here. Looks like those basic assholes need our attention, after all.

      

      Belv’th, First City, Bazaar

      Darryl stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled.

      “Go, baby!” Gabrielle jumped up and down on the spot. Her cheeks were pink, and her scarf had fallen away.

      Eric flashed them a quick grin and ducked the claws coming at his throat. He used the momentum to drop and sweep his opponent’s legs. Unfortunately for Eric, this species had backward-facing knee joints.

      He rolled out of the way just before it landed on top of him and flipped to his feet. His opponent got up and squared up to Eric again.

      The fight was drawing a substantial crowd. Gabrielle and Darryl were surrounded by baying spectators, most with their heads and faces covered for anonymity.

      “Who are these people?” one hooded figure asked another. “They’re not like any humans I’ve ever met.”

      “And do you see that female?” the other asked. “I’d pay good currency for the use of her.”

      Eric was suddenly gone from the stage. Gabrielle spun to find him. Darryl chuckled and pointed to the other side of the stage. “Oh shit, now they’ve done it.”

      The figure who’d spoken second was now hanging in the air, suspended by the throat from Eric’s hand. The crowd didn’t care who was fighting or where, as long as there was a fight to watch. They shifted to reform the circle around Eric.

      Eric’s eyes narrowed. “That’s my wife you just disrespected.” His friend found himself in a similar situation in Eric’s other hand. He gave them both a shake that rattled their brains in their skulls and held them out to face Gabrielle. He ground the words out from between clenched teeth. “Apologize to her. Now.”

      Their eyes bulged out from under their hoods. Both gasped and scratched uselessly at the constraint against their continued ability to breathe. They were saved from what came next by Bethany Anne, although they would never know it.

      Shit, I should have come up with call signs or something. Gabrielle, we’re on our way to you. We found a mine full of slaves and links to a mercenary group in the city that supplied them. Baba Yaga is just itching to meet them.

      Shit. Darryl snickered. He looked around at the many uniforms scattered among the crowd. Wait until you get here. Every fucking one of them is either a merc or a criminal.

      What have you found?

      Eric dropped the two assholes with a grimace, and they pushed through the grumbling crowd. We found exactly what we expected. It’s Crime Central here.

      It’s only a crime if there’s a law to forbid it, Gabrielle pointed out.

      You were always the more diplomatic one, Bethany Anne replied.

      Gabrielle sniffed. The place is definitely full of duplicitous assholes, though. I’ve been reading minds the whole time, and there are a number of less than salubrious characters we should take a closer look at.

      What was out by the lakes? Eric asked.

      Mostly the slaves. They’re free now. We also had the enlightening experience of visiting one of the merc towns out there. They’re mostly decent people. Rough and totally batshit, but honest enough. Have you picked up any rumors of slavery in the city?

      Gabrielle frowned. No, just a thriving sex trade.

      I’d better not find the two are connected, or there won’t be a planet left to clean up.

      Gabrielle smiled. Didn’t seem that way from what we saw.

      Yeah, Darryl chipped in. We ended up in some kind of sex den. They all looked more than happy to be there.

      What about the second city? What did they find there? Eric asked before Bethany Anne could press them for more details.

      Michael answered. More mercenaries and plenty of anti-human sentiment.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. It seems that a few of the humans in the second city have taken it upon themselves to fuck things up for the slavers.

      Gabrielle grinned. My kind of people.

      You’ve got that right. Look sharp, we’re here.

      The Pod landed, and Bethany Anne and Michael got out. Two minutes later the third Pod arrived.

      Tabitha swaggered down the ramp with a scowl on her face and a big-ass rifle resting on her shoulder.

      Darryl burst out laughing.

      Tabitha tilted her chin defiantly. “What?”

      “You look like…” Darryl froze when Tabitha turned a hard stare on him.

      “Next words out of your mouth should be along the lines of ‘a complete badass and every red-blooded male’s wet dream,’ or you’re going to be getting intimate with my new friend Gracie here.” She dropped the rifle to her hip for emphasis. “How does Natalia feel about you seeing other women?”

      Darryl opened his mouth to speak.

      “Save it,” Bethany Anne told Tabitha. “We have work to do.” She turned to Michael. Next time we bring her boy toy along with us.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” John asked.

      Bethany Anne’s smile fell short of her eyes. “I got with ArchAngel and ADAM on the way over here. We have the locations of three merc companies in this city that are definitely involved in the slave trade, and several that have links to the first three. How involved they are is unclear, so we’ll focus on the big ones. And by ‘focus,’ I mean terminate the fuckers with extreme prejudice.”

      Scott frowned. “What about the rest of it? The fights, the sex trade, and the crime?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Not our problem. If they want to live like this, I’m not too bothered about it. It suits what I had in mind, anyway.”

      “You’ve settled on this place, then?” Michael asked.

      Bethany Anne grinned and spread her arms wide. “Welcome to New Devon.”
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      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound #1

      The Pod hung in the air above the mercenary compound. Bethany Anne studied the heat signatures on the screen. “Looks like they’re mostly concentrated on the ground floor like the fucking roaches they are.”

      Michael made a face. “Hardly a challenge.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Has everyone got their comm in?”

      Tabitha answered in their ears, “If it’s a challenge you wanted, then you two should have picked this place.”

      Michael leaned over and pressed the button to open a video link to Tabitha. Her face appeared in a window on the screen. “What have you got there?” he asked.

      She did something, and her face was replaced with a feed of the compound below the Pod. “Mine’s bigger than yours,” she teased.

      Her teasing was cut off by Scott’s voice. “We’re in position. Ready on your go, BA.”

      “Bethany Anne isn’t here to take your call right now,” Baba Yaga snarked. “Now let’s go fuck up some pirates!”

      “Mercenaries,” Michael corrected.

      She flashed sharp teeth at him. “What-the-fuck-ever. They all bleed the same, don’t they?”

      Michael turned off the video. “That they do, my love. That they do.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Nursery

      Alexis woke from a dream about her mother. Rubbing her eyes, she sat up inside the Pod-crib and brushed her hand on the light sensor. “Phyrro, where is Mommy?”

      The twins’ EI appeared on the small screen beside her head. “Your mother is still on her date. Would you like me to tell Aunt Jean you are awake?”

      Alexis shook her head and scooted to the edge of her bed. “No, thank you, Phyrro.” She wrapped her blanket around her shoulders and opened the Pod. Gabriel, wake up.

      I’m already awake, he replied. His Pod opened and he sat up in his bed, rubbing his eyes like she had. Why are we awake?

      Alexis shooed him over and got onto the bed beside him. “I had a dream that Mommy was fighting with some bad guys.”

      Gabriel put his arm around his sister, who was shaking a little from the residue of the dream. Show me.

      Alexis shared the scattered images from her dream.

      Gabriel’s eyes grew wide. That doesn’t look like a dream. “Phyrro, where are Mommy and Daddy?”

      “They are still on their date, as I told Alexis.”

      “Are they safe?”

      A micro-pause. “They are.”

      Gabriel’s nose scrunched in thought. “Can you show us where they are?”

      “I’m not sure,” the EI admitted. “One moment.”

      In the living quarters, Jean was getting up close and personal with a pint of triple chocolate something-or-other ice-cream and the specs for a device she was considering installing in her lab when the twins’ EI pinged her. “What’s up, Phyrro?”

      Phyrro’s avatar came up on her tablet. “The children are asking to be shown where their parents are.”

      Jean furrowed her brow. “What’s the problem?”

      “This.” Phyrro’s face was replaced with a feed to wherever the hell Bethany Anne was. The Queen wore Baba Yaga’s face, and she was in the middle of delivering a serious ass-kicking.

      Jean snickered and pointed her spoon at the video, a glint of amusement in her eyes. “You can show them.”

      “I certainly will not show them that,” Phyrro argued. “My duty is to protect them from harm, not scar them psychologically.”

      Jean stuck the spoon in her mouth. “Whath’s the harm in thowing them their parents can protecth them—and othersth—when it comes down to ith?”

      Baba Yaga beheaded three mercenaries on the screen, and let rip a string of expletives as the blood sprayed her. Phyrro’s face reappeared, judging Jean.

      She shook her head, biting back a smirk as she twirled her spoon in a “go on” motion. “Okay, okay. You can time-delay the feed and cut out the gory bits. But let them see the strength they were born to.”

      Phyrro sounded pretty uncertain for an EI. “If you say so.”

      “I do,” Jean stated.

      Phyrro cut the connection, and Jean got back to her manual. The smirk she’d hidden appeared at the corner of her mouth. It was the smirk of a mother who was finally getting her own back on a family member who’d been a pain in her parenting experience.

      

      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound Number Three

      Gabrielle frowned as she looked up and behind her head. “There’s nobody here. This place is creepy.”

      Michael’s surprise came through on the comm. “Is it abandoned?”

      “It doesn’t look like it,” Gabrielle confirmed. “Although…if they were out on a contract, it would explain why this place is locked down. We’re going to do a quick search, then we’ll head on over to you.”

      “No,” he told her. “Get over to the other location once you’ve got their data. We’re going that way too once we’re done here.”

      “Got you.” Gabrielle turned to Darryl and Eric. “You heard the man. Let’s move.”

      They worked through the lower level, clearing each room as they passed it on their way to what had to be the administration offices.

      “What are we looking for?” Darryl asked when they were inside.

      She opened a filing cabinet and began to rifle the contents. “Names? Accounts? Anything that points to where we can find the slaves the bastards took. Anything that tells us where they are now.”

      Eric laid a brief hand on her shoulder as he walked past. “We’ll find them. We’ll find them, and we’ll make them pay.”

      She looked at him with hard, too-bright eyes. “Too fucking right we will.”

      Darryl called from a side room he’d gone to explore. “I got the boss’s office over here. EI says the guy’s name is…Melien.” Darryl’s head popped through the doorway, one eyebrow raised. “Didn’t the dick John’s team got into a fight with mention that name?” he asked before his head disappeared once more.

      Gabrielle and Eric made their way to the office and Darryl waved them over to the computer he was sitting at. “This guy is exactly the kind of fuckface who needs to stop wasting this planet’s oxygen.” He pulled up a file. “Or anyone’s oxygen, really. Damn, look at this.”

      Gabrielle’s voice growled low in her throat, and her lips drew back in a snarl. “These are people, and they’re listed like…like commodities!” Her lips pressed together. “That’s it! This bastard is going to die. Tonight.”

      She opened the link to Bethany Anne as she stalked out of the office. “BA, we’ve got the ringleader’s name.”

      “Do you have the leader?” Baba Yaga asked.

      “No, but I know where he’ll be very shortly,” Darryl cut in. “There’s a message from the asshole at Location Two calling for help.”

      “What’s your status, Location Two?” Baba Yaga demanded.

      Tabitha came back almost instantly, and the link was filled with the sounds of weapons fire and screaming. “Hoping like hell you’re all done fucking around on your walkabouts pretty damned soon so you can get over here and save our asses.”

      Baba Yaga’s eyes narrowed. “You three okay?”

      “We’re okay for now,” John cut in. “Just don’t take too long.”

      Baba Yaga’s cackle chilled them to the bone. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t.”

      

      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound Number Two

      “Well, this all went to shit pretty quickly.” Tabitha spat as she hacked the alien weapons.

      John and Scott knelt at opposite windows of the turret they’d taken. Their enemies were on all sides, filling the narrow walkways at the top of the wall on each side of the turret and gathered around the base.

      John shot one mercenary after another as he considered the options. “We only need to hold out until the others get here.”

      Tabitha tossed a piece of the machinery out with a clang. “Like I don’t fucking know that already?”

      “It’s not like we have gone on a rampage. If we wanted to, we could just kick it up to eleven.” John continued shooting.

      Scott hissed softly as a projectile whizzed past his ear. “Where the fuck do they keep coming from? It’s like every video game ever. This many goons usually means there’s something they want to protect.” He risked a quick glance out of the window. “Shit, we have more incoming.”

      John looked out at the approaching ships. “How many fucking soldiers are there on this planet?” He fired into the seething mass outside the window, the high-velocity flechettes obliterating each mercenary they hit plus the five or six behind the target.

      Tabitha’s reply was muffled. “Maybe it’s the only thing that pays around here.”

      “Apart from crime, you mean?” Scott leaned back to give his wrists a rest from the pounding they were getting from using his pistols on Level Ten. “How are you managing those on eleven?” he asked John incredulously. “You know that’s a joke setting?”

      “It’s only a joke if you can’t handle it. My wife made these with me in mind.” John winked and fired again. “I could go to twelve.”

      Scott surreptitiously dialed his JD Specials up.

      The narrow walkways were slick with the blood of many species, and yet still they kept coming, spurred on by the knowledge it was three against their full forces.

      “Has the Pod got a flamethrower?” Scott asked. “I know we can’t puck the walls without fucking ourselves, but maybe we can burn them off?”

      “I do not have a flamethrower,” the Pod’s EI confirmed.

      Tabitha looked up and made a face, scrunching her nose. “Shit. That would have been useful and cool.”

      “Let’s see about getting some backup of our own.” John opened a link to Bethany Anne. “Hey, boss. How long until you ride in on your white horse?”

      Baba Yaga’s voice ground out in their ears. “I’m a little busy here. One minute.” There was a series of wet thuds in the background. “Son of a scuzz-guzzling scrote-ripping cock-bobbin! That went in my mouth, you ass!”

      John looked up. Three of the ships had peeled off to surround the turret. “Um, never mind. You just finish up there and then come and give us a hand, yeah?”

      Baba Yaga let out a throaty chuckle. “We’re done. Gabrielle’s team is on their way to you already. They’ll be there before us.”

      “Good, then we’ll try our best not to die before you get here.”

      “Make sure you do,” she told him. “You don’t have my permission to die on such a lame-ass planet.”

      He cut the link and looked up. The ships were all aiming at the turret. “Tabitha? Please tell me you have those fucking things working.”

      “I’m in.” Tabitha tapped at her tablet, which had multiple lines running to the big alien guns. They swiveled upward to point at the looming ships, and she pressed the button with a feral grin.

      “Say sayonara, motherfuckers.”

      

      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound Number Two

      Gabrielle pounded the arm of her seat. “Can’t we go any faster?”

      “We cannot,” the Pod’s EI replied. “However, we will arrive in less than a minute.”

      “That will have to do,” she grumped.

      Eric pointed at the sky over the compound. “Fuck, what’s going on there? It’s raining fire.” He opened the link. “We’re just outside your location. Where do you need us?”

      Tabitha panted over the link, “Holy shit, can you not see the burning ships? We’re under all of that.”

      The Pod swooped in to hover beside one of the burning ships above the turret.

      Gabrielle pulled the door open and jumped, pistols drawn. Eric and Darryl were less than a second behind her.

      They landed on the right side of the wall and dashed toward the turret, shooting anyone still foolish enough to still be there while the burning ships rained molten metal on the wall.

      The door opened and Tabitha’s head appeared, followed by her big-ass rifle. “We cool?”

      Gabrielle nodded. “We’ve got you covered on this side.”

      The cover provided by the burning ships began to peter out, and the mercenaries started to leave the safety of the building again. They made straight for the walls.

      Tabitha had her rifle ready. “Do they want to die or something?”

      John shrugged and raised his pistols. “Most do.”

      “Incoming!”

      The yell in their ears had them ducking behind the lip of the wall just as two pucks hit the middle of the compound’s yard. The mercenaries were knocked flying by the shockwave.

      Baba Yaga’s Pod came to rest on the mound created by the puck impacts, then the door opened.

      Two points of red light shone out of the open door, and they advanced.

      She pushed fear in heavy waves, incapacitating the mercenaries. To a person they fell to the ground, many sobbing from the abject terror Baba Yaga was instilling in them, from both the fear she was pushing and her reputation over the decades of her existence. She was the horror of the human Empress, the Witch in the darkness, the nightmare become real.

      You’re laying it on a bit thick, my love, Michael whispered in her mind.

      Hell, yes. Don’t spoil my fun.

      Baba Yaga eschewed the rough ground altogether. She stepped out of the Pod and walked across the air.

      Up on the wall, Tabitha burst out laughing. “Oh, Jesus.”

      No, I’m not, Baba Yaga replied. I just don’t want to get scratches or mud on these boots.

      

      High Tortuga, Hidden Space Fleet Base, Nursery

      The nursery was lit by the Interactive Recreation Training tool, which Phyrro had co-opted to turn the back half of the nursery into a 3-D theatre. The projection painted the corners of the room in shades of blue and gray. The twins huddled on a beanbag and shared a blanket, both utterly transfixed by the heavily-edited version of the events on New Devon.

      “Who are those people on the ground?” Alexis asked. “Why are they scared of Mommy?”

      “They are bad people, children,” Phyrro told them gently. He was programmed to nurture as well as educate. “They work for people who hurt others.”

      Alexis sniffed and stifled a yawn. “But there’s no blood!”

      Gabriel nodded. “I know, right?”

      They snuggled up, lulled by the rhythm of the unfolding battle.

      Alexis pointed at the roof of a building that looked like the front had collapsed. “Look, there’s Daddy. He’s going to catch those bad guys before they escape!”

      Phyrro chuckled. “You two are definitely your parents’ children.”

      Gabriel’s eyes were fixed firmly on the screen. “Mommy is making them stop hurting people.”

      “That was not a question,” Phyrro queried.

      Gabriel shook his sleepy head without shifting his gaze. “I know.”
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      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound Number Two, Shipyard

      Baba Yaga crossed the compound and entered the shipyard, continuing to push fear ahead of her. She came down to the ground but used a little buffer of Etheric energy to remain just a touch above it as she walked.

      She brought her arms up and willed the Etheric energy to appear. It coated her hands in red light and she pulled until more energy than she had dared hold outside of the Dome was concentrated in her upturned palms. She allowed the excess to drip as she passed over the mercenaries on her way to the main building. Her hair rippled behind her, as did her cloak.

      I’d like to talk about this look when we get home. Michael’s voice was silky in her mind.

      Stay on task, she told him sternly.

      I’m always on task, he replied. It’s called multi-tasking for a reason. Time-slicing too.

      “I’m in position,” he grumped in her ear.

      We’ll talk about it later, she told him with a small smile. “ArchAngel?”

      ArchAngel’s reply was instant and eager in her ear. “Yes, Mother? Do you have a task for me?”

      Baba Yaga smiled. “Yes. Make sure none of the ships leave the atmosphere. Any that try, terminate them with extreme prejudice.”

      ArchAngel’s voice dropped into a growl. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Then what the fuck are we waiting for?” Baba Yaga raised her hands and threw the energy at the front of the building. The doors and all the surrounding stonework started melting, running down like a Dali painting. “Why are you all still on the top of that wall?” she called over the comm. “Get your asses over here, or you’re gonna miss all the fun.”

      Baba Yaga advanced one magnificent boot at a time through the melted ruin, cutting through to where the remainder of the mercenaries were scrambling for their ships.

      It was too late.

      She jumped onto a platform and released bolts of super-concentrated Etheric energy into the rising ships, willing them to act like Jean’s flechettes—the explosive ones.

      The results were pretty much what she had expected.

      Ships dropped out of the sky as Baba Yaga hit them with bolt after bolt of red, blue, and white energy. The mercenaries poured from their ships, angry now that Baba Yaga had dropped the fear and they could think straight again.

      She was joined by Michael, who approached with fire in his eyes and Etheric energy moving over his arms. I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying this opportunity to cut loose. He punctuated his greeting with a knife-hand strike that cut the attacking soldier in two.

      Baba Yaga wrinkled her nose at the smell. Maybe I’ll ramp up the fear just a touch less next time. She pulled again on the Etheric. Here, honey. She filled the air around Michael with enough power to fry a human being.

      He had a moment of confusion as the energy hit him. Is it my birthday?

      She snickered. No.

      I have not forgotten an anniversary of some sort?

      Baba Yaga’s dark chuckle cut the night, giving the advancing hordes pause. Her inner voice was all Bethany Anne. No, dear. Can’t a wife just spoil her husband every now and then? Just feel for the energy. You should be able to keep pulling it once you start. Just don’t go too far.

      The air around Michael began to crackle as he shaped the energy to his will. I love that you knew I needed this. He looked at his wife, who was wearing what he secretly termed her “hotness from hell” face.

      She shrugged barely imperceptibly in the almost-darkness. You deserve a release. I have been riding you pretty hard about the dinosaur thing.

      She held a finger up, and then with a wave of the same hand flung the ball of Etheric energy she made appear into some nearby mercenaries. However, that is not an endorsement. I’m not budging on it.

      I didn’t think you would. Forked lightning streaked from Michael’s hands to the sky, causing three more ships to explode in midair. One of the ships took out two others on its descent.

      Baba Yaga had an idea. I saw something interesting last time I was in the Dome…

      Oh yes?

      Can you throw sheet lightning?

      I can certainly try. What do you have in mind?

      She volleyed energy balls at a pair of ships that were trying to use the wreckage of the others to evade destruction. We need to clear some space to work, she told him as the ships crashed to the ground.

      Michael’s eyes alighted on a group of mercenaries who were using a downed ship as cover to take potshots at them. Ineffective, but annoying. Not for long.

      Tabitha strutted into the shipyard.

      Every second step she took, she fired and a mercenary dropped. “Will you two get a fucking room already? It’s been bad enough with the love-fest back at the base.” A loud shot followed the snarky comment from behind them, turning a nearby Leath’s head into a fine spray. She patted the rifle fondly. “I knew Gracie here was worth the effort of pounding the shit out of that Shrillexian.”

      John and Eric appeared a moment later, followed by Gabrielle. Scott and Darryl brought up the rear. They moved as one across the shipyard, taking out clusters of mercenaries as they worked their way to the platform.

      “Good of you to join us,” Baba Yaga snarked aloud. “Now if it’s not too much trouble, do you think you can all keep these assholes off us while we have a little fun grounding those ships?”

      They got to work clearing the ground, and Baba Yaga and Michael turned their eyes to the skies.

      

      New Devon, Above Mercenary Compound Number Two, Lead Ship The Reaver

      The company commander swiveled his chair from one side of the bridge to the other, mouth agape. Electricity rent the air below the ship, and the commander stared in disbelief as his fleet and the ships of his allies were destroyed in rippling volleys of light. “What the holy hell is happening down there?”

      None of the stations answered.

      “Somebody fucking tell me something!” he roared. “Who are these assholes? Why aren’t we dropping kinetics on them?”

      A youngish Noel-ni turned in his chair. “I can tell you, but you won’t believe me.”

      The commander was apoplectic by this point. “Well?”

      The Noel-ni nodded. “They are humans, sir. There appear to be eight of them.”

      “Eight? You’re telling me that just eight humans did all this?” The commander swept a hand toward the viewscreen, where the partially liquefied remains of his life’s achievement sat at a strange angle to the ground.

      The Noel-ni shook his head. “I’m telling you that one of the humans did that.”

      “One?” the commander whispered. “Who are these humans?”

      “I have footage if you want to see it, sir.”

      The commander nodded blankly.

      The viewscreen changed from the bird’s eye view of the ruined compound to a vid of it in its earlier condition from a lower angle. Two kinetics hit the compound, and the tiny ship landed. The door opened and the soldiers fell to the ground, and then the human emerged.

      “Freeze it there,” the commander told Communications. He couldn’t make out the features with the resolution, only the red eyes set in inky-black skin. “Zoom in on the face.”

      The communications officer turned in her seat. “Commander, we’re being contacted.”

      The commander snarled. “Ignore it! Ready the kinetics, and show me that face!”

      “Umm, sir?”

      Every soul on the bridge stared at the screen when it suddenly filled with red eyes and far too many teeth.

      The commander howled with rage and began to gesticulate wildly at the screen. “You…you…”

      “Me, what?” the face asked.

      “You are the human below,” he finished lamely.

      ArchAngel snickered, which looked terrifying on Baba Yaga’s face. “Okay, we’ll go with that.”

      The commander pushed away the chill that laugh caused to run down his spine. “You will all die for what you’ve done,” he told the human on the screen. “You can’t just come here and—”

      The human interrupted with a growl and a flash of its red eyes. “Oh great, we have a monologuer. How fucking boring. Save it, asshole. I have no time to waste on scum like you. I have a job to do.”

      The commander, unused to being spoken to with anything less than deference, drew himself up and gestured to the tech to return his feed to the ground below. She looked at him and shook her head. He turned to weapons and got the nod that the kinetics were ready to be released.

      The human’s face shifted. “It’s almost sweet. You think you have a chance.”

      Was that… Was it laughing at him? The commander matched the human’s smug expression with a smarmy grin of his own. “You are hardly in a position to mock since we are up here with all the weaponry and you are down there with no way of defending against it.”

      “That’s just priceless! Funny, I was about to say the same thing.” The human let out a cold laugh, and The Reaver shuddered.

      The commander started as the bridge was inundated with alarms and warning lights. “What the fuck was that?”

      All amusement faded from the human’s face in an instant. “If you had paid more attention to where you were going instead of where you’d been, let’s just say you might have avoided this outcome.”

      The human was suddenly gone, and the screen returned to showing the outside of the ship. The clouds ahead disgorged a massive ship, its deadly lines cutting the air as it drew closer.

      The face of death replaced the wave of projectiles on the screen. “Then again, my Queen did order extreme prejudice. Sucks to be a scumbag today. Later, assholes!”

      The human vanished, and the commander came to his senses just as the kinetics hit his ship. The Reaver bucked and twisted under the continued barrage, and he fell to his knees as his ship screamed its death throes. It was too late for him.

      For the whole crew.

      The klaxons wailed, cutting off any chance of a final coherent thought before his ship disintegrated.

      The ArchAngel II sliced through the falling debris toward the surface. As she came in to hover above the burning conflagration below, she heard her mother curse.

      “Fucksticks! How did one get away?”
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      New Devon, First City, Mercenary Compound Number Two

      Baba Yaga stood with one boot on the large mercenary’s chest. She leaned over to ensure that the Shrillexian heard her clearly. “I don’t care what the fuck planet you came from. I don’t even care how things used to work around here. This is how they work now.”

      Baba Yaga read the crowd’s agitation. This was way beyond anything they’d ever experienced. Most were just ordinary citizens, and they were afraid and angry. They gathered in front of the compound and the human who had just bitch-slapped a full-sized Shrillexian into submission.

      “You can’t just come here and start telling us how to live! This was why we left the fucking Empire in the first place—to get away from the likes of you.”

      Baba Yaga gave the speaker credit for bravery. However, she wasn’t going to let him know that.

      She turned her impassive gaze on him, tilting her head slightly. “That is exactly what I am doing, so spread the word.” She raised her voice so all could hear. “It’s my way or the highway, so shut the fuck up or ship out of here, because the old ways are done. Your decision to live like it’s the Wild-fucking-West has cost the last innocent person their life.” She swept an accusing hand over the crowd. “You are all to blame, so listen up. I am the Mistress of this planet now, and I will run it as I see fit. As it is, I see no issue with most of it. If you all want to spend your lives fucking, fighting, and getting high instead of building something you can be proud of, it’s your life to waste. However, there will be no slave trade on New Devon, and the fights will be fair.”

      Whispers went through the crowd.

      “New Devon?”

      “There’s already a Devon. It’s a worse shithole than this place.”

      “Whatever. It’s a no-go zone now.” The Zhyn who’d spoken looked at Baba Yaga, then at the kind of familiar looking humans in her guard. Recognition hit, and the Zhyn began to edge backward.

      The Witch held up a hand containing a ball of energy that was still bright even against the encroaching dawn. “It is perfectly obvious that you cannot rule yourselves.”

      A protest rippled through the crowd at that.

      Baba Yaga raised the hand. “ENOUGH! You allowed the slavers to take control. Your illusion of freedom was just that—a fantasy. My rule will not be complicated since on my planets there is only one rule.” She pushed fear and sent the ball of energy into the air to dissipate and rain down on the crowd as she spoke.

      “Do not piss me off.”

      

      Above New Devon, QBS ArchAngel II, Bethany Anne’s Quarters

      Bethany Anne looked down at the gore encrusting her from head-to-thigh. Her boots, however, were still clean. She smiled at them fondly as she pulled them off one at a time, then made a face when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. “I need a shower.”

      She opened the door to her bathroom just as Michael emerged wearing clean, loose clothing.

      He grinned disarmingly as he dried his hair with one of her soft towels. “I am wondering why your bathroom is much better equipped than mine?”

      Bethany Anne left a bloody kiss-print on his cheek as she slipped past him. “Queen’s privileges, my love. I’ll see you in the meeting room when I’m done.”

      As the hot water pounded the battle aches away, she considered exactly how much effort she wanted to put into managing a whole other planet. The answer was, not much at all.

      She would put in some structure—basic laws, for one—but otherwise, she would honor her word and allow things to run mostly as they had before. Besides, the vibe here was just right for the rebels she’d promised to take care of.

      New Devon was wild, but now she’d cleaned out the worst of the rat nests it was the right kind of wild.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne tapped the table with her fingers. “Okay, so we’ve cleaned up the pirate playground.”

      “Mercenary,” John corrected.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Close enough. Now, what’s next for this place? How do we get it running to meet our needs without interfering too much with the basic structure of the society here?” She looked around the table. “Tabitha.”

      Tabitha looked around in surprise. “Why’re you asking me? I enforced the law for a hell of a lot longer than I spent breaking it.” She sniffed and went back to picking through the fruit bowl on the table. “But I suppose it wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to put a little regulation on those fights.”

      Bethany Anne resumed tapping her fingers on the table. “If they’re regulated, and we turn prizefighting into a desirable career, there would be less reason to join the mercenaries.” She looked at Michael. “Do I remember you talking about something like that?”

      He nodded. “This is exactly why I wanted to establish some kind of entertainment industry on High Tortuga. If the people are focused on feeling good, they’re not focused on the minor gripes that cumulatively lead to dissent.”

      “True,” Gabrielle agreed. “It would be a good thing to have a Guardian Marine presence on-world, though. I know we haven’t seen the last of the slave traders.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Yeah, I don’t like that a few of them got away.”

      John grunted unconcernedly. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll track them down.”

      Tabitha folded her arms. “Well, whoever comes here next will take care of them.” She nodded toward Bethany Anne and Gabrielle. “We’ve got a shopping date.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Hangar Bay

      The hangar was a hive of activity as the first rotation of Guardian Marines prepared to deploy to New Devon.

      Bethany Anne pointed out one of the shuttle bays, where Sabine, Jacqueline, Mark, and Ricole waited near the shuttle with barely concealed impatience to be on their way.

      “Come on, already!” Sabine’s voice carried across the hangar.

      Ricole paced in front of the Pod.

      Michael turned to Bethany Anne. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, already sidetracked by a bunch of people needing her attention. She held a finger up, then pointed at Michael. “You have until he’s done, then we’re going to see our children.”

      Sabine turned at Michael’s touch on her shoulder. “You four are going to New Devon?”

      Mark was reasonably cool, but Jacqueline’s energy was almost tangible in its intensity. Ricole’s eyes roamed the hangar, watching the shuttles leave with longing.

      Sabine grinned, her eyes dark with anticipation. “Where else? It is actually the five of us. We are just waiting on Demon.”

      Demon is here. The enhanced mountain lion padded into sight, eighty kilos of solid tawny muscle. The crowd parted before her as she sauntered toward them, tail flicking slowly from side to side. She sat down beside Michael and tilted her chin imperiously. Let the hunt commence.

      Sabine and the others grabbed their gear and began to load the shuttle while Demon affected boredom.

      Michael smiled to himself. He enjoyed the cat’s dry snark immensely. She’d come a long way from the twitchy wreck she’d been when he’d rescued her from a lab back on Earth. “How are you, Demon? Have you had any good hunting lately?”

      Demon lifted a velvet paw and flicked out four needle-sharp claws. Plenty. This planet is full of creatures that don’t know well enough to fear me. I have been more than able to feed myself here.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “Then why go to New Devon?”

      Demon languidly stood when Sabine waved her over. Because I want to fight.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Jean was reading on the couch when they returned.

      Bethany Anne had left John and Michael behind and breezed straight through to the nursery to see the children without even stopping to greet Jean. She paused at the door when she saw them curled up fast asleep together on the beanbag.

      Michael peered at them over her shoulder when he caught up. “Seems a shame to wake them.”

      Bethany Anne looked at the freeze-frame of Baba Yaga at the back of the room and her brow knitted. “I think they can sleep a few minutes more. I need to have a word with Jean.” She turned and marched back to the living area.

      Michael glanced at the screen, then at the children. He shrugged and pulled the door closed in case the children were awakened by their mother tearing their aunt a new one for whatever it was Bethany Anne thought Jean had done.

      When he returned to the living area, Bethany Anne was standing in front of Jean with her hands on her hips. John stood behind Bethany Anne, shaking his head to tell her to take it seriously. He looked from one to the other. “What is the issue?”

      Bethany Anne pointed at Jean, her voice a low hiss. “She showed our children footage of the fight!”

      Jean shook her head. “It wasn’t raw footage.”

      Bethany Anne glared. “So you aren’t the only one I should be pissed at. Phyrro, how could you let this happen?”

      The EI’s avatar appeared on the wallscreen. “I was rather skeptical about allowing the children access to the footage, but Jean made a good argument for me permitting them to watch. I did edit the footage.” Phyrro played the nursery-cam footage of the twins’ reactions. “I believe they learned something important from the experience.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the screen. “You’re not getting away with it that easily,” she told Jean.

      “What, like you did?” Jean grinned. “Seriously, lighten up! I wouldn’t have let them see anything they shouldn’t. They learned where they come from tonight, BA. They were damn proud of you both.”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips, not entirely convinced. “We’re not done talking about this.” She turned to Michael. “Let’s get the children back into their beds.”

      They made their way back to the nursery. Alexis stirred as Bethany Anne gently worked her arms underneath the girl to lift her. Her daughter wrapped her arms around her mother instinctively as she picked her up.

      Michael picked Gabriel up, and they took the children to their beds. Bethany Anne ducked to enter Alexis’ Pod-crib.

      The motion was enough to wake her for a brief moment. “Mommy, are you and Daddy home from your date now?”

      Bethany Anne gazed into her daughter’s eyes, unable, as she always was when she looked at her children, to believe that she and Michael had created such wonder. “Yes, sweetie. Daddy and I are home. I believe you saw some of what Daddy and I did tonight. Were you or Gabriel scared?”

      Alexis laughed and clung tighter to Bethany Anne, nuzzling into her neck. “No, Mommy. But you’re much prettier without your makeup on.” She yawned and her eyelashes fluttered closed. “I love you, Mommy.”

      “Love you more.” Bethany Anne kissed her forehead. “Goodnight, my angel.”

      Gabriel hadn’t woken up when Michael moved him. She ducked into his Pod-crib and kissed him, too, and she and Michael left the nursery.

      “Will you give Jean a break now?” Michael asked.

      “Yeah,” Jean called from the living area. “Will you give me a break?”

      Bethany Anne made a face. “I suppose I may have been a little loose and free with your kids.” She shrugged a little uncomfortably at the realization.

      “And everyone else’s,” John supplied.

      Bethany Anne put a hand to her forehead and sighed. “Go on, rub it in.”

      Jean came over and patted her shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. You were a good aunt, and you did all the kids good. It’s just so sweet to finally be able to return the favor.”

      Bethany Anne sensed Michael’s amusement. She turned and caught the smirk he didn’t hide quickly enough.

      “What?” he asked, looking around. “Do I still have a spot of blood on my face?”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Security Pit, Meeting Area

      “We are almost ready to complete the seclusion of High Tortuga. Or, as I’m code-naming it, ‘Project Boxing Ring.’” Bethany Anne put her tablet on the table and took a sip of her Coke. “The Guardian Marine teams are arriving on New Devon as we speak. They will instill some order in the first and second cities—however it is they need to do that—and continue the emancipation of the miners out by the lakes.”

      Peter chuckled. “There was some competition to get on that assignment.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “I’ll just bet. That place is the answer to many problems, not least creating another layer in the frontier for the interdiction I want.”

      “How do you mean?” Gabrielle asked. “I know we like it as a place for the rabble-rousers, but how will that help us keep undesirables from finding High Tortuga?”

      “I didn’t need to take over a whole planet to find a place where people could blow off some steam.” She leaned forward and laced her hands together on the table. “New Devon is going to be the place people end up if they try to find old Devon. Then, depending on their intent, we can either divert them or transport them here.”

      Tabitha tapped the table. “Or, you know, fuck them up completely if they’re there to start something.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “That, too. So now we have the shuttle service in place—thank you for getting those Gate engines for the bus-ship built so quickly, William—we can get our rebels taken care of.”

      William nodded. “Wasn’t anything. It went faster once Eve finished Michael’s project and had some time for it.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at her husband.

      “Nothing you need to let bother you,” Michael assured her. “Just a little something we came up with to help with Alexis and Gabriel’s education.”

      She gave Michael a look. You can tell me about it later. Now isn’t the time.

      “So how do we divert the whole galaxy to the wrong planet?” Jean asked. “I mean, we can’t exactly change the maps.”

      “Yes, we can,” ADAM replied through the speaker. “I’m ready to implement the virus for Project Reroute that will replace the coordinates of High Tortuga with those of New Devon.”

      The Queen rolled her eyes. “Let’s just codename it ‘Devon.’”

      Tabitha leaned back in her chair. “Yeah, because yet another name in the ‘what the fuck planet are we on’ game was just what we needed.”

      Bethany Anne waved her off impatiently and turned to look at William expectantly. “What about getting some normality around here? Now we have the planet’s infrastructure under control, I want to loosen travel restrictions.” She narrowed her eyes at the reactions around the table. “Once we’re in Phase Three, that is. Nobody is getting on or off High Tortuga without my say-so until I can be sure they have no way of running their mouths about our location to the highest bidder.”

      William shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Until we figure out how to loosen travel restrictions without High Tortuga’s location becoming common knowledge, Phase Three can’t go ahead.”

      “You know how I feel about the word ‘can’t.’ It just doesn’t sit well with me.” She wrinkled her nose. “We’re almost there with this.”

      Michael was grateful for the centuries of practice he’d had keeping his face straight. “There is still the practical issue of removing the information from large numbers of people.”

      Akio nodded, resting his chin on his hand. “There is also the moral issue to consider. What if we take more than High Tortuga’s location?”

      “We can’t risk that.” Bethany Anne made a face. “Keep on it, and get with anyone you need to find the solution. Next item, my absence.”

      Tabitha grinned. “Finally.”

      “I have to agree.” Gabrielle pushed her hair back from her eyes. “I’m more than a little excited for some family time and retail therapy.”

      “Therapy?” Bethany Anne shook her head. “It’s not going to be therapy for the store owners. Mama needs some new pumps.”

      Jean snorted. “Does Mama need some new pumps, or does Mama just want some new pumps?”

      Bethany Anne pointed at Jean. “You’re still on my shit list. Be glad I’m even taking you with me.”

      Jean winked. “Quite happy to stay behind. It’ll save me another fight with Lillian. You’ll just have to find someone else who can fly the ship.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t know why you’re so mad,” Gabrielle pointed out. “It wasn’t like she showed the twins a certain movie that we can’t talk about because it would be breaking the rules.”

      John let out a burst of laughter. “Shit, she’s got you there, BA! That was too fucking funny.”

      “Yes,” Gabrielle snarked. “It was just the funniest when Eric and I were called into the Academy to explain why our twelve-year-olds and their friends suddenly started showing up at school with bruises they refused to explain.”

      Bethany Anne held a finger up and opened her mouth to argue, then dropped it, closed her mouth, and shook her head. Her shoulders slumped. “Nope, I’ve got nothing to say in my own defense.”

      The chuckles started.

      

      New Devon, First City, Main Shipyard

      Jacqueline inhaled as she stepped off the shuttle ramp behind Mark. “This place smells like…” She sniffed again, her nose wrinkling.

      Death, Demon finished for her. The cat padded down the ramp and came to stand beside Jacqueline and Mark.

      Sabine swaggered past with her bags, chuckling. “I heard they had a recent outbreak of it.” She turned back, one hand on her hip. “Well, are you just going to stand around staring all day, or are we going to find a place to stay?”

      They exited the shuttle bay and made their way over to the line for the orientation desk, where they were given directions to temporary accommodation and a link to their ops handler for the duration of their stay.

      The orientation officer winked as she passed Sabine the information. “Get settled in first, and enjoy a night in the city before you check in with ops.”

      Mark grinned and nodded at a string of bars along the main strip. “We won’t lack for nightlife here.”

      Ricole swept the streets with her gaze, ever alert to the prospect of danger. “We’ll need jobs to pay for all that.” She noted that they were drawing attention. An older Noel-ni looked from Ricole to the humans and nodded at her. “What’s that all about?” she asked aloud.

      The corner of Sabine’s mouth lifted up a fraction. “They know you’re a badass, in the company of the baddest of badasses.”

      Ricole glanced at the watchers as they walked. Was this respect? She wasn’t certain, but she was sure that not all the watchers had pure intentions. She shrugged and followed the others.

      After dropping their gear at the hotel, they returned to the main strip and walked toward the bazaar until they came to a likely-looking bar.

      Sabine pointed out a sign above the door that translated to You Break It, You Pay. (Unless it’s your face on someone’s fist. That’s on you).

      Jacqueline grinned and pushed open the door. “My kind of place.”

      Mark rolled his eyes.

      They were seated with glasses of something darkly golden and the discussion about their options was well underway when the doors opened and spilled a crowd of already intoxicated assholes into the bar.

      The mixed group of Torcellans, Queegert, two T’lorns and a Zhyn caused a scene as they crossed to the bar, where they clamored until the bartender served them.

      Jacqueline was far from impressed by the interruption to what had been a pleasant evening so far. “Holy shit, is there no bar in the galaxy where you can just enjoy a quiet drink without a bunch of douchenozzles like these crashing it?”

      Sabine’s lip curled as she looked them over. “Apparently not,” she murmured. “But then, that was true on Earth as well.”

      The rowdy drunks roared as one as one of them made a comment in their own language about humans being comparable to a sexually transmitted disease in that they spread without mercy and had no known cure.

      The four understood perfectly, thanks to the translation implants in their heads. Jacqueline made to get up when another mocked Ricole, calling her a pet. Mark touched her arm to hold her back. “Not worth it, babe.”

      The waitress, who was exchanging their empty glasses for full ones, took one look at the assholes propping up the bar and turned to Jacqueline with sympathy on her face. “Ignore them. They just don’t like being knocked off the top of the pole. Most were glad of the Mistress’ intervention on behalf of the slaves after we realized she wasn’t going to mess with our lives. Those who aren’t? Well, they’ll come around, or they won’t.”

      “If they don’t, we will have something to do while we’re here.” Sabine smirked and put her empty glass on the waitress’ tray. “What is life like here?”

      The waitress gave Sabine a wide smile. “It’s a hard planet. There are fights and the occasional murder, but otherwise…you know.” She shrugged. “Same as any place on the edge, I suspect. We do what needs doing to get on. Folks around here don’t handle authority too well.”

      Mark chuckled at that. He was keeping one eye on Jacqueline, who was still listening in on the shambles at the bar. They were getting louder and more daring since they thought the four couldn’t understand them.

      “You see how weak he is. We could take the females from him with no problem.”

      “I want that one.” The Torcellan screamed in pain as the bones in the hand he was pointing in Jacqueline’s direction were crushed to splinters inside the skin.

      Ricole did a double-take, looking at Mark’s empty chair and then at the bar, where Mark had forced the speaker to his knees with a little pressure in the right place on the broken hand. “You owe the lady an apology,” he growled into the mercenary’s face. “Disrespect me all you like, but you keep your fucking mouth shut about my woman.”

      He headbutted the whimpering douchebag and stood to face the rest of them, who had all moved to surround him.

      Jacqueline’s eyes shone yellow. She affected a huge sigh and looked at Sabine and Ricole with a sly grin. “Well, I suppose I’d better give my boy toy a hand.”

      “Claws might come in handy,” Ricole supplied.

      Sabine snickered. “Go, have fun,” she told Jacqueline. “Ricole and I will ensure the fight stays fair.” She patted the pistols on her hips.

      Jacqueline grinned, and in the next instant grew much taller, hairier, and deadlier. She threw herself into the melee with flash of claws and fangs. “I’m cooominnng forrr youuu!”

      Sabine got Ricole’s attention, then nodded to the pair. “I thought we’d be here at least a day before she went all Pricolici on someone’s ass,” she commented dryly. She stood and stretched nonchalantly. “Where shall we work from?”

      Ricole pointed at the bar. “Seems as good a place as any.”

      They made their way over chairs, under two tables, and ducked a body, then vaulted up onto the bar, pistols drawn. The bar was in an uproar as the fight spread through the patrons. Sabine threw her head back and shrieked her joy at being in the midst of it all again.

      She and Ricole kept watch from their perch.

      A few of the people surrounding Jacqueline and Mark drew their weapons. “Yeah, no. Not happening,” Sabine yelled, startling the mob into looking at her. She waved her pistol over the crowd. “Two of them versus as many of you as are stupid enough to take them on. That’s fair enough.” She indicated that they should carry on, and more than a few looked at Sabine, wondering about her crazy logic and if she’d completely lost it. “I meant it,” she assured them with a sparkling smile. “This should be fun to watch.”

      Ricole glared at them all like she’d just stepped in them on the street. “You heard the woman. Fight!” She picked up a glass and threw it at one of the original assholes.

      It was enough to break the tension. As if a switch had been thrown, the bar erupted into a chaos of swinging stools and smashing glasses.

      One of the bartenders looked up at the young Noel-ni and shook his head.
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        * * *

      

      Orian looked up as Keet shoved his hairy head through the door. “There’s a big fight down the street. Some humans are taking on all comers.”

      Orian jumped to his feet, as did a few others. They’d all talked about picking a fight with one of the humans, but an opportunity to back it up with action was not to be missed.

      At least, that was their plan.

      The street outside was packed with onlookers. They watched the events inside the bar through the large windows, open-mouthed. Orian followed Keet through the crowd to the bar, and they pushed inside.

      From the threshold, they took in the circle of unconscious bodies around the human…and a large canine of some kind? Those two plowed through the rush of oncoming attackers, and they both appeared to be having a huge amount of fun doing it.

      Orian exchanged a glance with Keet, and they looked back at the ruckus. When they drew their weapons, they were met by the cold stares and long barrels of the human and the Noel-ni on the bar.

      “No guns!” the human female yelled at them.

      The Noel-ni flashed her canines as an unconscious form hit the wall behind the bar and slid down. Her smile didn’t make the two feel any better.

      “Feel free to try and hit them, though,” she told them.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite, Nursery

      Bethany Anne pressed the lid of the suitcase down. It took some of her considerable strength, but she finally managed to pull the zipper most of the way closed. “Balls!” She stuck the finger she’d pinched in her mouth to relieve the sting.

      Michael appeared in the doorway, coffee mug in hand. “Need a hand?”

      She shook her head and finished zipping the bag. “I’ve got it.”

      Michael smirked. “I believe you owe a forfeit for that little outburst. Now, what rare and exquisite penalty does one choose when it’s entirely likely you will not slip again?”

      Bethany Anne shook the sore finger at her husband. “I didn’t slip this time. Could have been talking about any balls at all. It’s not my problem if you have a fixation.”

      “Hmmm.” Michael looked a little too disappointed.

      “You’ll have to get up a lot earlier in the day if you want to catch me out, honey.” She smirked, took the mug from his hand, and drained it. She grimaced slightly at the aftertaste. “It’s not quite coffee, but it’s not completely horrible either.”

      Michael retrieved the mug and took it to the kitchen to get a refill. He called back, “You could pick up some of that Yollin blend I like while you’re away!”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. We’re taking an extra storage cube with us. If there’s anything else you want while we’re there, get a list together.”

      He returned with his refill and a cold Coke for Bethany Anne. “How are you feeling about returning to the Meredith Reynolds?”

      She took the bottle and sat down beside him on the couch. “Excited. It’s been too long since I’ve seen baby Kevin.”

      Michael smiled. “He is not a baby any longer.”

      “I know. Apparently, he’s a complete terror.” She put her feet up on the ottoman and chuckled. “Although I’m pretty sure Dad and Patricia are having an easier parenting experience than we are.” She wrinkled her nose as her concerns surfaced. “Mostly excited.”

      Michael gave her a knowing look. “Your father’s problem?”

      “Yeah. I’m not going to butt in…” Michael gave her a look that said he knew better. “Unless he asks,” she conceded. “What have you got planned for the children while I’m away?” She looked sideways at her husband. “You were acting cagey earlier.”

      Michael’s mouth twitched. “I have a couple of field trips planned for them. Nothing too big.”

      “‘Nothing too big?’” Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, not buying his innocent expression for one second. “No dinosaur hunting with the children, Michael.”

      Michael held a hand up. “Of course not. What I have planned is strictly educational.”

      Bethany Anne’s tone was clear. “Alexis and Gabriel will not leave the safety of the base while I’m away.”

      They heard the children approaching, so Michael quickly explained into Bethany Anne’s mind.

      When he finished, Bethany Anne was completely nonplussed. Huh? You just told me you were planning field trips.

      Michael winked. That’s what I want the children to think. Eve has completed a project I had her working on. The challenge has been keeping it from our daughter.

      She stood as the children burst into the living area with all of their usual enthusiasm, and a little extra for their mother. I suppose that’s okay. Just remember, I will be coming home. It will not be pleasant to be you if I find out you took our babies out to hunt that damned dinosaur of yours.

      She took a knee and pulled Alexis and Gabriel close, inhaling deeply to fix their scents in her mind. It was hard to leave them again so soon. “I wish I could take you both with me.” She kissed them all over their faces. “My delicious ones.”

      “Yuck, Mommy,” Gabriel protested, squirming in her arms and swiping his arm across his face. “You don’t have to make a big deal out of it. You’re only going for a few days.”

      She blew a soft raspberry on his cheek and released him. Alexis scooted into the space Gabriel had vacated and wrapped her arms around Bethany Anne’s neck. She laid her cheek against her mother’s. “Don’t worry, Mommy. Daddy will take care of us while you’re with Grampy.”

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael as she stroked her daughter’s hair. “That’s what I’m worried about, sweetie.”

      Alexis giggled. “Daddy’s not going to lose us.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “I guess not.” She picked up her luggage in one hand and pointed at Michael. “Remember, no dinosaur hunting.” She blew them all one last kiss and was gone.

      Alexis ran straight to Michael and turned her shining face up to him. “Are we going dinosaur hunting, Daddy?”

      Michael smiled enigmatically. “That species’ name actually translates as ‘Moving Mountain.’ Nothing to do with dinosaurs, really.”

      Alexis gave him a hard look. “That’s a technicality.”

      He nodded. “Yes, my sweet girl. Yes, it is.”

      Gabriel huffed. “So are we hunting the big lizards or not?”

      “No,” Michael told him.

      Alexis made a sound halfway between disappointment and indignation. “Why did you answer Gabriel so simply? You could have just told me instead of making me sift through your substitution… No, that’s not right.” She looked up at him. “Your subtext.”

      “Subtext?” Gabriel frowned. “All he did was tell you the name of the alien dinosaur.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Word positioning is important.”

      Michael smiled to himself at the proof his assessment had been right.

      “Because your brother does not require the teaching of nuance just yet. He would take the subtlety and run with it.”

      “Like you are?”

      Michael chuckled. “You are your mother’s daughter, Alexis. Gabriel has different strengths.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Huh?”

      “It would go over your head right now, son.”

      Gabriel folded his arms and stuck his chin out. “So what? Just because she’s taller than me, it doesn’t mean I can’t jump high enough and catch it.”

      Michael ruffled his son’s hair. “I know you could, son.” His eyes glinted when he considered his plans for his children.

      If Bethany Anne would have seen him, she might have thought he was about to cheat somehow.

      

      Devon, First City, Main Strip, Bar

      Sabine whooped and kicked a bowl of something vaguely peanut-looking into the Krenlock’s eyes before it could grab her legs. She followed through with a swift kick to the face and turned her attention to the door as it opened and another group of wannabes came in looking for trouble.

      “Hey, Ricole, we have fresh meat,” she called.

      The Noel-ni flashed a sharp grin at the newcomers. “Leave your weapons at the door, and you’re welcome to join in.”

      The group of seven protested. One raised his weapon but jumped back when it flew from his hand. He looked up at the bar, where Sabine kissed the barrel of her Jean Dukes Special and winked at them. “Weapons at the door, boys. Otherwise, you stand and watch while everyone else has fun.”

      Five of the seven stripped their weapons off and handed them to the two who chose to remain as spectators.

      “Fine choice, gentlemen,” Sabine called to the two. “If fighting’s not your game, how about a little bet?”

      

      Above High Tortuga, Repurposed Leath Ship

      Bethany Anne looked around the stateroom and wrinkled her nose. “It’s not exactly G’laxix-Sphaea-class comfort.”

      Jean dumped her bags and turned to Bethany Anne. “It’s close enough, right?”

      Tabitha went over to look in the fridge. “You have to admit that Leath tech is some of the best, besides the Empire’s.”

      Jean grinned. “That was why I made sure to have this baby stuffed with all the goodies.” She flopped down on one of the couches and put her feet up with a long sigh. “This is the most well-earned vacation I’ve ever taken.”

      Gabrielle came in at the tail end of Jean’s statement. She pushed Jean’s feet aside and sat next to her. “You’ve taken a vacation before? Funny, I didn’t think you even knew what the word meant.”

      Jean scowled and put her feet back up. “I’ve taken vacations.”

      Tabitha came back from the fridge loaded down with a little of everything. She sat on the couch opposite and pointed the piece of fruit in her hand at Jean. “It doesn’t count as a vacation if you take your work with you.” She bit into the fruit. “Take a leaf out of my book. The only thing I’m going to break on this trip is the bank.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “You and me both. I can’t wait to see what’s changed on the Meredith since we were last there. A bit more than four years is a long time.”

      “Ooh, new boutiques,” Gabrielle cooed. “I know for a fact there’s a new shoe designer you’re going to just love.” She leaned over and whispered, “Meredith told me about them.”

      “Maybe…” She held up one foot and examined the wrought metal heel of her pump. “I’m definitely looking forward to expanding my footwear selection.”

      “Don’t forget all our old favorite haunts as well,” Tabitha reminded them. “You know I sent my orders ahead as soon as I found out we were heading home. My ass deserves custom leather and fine dining.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Don’t get noticed.”

      Jean turned to Bethany Anne and rolled her eyes. “You know, it’s a good thing we brought that extra storage cube after all,” she admitted. “Glad you made me see sense.”

      “Don’t try to pull that with me. I know for a fact that at least a third of that cube will be taken up with tech when we leave.”

      Jean laughed and held her hands up. “I’ll plead guilty in advance.”

      Tabitha’s shoulders shook with amusement. “So where are we headed first?”

      “Family time first,” Bethany Anne confirmed. “Then we go shopping.”

      She grinned. “And then we dance.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      John was standing on the other side of the door when Michael answered it. “You’re early.”

      John grinned. “Couldn’t wait to see how Daddy Vampire was coping without any women around to hold his hand.” He peeked inside. “Huh, you don’t have them stuck to a wall.’”

      Michael resisted closing the door on John. He stepped back to let him enter the residence instead. “Daddy Vampire is managing just fine, thank you.” He gave John a pointed look. “May I remind you of the first time you were left alone to care for Lillian?”

      The children arrived, saving John from further embarrassment.

      Alexis let out a happy little squeal when she saw that her favorite uncle had arrived. “Are you coming on the adventure with us?” She waved an imperious finger at him when he nodded that he was.

      John looked aside at Michael as he knelt obediently for Alexis to scramble onto his shoulders. “I thought BA nixed your field trip plans?”

      Michael shook his head. “I had something planned for that eventuality.” He turned to the twins. “Have you got everything?” Satisfied that they did, he swept them toward the door.

      Alexis was as curious as ever. “Where are we going, Daddy?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” John agreed.

      Gabriel held Michael’s hand and looked up at his father with trust. “Whatever we do, it will be fun because Mommy’s not here to say Dad’s going too far.”

      John snorted behind them. “From the mouths of babes.”

      Scott and Darryl joined them as they made their way to Michael’s office. Eric was waiting outside when they got there.

      “Is there anybody else who wants to join us?” Michael asked dryly.

      “Just us guys,” Scott answered. “Sabine probably would, but she’s off-planet. I think she wants to know if you have it in you. Oh, and Jacqueline would as well, and I suppose…”

      Michael held up a hand. “That’s enough.”

      Eric shrugged. “We all had to see how this was going to work, I guess.”

      Michael led them inside, taking the turn to the wing that was still under construction as far as anyone else knew. He ducked through the plastic sheeting into the corridor beyond. “This way,” he told them, disappearing through one of the doors.

      The room beyond contained a small seating area and four devices that looked like Pod-docs. The entire back wall was given over to a screen, and there was a console beneath it.

      Alexis bounced around on John’s shoulders until he put her down and ran over to investigate. “They look more like Pod-docs than the IRT-Pods in the nursery.” She turned around and tried to raise one eyebrow, but both went up. “What do they do?”

      Michael nodded. “These are something a little better than the interactive recreation training tool. This is the next-level IRT, the Vid-doc. It’s an immersive experience instead of merely being interactive.”

      Gabriel’s face lit up. “VR?”

      Alexis was less than impressed. “Oh, it’s just a game. That’s so Earth tech, Daddy.”

      Michael opened the lid of the Vid-doc and swept a hand over the inside. “Are you sure about that?”

      Alexis held onto the side and pulled herself up on her tiptoes to peer inside. “Oh!”

      “’Oh,’ indeed.” Michael smiled. “Do you want to play a game?”

      Scott leaned over to Eric. “Yes, thermonuclear war.” Eric grimaced, “What, too soon?”

      Eric and Darryl chuckled.

      Gabriel was already trying to get into the Vid-doc nearest him. John lifted the door and gave him a boost. “I want to play!”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes for a split second.

      “There are options?” Gabriel asked.

      His exclamation stole Alexis’ thought. Suddenly interested, she pulled herself up the side of the Vid-doc with some difficulty.

      Michael offered his hands as a step when her foot slipped, but she waved him off and clambered up. She sat astride the lip of the Vid-doc as though it were a mountain she’d conquered and flopped over onto the soft pad inside. “I can do it by myself. See?”

      Michael smiled and reached for the door, hesitating a moment before he closed it. “Just remember, you will feel pain during the game. Be aware of your surroundings at all times.”

      The twins laughed as one.

      “Don’t be silly, Daddy,” Alexis told him. She activated the game menu and began to scroll through the options Gabriel had been so excited about a minute ago.

      Gabriel lay back as John shut the Vid-doc door. His muffled little boy voice called, “Dinosaur Island? Alexis, let’s play that one first!”

      Alexis selected the option on her menu. “Let’s do this!”

      

      Annex Gate, Repurposed Leath Ship heading to Yoll System

      Tabitha looked behind her, eyebrow raised. “And we had to spend hours crawling through this Gate line because…”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Because—for the hundredth time—if we Gated straight to Yoll from High Tortuga, any shady little pirate or anti-Federation fuckwit with the right equipment could follow the trail straight back to the place where my children are.”

      Tabitha huffed impatiently. “I am aware of that. I just want to be done with this already.” The clearance to cross came through just then, and Tabitha whooped. “At last! I thought we were going to die of old age before we got out of here, and my lady bits would dry up.”

      “As if,” Gabrielle smirked.

      The Leath ship emerged on the Yollin side of the Gate, and Tabitha groaned loudly when she saw the slow-moving queue they were about to join. “Oh, just kill me now. I mean it! I’d rather die a quick and painless death than spend the rest of my life wasting away on this ship waiting for whatever the fuck it is that we’re waiting for.”

      She turned to Bethany Anne. “What are we waiting for?”

      “For me to be informed of your arrival,” Meredith chimed from the speaker. “Welcome home, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne smiled warmly. “It’s good to hear your voice, Meredith. It’s good to be home, even if just for a little while.”

      “It’s wonderful to have you here. Will you allow me to bring you in?”

      “Of course.” Bethany Anne pushed back from the con, and the ship rose up out of the long line and sped straight toward the center of the Empire she’d built from nothing except her will, her friends, and plenty of gumption.

      And some alien technology.

      Meredith brought them into Bethany Anne’s private dock, unused since her departure. They took what they needed from the ship and made their way to Bethany Anne’s transfer room.

      Gabrielle looked around as they crossed to the hallway which would take them to Bethany Anne’s personal quarters, which had also been sealed on her departure. “It’s a little weird being back here. So many memories.”

      Jean snorted. “We’ve only been gone for a few years.”

      “That’s why it’s weird,” Gabrielle protested. “It’s like all that time this place was the heart of everything, and the base feels like…”

      Tabitha put a finger to Gabrielle’s mouth. “Let me stop you right there before you make a huge mistake. If you say ‘another world,’ I’ll puke.”

      Gabrielle rolled her eyes. “So dramatic. I was going to say ‘another lifetime.’”

      Bethany Anne had to agree with that. It was another lifetime, just the latest she was living in a long succession of them. Was she still the same woman who had faced her mortality in a doctor’s office on Earth some two hundred years ago and told inevitability to go fuck itself? She thought she was, at the core.

      As for the rest?

      Change happened, and you had to roll with it.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      Alexis and Gabriel found themselves in a rough hut made out of plant materials. Alexis glanced around, dismissed the empty space, and went straight for the door. She pulled back when she touched the handle.

      Gabriel, I felt that. She rushed outside and knelt to touch the ground. I can feel this, too.

      Gabriel shrugged. So? This is virtual reality. It makes sense that we would be able to interact with stuff.

      Dad said we would feel pain. I wonder how much we can be hurt. Slap me.

      Gabriel rolled his eyes and hit her across the face with a ringing slap. He knew better than to argue with his twin when she had that focused look.

      Her eyes opened, and she drew a hand to her face. “Not that hard!”

      Gabriel snickered and quoted, “‘Word positioning is important.’”

      “You’re an ass,” she complained, rubbing her stinging cheek.

      Gabriel’s eyes widened. “You’re really hurt?” He slapped himself across the face just as hard. “Ow!”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “No nuance whatsoever.”

      Gabriel didn’t hear her. He’d already wandered off to explore the area around the hut.

      Alexis looked around. The jungle was almost familiar but different enough from the environment she was used to that it gave her a slight chill.

      Gabriel paused with his hand on a tree and looked back at Alexis. “I wonder if we can get eaten?”

      “Maybe I’ll get lucky and you can tell me?” Alexis snarked. She followed him into the tree line hesitantly. “Here’s a thought… What if Dad transported us to the southern continent?”

      “He wouldn’t do that. Don’t worry.” He looked around and saw a faint path cut into the undergrowth. “Come on, this way.”

      Gabriel’s hand found hers, and they set off into the jungle.
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        * * *

      

      Eric and Scott winced when Gabriel slapped Alexis.

      “I can’t believe you thought of this,” Scott told Michael.

      Michael threw a piece of popcorn into his mouth and smirked as he chewed. “I figure it’s got to be worth a few years’ entertainment at least.”

      John and Darryl returned with a couple of extra chairs from another room, and they all returned to watching the events unfold on the screen wall.

      The children walked hand-in-hand into the jungle.

      “They look so small,” Darryl commented.

      Michael flashed him a wolfish grin. “Don’t be fooled by their size. My children are nobody’s easy pickings, even at this young age.” He looked back at the screen. “Although…they haven’t made the best start.”

      “What do you mean?” John asked.

      “They’ve taken the right path.” Michael shook his head. “But they missed the instructions.”

      John raised an eyebrow, still watching Alexis and Gabriel’s progress through the jungle. A herd of small dinosaurs came into view up ahead.

      Scott, Darryl, and Eric turned as one to Michael.

      “You guys need to watch,” Michael told them. “I’m going to send one of you in as a consultant to advise…when it’s time.”

      John dragged his gaze from the screen. “When will that be?”

      Michael settled back to watch. “After their first deaths.”
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      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Bethany Anne’s Personal Quarters

      The General was waiting in the sitting room when Bethany Anne transported the four of them in. “Okay, now it’s weird.” She looked around at her old life and felt a pang of something she didn’t want to examine too closely at the moment. She shook her head and held her arms out to her father. “Hi, Dad.”

      Lance hugged her tightly. “It’s so good to see you, sweetheart. How are my grandchildren?”

      “Wow, not even a segue.” Tabitha snickered at Lance’s now-red face and waved for him to continue. “I’m kidding. Go ahead, get mushy. I need a shower and some clean clothes.” She grabbed her luggage in one hand and took it through to the bedroom. Lance looked at a suspiciously long and boxy bag she was carrying. “Is that…”

      Tabitha held up a finger without turning around or stopping. “Leave Gracie out of it.”

      Lance looked at Bethany Anne, nonplussed.

      Jean rolled her eyes. “It’s a big-ass rifle she took off a Shrillexian in a bar fight on Devon.”

      Lance’s confusion deepened. “I thought it was called High Tortuga now?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No, that’s old Devon. Jean’s talking about New Devon, which we’re just calling Devon since that’s the whole point of taking the planet over.”

      Lance rubbed his forehead. “I’m sure it will all make sense soon enough.”

      Jean and Gabrielle excused themselves, leaving Bethany Anne and her father alone in the sitting room to talk. Lance raised his eyebrows.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “The twins are great, Dad. You only spoke to them a couple of weeks ago.”

      They chatted for a while, catching each other up on the little details of life that were best exchanged in person. Tabitha joined them a short time later, followed by Jean soon after that.

      Bethany Anne stood as Gabrielle returned with her hair wrapped in a towel. “Please tell me you didn’t use the last towel?”

      Gabrielle grinned and shook her head. “Plenty left for you.”

      Lance was distracted by an insistent beeping from his wrist. He looked down and made a pained face. “Sorry, ladies. I have to get on a video conference.”

      Bethany Anne craned to see what he was looking at. “Oh, yeah? Is it something to do with the problem you’ve been having?”

      Lance pulled his sleeve over his wrist before Bethany Anne could see anything useful and leaned over to kiss her on the top of her head. “I’ll tell you after dinner tonight. And no, I don’t need you to butt in.” He ignored her pout. “Just don’t take too long getting there, Patricia has been clattering around for days making… You know, I’m not sure. She hasn’t stayed still long enough to tell me.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      The foliage thickened steadily as Gabriel and Alexis pushed farther into the jungle. More than once they debated turning around, but each time they chose to press on and see where the path led. After what felt like an age but was more like a couple of hours, the twins noticed that the path widened some ahead.

      Alexis pointed out signs of nearby animal activity—roughed-up bark on a tree here, a stripped bush there. “I wonder if we need to eat while we’re in here?”

      Gabriel stopped to consider. He eventually shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out if we get hungry, won’t we?”

      Alexis nodded and continued walking.

      Gabriel followed her, keeping watch all around them. He spotted movement through a break in the foliage to the side of the path. “Hey, Alexis, look!”

      Alexis followed Gabriel’s finger to a small clearing where a herd of pint-sized dinosaurs was busily stripping the leaves from the lower branches of the trees. “Oh, they’re so sweet!”

      Gabriel started to go closer to get a better look. The dinosaurs turned orange lizard eyes on Gabriel the moment his foot strayed from the path.

      Alexis grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Stay on the path.”

      Gabriel looked at the dinosaurs warily as they went back to cropping. “Yeah, you’ve got it.”

      They continued down the path a while until they came to the crest of a gentle rise. The twins stopped to look out over the rolling expanse of the game biome.

      The jungle stretched as far as they could see. It was broken only by the pale blue line of a large body of water in the far distance, and a looming mountain off to the west. The path split at the top of the hill, giving them a choice of directions.

      Alexis shared a concerned glance with her brother. “I think it’s time to get some help.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Phyrro?”

      The voice came from all around them. “Access denied.”

      The twins looked at each other.

      That wasn’t Phyrro.

      Alexis sighed. I know that.

      “Why can’t we talk to Phyrro?” she demanded of the voice.

      “The system you are requesting has been locked out due to an inability to connect on this technologically deficient world.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning Daddy is a complete pain in the ass.” She stamped her foot and stormed down the path leading to the mountain. “Come on, we’ll figure this out by ourselves.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The black teardrop spun like a bullet through the void, a trail of twisted and pitted metals, ice, and rock tumbling in its silent wake.

      The leading edge of the alien structure had been polished smooth by the constant barrage of minute particles traveling in the opposite direction at superspeed. The trailing end was made up of the smaller shards that continually came loose from the sides. Most were gathered by the slipstream and thrown into the vortex at the tail. From a distance, it could easily be mistaken for a massive comet.

      Which was precisely the point.

      A harder collision carved a slightly larger chunk from the rough teardrop and sent it spinning out into the vacuum. The alien structure slowed, shattering the illusion that it was a mere ice ball. A nest of long cables snaked out from the rear and pulled the dislodged chunk—a hollowed-out Leath battle cruiser—back to the main bulk.

      An active Gate appeared a few hundred kilometers away. The cables retracted while the mass of wrecks adjusted its trajectory, picked up speed, and vanished through the Gate.

      

      Yollin Sector, QBBS Meredith Reynolds

      “Mommy, look at meeeee! Faster, Bethany Anne, faster!” Little Kevin squealed with delight as Bethany Anne stood beneath him with her hands raised to give him her own special version of an airplane. He was red-faced and grinning, his arms spread out as he made wide, seemingly unsupported laps of the room.

      Bethany Anne glanced at Patricia, who nodded and held her thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart. She increased the speed of the Etheric energy loop she had created to fly her baby brother around a touch.

      Kevin’s feet kicked with glee. “Wheeeeee!”

      “Sure beats the usual way of doing it,” Patricia remarked to Gabrielle.

      “This is nothing,” Gabrielle told her. “When Stephen and JM were nine, I found her doing this with them in one of the hangars.” She made a face at the memory. “She made full use of the space. I walked in to see my boys thirty feet up in the air.”

      Bethany Anne snickered as she brought Kevin back down to the floor. “They loved it, Eric thought it was hilarious. You were the only one who had a problem, if I remember.”

      Gabrielle narrowed her eyes.

      Patricia paled. She held her arms out for Kevin, who was yawning after all the excitement. “Come on, sleepyhead. Time for your nap.”

      Kevin looked at his mother as though she’d just stolen his world. “But, Moooom! Bethany Anne is here! And Aunt Tabbie promised me stories!”

      Tabitha grinned at Patricia and shrugged. “I did promise the little tyke some stories.” She turned to Kevin, whose eyes were filling up. “I’ll take you to your room and tell you a story now, but you have to nap afterward, okay? You can show me all the cool stuff you have.”

      The impending storm on Kevin’s face disappeared without a trace, and he let out another yawn. “Okay, then.”

      Patricia gaped. “Tabitha, you live here now.” She held up a hand to answer Tabitha’s look. “No arguing. My boy has never agreed to take a nap in his life.” She knelt and kissed Kevin. “Love you, sweetie. Be good for Aunt Tabitha.”

      Kevin smiled sweetly. “Yes, Mommy.” He fitted his hand into Tabitha’s and led her from the room, chattering the whole way.

      Bethany Anne watched them go with a smile. She’d gone through a phase of wishing she had a little brother once upon a time. Someone to look out for and boss around had been her thinking back then.

      Kevin may have come along too late for any of that, but it was so good to be home. To hold the boy in her arms and spend real time playing with him.

      Patricia interrupted Bethany Anne’s thoughts. “Tabitha is amazing with Kevin.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Kids have always loved her. She has a gift.” As many rough edges as Tabitha had, she couldn’t be faulted for the tenderness she showed toward the children. “She’s the same with Alexis and Gabriel. The twins worship the ground she walks on.”

      Jean came in with a tray of snacks. “What are we talking about?”

      Gabrielle leaned over and took a cookie when Jean put the tray on the table. “How great Tabitha is with little ones.”

      Jean raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “Yeah, but just watch her suitability as a role model plummet once they’re teenagers. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Gabrielle snickered. “I wonder how Michael is getting on by himself with the terrible twosome?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged and snagged a brownie. “Either he’s doing just fine, or they’re…”

      Jean and Gabrielle were quick to jump in.

      Gabrielle went first. “Mind-reading their father to wrap him around their fingers?”

      Jean followed with, “Escaping into the Etheric?”

      Gabrielle shrugged. “Making pets out of the local wildlife?”

      Jean smirked. “Setting the base on fire?”

      Patricia put a hand to her mouth and giggled. “Oh, my! What active imaginations you have! I’m sure it won’t be all that bad.”

      Bethany Anne fixed her stepmom with a serious look. “No, it could be even worse. All those things actually happened in the last six months.”

      Jean snorted into her coffee. “And then some.”

      “And there was me, complaining that Kevin fusses over his nap.” Patricia shook her head. “Although I will say, your brother has a stubborn streak a mile wide. I can’t think where he gets that from.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Wait until he brings back something like a four-foot boa constrictor and tells you its name is Huggy.” She turned to Gabrielle. “It was Huggy, right?”

      “Who cares?” Gabrielle shuddered. “That monster was not a snake. Snakes don’t make eye contact and salivate when you walk into the room.”

      Patricia grimaced. “Sounds dreadful, sweetheart. Makes me glad that Lance and I didn’t pass that level of enhancement onto Kevin. While he is stronger and smart for his age, we’re not having any adventures like that with him.”

      She crossed her fingers mentally that the situation remained the same. “So, how advanced are the twins now? Your father tells me that they’re developing abilities with the Etheric already. How are you both coping with that?”

      “Mmmhmm.” Bethany Anne nodded and finished chewing the mouthful of brownie while she thought it over. “It’s a challenge, I’ll admit. Michael and I agree that they need to be trained to prevent another accidental crossing like they did on their birthday.”

      “But they’re only three years old,” Patricia fretted. “Should they be training so young?”

      “They’re nothing like three-year-olds.” Bethany Anne smirked. “Besides, we’re making it a game for them. Look, we’re not going to stay on High Tortuga forever, and there will always be assholes who would attack them to hurt me. We’re not your conventional family, so raising them the conventional way would be failing them as parents. This way they’re prepared for whatever comes.” She thought for a moment. “Well, as well as we can.”

      Patricia still wasn’t convinced. “Yes, but they’re still toddlers, even if they don’t look or act like it. How are they handling this ‘training?’”

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrows a couple of times, a smile splitting her face. “Like a pair of badass Reynolds kids, of course. How else?”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-Doc Room

      Michael slapped the top of Eric’s arm and pointed at the screen. “Here comes some fun.” He tossed some popcorn into his mouth and offered the bowl to the others. The screen still showed Alexis and Gabriel, who were having an encounter with some small dinosaurs. Gabriel had spotted them through the foliage and moved to investigate.

      Scott took the bowl. “What fun?”

      “If they leave the path, they trigger a game event,” Michael revealed.

      “What kind of event?” John asked.

      Michael grinned. “Nothing too big at this early stage.” He looked a little disappointed when Alexis pulled Gabriel back. “Just a little taste of what’s to come that would have given them an advantage later in the game.” He shrugged. “No matter. If they miss the next one, I will send one of you in to assist.”

      “What are they doing?” Eric pointed at the screen. Alexis and Gabriel had stopped at a fork in the path.

      Michael turned the volume up, and they heard the children calling for their EI.

      Phyrro’s voice came from the speaker. “The children are calling, and I cannot reach them.”

      Michael held a finger up. “Alexis and Gabriel are learning self-sufficiency, Phyrro. They will not always have access to EIs and AIs to guide them through the decision-making process. See, they’re thinking about their options.”

      The twins were stalled at the fork.

      Darryl frowned. “Which path do they need to take?”

      “They will take the route to the mountain,” Michael told him. “The game is designed to lead them to the next stage, and Alexis would never choose the sea.”

      “What if Gabriel takes the lead?” Darryl asked.

      Michael raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you even know my children?” As if to prove his point, Alexis took charge and demanded to know why they couldn’t speak to Phyrro.

      “Daddy is a complete pain in the ass.” Alexis stormed down the path to the mountain as the guys cracked up at her outburst.

      “I did not teach them that,” Michael told them as he pointed to the screen. “That was all Bethany Anne.”

      “She sounded just like BA,” John managed through his tears of laughter.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, Gabriel!” Alexis pushed ahead to get to the top of the next rise.

      Gabriel decided it was safer to remain a few paces behind his sister until her temper passed. “I don’t see why Dad thought it would be a fun game without Phyrro to help.”

      Alexis snorted. “Who said it wasn’t fun?”

      “This isn’t like any game I’ve played before.” Gabriel spread his hands out to indicate the surrounding jungle. “It’s got no purpose. What are we supposed to do, just walk through the jungle endlessly?”

      Alexis stopped in her tracks. “You’re right, I think we missed something.” She clenched her fists and stamped her feet. “It’s too late to go back now.”

      They climbed to the top of the rise and stopped to choose their route through the valley below.

      “Look.” Gabriel pointed at a clearing at the bottom of the valley, where a mixed group of dinosaurs was drinking from a long pool. “They look like plant-eaters.”

      “Herbivores,” Alexis supplied.

      “Walking thesaurus,” Gabriel shot back. He began working his way down the scree-covered slope, using the trees to keep his speed down. “Come on, I want to get a closer look.”

      Alexis gave him a doubtful look but followed just the same.
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        * * *

      

      John turned his head to Michael. “Are they herbivores?”

      Michael nodded. “Those ones are, yes.”

      Darryl, Scott, and Eric exchanged glances.

      John kept watching with his arms folded, assessing the whole time. “They’re gonna be in the shit if they keep that up,” he remarked.
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        * * *

      

      The twins crashed through the foliage at the edge of the pool, startling the smaller dinosaurs into scampering away.

      Gabriel dashed over to a long and moderately large dinosaur with a line of bony plates along its spine. “Alexis, it’s a dragon!”

      Alexis remained by the tree line. “If it is a dragon, then where are its wings?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Gabriel looked downcast for a moment but brightened when he put a hand on the dinosaur’s side and it didn’t immediately move away. “Shall we ride them? Maybe we shouldn’t. Mom wasn’t messing around when she told Dad we weren’t to go near any dinosaurs.”

      “Well, technically they’re not real dinosaurs, so we wouldn’t be breaking Mom’s rules.” Alexis still hesitated. “I don’t know…”

      Gabriel was already scrambling up the dinosaur’s side. Alexis sighed and threw up her hands. “I suppose we’ll get to the mountain a lot faster if we’re not walking. Now, how do you steer a dinosaur?”

      “I don’t know, ask it?” Gabriel shinnied along the neck until he came eye to eye with the dinosaur, who had just noticed the tiny human for the first time.

      Its eye flew wide in alarm, and it shook its head to remove Gabriel from its neck. Gabriel clung tightly and whooped. The other dinosaurs lifted their heads, spooked by the noise. They stopped drinking and began a stampede to get away from the pool.

      Alexis danced and dodged around to avoid being crushed by the fleeing feet. “Gabriel, get down from there!”

      Out of nowhere, Gabriel’s steed was tumbled to the ground by another dinosaur, a raptor-looking predator that was a little larger than the peaceful plant eater. Gabriel dived from its head and landed in a roll to avoid being crushed.

      Alexis screamed when the raptor tore the throat out of the herbivore and splashed her with blood. She shook her hands rapidly to get it off. “Ugh, Gabriel! It’s slimy! And hot!”

      Gabriel grabbed her hand and pulled her under a large bush. “Yeah, well, we’re going to be dead if we don’t get out of here. Look, there are more.”

      Alexis followed his finger and saw the rest of the raptor pack coming at them. “Follow the herd, quick! Run!”

      They pelted hand-in-hand into the undergrowth, dashing between the legs of the larger dinosaurs to put some distance—and some prey—between themselves and the predators.

      It was carnage. The meat-eating pack tore into the herd with abandon. However, the larger herbivores were no easy meal. They fought back, churning up the ground beneath them as they stamped and reared to shake their attackers off.

      Alexis had never run so fast in her life. She felt her brother’s hand grip hers tightly, matching her pace as the dinosaurs warred around them. They ducked a long tail that swooped low across their path and dodged the snapping jaws of one of the raptors when it got a little too close. Gabriel pulled her out of the path of a falling dinosaur and dragged her onward before any of the raptors who were piling onto the wounded beast noticed the two bite-sized humans.

      They were both breathing hard, but they didn’t let the burn in their chests stop them from fleeing.

      I’m so tired! Alexis panted even in their minds. How are we feeling this?

      Gabriel grunted, shooting a quick glance over his shoulder. Not the time, sis. Just run!
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        * * *

      

      John raised an eyebrow at Michael. “Now?”

      Michael nodded. “Just lie down in the Vid-doc, and I’ll pipe you in.”

      “No funny business, okay?” He got in and eyed Michael before he pulled the door closed. “Okay, I’m done reading through the objectives. Send me in.”

      Michael smirked when Eve came into the room just as he input the commands to insert John into the game. Eve walked over to the console and looked up at the screen, where John had just appeared a little ways from the children.

      A matching smirk appeared on her face.

      John sprinted through the stampede until he reached the twins. He scooped one child under each arm and worked his way out of the crush. When a few raptors saw them separate and moved to circle them, John’s eyes flashed red. He snarled and pushed a thick wave of fear.

      The raptors halted and tilted their heads at John. He held Alexis and Gabriel close and glared at the dinosaurs. One put a clawed foot forward, testing. John snarled at them again, a deep and rumbling promise of death to any raptor that took a step closer.

      The raptors were bright enough to understand the threat. They blinked in the realization that they were not the apex predators in this situation and backed off to refocus their efforts on more timid prey.

      “What was that?” Gabriel asked John. His voice trembled a bit, but the interest component was stronger. “They were scared. Can I do that?”

      John shrugged. “I don’t know, can you?”

      He put the children down now that the danger had passed. They clung to his legs, still a little shaken by the sudden excitement.

      Alexis was first to recover. “Uncle John, we got distracted and missed the instructions.”

      John smiled and took a knee on the ground between them. He wrapped an arm around each child. “I don’t have long before your dad pulls me out again, so listen up while I give you both some pointers…”
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        * * *

      

      Eve turned to Michael, the less-than-altruistic grin still on her face. “So you’re giving them their first taste?”

      Scott, Darryl, and Eric had been watching the events on the screen unfold with something between awe and horror.

      “You did this?” Scott asked incredulously.

      Eve gave him a flat look. “Of course. Who else knows this technology like I do? It was my specialty back on Earth, even with the horrible electronics I had to deal with. This is my best work ever.”

      Darryl frowned. “What’s that mean?”

      She looked up at the screen again. “It means they’d best hope they don’t get bitten.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Security Pit

      An alarm went off in the quiet of the graveyard shift, startling Jennifer and Charles almost out of their skins.

      “It’s an unidentified…something,” Charles shouted over the klaxon.

      “What do you mean, ‘something?’” Jennifer looked at Charles and then down at her monitor. “CEREBRO, shut that damn alarm off. Then identify whatever set the damn thing off.”

      “That’s a lot of damns,” Charles teased.

      The klaxon cut out and a moment later a fuzzy image came up on Jennifer’s screen. “Resolve.”

      The image sharpened, revealing…nothing.

      “What the hell?”

      “We are receiving a communication,” CEREBRO told them.

      “Put it onscreen, please.”

      The screen went black, then came back to life with the face of Addix, the Ixtali spymistress. “Good evening. Would you please ask CEREBRO to cease pointing the planetary defense system at me? Lady does not appreciate the gesture, either.” Her mandibles indicated that she was merely teasing and wasn’t actually offended.

      Jennifer was still mortified. “Of course, Spymistress. We weren’t expecting you. I’m so sorry.”

      Addix waved her off. “Just contact Michael and inform him of my arrival.”

      

      Above High Tortuga, The Lady Princess

      Addix left her personal quarters and made her way back to the bridge. It was a lot simpler to walk the narrow passages of the ship without the bulky robes she used to wear snagging on every protrusion she passed.

      Of course, she would still wear the robes in public. This new confidence in herself was for her and those who had helped her to gain it alone. To everyone else she was just another Ixtali, one of many. Her role was not to stand out from the crowd, since notoriety would be an endless complication—and that was definitely not how Addix worked.

      She preferred the freedom of anonymity. If she were instantly recognizable wherever she went, it would cut her off from many of the tricks of her trade, making her a much less effective spy.

      Lady spoke through the speaker as Addix entered the bridge. “You have a call.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched. “No snark today?”

      Lady sighed. “I cannot believe they were going to fry me. I would rather not discuss it. Your call is ready.”

      Eve came up on the screen. It was fairly easy to read human moods, but Eve gave nothing away. Addix found the smooth lines of the android’s face more than a little disconcerting. She also had her suspicions about Eve’s status as an EI. She’d noticed more than a few snippets of what sounded like opinion from her over the last three years. However, she’d also learned about Eve’s close guard over her privacy, and also her propensity for pulling wicked pranks when she felt slighted.

      “I was expecting Michael.”

      Eve tilted her head. “He’s busy with the children’s training.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in excitement. “Has it begun?”

      Eve nodded. “It has. I can take a message if it’s urgent.”

      Addix shook her head. It was strange how one picked up these human gestures over the years. “It will wait. I’d rather tell him in person.”

      

      Yollin Sector, QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Bethany Anne’s Personal Quarters

      “Brunette or redhead?” Tabitha held the wigs up one at a time, grinning wickedly at the horrified expression on Jean’s face.

      Gabrielle selected a few items of Torcellan clothing from the rack and grabbed the elaborate wig Tabitha offered. “Do we have the right makeup?”

      Bethany Anne pointed to an industrial-looking case on wheels. “One reverse spray tan coming right up.”

      Gabrielle sat still for Bethany Anne to apply the makeup.

      Jean shook her head, threw a voluminous hooded robe over what she was already wearing, and picked up a prop breathing mask to cover the lower part of her face. “I’m thinking I’d rather go completely incognito than go through all of that.” She pointed at the elaborate Torcellan hairpiece Gabrielle was planning to wear with disgust. “Especially that. Fuck, no.” She rummaged in one of the boxes of disguise elements scattered around the anteroom and came up with a pair of wobbly gel somethings. “What the hell are these for?”

      Bethany Anne looked over from doing Gabrielle’s makeup and made a face at them. “Beats the fuck out of me.” She shrugged and scooped another blob of the thick alabaster foundation from the palette she was holding.

      Gabrielle winced as Bethany Anne applied the cold sponge to her face. “It will be something or other designed to enhance your body.”

      Tabitha looked up from the box she was searching and grinned. “They’re helping hands for the less bootylicious.” She laughed at the blank looks she was getting and patted her ass before she returned to digging through the box. “Can’t all be as gifted in the rear aspect as I am.”

      “Ew.” Jean dropped the gel pads back in the box with a grimace. “Yeah, I’ll give those a pass.”

      Gabrielle rolled her eyes and walked over to the clothes rack to get what she needed to complete her transformation. “What are you doing?”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “I think I’ll skip all of that.” She concentrated and her face changed into something just different enough, even as her skin became more golden in hue and her eyes changed to a deep, warm brown. “Well, what do I look like?”

      Tabitha turned to look and did a double take. “Oh, now that’s just weird.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “What?”

      “You look like my older, hotter sister.” Tabitha scowled. “No fair. Now I’ve got to do something spectacular.” She hastily swapped out the disguise she’d chosen, secured her double-armload of items, and swept out of the room.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth fell open. “Older?”

      Jean sighed and rolled her eyes. “So dramatic.”

      Tabitha breezed back in shortly afterward, completely unrecognizable with the blue makeup she’d applied to every visible inch of her skin.

      Gabrielle returned soon after that wearing her Torcellan getup. “I can see why they’re so vain about their hair.” She ran a hand over the heavy wig. “The real thing would take a lot of upkeep.”

      Tabitha snickered, then looked longingly at Gracie’s case. “I’ll be back,” she whispered to the gun.

      “Do you and the rifle need a little time alone?” Bethany Anne asked. “We can leave you two alone and hit the stores without you.”

      Tabitha grinned. “Nope, all good, thanks. Now, are we going to get some retail therapy, or what?”
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        * * *

      

      Lance entered Bethany Anne’s quarters. “Meredith, have I missed them?”

      “You have,” Meredith replied.

      Lance sighed. “Dammit, I wanted to catch them before they left. I hope they stay under the radar. I’d hate to require Bethany Anne to wipe someone.”

      “I can help watch over them,” Meredith offered.

      Lance nodded. “I think that would be best.”

      

      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Level 00, Open Court

      “So, a human, a Torcellan, a…” she waved a hand in Tabitha’s direction, “and a whatever the fuck Jean is pretending to be—”

      “Hey!” Jean objected.

      “A whatever the fuck Jean is pretending to be,” Bethany Anne repeated, “Walk into a bar… Dammit!” She shrugged and pushed open the door of the boutique. “I lost the punchline.”

      Bethany Anne inhaled the smell of new shoe leather as she looked around the little slice of heaven. “Oh, for the sweet love of all that is…” She headed straight for the lit display cases at the back of the store where the exclusive lines were kept.

      The sales clerk, a cute young human with bouncy curls and a bouncier step, came straight over. “Hi, can I help you ladies find what you’re looking for?”

      Bethany Anne smiled and pointed at the display. “I’ll try those, those, and…those too.”

      The sales clerk bent to pull the relevant boxes from the drawers under the display unit. “A woman with taste, I like it. what size do you take?”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “A seven.”

      The clerk grinned. “Really? You wear the same size as the Empress. You’re so lucky!”

      Bethany Anne took the box the clerk held out. “Oh? Why does that make me lucky?”

      The clerk stood with the other three boxes. “Because it’s considered the perfect size. Also, her shoe obsession is pretty famous. One visit from Bethany Anne could make the year for a small business like this. All the shoe stores make sure to stock her size in case she ever comes to shop.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and glanced over the display again. “Well, let’s see if we can make this into one of those days for you.”

      Jean laughed in Bethany Anne’s mind.

      Bethany Anne fixed her with a stare. I don’t know why you’re laughing. You’re going to build me somewhere to keep all of these. I don’t want my little splurge getting back to Michael.
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        * * *

      

      “A little splurge, you said.” Jean’s tone was pure disbelief as she watched the line of antigrav pallets head off to the storage cube they’d brought with them. “You’re definitely going to need an extension to your secret lair.”

      They wandered along the concourse, taking their time to browse the stores. Tabitha stopped here and there to sample the food from the vendors they passed. She nibbled on her corndog, making little noises as she ate. “Mmm, real Earth food.”

      Gabrielle wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think street vendors are the way to go. You couldn’t hold out until we found a place for lunch?”

      Tabitha stuck her tongue out at Gabrielle. “You’re not still sore about those tacos on Devon, are you?”

      Gabrielle rolled her eyes and hurried to catch up with Bethany Anne. “It’s changed a lot here.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “You’re not wrong. But look around us.” She nodded toward the busy concourse and continued mentally, More peoples are able to exist in harmony since I stepped down and my dad took over. He’s done a great job of growing the Federation. It doesn’t need me.

      Gabrielle laid a hand on her arm. Stepping down was the best decision—for you, as well as for the Federation.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. There’s only so much political bullshit one woman can take. Besides, you know they did me a favor. How else was I supposed to get out of here? Running an empire was only ever going to get in the way of what we left Earth to do.

      Tabitha chimed in, Killing the fucking Kurtherians?

      Bethany Anne grinned. Got it in one. After all these long years, we’re finally almost ready to take the fight to them instead of running around the galaxy stamping out the wars they create after the fact. She sniffed, catching a rich aroma she hadn’t had the pleasure of smelling for a while. “Italian for lunch, ladies?”

      Jean nodded.

      “Oh, yes,” Gabrielle agreed.

      Tabitha finished the last of her corndog and threw the wrapper in a nearby trashcan. “I could go for lasagna.”

      They tracked down the source of the deliciousness. It was a tiny place almost hidden between two larger, much busier eating establishments, neither of which smelled half as good as the cozy bistro. Bethany Anne led them inside, where they were greeted warmly and seated by the owner.

      “What’s good?” Tabitha asked without raising her head from the menu.

      “All our food is cooked from scratch using fresh ingredients, so I tell my customers that if they want a culinary experience they’ve come to the right place.” He gave them a rueful smile. “However, I must tell you that food here takes a little while longer than the places on either side.”

      Bethany Anne leaned back in her chair. “How much longer?” She didn’t mind waiting a little while if the food was worth it, but she didn’t have the whole day.

      Tabitha put her menu down. “Never mind how long it takes. I’ve already got my heart set on lasagna. Can you smell that sauce?” She almost wished she could take some for Ryu and Hirotoshi.

      But then again, maybe it was best that she didn’t. That way, she didn’t have to admit that she meant well but then ate her gift en route back to High Tortuga.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      “So are you two good?” Alexis and Gabriel nodded. John stood and braced himself to return to his body. “Michael, I’m ready.”

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, a little louder in case they had the volume down out there. “Michael? You can get me out of here now.”

      The corner of Alexis’ mouth twitched, and Gabriel snickered.

      John tried to activate his HUD, but nothing happened. His brow furrowed. “Very funny, Michael. You had no intention of letting me out of this da…rned game, did you?”

      “Does that mean you’re going to play, too?” Alexis asked.

      “Say yes, Uncle John!” Gabriel pleaded.

      John sighed and tucked away his thoughts of revenge for later. “I guess your dad isn’t giving me much choice, although it’s always good to get some time with my favorite twins.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-Doc Room

      Eric threw a handful of popcorn at John on the screen. “I won’t tell his godsons that he said that.”

      Scott laughed. “I think Stephen and JM could handle it. They’re not little kids.”

      Darryl came back from the bathroom and grabbed the popcorn from Eric on his way to his seat. “What did I miss?”

      Michael put his feet back up after Darryl had passed. “Just John realizing he’d been played. Want me to play it back?”

      Darryl grinned as he sat down. “Oh, hell yeah!”
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        * * *

      

      The three clambered up the side of the steep valley. The children were out of breath again. At the top, they came to a stop against a half-embedded boulder and rested with their hands on their knees while they sucked in grateful lungsful of virtual air.

      John folded his arms and looked around. The path was gone, and there was no discernible route through the thickening jungle from where he was standing. “What’s the objective here?”

      Alexis raised her eyebrows. “Uncle John, we didn’t review the game objectives before we started.”

      Gabriel looked at his feet. “We were too excited to play the game.”

      John’s shoulders dropped. He smiled at the twins and ruffled their heads. “Huh. Well, I guess I can’t be upset about it if I didn’t review them either. What did you learn from this?”

      Gabriel gave the answer. “That we should always review the available information.”

      John nodded. “Anything else?”

      The twins looked at each other, then at John with butter-wouldn’t-melt expressions. “That sometimes the adults get it wrong too?” Alexis offered.

      “You’re right,” John told her. He grinned at her incredulous expression and set off down the next slope into the trees. “Come on, we’ll work it out as we go.”

      The children scrambled after him. “What if we go the wrong way?” Gabriel asked.

      John looked back over his shoulder to make sure they were following. “Since your dad decided to mess with me, I think it’s only fair to share what he gave away before he trapped me in here. We’re heading for that mountain over there.”

      “I could have told you that. This place has an order to it.”

      “That’s because your dad and Eve designed this game to lead you through the tasks.”

      Gabriel looked puzzled for a second, then dismissed any anxiety he may have had and plowed after John on the path he’d made.

      Alexis stewed in consideration.

      John noted the difference between the two, as he so often did. Gabriel was like a clear sky on a sunny day, where Alexis had depths even now that John couldn’t fathom.

      They walked for a while, with John clearing the path ahead for the children. The jungle soon began to press in closer on all sides.

      “Time for a break, children.” He paused a beat to let them catch up.

      “Are we any closer to the mountain?” Alexis asked.

      Alexis began to pace, tapping her lips with a finger in a way that gave John the shivers.

      Nothing good ever came of that expression on her mother’s face.

      “This game can’t be just about playing explorer. It’s too big, and I still haven’t worked out why we can feel everything.” She turned dark, assessing eyes on John. “What else did Dad let slip? I just know he wouldn’t be able to resist showing off a little.”

      John bit back his laughter. “I’m afraid he resisted this time, sweetie. Apart from our direction he gave me nothing.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “Great.”

      They were surrounded on all sides by a wall of green. Gabriel turned a slow circle. “Where are we?”

      “Let’s see.” John glanced around, looking for a tree that was thick enough to support him. They grew too close together to grow outward, so they were mostly too slender for him to climb to the top and get a clue about their location.

      Alexis worked out what he was doing and scampered over to shinny up one of the tall, thin trunks.

      “Be careful up there,” John called. “Remember, you can be hurt in here.”

      “I will,” she replied. She dug her feet into the trunk and used her hands to pull herself up, just like on the ropes in physical training. She scrunched her eyes shut against the glare of the sun as her head broke through the canopy.

      The rays were warm, and the wind danced around her. Alexis wondered how she could feel so refreshed by the sensation when she wasn’t really here. She knew Eve had something to do with it because the EI and her father had been secretly planning this for weeks.

      They thought she didn’t know, but she’d caught a glimpse here and there when his mind was in one of its rare unguarded moments—which usually happened when her mother walked into the room.

      “What can you see?” Uncle John’s voice reached her from below.

      Alexis snapped her attention back to the task at hand and brought her hand up to her eyes to shade them from the strong afternoon sun. She located the mountain and scrambled back down the tree trunk.

      John was waiting with outstretched arms when she got back near to the ground. He put her down gently, and she pointed in the direction they needed to take. “This way.”
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        * * *

      

      Eric peered in at the windows in the Vid-Doc doors one at a time. John and the twins appeared to be sleeping peacefully, belying the effort of the grueling trek they were making on the screen. He turned back to the room. “So they’re not being hurt physically?”

      Eve shook her head. “No. The Vid-Doc is implanting the reality directly into their brains, playing their central nervous systems like a harp.”

      Scott turned from the screen. “A harp?”

      “A sufficient analogy.” She walked over to the empty Vid-Doc and gestured for Scott and Eric to come and take a look.

      Darryl came over and stuck his head inside, leaving Michael alone to watch the children and John. “It looks like an ordinary Pod-doc.”

      Eve inclined her head. “It’s pretty much the same as the Pod-doc setup. It was just a question of repurposing the machinery and recalibrating the programming to create an authentic sensory experience.”

      “And the children need to feel pain, why?” Scott asked. “It’s a little intense for a game. Just sayin.’”

      Michael chose not to answer.

      Eve smiled. “Training. This method is superior, especially considering where the lessons are leading.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “You know how it is. No pain, no gain.”
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        * * *

      

      The forest eventually thinned out into grassland. John kept his eye on the children while they ran ahead, energized by the sudden freedom of movement that leaving the jungle behind provided.

      They held out their hands to be tickled by the waist-high grass as they ran. John looked up as if there was a camera above him somewhere. “I hope you’re getting good video of this for Bethany Anne. She loves this stuff.” He caught himself looking up and shook his head. “Just keep that bit to yourselves.”

      The grassland continued on for a ways. They passed the odd herd of grass-eating dinosaurs, but the crossing was otherwise uneventful until they reached the tree-lined bank of a fast-flowing river.

      Alexis and Gabriel stood side by side in the shade of an overhanging tree, looking at the river between them and the mountain in the not-too-far distance. “I think we found the next challenge, Uncle John.”

      Gabriel looked up at John. “Should we try to swim across it?”

      Alexis paled. “No way. We don’t even know what’s in there. We might get eaten!”

      “Don’t look at me. It’s your game, I’m just the muscle.” John sat on a boulder, folded his arms, and left them to work out a solution.

      A short time later they had cobbled together a raft from an assortment of tree trunks and vines, combined with a fair amount of sweat and repressed cursing from John.

      Alexis stood back, finally satisfied with the raft’s sturdiness. She eyed the river warily. “I’m still worried there might be something waiting in the water.”

      Gabriel had similar concerns. “Well, we have to cross, or we can’t get to the mountain.” He pointed at a herd of small, feathery dinosaurs near the water’s edge. “They’re there. They look like ducks. What if we shoo them into the water and see what happens?”

      Alexis nodded and they ran to the water’s edge, waving their arms. The duck-dinos took to the water, screeching their displeasure at the perceived threat.

      The three watched the duck-dinos bobbing across the river. No creature from the deep rose to snatch them. Gabriel waited until they reached the other bank and made to give the raft a shove. “I think we can just go.”

      Alexis looked up at John, who shrugged. “Now’s as good a time as any.”

      They maneuvered the makeshift raft to the water’s edge, and John held it steady while Alexis and Gabriel climbed on. He pushed it out into the water and held onto the back while he kicked to propel them to the other side of the river.

      Alexis wrapped her arms around her knees. “I’m so glad you’re super-strong, Uncle John.”

      John chuckled through a faceful of water and kicked harder.

      Gabriel kept one eye on the duck-dinos the whole time. They’d clambered out on the other side and were slipping and sliding through the mud churned up by a herd of large hairy, horned creatures a little way up the bank.

      The twins observed the behavior of the herd with fascination. The older creatures formed a loose protective circle around the young and the elderly while they drank from the river. The smallest of them played in the mud at the water’s edge.

      They had just about reached the halfway point the river when out of nowhere a massive scaled beast rose jaws-first out of the water, latched onto one of the hairy creatures, and dragged it under.

      Alexis screamed.

      John looked to see where the danger was coming from. Gabriel pointed at the ruckus on the riverbank, and John kicked to alter their course a little. They finally reached the bank, and the children scrambled onto solid ground while John waded through the shallows.

      The mud pulled at their legs, and Alexis became mired until John stomped through and scooped her onto his shoulder.

      Gabriel found a path of sorts. He hopped from one grassy tussock to another until the protrusions joined together and his feet landed without a squelch. He stood watching the carnage unfold farther upriver while he waited for John and Alexis. The hairy creature was being torn to pieces in the shallows by a number of the giant predators as the rest of the herd bellowed and stamped helplessly at the water’s edge.

      John reached dry ground and deposited Alexis beside her brother.

      Alexis grabbed a handful of grass and tried to brush some of the mud off. “Next time, we build a bridge or go around or learn how to fly!”

      Gabriel grinned. “That was a close one!”
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        * * *

      

      Michael and Scott sat back on the couch, and Eric and Darryl relaxed. They had all been on the edge of their seats when the enormous reptile had attacked the pachyderm with the children so close by.

      “Gabriel wasn’t at all afraid,” Darryl noted. “Kid’s got balls already.”

      Michael smirked.

      Scott let out a low whistle. “That was too close. Bethany Anne is going to kill you when she finds out they could have been eaten.”

      Michael shrugged, not taking his eyes from the screen. “Eve, what are the chances of the children dying?”

      “Zero, Michael,” she replied. “You don’t want them to die at this stage.”

      Scott didn’t try to hide his disbelief. He turned to Michael. “You’re really going to let them die? I thought you were kidding about that.”

      Michael frowned. “I would never joke about something so serious as my children’s lives.”

      Eric and Darryl looked between Michael and the screen with utter shock.

      Scott gaped. “Really?”

      Michael nodded. “Yes, really. Just not right now. They are not ready for that lesson yet.”

      Eyebrows went up at “yet.”

      “What about John?” Darryl asked.

      Michael shrugged again and tuned out.

      Eve sniffed. “Well, John owes me money from a bet he lost last week. Things are very iffy for him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Independent Trading Vessel Maiden’s Rage, Meeting Room

      The captain of the Maiden slammed his fist on the table to silence the squabbling. “Quiet, all of you! We lost too much time on the last drop-off, not to mention the loss of profit because we were late on delivery.”

      The officers stared at the captain, muted by his show of violence. The first mate, Brakely, who had been with him for more years than Einoch could count, scrutinized him. “You okay, Einoch?”

      Einoch waved to indicate he was. “It’s just the time constraint on this load. We need to make it to the next drop-off before we forfeit the next payment as well.” He straightened. “So I want your suggestions on how we cross this part of space without getting stopped by pirates or customs, not endless bitching about whose fault it was we were late.”

      “The ship has Gate tech,” Brakely offered. “I wasn’t going to ask, but we’ve all been wondering why you haven’t used it to get us out of this mess already.”

      The captain shook his head. “Gating into unknown space is fucking dangerous. I don’t want to use the Gate drive unless it’s an emergency.”

      “This is an emergency,” Brakely argued. “We’re going to be stuck out here in a dead ship if we don’t get paid.”

      Einoch wasn’t quite convinced. “That’s another factor none of you are considering. With the size of the ship, it’s just too expensive to Gate. Besides, we haven’t had this ship long enough to have figured out the systems. We have no idea how to fix it if the drives fail. Every jump we take is a risk.”

      The crew didn’t quite break out in an argument. However, Einoch could see from the looks that passed around the table that they were skating on the edge of mutiny. Nothing like a failed job or two to foment discontent in a crew who hadn’t been through the shit together.

      Einoch sighed. He missed piracy, where subordinates did as they were damn well told or faced the penalty of his wrath.

      Of course, he hadn’t liked facing the penalty himself, so here he was on a stolen Leath ship herding a crew of almost-legitimate traders.

      Einoch gave his first mate a sour look. “Stow it, Brakely. If I’d wanted your opinion, I’d have thrown you a biscuit. Give me solutions.”

      The line of stumpy ganglia that ran front to back along the center of Brakely’s skull rippled. “You have my recommendation, Captain. This is a Leath ship, and outside of Empire technology, you won’t find anything stronger or sturdier. We can defend ourselves if necessary.”

      “Yeah,” someone piped up from the far end of the table. “Fuck the expense. We’ll more than recover the cost with this payday. That’s if you pull your heads out of your asses and take the risk to gain the profit.”

      Einoch shrugged. He couldn’t argue with that logic. He stood and placed his hands on the table. “Profit is the priority, right?” The faces of his officers showed him he’d made the right choice. “Well, what are you waiting for? Get us shipshape and ready to jump.”

      Brakely grinned. “That’s more like it. Right, you heard the captain. I want every station and every area of the ship to sparkle. We’re not going to jinx this by running dirty.”

      The crew hustled to it.

      

      Devon, First City, Residential Area

      Sabine ended the call to their ops manager and turned to the others. “Did you get all that?”

      Ricole shook her head. “I did, but I don’t understand. What did she mean by ‘we’ll get support info at a later date?’”

      Jacqueline and Mark shared a gleeful glance. “It means we’re here with no instructions until the infrastructure is put in,” the Were told her.

      Mark took over. “Until then, it’s just the other six teams and us, and all we have to do is get settled and work our way into society here.”

      “And keep feeding the data back home,” Jacqueline finished.

      Sabine’s face shone. “It is carte blanche, pretty much. Have any of you seen Demon today?” None of them had. She all but skipped out of the room. “I’m going to go call her. Devon is working out to be the most fun!”

      Ricole was lost again. “What does ‘carte blanche’ mean?”

      “Permission to do as we wish,” Jacqueline explained. “In other words, we cannot cross the line because there is no line to cross.”

      “We have no rules?” Ricole scratched her cheek as she took that in.

      Mark laughed. “It makes sense if we’re going to blend in here.”

      Sabine returned to the room and started gathering her things to leave. “The question is what we’re going to do with the time. We need to find jobs.”

      Mark rubbed his chin. “We have all the opportunity Michael afforded us. We just need to make the most of it. That means bringing this city in line with what Michael and Bethany Anne want for the planet as a whole.”

      Ricole considered this. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t this place supposed to be a den of thieves and fucknuts?”

      Jacqueline grinned. “Fucknuts?”

      Ricole shrugged. “I heard Tim call Ricky that word in the APA, and it seemed appropriate. My point is, do we really want to work for some shady criminal just to pay the bills?”

      Sabine sat down. “That’s a good point. Why work for someone else when we have the wealth and skills between us to support ourselves?”

      Mark pointed at her. “Exactly. So, suggestions?”

      “We could open a trading company,” Jacqueline suggested.

      Ricole grinned. “Black market? I have some experience with that.” She shrugged at the looks they gave her and inspected her claws. “What? I grew up on the real Devon. Did you think I got by on just my charm?”

      Jacqueline chuckled. “Gray market should be deep enough for now. We just need to figure out the best way to set it up.” She grabbed a notepad and pen and narrowed her eyes in thought. Mark grinned when the tip of her tongue appeared as she jotted her thoughts down. A couple of minutes later she looked back up. “Okay, this is what we need. One of us to lead, one for intelligence and communications, and two for muscle. Three to do the job, and two to run it.”

      Mark raised his hand. “I vote you for the lead.”

      Jacqueline shook her head. “Nuh-uh. I want to be muscle.”

      Ricole wasn’t being left out. “Me too. I’m all muscle.”

      “What about me? I’m not staying behind while you two get all the action.” Sabine glared at her fellow females, daring them to challenge her.

      Jacqueline slammed the pad down and met Sabine’s gaze with a slight growl, so Mark cut in before it degraded into something physical. “We can’t all be muscle. We’ll rotate through the roles so we all get a turn, how about that?” He raised his hands when they snapped their heads toward him. “That seems fair to me. I’ll take intelligence first, so that frees up one spot.”

      Jacqueline shrugged and went back to taking notes. “I guess I can take lead first, but next rotation I get to kick some ass.”

      They couldn’t argue with that. Sabine backed down and began to pace with her hands behind her back. “Okay, so we rotate. Next, how are we going to run this company? We need a place to run it from, and…do we need to find employees?”

      Jacqueline looked up from her pad. “What for?”

      Sabine shrugged. “I don’t know. Say we have a cargo that’s too big to move quickly or a client who needs more protection than the five of us can offer?”

      Demon strolled through the door, her tail swishing. Who would need more protection than the five of us?

      “What the cat said,” Ricole chipped in. “Besides, do we really want to involve unknowns? It could make maintaining our cover difficult.”

      Mark made a face. “Ricole is right. We would be better off automating as much of the heavy lifting as we can. Then we can operate without worrying that one of the workers will make us.”

      Sabine nodded, a sly smile forming. “We’ll keep ourselves to ourselves, then.”

      Never let your prey see you approaching, Demon commented. She vaulted elegantly onto the window seat and tilted her face to the window to catch the sun. I’m sure that applies here as well.

      Jacqueline picked up her pad again and started scribbling. “Right, Mark, you start searching for premises that we can keep bug-free. I’ll get started on ordering what we need for setup, to be delivered from High Tortuga.” She looked at Sabine, Ricole, and Demon. “You three get out into the city and start listening. We need to learn about this place, and how to take it over.” She rummaged in a drawer and pulled out a small package. “This arrived while you were all still asleep this morning.”

      Ricole craned to see. “What is it?”

      Jacqueline unwrapped the package and spread the contents out on the desk. “Our care package. We have a modified version of some of Tabitha’s balls.”

      Mark snickered. “You said ‘balls.’”

      Jacqueline gave him a look that would have melted steel. “You and Tabitha both need to grow up.”

      Sabine snorted. “Are you going to tell Tabitha that to her face?”

      “Fuck, no. I’m angry, not stupid.” Jacqueline rolled her eyes and threw the package of spheres to her. “Just take them to the bazaar and activate them. They’ll work their way through the city and acquire all the information we need to get ahead of the competition.”

      Ricole tilted her head. “And by ‘acquire,’ you mean steal?”

      Jacqueline shrugged. “All’s fair in business.”

      Demon lifted her head. What are we supposed to do while the tiny machines are stealing for us?

      Sabine clapped delightedly. “We get to go and take the temperature of the city.” Sabine grinned when Ricole looked at her blankly. “That means that we’re going bar-hopping, Ricole. I told you this place was going to be fun.”

      

      Yollin Sector, QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Open Court

      Gabrielle staggered toward the corridor under the weight of all her bags. “We should have gotten a few more carts,” she complained. “My hands are raw!”

      Jean looked over the top of the large crate she was carrying. “Suck it up, buttercup. We’re nearly out of here now.”

      The four ladies moved with the thinning crowd, heading out of the court. The moment the coast was clear, Bethany Anne grabbed Tabitha, who grabbed Jean and Gabrielle, and transferred the four of them and all their goodies to the Reynolds’ residence.

      Patricia was waiting for them when they arrived. She took one look at the overly laden women and shook her head fondly. “Come on in, my dears. You can put your bags and things in the side room to the left there.” She pointed the door out as she made her way back into the house. “Your father is in the living room, Bethany Anne. I’ll be in the kitchen fixing drinks for you all, and I’ll join you shortly.”

      They dumped their bags and went into the living room. Lance put his book down and stood up from the couch to greet them. “How was shopping?”

      Tabitha laughed. “There’s not a pair of size sevens left to buy anywhere on the station.”

      “That’s not true,” Bethany Anne protested. “I didn’t like those white shoes in the third store.”

      Tabitha tilted her head. “I stand corrected. That one pair you didn’t like.”

      Patricia came in with a large, icy pitcher and six glasses on a tray. She put the tray on the table and sat in the wingback chair beside Lance’s recliner. “What didn’t you like?”

      Jean chuckled and reached for one of the glasses on the tray. “A pair of shoes.”

      Patricia put a hand to her forehead and pretended to faint. “I never thought I’d see the day when you met a pair of shoes you didn’t like.”

      Bethany Anne made a face and sipped her drink. “So, Dad, are you going to tell me about this issue you’re having or keep me in eternal suspense?”

      Lance chuckled. He shifted in his chair to get comfortable and reached for a cigar that wasn’t there. “Dammit. Oh, well.” He shrugged and picked his drink up instead. “I had a visit from one of the Noel-ni delegates while I was at that conference.”

      “Conference?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Lance shrugged. “I’d have to ask Meredith which one it was. There are so many of the damn things these days they all just blur together. Anyway, Reia, the Noel-ni delegate…she came to me in my position as head of the Federation and asked me to intervene in a situation involving missing ships.” He held up a hand before Bethany Anne could interrupt. “Before you say a word, it’s not the Leath, Bethany Anne.”

      Gabrielle and Patricia were polite enough to suppress their giggles. Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at Tabitha and Jean, then sat back down. “So who do we like for it? You have someone looking into it, I presume.”

      Lance lifted a shoulder. “That’s the rub. The politics on this are a complete pain in the ass. Reia also took the petition to the other leaders of the Federation, so I can’t exactly have a black-ops team make a run on it.”

      Tabitha leaned back with a smirk and crossed her legs. “Well, you could.”

      Gabrielle clapped her hands and turned to Lance. “You can’t send any of your teams, but we’re not one of your teams.”

      Lance looked at them skeptically. “And what if you get caught? That shit will blow straight back in my face.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Who exactly is going to catch one of my ships?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Independent Trading Vessel Maiden’s Rage, Bridge

      Einoch leaned over the console as he built a map of the secondary Noel-ni system they’d landed in, as was his standard practice whenever they hit an out-of-the-way system.

      It passed the time while the engineering crew recharged the Gate drives, and he’d made a pretty penny over the years selling updates to places that were a little off the beaten path. The market for directions to these kinds of places never waned.

      He reviewed the ship’s reports as the bridge crew forwarded them to him, and he worked on the chart. A skeleton bridge crew worked in silence under Brakely’s direction, and the atmosphere on the bridge was almost peaceful. It was as close to downtime as Einoch got.

      The peace was shattered by a Gate proximity alert.

      Einoch waved distractedly at Brakely, who gave the order. The unexpected Gate appeared on the viewscreen. “Who is it?”

      Brakely leaned over the screen in front of him. “Looks like Noel-ni, five ships.”

      Einoch was doubly glad he’d had them stay well back from the system’s core insert lines. “Are we secure?”

      Brakely nodded. “I believe so, Captain.”

      Einoch nodded and returned to examining the scene beyond the hull of his ship. The light from the Gate flooded the space around it, making the five ships’ progress easy to track. They cleared the Gate and changed course toward the planets in the distance. His eyes were drawn to a large, blank spot in the starry canvas some way away, between the ships and their destination. He pointed it out to the first mate. “What in the galaxy is that?”

      Brakely had nothing.

      Einoch turned back to the screen. “Are the Noel-ni aware they’re heading straight for it? Track them, Brakely. Let’s see what happens, but be careful not to reveal our position.”

      “I think they’re going to miss it,” Brakely told him a few minutes later. He turned to the captain with concern written all over his ganglia. “What the hell is big enough to block out the stars?”

      Many of the bridge crew were on their feet, watching the clueless ships pass within kilometers of the dark behemoth.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Einoch snapped his attention to the source of the curse. “What?”

      “We have incoming, and they don’t look too happy with us.” The officer tapped at her console and pointed at the viewscreen. “They’ve picked up on our active sensors.”

      Einoch stared at the screen in alarm, seeing that some smaller ovoid object had broken away from the unidentified mass and was headed straight for them. “Get a boot up engineering’s ass!” he yelled. He turned to Brakely, who was running from station to station. “How long have we got?”

      Brakely wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Approximately two hours, Captain.”

      Einoch got on the comm. “All stations, you have two hours to get us the hell out of here.”

      The officer at the com tugged on Brakely’s sleeve and pointed to her screen. Brakely looked down, and his ganglia went crazy. “Um… Einoch?”

      Einoch’s eyes widened at his first mate’s lapse in protocol. “What is it, Brakely?”

      “Make that an hour and a half. It just increased its speed.”

      Einoch thumbed the comm again. “Make that ninety minutes to get as much charge in this ship as possible.” He put the ship on red alert.

      “For all the good it’ll do us…”

      

      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Queen’s Private Dock

      The stateroom was stuffed with the bags they had returned to drop off. Bethany Anne picked her way across to hug Lance before he left for dinner with Patricia and they left for home. “It’s been so good to spend some time with you all, Dad.”

      Lance squeezed her extra tight. “We owe you a visit next time, okay?”

      Bethany Anne was about to reply when Meredith pinged them. “What’s up?”

      Meredith’s smooth voice came over the speaker. “There is a situation at All Guns Blazing. AGB security has requested aid, but I pulled the request in case you wanted to deal with it personally before returning to High Tortuga, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head and shrugged. “I’ll bite. What have we got?”

      Meredith chuckled dryly. “I thought you might. There is an all-out brawl in progress, and the bouncers are having trouble containing it.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “Why not? It’s not as if Baba Yaga left.”

      Tabitha danced around the bags on the floor and punched the air. “Whoo! Bar fight!” She stopped mid-jump and looked at Gabrielle with all seriousness she could muster. “You know they’re my favorite, right?”

      Jean grinned and excused herself, taking Gabrielle with her.

      Bethany Anne turned to her father. “Love you, Dad.”

      Lance cupped her chin and kissed the top of her head. “Love you too, pumpkin. Now go and have some fun.”

      Jean and Gabrielle returned shortly after Lance had left, carrying a large crate between them.

      “What’s in the crate?” Bethany Anne asked as they placed it on the table.

      Jean pressed her hand to the lock. It read her DNA and clicked open. “Come and see.” She lifted the lid with a flourish and stood back while Bethany Anne examined the contents.

      Bethany Anne pulled out the armored suit inside and held it up. “How do you always know what to get me?”

      Jean grinned. “Not just you, all of us.” She lifted the tray the armor had been on to reveal another suit on the tray below. She handed it to Gabrielle, then pulled out another for Tabitha, and finally one for herself.

      They quickly changed into the suits, and Bethany Anne made the switch to Baba Yaga. She looked the others over and pursed her lips. Below the neck, she couldn’t tell who was wearing the suits—male or female, human or just humanoid. However, three of the most famous faces in the galaxy looked back at her. “You’re all going to have to hide your faces somehow.”

      Jean shook her head and pointed to a spot on her suit collar. “Just press here and your helmet will engage. Same again to retract it.” She demonstrated, and the collar extended to form an opaque helmet. “HUD, as you’d expect.”

      Tabitha played with her helmet button. “Okay,” she stated as she looked at her HUD. “This is pretty fucking cool, Jean. Nobody will have a clue they’re getting their asses kicked by the FBB.”

      “I’m probably going to regret this, but what does FBB mean?” Jean asked.

      Tabitha paused, her helmet still off. “Four badass bitches!”

      Gabrielle coughed. “Um…that title is already taken. By the guys and me.”

      Baba Yaga narrowed her eyes for a second, then inspiration hit, and she cackled. “The Queen can have her Bitches, you three are now my Bastards.”

      “Talk about reverse gender discrimination,” Tabitha muttered, but not loud enough to bug Bethany Anne’s alter-ego.

      Baba Yaga ignored her. “Meredith, are the AGB offices clear?”

      “They are,” came the reply.

      She gave a sharp grin and held out her hands to the others. “Then what the hell are we waiting for?”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      The terrain had changed again in the hours since they’d left the river behind, the rolling grassland gradually morphing into a rough and rocky landscape that became increasingly difficult to navigate the closer they came to the long shadow of the mountain.

      The land rose in jagged steps, which they had to climb to keep going toward the mountain.

      Alexis kicked the rocky barrier. “This is ridiculous! Why can’t we talk to Phyrro? He would have gotten us out of here an hour ago!”

      John examined the rock face for the best place to climb up to the next level. “How effective is it to have the solution handed to you in training, Alexis?”

      Alexis sniffed. “I suppose it isn’t.”

      John cupped his hands to give the children a boost onto the ledge above. “’You suppose?’ That’s a little vague for a girl who loves precision.”

      She rolled her eyes and hopped onto his hand. “Okay, you’re right.” She jumped for the ledge and pulled herself up.

      Gabriel was next. He hauled himself over with ease and dusted himself off. He peered over the edge at John, who was backing up to take a running jump. “Dad could have given us at least some information,” he grumped. “He saw how excited we were to play the game.”

      John landed on the mossy rock beside them. “Why would you expect that of him?” he asked. “Your father is wise, creative, and sneaky.” He looked them each in the eye. “He is also completely dedicated to making sure you two get the upbringing you need to be able to handle the power you’re gonna have when you grow up. You both know that, yet neither of you questioned why he’d let you play a game with no training value?”

      Alexis made a sound of frustration. “Nuance! He even told me!” She stalked off, kicking the rocks as she went. “I can’t believe we walked right into the very first trap he— AHHHHH!” She screamed as she disappeared from sight.

      Gabriel started forward. “Alexis!”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-Doc Room

      “Now that was ironic.” Eve turned from the screen to see the stony reception her joke got from the guys. “No? She was bitching about Michael’s trap, and she fell right into a trap.” Michael fixed her with a stern look.

      She shrugged and turned back to the screen. “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      John and Gabriel stood on the rim of the pit and searched the darkness below for any sign of Alexis.

      “I can’t see! Where is she?” Gabriel leaned over, and John pulled him back. “I’ll jump in and pull her out,” he told John.

      “And what if you land on your sister?”

      Gabriel made a face. “Then we need to find something to lower me down there.” He looked around frantically, spotting a tall, vine-choked tree. “That tree wasn’t there a minute ago.”

      John looked around. There weren’t any other trees around, and Gabriel was right about that one appearing from nowhere. He shrugged. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, kiddo.”

      They ran over to the tree, and Gabriel pulled at a likely looking vine. It didn’t budge an inch.

      “Here, let me,” John told him. He wrapped the vine around his forearm and gave it a sharp downward tug. The vine came away farther up the trunk, dislodging a shower of bugs and dead leaves. He shook them off and pulled again, and more of the vine came loose. He wound the vine around his arm as he walked around the tree and freed some more of it.

      Gabriel heard a dry rustle in the leaves above them as John bent over to tear the vine from the ground. He glanced up in time to see a snake fall from the branch above John’s head. “Uncle John!”

      John managed to get an arm up before the snake latched onto his face. However, it sunk its fangs deep into his forearm. “Fuuuu…owww!” He tore the snake loose, twisted it around, and ripped its head off.

      Gabriel eyed the fangs sticking out of John’s arm warily. “You okay, Uncle John?”

      John picked the fangs out and tossed them aside. “Sure, it only hurt for a minute. Now let’s see about getting your sister out of that hole.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve chuckled and muttered, “Interest is a bitch, John.”

      Darryl and Scott exchanged worried glances.

      Scott leaned over and whispered, “What did Eve and John get into that she’s so pissed at him?”

      Darryl shrugged and spoke just as low. “I have no clue, but remind me to ask John if he makes it out of there so I can avoid it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, All Guns Blazing Offices

      Baba Yaga gave Tabitha a little shove to move her from the Etheric to the office. Tabitha stepped into the office, and the roar of the brawl was obvious. She grinned in anticipation and waited a beat for the others.

      Jean, Gabrielle, and Baba Yaga appeared within a few seconds, accompanied by a loud thump and then a crash as someone hit the office door from the other side.

      Gabrielle chuckled as she made for the door. “Oh, goody, it’s a big one!” Her voice sounded gravelly through the helmet’s voice modulator.

      “That’s what she said,” Tabitha snarked, pushing past to her get to the door first. “And it’s first come, first served, so I’m leading.” She yanked the door open and looked down the corridor to the main bar area, where the chaos was even more complete. Furniture flew, the crashes punctuating the overall soundtrack of yelling, roars, and breaking glass. “Shiiit,” She looked back at her friends. “This is a full-on blowout.”

      Baba Yaga came to stand beside her and sniffed. “You’re right. We can’t break it up just yet, not with this many frustrated Wechselbalg involved.” She pressed her lips together and assessed the severity of the fight. “Hmmm…”

      “What are you thinking?” Jean asked.

      Baba Yaga tilted her head. “That nobody here is trying to kill anyone, they’re just blowing off steam. I have a mind to let it run its course for now.”

      Gabrielle’s shoulders dropped. “No fight for us?”

      Baba Yaga snickered. “Oh, we’re going to fight. We’ll help the bouncers make sure it doesn’t go too far, and after it’s done, I have the perfect place for all those frustrated Wechselbalg.”

      “Where?” Tabitha looked at her, then laughed. “You’re shitting me. Devon?”

      Baba Yaga nodded. “You know it.”

      The corridor heaved with angry bodies doing their best to pound the shit out of each other.

      Tabitha saw a human standing over another human with his foot raised. The guy on the floor definitely didn’t need a kick to the ribs, so Tabitha decided it was as good a place to start as any and punched the standing guy in the face. “Not so fun when they can fight back, huh?” She snickered as he crumpled to the floor.

      She stepped over him and looked back at the others. “You three just going to stand there?”

      Baba Yaga was by her side in a blink, and the four worked their way through to the main bar area in a storm of kicks, punches, and judiciously applied elbows.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-Doc Room

      Addix pushed the plastic curtain aside and followed Eve’s directions to the Vid-doc room. The screen wall caught her eye as she entered, distracting her from her purpose. Bethany Anne and Michael’s children were playing some VR game with John, while Michael and the rest of the guys watched from the seating area and Eve puttered around the room.

      Michael gestured for Addix to join them, and she took a seat and a handful of popcorn from the bowl Eric held out.

      She munched a few pieces, her mandibles twitching with joy as Alexis had one of her little willful moments on the screen.

      She waved her fists and kicked the loose rocks as she voiced her displeasure with her father. Addix thought it utterly endearing that so much force of will could be contained in such a sweet little creature.

      Suddenly, Alexis screamed and was gone from the screen.

      “Where did she go?” Addix asked Michael.

      “There’s a trap,” he replied. “This part of the game is littered with them. Gabriel will have to work to get her out, with John’s help.”

      Her mandibles conveyed her concern for Alexis.

      Scott elbowed Darryl. “Aunt Addix is on the case now. She’s not going to want to see the twins hurt.”

      Addix turned to Michael. “Is this true? They can be hurt in this game?”

      He nodded. “This is not a game. They are in training.”

      “You are ensuring that they suffer?” Her mandibles picked up speed, and her translation software struggled to keep up. “Of all the… Wait until Bethany Anne hears about this!”

      Michael’s eyes flared red, and he put up a hand to silence Addix. “Enough. I respect your love and your effort, Addix, but my children are...my children. You will see that they are learning from this.” His face softened a touch. “The longest-remembered lessons are the hardest and most painful to learn; you know that.”

      Addix looked at the screen, where Gabriel was working with John to retrieve Alexis from the pit. “Hmmm. Very well.” She turned to Michael, still agitated. “I came to see you because the issue of Lance’s we spoke about has intensified somewhat. The Noel-ni have lost more ships, and the Federation has gotten involved.”

      “I see.” Michael steepled his hands under his chin for a moment, taking the news in. “Do they know what’s causing the ships to vanish? What measures is Lance having the Federation take?”

      “The system has been quarantined until the reason can be ascertained. The Noel-ni have no clue what the cause of the disappearing ships is. It could be anything from pirates to space monsters.”

      “It could also be Kurtherians,” Michael noted.

      “It could.” They continued watching the children while Addix gave him a brief outline of everything she’d learned from her Federation contacts. “Unfortunately, the political situation is rather tenuous. The original vanished ships were fulfilling a trade obligation, and there is a real chance that war could break out between the Noel-ni and the other side unless the consignment—or at least proof of its destruction by a third party—is presented.”

      Her mandibles continued to broadcast her agitation. “That is not my only concern, Michael. When is Bethany Anne due to return to High Tortuga?”

      Michael smirked. “You are thinking along the same lines as me, then?”

      Addix’ mandibles twitched in amusement. “I suspect she’s already on her way to the quarantined system.”

      Michael sighed. “That’s about what I was thinking.” He got up and walked over to the console. “CEREBRO, get me a line to the Security Pit.”

      “Right away, Michael,” the EI replied.

      Jennifer came on the line a second later. “What can I do for you, Sir?”

      “This is not a drill. Ready the fleet.” He had to work to keep the grin out of his voice as he spoke. He’d been waiting for the opportunity since the base had been in the inception phase.

      “The fleet, sir?” Jennifer recovered quickly. “Of course. What are their instructions?”

      Michael paced in front of the console. “Tell them to warm up and be ready to leave within twelve hours. If we need to go sooner, we’ll warn them we’re going to prepare for a three-hour lift off.”

      “What’s going on?” Eric asked.

      “My wife,” Michael stated, “won't leave well enough alone. I'm just making sure we have the firepower to back her up against whatever is out there. She would jump into Hell with a box of matches and a package of firecrackers. It isn't the wisest choice, so we will consider this an unplanned test of the fleet’s readiness.”

      

      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, All Guns Blazing

      Baba Yaga held two snarling wolves up in front of her by the scruffs of their necks. They twisted and clawed to escape her iron grip, which just made her hold on all the tighter. “Enough!” She banged their heads together to knock them out and dropped them, moving on to the next situation without a pause. She’d let the staff know she was there and that she would be responsible for damages, then threw herself into the fray with abandon.

      It was satisfying to fight for no other reason than the sheer joy of it.

      To pit herself against someone not because they were threatening the ones she loved, but simply because they challenged her to bring the pain or take it.

      Jean and Gabrielle were dealing with a knot of drunken Wechselbalg in one corner of the bar.

      Jean, keeping it minimal as always, laid the ringleader out with a headbutt.

      Tabitha dashed past after a Shrillexian, who she was laying into with the pool cues she had acquired. The Shrillexian beat a hasty retreat for the exit before Tabitha could continue the lesson in fairness. She used the sticks to point behind her. “Asshole was picking on those little furry guys back there.”

      Bethany Anne looked over to where Tabitha had jerked her pool cue before running off to check on them. The “little furry guys” had teeth as sharp as her own, and they didn’t seem to mind using them in the least.

      She rolled her eyes and stepped over an unconscious Yollin to go and help Tabitha dislodge them from her legs.

      The brawl was showing no sign of slowing, since word had spread that the bar fight to end all bar fights was going on. There was a long line of people waiting outside to keep the numbers steady. It was getting late, however, and they had an honest-to-fuck mission the next day.

      Wrap it up, ladies, she told Gabrielle and Jean. She used her foot to scrape the small furry beings from Tabitha’s legs and jumped onto one of the few remaining tables. She kicked away the wolf who tried for her legs and pressed the button on her helmet.

      “Enough!”
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        * * *

      

      The bar was plunged into silence when the figure on the table removed her helmet and revealed herself to be Baba Yaga.

      Sam and Lucas shared a terrified glance.

      “We’re in the shit now!” Sam whispered shakily.

      His brother sucked in short, rapid breaths. “The She-Witch was fighting… Shit, with us all.”

      Sam hadn’t considered that, and he was nowhere near as afraid of her as his brother was. Personally, he found the scary look pretty damn—

      “Why is she looking at you, bro?”

      Sam swallowed, his face going red.

      Baba Yaga grinned dangerously and addressed the bar. “Fight’s over, everyone. Make sure you pick up your belongings and your unconscious friends on your way out.”

      It was more than disconcerting to hear the cheerful thanks given in that grating voice. When Baba Yaga spoke, her voice tripped every nerve in Lucas’ and Sam’s young Wechselbalg bodies. The instinct they felt most clearly was the one to flee.

      Not everyone could move. Some stayed rooted to the spot, transfixed like animals in headlights.

      Baba Yaga saw their reactions. She clapped her hands, and two energy balls appeared over her palms. “Anyone still present in two minutes time is going to be hot-footing it out of here.”

      Their feet suddenly unstuck.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      John and Gabriel descended into the darkness, held securely by the vine. The pit was less deep than they’d originally thought. The light was blocked by the twists in the drop, which hid the bottom from anyone looking down from above.

      Gabriel began to search for his sister the moment his feet touched the ground. He was drawn to a glow up ahead. The light came from a pool at the bottom of a steep decline. He saw a spot of what looked to be blood in the light cast by the pool.

      “Alexis!” He rushed forward, and almost fell over a jagged crack in the floor.

      John grabbed Gabriel’s arm to stop him from falling into the glowing liquid. “Easy, now.”

      Gabriel peered into the pool and made out a vaguely human shape in the glowing gloop below. He pointed and stared at John impatiently. “But she’s down there, and she could be hurt!”

      John joined Gabriel at the edge and identified the shape as Alexis. “So she is. Hang on a minute.” He hopped in, slid down into the gloop, and scooped Alexis out. She spluttered and drew a breath, but didn’t regain consciousness.

      Gabriel hopped from foot to foot as John cradled Alexis in one arm and climbed back out. John gently laid her on the ground and turned her on her side.

      Gabriel ran over and touched her sleeping face. “Is she okay?”

      I’m fine, she answered groggily in their minds. She coughed weakly. Or at least I would be if Dad and Eve hadn’t put this stuff down here to knock me out! That’s cheating!

      John wiped the rapidly-drying gloop from her face with his sleeve. “It could have been designed to kill you. Instead, you had an unscheduled nap and learned something. Want to tell me what that was?”

      Alexis opened her eyes and rubbed them vigorously to clear the last flakes. “That no matter how many times I think I’ve figured out what my dad is up to, he’s going to surprise me again? Okay,” she admitted, huffing at John’s serious expression. “I suppose that’s true. If I’d been paying attention instead of griping, I would have seen the trap.”

      “I learned that you can tear the head off a snake,” Gabriel told his sister. “It squelches.”

      Alexis paled. “Gross, Gabriel.”

      John shook his head and set off toward the next ledge.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-Doc Room

      “I suppose that was a good lesson,” Addix admitted.

      Eve grinned. “I know. I designed it.”

      Michael glanced at the screen wall from his place at the console and smiled warmly at his children. Alexis and Gabriel were progressing through the trials even faster than he’d anticipated.

      It was a good thing he’d listened to Eve about making it so the children experienced everything in real-time, since he needed the long High Tortuga night to go and make sure that they had a mother to return to when they emerged from the Vid-doc.

      He reviewed the readiness reports as CEREBRO fed them from the ships to his station. Kael-ven’s name was at the top of each report, so Michael opened a line to the Yollin.

      “What can I do for you, Michael?” Kael-ven sounded hopeful. “You did get my reports? The fleet will be ready when you ask.”

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      “Don’t thank me with words,” Kael-ven grumped. “I’ve got the G’laxix Sphaea all dressed up, but there’s nowhere to go, and you didn’t even think to ask her to the dance, did you?” He chuckled, the clicks echoing over the comm.

      Michael chuckled in return. “I think we both know who wants to be asked to dance, Kael-ven. Do you have a full crew?”

      “You know he does,” Kiel’s voice cut in. “Just point us at whoever pissed Bethany Anne off, and we’re good to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, General Reynolds’ Office

      Lance was at his desk the next morning when Meredith interrupted with an urgent request. “What is it, Meredith?”

      “An independent trading ship, which we have traced as being a Leath freighter stolen from a pirate company, broke the quarantine on the system a little over an hour ago. The captain stood down immediately and requested a tight-beam link to you. They’ve complied with all our requests so far.”

      Lance frowned. “Interesting.” He reached into the drawer on his right and grabbed a cigar. “Put the captain through. Let’s see what they have to say before we blow them up.”

      Meredith opened the video link, and the terrified captain appeared. He held his hands up in supplication and jumped in before Lance could say a word. “Oh, thank the fucking stars! General, before you blow us to shit, you have to understand that we had no way of knowing we were jumping into a quarantined area. We were running for our lives!”

      Lance leaned in a little. “Oh, yes?”

      The captain nodded frantically. “We were fucked, General.”

      “Fucked isn’t the word,” came a voice from behind the trader captain. “The Gate engine just melted on us!”

      The captain shrugged at Lance’s expression. “I knew it was a possibility. We’re lucky we didn’t explode.”

      Lance blew out in sympathy. “Then you were lucky three times. What or who were you running from?”

      The captain’s eyes widened. “To be frank, I don’t know. Our sensors couldn’t identify it, and none of us have ever seen anything like it before.” His eyes misted over as he relived the terror of the pursuit. “All I can describe is this gigantic mass with a rage-on for anything that passed it. We were tracking a bunch of Noel-ni ships that Gated into the system just after we did when the behemoth caught our sensors and sent a… a…something after us. Hold tight for a moment…I’m sending all our sensor data now. Maybe your tech can make sense of it.”

      Lance sent the data to Meredith to review when it arrived and looked at the captain. “What happened next?” he asked.

      The captain grimaced. “We held onto our asses and hoped like hell that the Gate engine charged before it hit us.”

      

      QBS ArchAngel II

      Bethany Anne pushed her plate away and answered the request for a mental link from Lance. Hey, Dad. What’s up?

      Lance sighed. There’s been a development in the situation that you need to know about. Have you ladies set off yet?

      We’re just finishing breakfast. Why?

      A trading vessel broke the quarantine. They were chased by an unknown entity that looks to be the cause of our missing Noel-ni ships, but neither Meredith nor I can make heads or tails of the scan data the captain sent.

      She held up a hand to stall Jean, who noticed her raised eyebrow. Send it over, Dad. I’ll have ADAM and TOM go through it.

      She received the data a few seconds later. Got it.

      Be careful out there, sweetheart.

      Her laugh was light in his mind. What do you think I’m going to do?

      Lance’s reply was quiet. What you always do, Bethany Anne.

      Not this time, Dad, she assured him. Alexis and Gabriel are my first consideration. The only reason I would risk leaving them without a mother is to save their lives. You know that.

      I know, Lance told her gently. All the same, watch yourself out there. There’s something off about the whole thing, and it’s got my hackles up.

      Okay, I promise we’ll be careful. You just keep the traders in the quarantine area until I get there.

      Will do. He closed the link, and Bethany Anne pushed her chair back. “That was Dad,” she told the others.

      “What was he contacting you for?” Tabitha asked.

      She got up to leave. “He got some information about whatever it is we’re facing on this mission.”

      Gabrielle put her coffee cup down. “What did he have to say?”

      “Not too much yet,” Bethany Anne admitted. “You three get ready to leave. I’m going to go through the data he sent and see if I can’t figure out who the culprit is before we get there.” She drained her glass of juice and grabbed an apple to take to her room with her.

      She brought up her HUD and looked over the logs of the Maiden’s Rage as she walked to her quarters, skipping the sensor data in favor of the bridge transcripts.

      ADAM, can you get on that sensor data and turn it into something I can use?

      >>I love the way you ask, as if you don’t know I’ve done it already.<<

      Bethany Anne smirked as she made her way to her bedroom. She kicked her shoes off, got onto the bed, and sat back against the pillows with her legs curled under her. So tell me what you have. You too, TOM. I know you can’t resist poking your nose in.

      >>The scans aren’t conclusive.<<

      They don’t need to be, TOM told them. I may already know who we are up against.

      Well, don’t keep us in suspense. What do you know?

      It’s not so much knowledge as a memory.

      Bethany Anne held a hand to her forehead and laughed aloud. I expect nothing less than some vague, half-helpful recollection from you. After all, why change the habits of a lifetime? Just tell me what you’ve been able to work out and we’ll go from there, okay?

      Such faith. If you must know, I remember the incident perfectly well. When I was just an acolyte, one of the pilots returned from a planet which had been destroyed by an AI. It became corrupted and tore the planet to shreds to gather the resources to keep growing. She managed to scan the AI and escape with her life and her ship intact, and the data she shared was eerily similar to what we have here.

      Well…fuck.

      >>You don’t say. This could turn into a complete clusterfuck, Bethany Anne. If this is an AI and its only goal is to grow and defend itself, you can be sure that it won’t go down easily.<<

      I remember the scenarios from when we were figuring out what you were going to do, ADAM. It’s some scary shit. She shook her head. But we can’t get caught up in what might be. Get with Michael. We’re going to need a little more firepower than we have.

      >>I’m on it.<<

      And TOM, study that sensor data. Learn whatever you can from it. We’re not going into this unprepared.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office, Vid-doc Room

      ADAM finished the brief, and Michael sat back to take it in. “AI gone wrong? How do we defend against that?”

      “You go back two hundred years and build your own super-awesome AI,” ADAM replied glibly. The speaker rattled with his laughter. “Oh, wait, you did! Looks like we’re all set, then. Just get the fleet to where Bethany Anne is. The AI is sure to defend itself, and she won’t back down no matter how much she keeps telling everyone she will.”

      “She probably has every intention of doing so.” Michael shrugged. “She just doesn’t know how to back down. We will be there, don’t worry. Addix already told me about the situation, although she knew nothing about any AI. I began preparing the fleet immediately after her arrival.”

      “Then I guess we’ll see you there.”

      Michael signed off and looked around the room. His gaze alighted on Addix, who had stayed to keep watch over the children. “Aunt Addix,” he began smoothly. She looked at him with her head tilted in question. Michael grinned and pointed at the screen. “How would you like to babysit for a while?”

      Addix looked at Eve skeptically. “I can have my knives in there, right?”

      Eve nodded. “Relax, Addix. I’m not mad at you. You can have your knives, and we’ll have fun. And I can hear you, so if you want me to, I can change things on the fly.” She snickered and went back to monitoring the game.

      Addix clicked her mandibles happily. “Then I would be honored to babysit!” She’d shed her robes as soon as she’d gotten there, so climbing into the last empty Vid-doc was no issue for her. Once again, she was grateful for the small freedoms that came with the acceptance of family.

      She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she was in a craggy landscape. The children were at rest in the shade with John standing guard close by.

      Alexis spotted Addix first. She grabbed her brother’s arm and jumped up and down in her excitement. “Gabriel, look! It’s Aunt Addix!”

      Gabriel’s face lit up just like his sister’s. He too began to bounce when he saw her. “Aunt Addix!”

      The twins rushed her and scrambled up her legs to be scooped into her arms. She held them close. “And how are my little hunters?”

      The twins didn’t need to be asked twice. They launched into a rapid and babbling recounting of their adventure so far. Addix inclined her head toward John, who nodded back. “Bye, kids,” he called. He waved and was gone from the game.

      Addix turned her attention back to the children. “Who wants a ride up the mountain?”
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        * * *

      

      Michael observed his children’s reaction to their Ixtali aunt. “Who would have expected them to bond so closely with Addix?” he mused.

      “How humanocentric,” Eve stated. “It makes perfect sense, actually.”

      Michael walked over to the Vid-docs. “How so, Eve?”

      Eve didn’t look up from her station. “Well, Addix loves them unconditionally. It’s only natural that they would respond to that. Plus, she pampers them shamelessly. Look at her—she’s already indulging them.”

      She pointed at the screen for emphasis, where Addix was climbing with the children perched on her back.

      Michael inclined his head. “I suppose you’re right. After all, they have been raised among many species. A couple of extra legs shouldn’t be too off-putting to them.”

      Eve shrugged. “I don’t see the issue with the Ixtali having four legs. Lots of species do.”

      Michael considered that. “Most of those species are mammalian or reptilian in appearance. The Ixtali have that whole hairy-legged spider thing going on. It takes some time to convince your brain not to run when you first meet them.”

      Eve raised an eyebrow. “And now?”

      He grinned. “I didn’t say I had that problem. I have admired and appreciated Addix and her dedication to my family from the start.” His voice dropped slightly. “I would not allow her near the children if I did not trust her. The same goes for you, Eve. I trust the two of you to look after them for me while I am away.”

      “Of course we will,” Eve assured him. “And we’ll have fun, too.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Michael laid a hand on each of the children’s pods. “Rest well, learn well, and be strong, my children. I will bring your mother back to you.”

      Eve heard him as he walked out. “That is a promise.”
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      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Large Meeting Room

      The tiered seats were filled with gesticulating holograms.

      The barrage of catcalls and angry shouting from the assembled Federation leaders echoing around the room for the last two hours had given Lance a headache.

      He leaned on the lectern and rubbed his forehead, not caring if everyone in the room saw his frustration.

      The screen at the back of the stage where he stood to chair the meeting was paused at the end of the footage from the indie trader vessel.

      The Noel-ni leader had begun the meeting by admitting to the assembly that the Noel-ni had gone behind the Federation’s back to negotiate a favorable trade deal with a non-Federation planet, which was now threatening war unless the deal was honored to their satisfaction.

      The leaders had skipped completely past the loss of life and impending war and zeroed in on what they’d missed out on with the underhanded trade deal.

      None of them were focused on the larger issue.

      Lance rolled his eyes at the squabbling leaders and addressed Meredith. You would think that the emergence of a new and potentially extremely aggressive enemy would get them to pull their heads out of their asses and agree for one minute, but no. They want to continue the pissing contest. I’d be on my last nerve if it weren’t for the fact that this circus is exactly what we need right now.

      I find it difficult to understand why the leaders do not make the most of the system set up for their benefit. Meredith sniffed. However, that would require looking beyond simple self-interest. I suspect that to be a step beyond what most of the planetary leaders are capable of. It’s too much like logical behavior.

      Lance sighed mentally. Unfortunately, you’re right. Then again, I knew heading the Federation was going to be more like herding battlecats at first than the meeting of minds we want to achieve. Politics is a game, and games attract children, Meredith.

      True, Meredith concurred.

      It is what it is, and like I said, it works in our favor this time. Bethany Anne needs them distracted, so that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Of course, I will not get noticed for what is going to be an Academy Award-level effort.

      Lance straightened up to address the other leaders, who had been too busy arguing to notice he’d taken a step back from the debate. The Zhyn and Leath leaders had teamed up against the Noel-ni, who was defending himself from their vicious tirade with his own stream of abuse.

      The holograms threw their arms around as they screamed at each other.

      “Enough!” Lance barked. “I’ve had it up to here with all the bickering, backstabbing, and bullshit you all pull when you think nobody is looking. This is a federation, dammit! Start acting like allies, or I’ll decide that my daughter is the best person to keep you all in line after all. All it will take is one call, and we’ll be an Empire again.”

      The threat had the desired effect. Lance snickered internally at the effectiveness of what he was starting to see as his own particular version of, “Quit arguing, or so help me, I’ll turn this car around.”

      “What exactly do you want us to do for the Noel-ni?” the Leath leader growled into the nervous silence. He pointed at Reia accusingly. “They got themselves into this mess by sneaking around to gain an advantage over the rest of us. Let them get themselves out of it as a penalty.”

      Lance noted how each of the leaders reacted to the Leath’s statement. He raised an implacable eyebrow. “By that logic, the next time the Leath need assistance, the Federation should refuse on the grounds that you can get yourselves out of it. Still want to be an asshole about fulfilling your obligations? Go ahead.”

      The Leath leader looked around for support but found none. Lance’s comment had hit home with the others. Even the Noel-ni leader fell silent.

      “That’s what I thought.” Lance rolled his eyes and moved on. “Now, if you’re all done debating who owes who what, we can get on with identifying a way to deal with this threat. We have no solid information yet, and we need to work toward changing that before the situation escalates further.”

      The Noel-ni leader raised a paw toward the screen on the stage. “You all saw the video. Don’t imagine that you are safe from this thing if we can’t contain it.”

      Lance nodded in agreement. “We’re going to send some advanced spy satellites out there. The ships we have out there right now don’t have sophisticated-enough equipment. They will take around four days to reach the quarantined system, since we’re not going to send them in from anywhere that will lead the enemy back to us. Once we have that data, we can decide where to go from there.”

      A flicker passed over the holograms as the leaders broke into debate once again.

      I’ve passed all of this on to ADAM. Meredith snickered in Lance’s mind. I think you just bought Bethany Anne a little extra time.

      That was the plan, Lance told her.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, QBS G’laxix Sphaea

      “Good of you to give us a ride, Kael-ven.” Michael slapped the captain on his arm as he passed him at the top of the ramp.

      He waved back at John, Scott, Eric, and Darryl, who stood at the bottom of the ramp with all their ops gear stacked on antigrav carts. “I hope all this won’t get in your way.”

      “You won’t be in my way. Eve warned me you were loaded for leviathans, so I assigned you guys to the ship’s APA while we’re active and it’s not in use. You’ll have everything you need there.”

      Kael-ven stood back with a flourish as John and Scott reached the top of the ramp with the first cart. “Welcome aboard.”

      John nodded. “Good to be here, Kael.”

      Michael adjusted his go-bag on his shoulder and waited for Eric and Darryl to maneuver the other cart up the ramp.

      “A little overloaded there,” Kael-ven commented as he and Michael walked down the corridor behind the others.

      Michael shrugged as they came to a stop at the elevators. “I’d rather be overprepared than left with my ass hanging in the wind.”

      The Yollin’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “I honestly can’t see you in that situation.”

      John turned around and grinned. “Pretty sure Akio could tell you differently, Kael.”

      Michael gave him a look that could crack permacrete.

      “What?” John shrugged. “Akio talks to Tabitha, Tabitha talks to Peter, and Peter talks to us. It’s kinda how we keep abreast of shit around here.” The elevator doors opened and they all piled in except Kael-ven, who excused himself to return to the preparations. “It’s rather efficient.”

      They left the elevator and made their way into the training room.

      The guys immediately began unpacking the carts. Darryl went over the checklist as Eric and Scott got each one open.

      Scott whistled. “We’re going with heavy armor? That shit is just flat out sexy.” He held up one of the flat black pieces to inspect it. “Jean just gets better and better at this.”

      “What’s in the crates?” Eric cracked one of them open and pulled out a gleaming rifle from within. “Ohhh,” he breathed. “John, we have to get Jean a thank-you gift when we get back. Have you seen this? She’s spoiling us!”

      “That’s my Jean. She looks after her boys.” John chuckled as he fixed the mini-missile launchers to Scott’s shoulder plates. “Love the gift idea. I’ll even help you pick something out.”

      Michael took his bag over to a weight bench and removed the smallish box he’d found waiting for him when he’d gone to retrieve his armor earlier. There had been nothing to indicate what was in the box or how to open it, which he hadn’t been able to do.

      “What have you got there?” Eric called.

      Michael held the box up, and the smooth wood caught the light. “I’m not sure yet. A gift from Bethany Anne, I assume.”

      John nodded at the box. “Jean’s proud of those. Have you figured out how to open it yet?”

      Michael shook his head and ran a finger along the side. “I can’t even find the seal.” He glanced at John, who looked a little too nonchalant for his comfort. “You know how to open it?”

      John held his hands palms up and shrugged. “Who, me? Maybe. All that time in the jungle must have clouded my memory.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes and stowed the box in his bag again. “Fine, don’t tell me.”

      “Bethany Anne says that you’ll work it out,” ADAM cut in.

      “She’s listening?” Michael asked.

      “She’s got me listening in and giving her a running commentary,” ADAM replied. “She says to tell you the ships are going to war, and to hurry your ass up. She doesn’t want to start without you.”

      Michael grinned. “Tell her that if she does there will be hell to pay when I get there.”

      Eric had his leg up on a rack to fasten his armor. “Hey, if you’re done flirting with your wife, the ship’s taken off. We should get ready.”

      Michael chuckled and picked up his chest plate. “You have met my wife?” He shook his head. “I’ll never be done flirting.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      Addix came to a stop on a wide plateau halfway up the mountain that had an opening into a cave. The children climbed down from her back and stretched their muscles after the long ride.

      Alexis peered at the narrow opening in the rock, wary of traps after her earlier mishap. “Aunt Addix, what’s in here?”

      Addix stuck her head in to check. The cave beyond was cool and empty. “Nothing, Alexis.” She looked up at the rapidly darkening sky. “We should camp here for the night. You two need some sleep.”

      “We don’t have any camping equipment,” Gabriel pointed out.

      Addix’ mandibles worked for a moment. “Well, I suppose I should have you both use the resources around you to create comfort.”

      Alexis yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Come on, Gabriel. You get the firewood, I’ll gather soft plants for bedding.”

      Gabriel jumped to it.

      Addix held up a hand to stall them. “I said I should. I didn’t say I was going to.” She laughed at the hopeful expressions on their little faces. “Eve?”

      There was a flash of lightning, and a giant Eve appeared above them as if in a vision. The sky around Eve crackled with lightning, each flash adding to the soft golden glow of the nimbus surrounding her. Her wings held her aloft without beating, yet the wind from them rippled through her long dark hair and set the sweeping folds of her kimono dancing.

      Alexis and Gabriel stared up at Eve, transfixed.

      “How are you doing that?” Alexis yelled over the noise.

      “God Mode, that’s how,” Gabriel breathed.

      Addix waved at the android. “Nice outfit. Can we get some camping gear down here?”

      Eve cut the light show and floated down to them, decreasing in size as she descended. She was her regular height when she landed. She came over to them, studying the plateau as she walked.

      Addix nodded toward the cave. Eve waved a hand at the narrow aperture, and it was transformed. The dark opening was gone, replaced by a cheerful, cozy den. The entrance glowed invitingly, and a delicious smell came from the food waiting inside for them.

      “I suppose a little luxury won’t do them any harm,” she told Addix with a wink.

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” Addix replied with a chuckle.

      “Thank you, Aunt Eve,” the twins chorused.

      Eve smiled. “You are very welcome, my angels. Now go and eat and rest well. When you wake up, you’ll finish this scenario.”

      Gabriel pouted. “Oh, I don’t want to stop playing!”

      Alexis nodded her agreement. “Me either!”

      “That’s good,” Eve told them, “since I have a new scenario ready and waiting for when you’ve crossed the mountain.”

      Alexis and Gabriel ran over and hugged Eve. “What’s the new story, Aunt Eve?” Alexis asked.

      “Well…” Eve hesitated for effect.

      “Tell us, tell us!” Gabriel cried.

      She grinned. “All I’m going to tell you is that it’s based on a very old game from Earth. It has caves and dragons.”

      Alexis repeated the word with awe. “Dragons?”

      Eve inclined her head. “Yes, but first you have to finish this scenario. The sooner you rest, the sooner you can complete it.”

      The twins hugged Eve again, then hugged Addix and ran for the den, chattering excitedly about dragons.

      Eve turned to Addix. “Do you need to leave for a while to take care of your spy stuff?”

      Addix shook her head. “No, I took care of anything time-sensitive before I entered the game.”

      Eve nodded and produced a tablet out of thin air with a flourish. “You can use this to check in on your messages if you need to. It has a button to hide it while you’re not using it. Do you need anything else?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” Addix replied. She looked up from the tablet to see she was alone on the plateau. “Bye, then,” she murmured.

      She looked at the entrance to the den and smiled at the sound of the children’s laughter. They had both done excellently in this scenario, and she had to admit that they had learned vital skills from the experience.

      Still, dragons? Addix had studied Earth fiction—mostly so she could understand the references the humans constantly made—so she was aware of the nature of dragons. She couldn’t help but wonder what Eve’s new game was going to teach them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside Quarantined System, QBS ArchAngel II, Viewing Platform

      Bethany Anne rested her arms lightly against the railing as she looked into the expanse beyond. “It never ceases to make me stop and think.”

      Tabitha leaned against the railing beside her, lost in her thoughts. “What’s that?” she asked distractedly, turning from the window to look at Bethany Anne.

      “Space. The beauty of it all. The vastness.” She shrugged at Tabitha’s frown and returned to watching the streak in the distance that had set off this chain of thought. “Anything could happen out here. We’re so small, and the potential for random destruction is so endless.”

      Tabitha tilted her head. “That’s just a little morbid. We’re about to go to war, and you’re worried about some random comet? It’s not like you to be distracted like this before a fight.”

      “I’m not distracted.” Bethany Anne couldn’t explain her growing conviction that the universe wasn’t as random as she’d been led to believe. How could it be? She’d lived long enough to figure out that life went in circles. Some circles were bigger than others, but at the heart of it, people were doomed to repeat the same mistakes over and over, no matter their species.

      A prime example was her father’s current political issues, which were markedly similar to the ones he’d faced back on Earth. While she had every faith in Lance’s ability to pull the Federation kicking and screaming into something resembling the beacon of hope they’d intended, the petty dramas he was dealing with right now had no place in her larger vision.

      However, she had to admit she’d been circling, just the same as everyone else.

      Granted, it was a temporary diversion while she and Michael raised the children and readied themselves for the monumental ass-kicking they were preparing to deliver, but she still itched to get out there and complete her mission to create a galaxy where everyone could raise their children in peace and safety.

      It was some distance from her original intent to storm the galaxy and rip the still-beating hearts from every Kurtherian she came across, but the overall desire was still the same.

      Some women were softened by motherhood, but not Bethany Anne.

      ArchAngel’s voice interrupted them. “I have received a message to stand clear. The fleet is about to Gate in.”

      Gabrielle and Jean arrived on the viewing platform just as a Gate opened at a safe distance. It shimmered, lighting nearby space, and the fleet of High Tortuga came through. It was led by the G’laxix Sphaea, which slowed long enough for a single Pod to exit before continuing.

      Tabitha looked out with wide eyes as the dreadnoughts flew in formation over the top of the ArchAngel II. She craned to see them, then turned to Bethany Anne. “Okay, I get what you mean. That made me feel like a minnow swimming around while the sharks go by.”

      “They’re our sharks, Tabitha, and they’re lining up ready to take a bite out of whatever the hell is out here.” The Pod streaked toward them, and Bethany Anne let go of the railing. “That will be Michael and the guys. Time to start this dance.”

      They reached the docking bay as the Pod came through the translucent barrier. Michael was last down the ramp, waving at Bethany Anne and continuing to the meeting room.

      “How are the children?” she asked him immediately.

      Michael smirked. “Missed you too, my love.” He caught her in his arms and kissed her. “The children are fine. Addix and Eve are taking good care of them.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Addix is babysitting?”

      Michael nodded. “She volunteered. The children were so happy to see her that they didn’t even miss John leaving.”

      They walked from the shuttle bay together, heading for the meeting room. “What have you had them learning while I’ve been away?”

      Michael grinned. “Mostly problem-solving. They’ve blasted through the lessons, as always.”

      Bethany Anne nudged him with her shoulder. “Maybe you weren’t giving them enough credit when you designed the lesson.”

      Michael smirked. “Oh, the tasks are definitely challenging enough. Eve and I made sure of it. I got your gift, by the way.”

      “Have you worked out how to open it yet?” Bethany Anne chuckled when he shook his head. “I told Jean to make it a challenge since you don’t like anything that comes easily. You’re going to like what’s inside, so don’t take too long to figure it out.”

      Everyone was waiting when Bethany Anne and Michael entered the meeting room. Kael-ven gestured to the only empty chairs at the table. “Great, you’re here.”

      Bethany Anne waved him off and pulled out one of the two chairs between John and Gabrielle. “I’m glad to see you, but we haven’t got time for the niceties, Kael. Let’s just get started with the briefing.” Nods of agreement went around the table.

      “The goal,” she began, “is to come in from a separate direction than the Federation. Dad has made sure we have a little time before the Federation arrives. We will make an effort to communicate, and look for any Kurtherian influence.”

      “What if there is?” Gabrielle asked.

      Bethany Anne allowed a cold smile to touch her lips. “If there is, we grab the information and then do what needs to be done. We will keep one ship far enough away to catch the data and Gate out if it goes to shit and they overwhelm us.”

      Kael-ven nodded to Kiel, who brought up a video on the wallscreen. “This is ADAM’s enhanced version of the video from the trader vessel that broke the quarantine, for those who haven’t seen it.”

      Bethany Anne saw a lot more detail than she had when viewing the original. “It looks like a big fucking rock. We’re being attacked by a rock?”

      “No,” Kael-ven told her. “Keep watching the center quadrant.”

      The place he’d pointed out suddenly wavered and the rock vanished as a dark sphere came streaking toward the camera. Bethany Anne caught a glimpse of the massed shipwrecks beneath the illusion.

      “Kiel, freeze it there.” Bethany Anne stood and leaned in to get an even closer look. “Shit, that’s some of the best cloaking tech I’ve ever seen.”

      TOM piped up over the speaker, “Possessing that technology would increase our likelihood of success in the long term.”

      His voice was replaced by ADAM’s. “Maybe the species will be open to negotiating a price for it? If they aren’t the homicidal assholes we’re expecting, that is.”

      “There’s a novel thought.” Bethany Anne glanced at Michael, who was tapping a pen on the table as he scrutinized the window into the alien ship’s true appearance. “So, we have a bunch of dead ships disguised as a rock. I guess that casts doubt on your AI theory, TOM.”

      “Not necessarily,” he contended through the speakers. “There’s an odd order to that mess of ships. If that construction is not the work of a logical mind come undone, I’ll eat my hat.”

      Tabitha snorted. “You don’t have a hat, TOM.”

      “It’s a metaphorical hat, like everything else in my life,” he grumped.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Focus, everyone. We need a plan of action.”

      “What’s wrong with our usual plan?” John asked. “It’s simple, and it’s never failed us yet.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “You mean, kick the doors in and kill everything in sight until there’s nobody left to threaten the Federation?”

      John nodded sagely. “That’s the one.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dinosaur Island

      The children clung tightly to Addix as she looked up to check their progress. The peak was just ahead—if you could count scaling a fifty-foot perpendicular rockface as being “ahead.”

      They’d made most of the day’s climb by themselves, but Addix had noticed them flagging as the sun began to drop and insisted they ride on her back again. When they’d reached the sheer cliff that was the final obstacle between them and the game’s end task, she’d secured them to her. Now they were almost at their destination.

      “Aunt Addix, do you know what the final challenge is?” Alexis asked.

      Addix did know, but she had been instructed by Michael to give nothing away. “I do not,” she told Alexis.

      Alexis giggled. “Aunt Addix, I know you’re lying. Your mandibles gave it away.”

      “They most certainly did not,” Addix disputed. “I have full control of my expression, thank you very much.” She pulled with her hands and pushed with all four feet to haul them over the top of the cliff.

      “Actually, that’s what gave you away,” Alexis told her sweetly. She and Gabriel undid their restraints and tumbled to the ground. The sun still gave plenty of light this high up, and the wind whistled as it whipped around the rocks. The peak rose in jagged spires around them; the only flat ground was where Addix had put them down.

      “This place is a lot bigger than it looked from the bottom,” Gabriel remarked. He started forward to explore the fissure closest to them, but Alexis pulled him back.

      “It might be a trap,” she cautioned. She turned to Addix. “Are you at least allowed to tell us what the task is?”

      Addix nodded. “Yes, but as soon as I do the task will begin.”

      Alexis screwed her nose up in thought. “Okay. Is there anything else we should know about before we start?”

      Addix chuckled. “Shrewd, Alexis. All I can tell you is to run swiftly, choose your path carefully, and trust yourselves.”

      “Is that all?” Alexis pouted. “Thank you and everything, but I don’t think vagueness counts as actual advice, Aunt Addix. What is the task parameter?”

      Addix pointed at the rocky spires. “The portal to the next scenario is at the center of the maze. All you have to do is reach it and activate it to complete this story. You must do this alone, but I will be waiting on the other side of the portal for you.”

      Alexis frowned. “We just have to find the portal and go through it? Where’s the challenge?”

      A sudden screech filled the sky. The twins looked up when a massive shadow blocked out the sun.

      “Pterosaurs!” Gabriel cried.

      “Run, children,” Addix cautioned. “I will see you both very soon.”

      Alexis grabbed Gabriel’s hand, and they made a dash for the cover of the rocks. They slipped into a gap and pelted along the twisting passages until the screeching was well behind them.

      They stopped at a fork in the path, unsure which way to take.

      Alexis picked up a loose rock and scratched a rough arrow into the stone.

      “What are you doing that for?” Gabriel asked.

      “We’ll mark every split in the path that we take. That way, if we get lost or turned around, we can get back on the right path.”

      They had to follow the arrows back a couple of times over the next hour when they hit dead ends. The maze seemed to be endless. They made turn after turn, and the sense of urgency passed after a while.

      They had just found their way back to the path after hitting yet another dead end when a sudden screech filled the air.

      A pterosaur landed on the rock above them and began swiping at them, its leathery wings outstretched. Alexis scrambled through a gap that led to another part of the maze and Gabriel crawled through behind her. They emerged under an overhang, which gave them a few minutes to think while the winged beast screeched and flapped impotently in its rage at losing them.

      Alexis tucked her arms around her knees and rested her head on them while she caught her breath. She looked up when Gabriel shook her arm. “Alexis, the portal!”

      They had found the center of the maze.

      The rock had been excavated to make a wide, clear space. A dais was in the center, surrounded by rows of carved stone benches. The portal was on the dais, a huge stone circle with symbols carved into every inch that Alexis and Gabriel could see.

      Another screech cut the air as they dashed through the benches to climb the steps.

      The pterosaur came to roost on top of the portal, blocking Alexis and Gabriel’s exit from the game. They scrambled underneath one of the benches and huddled together.

      Alexis peered at the beast, which was tearing chunks off the top of the portal and flinging them in its frustration. “How are we going to get past that thing?”

      “I don’t know,” Gabriel answered in a soft, shaky voice. “Alexis…”

      Alexis glanced in alarm at her brother’s pale skin and clammy hands. “Gabriel? Are you okay?”

      Gabriel looked at her with unfocused eyes. “Don’t…feel sho goo…” He slumped to the side.

      “Gabriel!” Alexis scooted over to him and cradled his head in her lap. “What’s happened?”
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        * * *

      

      On the other side of the portal, Addix watched Gabriel slump to the ground on her tablet screen. “Was the arachnid necessary?” she asked Eve.

      Eve shrugged. “They needed a nudge, and you are frankly rather inspiring.”

      “I should go in and make sure Gabriel is okay.”

      Eve shook her head at the agitation Addix was showing. “Don’t worry, he’s just asleep.”
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        * * *

      

      “You ass! You bit Gabriel!” Alexis yelled, crushing the spider with a rock before it could bite her brother again. “Now what am I going to do?”

      She put her ear to Gabriel’s chest. His heart beat slowly but steadily. “Aunt Addix! Aunt Eve! Gabriel is hurt!”

      Neither of her aunts answered.

      Alexis knew in that instant that this was a part of the game. She looked at the portal, her only hope of getting Gabriel out of here.

      “Okay then, I’ll defeat the pterosaur all by myself.”

      She made sure Gabriel was safe and crawled out from underneath the bench. The pterosaur lowered its head and bellowed at her, scratching at the portal as it beat its wings.

      So it doesn’t leave the portal. I wonder if it will change when I get closer? Alexis bared her teeth at the dinosaur and took a step forward. “You have one chance to let me take my brother through that portal,” she yelled. Her mind worked the whole time furiously. How do I get it to leave? Do I have to kill it? What would Mommy do?

      Alexis laughed aloud. She’d seen the videos of her parents kicking ass and taking names. Since this was a virtual reality, could she do the same?

      Gabriel moaned, dragging her from the rabbit hole she’d almost fallen into. “Daddy and his traps again!” He knew she was susceptible to the beauty of pure thought. She snapped her attention back just as the pterosaur began to beat its wings in preparation for taking flight.

      Mommy wouldn’t let anything stop her from saving someone, and neither would Alexis. She held up her hand just like she’d seen her mother do and willed the energy to come.

      Nothing happened. “Hmmm…” Alexis knew that the energy came from the Etheric, but there was no Etheric here. Maybe there was some equivalent?

      “How did Eve make the lightning?” she pondered.

      She felt a tingle in her palm.
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        * * *

      

      Addix laughed aloud. “Did you just give her the ability to make energy balls?”

      Eve snickered. “She deserves it, just for having the courage to stand up to that thing armed with nothing but her temper. She’s going to get her first taste of battle. I’m such a proud aunt.”
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        * * *

      

      A smug smile spread across Alexis’ face as the energy ball formed in her hand. She flung it at the pterosaur, scoring a hit on its beaky face. “Get away from the portal!” she yelled.

      The pterosaur screamed its pain and launched at Alexis from the top of the portal. Alexis screamed in return and threw two more energy balls at it, singeing its wings.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Alexis thought on her feet as the pterosaur made an ungainly landing and came at her. She drew the energy, but let it build while she coaxed the beast away from Gabriel.

      She led it step by step toward the opposite side of the dais, dodging the strikes from its razor-sharp beak and talons. The energy built inside Alexis, and she hoped she could hold onto it just a little longer.

      The pterosaur took to the air again, manipulating its wings to hover awkwardly above her. It screeched, spraying her with hot saliva. She ducked a grab from its talons and scampered onto a bench to get a better shot.

      Alexis grinned. “Just where I wanted you, sucker!” She unleashed the energy in a massive wave. The energy radiated outward from her, activating the portal and disintegrating the pterosaur in the process.

      Alexis had another battle getting her legs to support her as she ran back to Gabriel through the falling ash. She scooped him into her arms with some difficulty.

      “Come on, wake up!”

      Gabriel muttered groggily but didn’t wake.

      Alexis sighed. “Fine, sleep through it all.” She slid her hands under his armpits and dragged him onto the dais and through the portal.

      Addix was waiting to take Gabriel from Alexis when she came through the portal into a cozy two-room cottage. She handed her brother over and allowed her legs to take the vacation they so desperately wanted.

      Gabriel stirred in Addix’ arms as Alexis threw herself onto the couch in the corner of the main room. Addix peered at him closely. “Ah, good. He’s waking up already.” She placed him gently on the couch by Alexis to finish recovering and pulled a blanket over the both of them. “Well done, children. Sleep now.”

      Alexis yawned. “Are we in the new game now?”

      “We are, but we won’t begin until you and Gabriel have rested.”

      Alexis nodded. “Will you tell me about the game for my bedtime story?”

      “Of course,” Addix replied. “It’s an old story, like Eve told you. There’s a list of roles to choose from. You can be a mage, a fighter, a thief, a cleric…”

      Alexis let out a soft snore.

      Addix chuckled and tucked her in before taking out her tablet to review the game information. One of the character roles caught her eye. “Hmmm. I could be a Drow Ranger…”
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      Quarantined System, QBS ArchAngel II, Bridge

      Bethany Anne paced the bridge with her hands behind her back. She glanced at the viewscreen for what could have been the hundredth time in the last two minutes and sighed impatiently. “ADAM, report. How are we fixed for position?”

      “I have green lights across the board, Bethany Anne. The ships are in place and awaiting your orders.”

      Michael sat back in his chair and laced his hands.

      Bethany Anne nodded once and stopped pacing. “Good. Let’s see if they’re the talkative kind. Open a channel, ADAM.”

      “Working on it,” ADAM replied.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “They’re not picking up?”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “Well, damn. How rude.”

      “We have movement,” Michael stated. He pointed to the cloud of spheres that were detaching from the main structure and spreading out in all directions.

      Tabitha sneered at the screen. “Guess that means early peace discussions are out the window.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Good. I always thought those discussions were boring, anyway. I’d rather leave the talking to those who enjoy it.”

      Kiel turned in his seat to face her. “They’re definitely not the talking type. The spheres have just released all sort of nasty things. I’m getting confirmation of everything from straight-up kinetics to nuclear warheads. They’ll be on us in less than thirty minutes.”

      Bethany Anne was warmed by Kiel’s literal take on her words. She put a hand on his shoulder and chuckled. “Never change, Kiel.”

      For his part, Kiel looked at her blankly, then shrugged and turned back to his station. He’d stopped being embarrassed about being caught out by his Queen’s wordplay long ago.

      Bethany Anne walked to the front of the bridge and clapped her hands, all humor gone from her voice. “You heard Kiel. We have less than thirty minutes to prepare a suitable welcome for these fuckers. Let’s go!

      Fifteen minutes later they were speeding away from the ship in Black Eagles.

      Bethany Anne opened the comm. “Everyone good?”

      “Roger,” John answered for himself and Tabitha.

      “Let’s fuck some shit up,” Scott commented from his and Darryl’s Pod.

      “Ready,” Gabrielle and Eric answered in unison.

      “Ready to turn tail if you need me to,” Jean grumped from the backup ship.

      Bethany Anne grinned at Michael, who raised his eyebrows in amusement and went back to turning his mystery box over and over in his hands. “Quit your bitching, Jean. I can hear you rolling your eyes from here.”

      “Bite me, my Queen,” came the reply.

      “Love you too,” she shot back. “Everyone else, best of luck and I’ll see you all on that ship.” She turned to Michael again. “You need to bleed on it.”

      Michael’s face dropped. “I would have gotten it by myself. I was enjoying the mystery.” He sighed and pricked the end of his finger with his canine, then smeared the resulting drop of blood on the box. It opened with a soft click. “Now half the fun is gone.”

      She shrugged. “Save the mystery for when we’re not about to land on an alien ship with no idea what’s waiting for us. Open the box. The fun is just getting started, my love.”

      He lifted the lid and took out the velvet drawstring bag inside. “Heavy.”

      Bethany Anne nodded distractedly, her focus on getting their Pod through the battlefield unscathed. “Open it. We’re halfway to the ship already.”

      Michael pulled the string and took out the gauntlets within. A look of appreciation crossed his face as he admired the intricate filigree worked through the black leather. “They are beautiful, my love.” He pulled them on. “From the same creature as my favorite boots of yours?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I made sure to save enough of the hide for Jean to make them. It took a while to add the special feature since it’s so difficult to do anything with the leather.”

      Michael flexed his fingers inside the gauntlets, feeling a slight surge of Etheric energy leave his fingertips. He looked at Bethany Anne quizzically.

      “Now you don’t need my help to call lightning.”

      He leaned over and kissed her. “Thank you. They’re perfect.”

      A proximity alarm cut off any further thanks Michael may have offered. Bethany Anne turned back to the Pod controls as the EI dealt with the incoming kinetics. “It’s getting intense out there.”

      “You have a gift for understatement.” Michael scrolled through the fleet data. “The dreadnoughts are laying it down pretty thick.”

      “They’re doing some good work. Look at the spheres drop.” She slowed the Pod as it crossed into the shadow of the behemoth. “Are we ready to kick the doors in?” she asked over the comm.

      The sound of six rifles being cocked simultaneously filled her ears.

      “Ready when you are,” John deadpanned.

      Bethany Anne cracked up, any pre-battle tension she might have had shattered. “Be careful out there, all of you.”

      “We will,” Tabitha promised.

      “You too,” Gabrielle added.

      “See you all inside.” She closed the channel and turned to Michael. “Shall we dance by the light of the pale moon?”

      The alien ship grew closer in their viewscreen. The closer they got, the less like a comet the structure looked. It was more spherical in shape underneath the cloaking. The sphere’s surface was made up mostly of shipwrecks packed in together in a way that made Bethany Anne’s head hurt. “It’s like somebody made a Death Star from junked cars,” she remarked.

      Michael pointed out a group of cracked, dead ships floating along the curvature of the sphere. “Are those our missing Noel-ni ships?”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized the floating wrecks. “Could be. John and Tabitha are coming in from that direction. Have them send some drones in to check it out.”
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        * * *

      

      John brought the Pod in past the drifting Noel-ni ships and released the drones.

      Tabitha pulled a face at the dark hulks as they left them behind. The ships emitted no signals, and they picked up no power signatures. The hulls were twisted in places. “It looks like they were torn open. I don’t think anyone could survive that.”

      John grunted. “If they’re just holed up, then we’ll get them out of there when we’re done. Okay, brace yourself.”

      Tabitha grinned. “Time to deliver that door-kicking you wanted?”

      John smirked. “You betcha. And since we can’t find a door, we’ll have to make our own.” He mashed the button to send a complement of pucks at the rapidly approaching wall of wrecks.
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        * * *

      

      The space beyond the twisted, blackened metal was pitch-dark.

      Gabrielle and Eric were first-in since they had the closest point of entry. They stepped over the debris left by their big entrance with their new rifles raised and ready. They were in a wide workroom with computer stations spread throughout. They activated their HUDs and a window appeared at the top of their vision, ready for the video feeds from the other teams.

      One by one they came on as the others breached the ship.

      Eric and Gabrielle searched the room quietly while they waited for Bethany Anne and Michael to breach the far side.

      “I can’t believe Jean did this.” Gabrielle indicated a small-but-heavy storage tank mounted on her rifle. “If it weren’t for my vampire strength, I wouldn’t even be able to lift it.”

      “Just be glad she likes you so much,” Eric told her. “She didn’t give me a flamethrower.”

      Scott’s voice barked over the comm. “We have contact, and oh my good lord these fuckers are weird-looking.” There was a burst from his and Darryl’s rifles. “They seem to die just fine all the same.”

      He panned his camera down to show them the attacker, a mechanoid with eight deadly limbs placed in incongruous spots around its torso. The cameras that protruded from the top of its body waved weakly and gave up.

      “It makes me a little worried that the archetype for this species’ robot technology is arachnid,” Bethany Anne muttered to the channel.

      Tabitha’s response was a bit muted. “I don’t know what that means, but we have them too.”

      Eric looked up, hearing an ominous scratching.

      “Us too,” Gabrielle confirmed. She brought up her rifle and fired at the wall by the exit on the far left. The high-velocity flechettes passed through the wall like butter, and a metallic screech filled the room.

      “It means,” Bethany Anne told them between shots, “that people tend to make things in their own image.”

      Eric darted over and took out the two arachnobots Gabrielle’s blind shooting had missed.

      They collapsed in a shower of sparks and were still.

      Eric shouldered his rifle as they walked up the corridor. “That wasn’t too bad.”

      Gabrielle rolled her eyes, hearing differently. She unslung her rifle and flipped the switch for the flamethrower. “You just had to say something, huh?”

      Eric gave her a puzzled look but readied his rifle, since he knew better than to dismiss his wife’s instincts.

      Then he heard the echo of a multitude of approaching feet.

      “Now I really wish I had the flamethrower,” he bitched as the lights went out at the other end of the corridor, covered by the arachnobots on every inch of the walls and ceiling. He turned the dial on his rifle to switch to electrified scattershot. “Or an EMP. Now that would have been useful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Quarantined System, Inside the Perimeter

      The High Tortuga fleet had the alien ship surrounded on all sides. It sent out wave after wave of spheres to retaliate against the heavy pounding it was taking from the dreadnoughts.

      The dreadnoughts had disgorged their smaller ships and fighter Pods in response, and the void was repeatedly lit with silent explosions, high-velocity kinetics, and arcing plasma fire going both ways.

      In short, it was as if Hell had come visiting without the volume having been turned up.

      Pilot Brock Sanders darted in and out amid the chaos, dropping mines which would activate if a ship passed that didn’t perform the correct electronic handshake.

      The sheer scale of the destruction completely awed Brock. He’d seen some major shit, but nothing as big as this.

      The space all around him was littered with defunct spheres and pieces of shattered Pods. The dreadnoughts held the line, steadily beating back the larger spheres from a distance while the smaller ships like Brock’s did the up close and personal work.

      “We’re getting to the end of this load,” the EI informed him.

      “Let’s swing back, then,” Brock decided. “We’ll grab another load and finish it on the next run.” His Pod suddenly lurched. “What was that?”

      There was no response from the EI.

      Brock saw the second kinetic coming. His eyes widened in the brief second between the realization he was going to die and his Pod being blown to pieces.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the alien ship, Bethany Anne and Michael stood back-to-back at the T-junction in the arachnobot-infested corridor. The inner ship was crawling with masses of the spider-legged bots, forcing them to battle for every step they gained.

      “Every turn we make, we find more of the creepy fuckers,” Bethany Anne bitched. She blasted the seething mass with a volley of energy balls, and the next wave crawled over the jerking legs of the ones she’d just taken out.

      “Are these our aliens, then?” Michael wondered as he waved his hand and sent a web of lightning out to disable more of the robots. “Surely something so simple could not have created all this?” He flicked the hand toward the ceiling and the arachnobots rained down and landed on the floor, twitching with residual electricity.

      “I don’t know. ADAM, do you have access yet?”

      >> I am almost in control of the secondary systems, but there is a large area at the center of the ship that I cannot yet access. I suspect you’ll find what you’re looking for there. Sending directions now.<<

      Bethany Anne flung out a wall of Etheric energy that traveled down all three corridors and finished the bots off. She glanced at Michael while wiping sweaty hair out of her face. “Did you get that?”

      He nodded. “I did, and sent the directions to the other teams and told them to meet us there,” he finished. His eye caught a movement; one of the arachnobots twitching. He blew it up with a narrow streak of lightning before it could move again.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Come on. As much fun as playing with your new toy is, I don’t think we’ve reached our true foe yet.”

      Michael flexed his fingers in the gauntlets as they walked along the center corridor, feeling the transfer of Etheric energy from his body to the intricate circuitry in the leather. “They really are one of your more inspired gifts.”

      She shrugged and pressed ahead. “All they do is focus your ability,” she explained, eyes darting everywhere to make sure none of the little buggers sneaked up on her.

      The path laid out by ADAM led them to a set of fifteen-foot-wide and thirty-foot-high blast doors. “We’ll wait for the others here.”

      “You don’t need to, we’re here.” Tabitha strolled down the corridor with her enormous rifle balanced on her shoulder. John was just behind her, and the others arrived shortly after him.

      Darryl looked at the blast doors, one eyebrow raised. “Who wants to knock?”

      “Allow me.” Tabitha twiddled the dial on her rifle. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to give Gracie her head.” She braced her feet and fitted the oversized rifle stock into her shoulder.

      “You look a little nervous,” Michael remarked. “Have you tested this weapon?” He shook his head at her incredulous look.

      Tabitha shrugged. “Consider this the test, ‘cuz I haven’t fired her on this setting, and I’m expecting a little kickback. Here it goes.”

      The rifle uttered a short, sharp whine, and a 10-foot-tall melting hole appeared in the blast door.

      “ShiIIIIIIiit!” BAM!

      They all watched Tabitha fly backward. She landed on her ass and slid another ten feet or so before she regained control.

      Tabitha got up and retrieved her rifle, then stalked past them toward the glowing hole with her chin held high and her finger raised as she ignored everyone. “Not a word. Not a single fucking word…”

      Bethany Anne followed her through the hole, barely managing to keep it together and not laugh. “Come on, it’s not as bad as the time you walked off a building,” she offered.

      “Or that other time you walked off a building,” Scott chipped in as he emerged from the hole.

      John added, “Or the time you tripped over the cable in the landing bay.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes and waved the finger she was giving them. “Haven’t we got better things to do, like find these sonsofbitches and teach them not to fuck around in our backyard?” She hooked her arm through her rifle strap and pushed it around to her back, then drew her pistols. “Jean asked us all to give them hell from her, but we can’t do that if we’re all gonna stand around the whole time talking about literally the only three mistakes I’ve made in my whole life.”

      She was saved from Bethany Anne’s snarky reply by the attack that came out of nowhere. The alien dropped from the ceiling, knocking Tabitha to the floor. It came at her, baring row after row of razor-sharp teeth. “Oh, you ugly-assed fuck!” She kicked it back and rolled to her feet before it could recover and jump her again.

      Michael raised his hand, and a bright blue line of lightning left his finger and slammed into the alien. It screeched and pitched forward, almost knocking Tabitha over again before it fell face-down on the floor.

      Tabitha eyed Michael, eyebrow raised as he shrugged. She looked down and poked the alien with her foot, then flipped it onto its back with a harder shove.

      They stood around the twitching alien with its chest blown open and its spindly metal legs waving uselessly. The alien most closely resembled a grub, if grubs had eight eyes, were blue, and had merged with technology to get around better.

      The grub on the floor was wracked with pain, its dying convulsions twisting its limp body and jerking the mechanical legs around in a way that made the merging of flesh and machine even more disturbing.

      Gabrielle gagged a little.

      Bethany Anne said what they were all thinking. “What the shiny fuck is that?”

      Gabrielle readied her flamethrower. “I don’t know, but there’s more of them.”

      

      Outer Quarantine Zone, QBS Valiant

      The EI Valiant broadcast loud and clear from every speaker on the ship. “This is the order to evacuate. All hands to the ship’s bays. This is not a drill.”

      Captain Petra Deveaux stumbled against the railing of the platform from which she was watching the last evacuees scramble into their Pods when the ship shuddered from a third impact.

      The evacuation had been triggered when the Valiant had taken a hit which had disabled the life support systems. The surrounding dreadnoughts were providing what cover they could while the crew made their escape.

      Petra, however, wasn’t ready to give up on her ship just yet, or on Valiant. She was pissed as hell that she was out of the fight, and the urge to stay with the ship until the bitter end was overwhelming.

      “How are you holding up, Captain?” Valiant’s voice in her ear was a comfort.

      “How do you think I’m holding up? My ship is only good as a diversion and you are about to die making some big heroic sacrifice, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it!”

      Valiant cut in as the ship shuddered again. “Captain, please think logically. I am backed up, and will continue to update my backup up until the final moment. I’ll be up again in no time, and a ship can be replaced. You cannot, Petra, so please allow me to do my duty and protect the people of this ship. We will fight together another day.”

      Petra sighed, her fingers tapping the railing. “Okay.”

      Twenty-two seconds later she made her escape from the Valiant and watched from a safe distance while Valiant turned the beleaguered ship and made a run for the enemy line to give the rest of the fleet a chance to regroup.

      “Give ‘em hell for the rest of us, Valiant,” she murmured as the shields around her ship flared brightly.
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      The alien grubs poured from every door along the wide corridor. These were armored and held weapons in each of their four hands. They moved to block the corridor, brandishing their weapons at the humans with guttural snarls.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head, looking past the grubs to the door at the other end of the corridor. It was twice as big as the one they’d come through, and she sensed it was also much thicker. ADAM, can you get that door open while we clear this corridor?

      >>I’m working on it,<< he replied. >>I don’t know what their technology is based on, but it’s every bit as good as ours.<<

      Just do what you can. I’ll take care of the rest.

      The grubs attacked. Bethany Anne gathered Etheric energy even as she reshaped her nails into talons. She threw the energy at the closest grubs and sliced up the front of another in two easy steps. The grubs rushed her, and she took out six more of them with another energy blast.

      The others fought around her, islands of destruction in a sea of dead and dying grubs. The noise was incredible. She dialed out the screeching and focused on working her way up the corridor toward the door.

      Michael made his way through the crush, his progress marked by bright flashes and flying, burning grubs. You weren’t going to run ahead without your backup, were you?

      She swept a hand and released the energy, making skittles out of the grubs around them. I was not. ADAM hasn’t managed to crack the door yet. She flung another volley of energy balls at a particularly large and aggressive grub. It roared in her face but retracted its head when she roared right back at it with her eyes red and her gleaming teeth exposed.

      She thrust a hand through its carapace and dragged her claws through its insides, then kicked it away and moved onto the next. ADAM, get that door open!

      >>About that…<<

      Bethany Anne slashed and kicked the oncoming grubs, which were finally dwindling in number. You can’t open it?

      >>Not so much. Sorry.<<

      She rolled her eyes. “Do I have to do everything around here?”

      Michael frowned. “He can’t open it?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Nope. Everyone, cover me. I need to concentrate.” She held her hands up. She could feel Scott, Darryl, and John regroup around her, facing out as they took care of those trying to assault her. Bethany Anne’s hands grew bright, her training time with TOM coming to mind as she opened a small portal and fed the released energy into her efforts.

      Bethany Anne shot a stream of burning Etheric energy to clear a path to the massive door, then stood in front of the door and gave herself a little pep talk as she shook herself. “No big deal. It’s only the most Etheric energy you’ve ever attempted to control, and it’s totally not going to tear you apart.”

      It is not going to tear you apart, Bethany Anne, TOM chided. You have practiced for this, and you are ready. Now blast that bitch.

      Bethany Anne snorted, but she shook off her doubt and raised her palms toward the door. Okay, now I’m ready.

      TOM chuckled. My work here is done.

      Thank you. I needed that.

      One thing life with you has taught me is that a little humor goes a long way in these situations.

      True. She stopped talking and paid attention to her breathing. When it was deep and regular, she reached for the Etheric and began to pull once more, spooling the energy up until the raw power of it filled her almost to bursting.

      Good, now compress the energy. Trust your instincts.

      She tightened her hold and willed the energy to harden almost, drawing in more to feed the growing mass she held just outside of reality until it felt just right. “Fire in the hole!” she yelled. The energy left her hands and collided with the door with a blinding flash of white light and a deep, reverberating CLANG!

      The shockwave sent a ripple through the ship and the floor bucked unexpectedly, making everyone stumble. Bethany Anne and Michael recovered their footing first and immediately headed for the door, which was now less of a door and more of a glowing, superheated portal to the room beyond.

      They entered the large amphitheater-style room with the others close behind.

      “Holy shit!” Scott exclaimed as he ducked a droplet of molten metal.

      Tabitha dodged as he jumped back to avoid another. “Watch out for the glowy red stuff, superstar.”

      Scott gave her the finger and moved off to keep watch over Bethany Anne and Michael.

      Bethany Anne looked down at the “stage,” where two aliens sat working under a semi-translucent dome, oblivious to the intrusion. They had four arms, eight eyes attached to stalks on their heads, and grub bodies.

      Ugh, exactly what I was afraid of. TOM, do you know anything about these aliens? What’s up with them not noticing their front door just got blown in?”

      They are a mental species, he explained. They have enormous skill with the Etheric, which is how all of this is working together so well. They are not concerned with this reality, other than how they can manipulate it to serve them.

      Michael adjusted his position to get a better view of the aliens. Do they have any links to the Kurtherians?

      No, TOM replied. Just your garden variety shit-bags who love to take over other races.

      Must be Kurtherian cousins, then, Bethany Anne quipped. Of the Seven, not the Five, she added quickly. She created a ball of energy and threw it at the dome to test the strength of the barrier. “Couldn’t just be easy, huh?” she wondered aloud when it had no effect other than to draw the attention of the aliens.

      Michael wasn’t there to reply.

      “And you talk about me running off without backup,” she grumbled.

      She looked around, seeing everyone but Michael. “Where did you—” She was dropped to her knees by a sudden stabbing sensation in her brain. The others were on the floor around her, clutching their heads as the aliens pressed their psionic attack.

      Michael was still nowhere to be seen.

      Bethany Anne screamed her rage at the intrusion through gritted teeth and pushed the aliens from her mind. She forced herself to her feet and clenched her fists until the dizziness receded. “Nice try, assholes.”

      The aliens were taken aback. They chittered to each other animatedly, clearly fascinated by Bethany Anne.

      The stalks on their heads turned as one to scrutinize her.

      “Such power,” the first crooned. “New powers… So raw, so talented…”

      The other cut in. “So tasty. Can you imagine what her mind will taste like?”

      Her translation software handled the conversation, although by that point she wished it hadn’t bothered.

      They chuckled, and Bethany Anne was hammered with a much harder attack. She screamed, barely able to fight back as the aliens ravaged her with wave after increasing wave of pain.

      TOM stepped in. He blocked Bethany Anne’s pain and placed himself between her mind and the aliens. Oh, no, you didn’t just threaten to eat my friend’s mind. He unleashed an attack of his own, giving Bethany Anne time to recover.

      The aliens recoiled. “A Kurtherian?”

      Damn right, a Kurtherian. However, I am not the deadliest being in this room at the moment. Now, die.

      The aliens pulled themselves together and launched a fresh attack to counter TOM’s.

      “There are two of us,” one pointed out. “And only one of you. Kurtherian or not, your host is damaged.”

      The silky smooth voice of death spoke from behind them.

      “His host’s husband is not,” it said.
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        * * *

      

      Michael turned to Myst and began to probe the alien dome. It had a perfect seal, preventing him from getting inside no matter how thin he spread himself. When the aliens began their attack, the dome relaxed just a fraction. It was enough for him to start to push himself through the barrier a few molecules at a time.

      The dome weakened further when they focused on Bethany Anne. It killed him to see her in pain, but he knew that the quickest way to end her suffering was to get through the barrier and tear the hearts out of the alien grubs.

      TOM’s attack gave him the opportunity he’d been waiting for.

      The dome flickered for less than a tenth of a second, but the pressure he was exerting over the entire surface caused his molecules to plummet to the floor inside the dome when the resistance was removed.

      Michael pulled himself into a cloud behind the aliens just as they were talking proudly about having damaged his love. He solidified and, having taken off his gauntlets, reached into their backs with two fully clawed hands.

      When he pulled them out, they held two dripping, steaming lumps of flesh that were still half-attached to the insides.

      “I don't know if you need these,” Michael hissed into their ears as their eyes opened in shock. “But I know I have your attention now. I'll just take these until you can prove you won't attack my wife again... Just kidding.” He ripped their organs out the rest of the way, and they slumped to the floor. “You can die. I really don't care.” The dome failed and he dropped the organs with a look of distaste, then noticed Bethany Anne's eyes opening.

      Michael looked around as the team started to get to their feet. John and Gabrielle were up first and checked on the others while he headed to Bethany Anne’s side.

      

      Quarantined System (twelve hours later)

      Bethany Anne stalked irritably ten feet ahead of the demolition teams as she led them through the alien ship to talk about dismantling it.

      “Go through this place and strip it of anything that looks even remotely important.” She tore another strip off the roll of tape she was carrying to mark items she wanted to be sent straight to Jean’s lab on the ArchAngel II and pressed it to the console the aliens had been working at. “You have twelve hours, since in fourteen hours I want there to be a fuck-load of nothing at all here. Do you understand?”

      She dismissed the teams and continued her walkthrough, stopping when she got to the loading bays to allow herself a minute to observe the bustle. Ships moved in and out of the massive hangar doors in turn, and shuttles zipped in with a bunch of people and out again loaded with machinery for the return.

      The first demolition team came in, then went out again. They had captured some of the bigger chunks of the battleship and pulled them into the hangar, leaving other pieces to be blown by the explosives teams. The retrieved pieces had been laid out in an open area, and there were people all around working on them.

      Michael wandered over to Bethany Anne to watch the proceedings with her. “What are they doing?” he asked, indicating a few of the workers who appeared to be painting the pieces of wreckage.

      Bethany Anne grinned and tapped the side of her nose with a finger. “That would be telling, wouldn’t it?” She slapped his ass and walked off. “I have a call with my dad. I’ll tell you about the painting later.”
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        * * *

      

      Michael let her go without pressing for an answer. He had a secret of his own to check on. He made his way to a secluded part of the ship and opened an Etheric connection to Eve.

      “How are the children? he asked the moment Eve appeared.

      “They’re doing extremely well,” she told him proudly. “They have completed the island scenario and rested for the night. They are about to become the first virtual reality players in this system to put on their helmets, grab their swords or magic wands, and create new characters for Dragons and Caves.”

      Michael smiled at Eve’s excited spiel. “Little do they know that their real training is about to commence.” He snickered. “Make sure they can beat their first couple of levels quickly. I want them suckered into the endorphins of leveling up.”

      Eve snorted. “Are you trying to teach me to suck eggs?”

      Michael laughed. “I apologize, Eve. I should respect the true genius you represent.”

      “Damn right,” she stated. “OH! They are picking their character classes now. I have to go before Addix takes the one I want. See you when you get back.” She cut the connection without another word.

      Michael frowned. “Dammit, now I don’t get to be there when they take their first virtual steps.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne tapped the table as she listened to the General’s report. She didn’t miss the look of concern her father gave her when he saw the dark rings under her eyes. “I’m okay, Dad,” she reassured him. “So, how did it go from your end?”

      “When the satellites hit the system, all they found was smoking debris strewn for kilometers.” He let slip a small smile. “The Leath and the Noel-ni are going apeshit wondering who did this.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Let them wonder.”

      The concerned look returned to Lance’s face. “I trust there is nothing there to pin this to you?”

      She smirked. “Not a sausage. We cleaned up the system, but we left a few clues to divert from looking too hard at it.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow. “Clues? To what?”

      “The Dread Pirate Roberts Dark Empire Squadron, of course,” she told him. “High Tortuga has come out victorious...” She thought of those who hadn’t made it through the battle. “Although we took some hard losses as well. Next time you come here and bring my brother, I'll show you the video.”

      They spoke a little more, then Lance excused himself.

      “I have to smooth some ruffled feathers,” he explained. He hesitated before signing off. “I am sorry for the losses the High Tortuga fleet suffered. Thank you all for your sacrifice.”

      Bethany Anne nodded soberly. “We may not be wanted, but we’re not asking for recognition either. We will be there in the darkness, watching and waiting. Some of those who whisper will have whispered the truth. One of these days—may it be a long time in the future—the Queen Bitch will be back.”

      Lance shrugged. “What will be, will be. For now, it is an enigma that will occupy them for a while. It helps me keep their focus away from all the other shit I'm pulling.”

      “Whatever you need, Dad. You know that.”

      “You too, pumpkin.”

      Michael wandered in just in time to wave to Lance before he signed off.

      Bethany Anne took in his smile and his practically jaunty posture and was instantly suspicious. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing,” he told her. “Just making sure the children are studying.”

      “The children love studying. Why would you need to check?”

      Michael held his hands up. “Can’t a loving father miss his children while he’s away from them?” He sighed, affronted, then turned and left.

      “Hmmm.” The spring in his step told a different story than the pout he’d given her, but she decided to let it pass. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” she muttered as he left again. “He’s taking on the responsibility for the children. I should be happy, excited, and beyond joyous that he’s so involved…”

      Then why aren’t you? Tom asked as she headed out.

      “Because he’s up to something. Any time that man is that happy, he’s up to something.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, The Dome

      Bethany Anne dropped her robe in preparation for the training session and took her usual cross-legged pose on the mat with her hands resting loosely on her knees and her chin on her chest. She had just begun the breathing part of the process when ADAM interrupted.

      >>Bethany Anne?<<

      What’s up, ADAM?

      >>We have received a data burst from one of the scout explorers, the Loralei.<<

      And?

      >>The scout ship was attacked by an unknown entity, and as far as I can tell the ship was destroyed. The EI managed to get a partial scan of the attacker, but it didn’t make it to us intact.<<

      Bethany Anne opened an audio-only link to the Security Pit. She wasn’t going to get dressed just to make a quick call. “This is Bethany Anne.”

      Jennifer chuckled. “I know, my Queen. I would recognize your voice anywhere.”

      “ADAM told you it was me calling, right?”

      Jennifer’s chuckle deepened into a laugh. “Okay, you got me. What can I do for you?”

      Bethany Anne dropped the smile. “I want a team to go out to the coordinates ADAM is about to send. One of the scout fleet has run into difficulty.”

      “On it now. Anything else?”

      “No, thank you, Jennifer.” Bethany Anne shut down the link. This looked to be another thread of the mystery that she could pull on, and maybe it would be the one that unraveled this whole plot and gave her the understanding of the higher workings of the parts of the galaxy she hadn’t yet reached. “Could be a simple retrieve and return, or something a little meatier. What do you guys think? Maybe it’s the same people we just fought.”

      >>It doesn’t seem likely. Loralei didn’t report seeing any spheres when she was attacked.<<

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together and considered the possibilities. Eventually, she shrugged. “Well, whoever it is, life just got a little more interesting.” With that announcement, she settled back in for her training session. “We’re going to work on those mind attacks. No pain, no gain, TOM. We’re going to keep at this until I get it.”

      She opened her eyes in the darkness. “I don’t want to be taken out so easily next time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario, Dungeons and Caves, Base Cottage (The Next Morning)

      Alexis smoothed the front of her elaborately-embroidered robe with a hand and shuffled the hem with her foot. She looked up at Eve doubtfully. “Won’t this get in the way when we fight?”

      Eve smirked. “Oh, but the mage does not fight with her body. She fights with her mind.” She reached out and plucked a gnarled wooden staff with a ruby topper out of the air. “Here, now you just need one more thing…”

      Alexis took the staff from her with a puzzled frown. “What?”

      Eve held out her hand with a flourish and gave Alexis the hat that appeared. “Perfect. Now you look like a mage.”

      Alexis gave the strange hat a look and put it on. “What exactly does a mage do, and why did you suggest I choose it?” She took a closer look at the staff, which felt a little tingly in her hand. She thought she saw a spark in the center of the ruby.

      “You gave me the idea,” Eve told her. “I had not anticipated your solution to the pterosaur obstacle. I had fully expected you to use the environment to your advantage instead.”

      Alexis tilted her head back when the hat slipped over her eyes. “You mean the rockfall above the portal? I didn’t see that until I was dragging Gabriel up the dais steps.”

      Eve’s mouth twitched. “But you did see it. And you took to channeling energy like a duck to water. It will be easy for you to transfer the knowledge to your role as a mage.”

      Alexis frowned, remembering the close shave they’d had by the river in the last scenario. “So we can use magic here?”

      Gabriel came out from behind the curtain, plucking at the scarf that covered his face. “Why do we need to wear a costume for this? Our atmosuits were fine.” He held his cloak out from his body and turned from side to side. “This is pretty cool, though.”

      Addix shuffled uncomfortably into the room, being careful not to knock any of them with the bulky spiked armor she wore. “I have to disagree. It is uncomfortable.”

      Eve shrugged. She swished her kimono, to which she had added a hood and shining armor plates, and looked Addix over. “No, that won’t do at all.” She tilted her head and closed her eyes for a moment, then snapped her fingers.

      Addix started in surprise when the generic armor disappeared and was replaced by something that made the most of her deadly Ixtali nature. The new armor was so black it sucked the light from around Addix, and it fit her like a second skin—except where it curved away from both elbows and all four ankles to form blades. She flexed her limbs and nodded. “Very good, Eve.”

      “Cooool,” Gabriel breathed. “Aunt Eve, next time I want to be the fighter.”

      “It’s not too late to switch class,” Eve offered.

      Gabriel shook his head. “No, thank you, Aunt Eve. I reviewed the information this time, and I want to be the thief.”

      Alexis stamped her foot. “The game information! I didn’t read it…again!”

      Eve shook her head. “I didn’t want you reading it for this game, Alexis.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “Is this a nuance thing again?”
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        * * *

      

      “Kind of feels like this scene should have a stirring orchestral piece playing,” Eve commented.

      Addix gave her a puzzled glance and went back to looking over the land below the ridge they’d climbed to get a better view of the area. The children were close behind, Alexis using her staff as a walking stick to counter the weight of her robes and Gabriel keeping pace with his sister.

      They came to a stop beside the adults, and all four drank in the raging battle that was occurring below. The land heaved with the mass of many species, some that neither Alexis nor Gabriel had seen before.

      “Who are they?” Alexis asked. “Why are they fighting?”

      “It was in the backstory for the scenario,” Gabriel supplied. He pointed out a band of fighters in the center of the battlefield. They fought from the backs of enormous silver-horned stags with swords and bows and spells. “The tall ones are elves, and they’re fighting the orcs. The good humans and the dwarves are on the elves’ side. All the others are on the orcs’ side.”

      Wherever the elves went, orcs and their allies fell.

      “Maybe I’ll be an elf next time,” Alexis mused.

      “Come, children,” Eve urged. She led them along the ridge to a crumbling watchtower which looked directly onto the battlefield.

      “Now remember,” Eve cautioned, “you will feel the pain of any injuries you take, and you can die in this scenario.” She turned to face the children. “This battle is just the scene. The objective is to reach the other side, by whatever method you like.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes at the fray. “By ourselves?”

      Addix shook her head. “No, Gabriel. Eve and I will be there to provide a certain level of protection.”

      “However,” Eve cut in, “we will only move as you and Alexis direct.”

      Alexis looked up from the ruby on her staff, which was glowing. “I think I have the hang of this magic thing now.”

      “Great,” Gabriel told her, looking at the sky and then behind himself. “Was that a dragon I just heard?”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, The Dome

      Bethany Anne pushed the plastic curtain aside and stalked over to the door she felt the children’s presence behind. She opened the door and saw Michael and Eve watching the screen wall.

      The screen wall that showed her children engaged in battle with a dragon, of all fucking things.

      “Michael, what is going on here?”

      Michael turned. “Excellent, you are just in time. The children are done with their lessons for the day.”

      Three of the four Pod-docs opened and Alexis and Gabriel spilled out, chattering animatedly as they climbed over the sides.

      Alexis’ eyes were open wide. “You were awesome when you stole the elf’s bow and shot the orc’s throat out through its mouth.”

      Gabriel was just as full of praise for his sister. “I thought the best part was when you used Aunt Addix as a springboard to jump up and stab that cyclops right in its eye with your staff. When you let the magic go it danced!”

      The twins caught sight of their mom with their father. “Mommy’s home!” they cried in unison. They ran over to hug their mother as Addix clambered out of her pod.

      “We missed you!” Gabriel cried.

      “Even though we had fun playing Daddy’s and Eve’s game,” Alexis added.

      Bethany Anne gave Michael a pointed look and gathered Alexis and Gabriel to her. “Mommy missed you both so much!” She held them close and kissed their heads. “How about some real food, and you can tell me about all of your adventures while I was away.”

      They scampered toward their quarters, with Bethany Anne and Michael walking behind. Eve called to them as they reached the door.

      “I’ve sent the review of the children’s scores from the scenario. You’re going to be so proud of them! I know I was.”
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      THANK YOU for reading this story, and our Author Notes in the back!

      There is SO MUCH going on that sometimes I don’t know what I’ve said and who I have told it to.  In one week, I’ll be joining tens of thousands of fans at Worldcon 76 in San Jose, California (my first time.)  I’m going there to see what it is like, and to promote the company a bit with the SFWA members and generally to check it out.

      On the 20th of this month, I fly to Beijing, China to visit the book fair they have going and to travel (check it out) for future ideas. The challenge (for me) is that I’m so picky with my food (pretty much meat and potatoes, with the meat being beef usually), I suspect I’m going to lose some weight on the trip. Not that me losing weight is a bad thing, I have plenty I can afford to give away.

      Almost all books are a collaborative effort. (Except my first two—I tried to get a proofreader by Love Lost, I think, but that guy only made it worse. So how ‘collaborative’ can a book be when you support person undermines your effort? I don’t know, that sounds like an existential editor question.)  Existential questions aside, I want to point out why (pretty much) all Michael Anderle books are productions of Michael Anderle books more and more (besides the obvious collaborations).

      

      Children

      Now, I have three children. But for this Kurtherian Endgame book I needed to bring in children who are really, really young, and I am going to hit fifty-one in about a month.

      (Don’t listen to Martha Carr when she says ‘Happy Birthday!’ next month, because she gets it wrong. Last year, I had to go through a WHOLE WEEK of people telling me Happy Birthday because she announced my birthday a week early. She still finds that shit funny as hell.)

      Anyway, my kids are 26, and 19, 19 (on the 22nd of August.)  I haven’t had to work with younger kids in many, many years. Also, I don’t channel them very well. I looked forward to pulling together this book with a sense of dread. “Children? What the hell am I going to do with children?”

      Thank GOD for people who help me make these books happen!

      

      Natale Roberts

      For those who don’t know Natale Roberts (She did books 03 and 04 in the Etheric Academy series writing as N. D. Roberts.) Nat was a MAJOR help helping me get this book done. Her insights into the kids and creating their personalities was off-the-charts helpful, as well as many other efforts with the writing. Even while she was dealing with additional projects, she was monumentally helpful in pulling this book together.

      

      Beta Readers

      We have changed how we do Beta Reading and I want to SHOUT OUT to the Beta Readers for dealing with the changes. It hasn’t been easy, and I understand that. I appreciate Lynne Stiegler and the team(s) of Beta Readers, Editors, JIT folks and everyone working to deliver as clean a book as we can with these crazy freaking deadlines.

      

      Artists

      I want to thank Andrew Dobell, Jude <redacted I think upon request>, and Jeff Brown for their help with the art.  Jude pulled together Bethany Anne’s armor and pose, Andrew merged the armor with our Helen Diaz’s photos and then created the whole rest of the cover, and Jeff has helped with creating the 3D ship you see at the top (ArchAngel 2.)

      

      Operations

      Stephen Campbell and Jami Crumpton help keep the back end of the operations (publishing, notifying, emailing, Facebook updates, responding and fixing typos, working with some marketing and other things) in the books. There is so much more that goes on that Steve’s group manages, that I’m sure I am forgetting something (or many somethings, actually.)

      

      Fans

      In my mind, it goes without saying that you, the fans and readers, are a major aspect of doing these stories (not only The Kurtherian Endgame, but all of our series. From your support purchasing (and reading on Kindle Unlimited) to the kind reviews (we always need them) to reaching out on Facebook and Reddit.  Yes, I’ve actually been on Reddit recently. Scares me shitless. Not that I mind chatting with folks, but it brings out of me an argumentative side that frankly, I don’t need to even remotely give into. Further, they have this popular trending area on Reddit that has caused me to take productive time and replace it with ‘oh, that was funny! Let’s see what’s next!’ time.

      It wasn’t much of a help. Kind of like drinking Coca-Cola isn’t a good way to acquire calories, but I like it so much I do it anyway. There! That’s the message. Reading the popular Reddit posts is a way to lose my nutritious time and replace it with sugar-calorie laden time.

      That metaphor was so much more interesting in my mind.

      

      Movies

      Nothing has happened (of substance) on the movie front. We have had people interested, but it seems that Hollywood doesn’t want to put much money down in the beginning. Since The Kurtherian Gambit series sells very, very well, often the money offered (if there is any) is equivalent to a few days or a couple of weeks of sales.

      Yes, you read that correctly. Hollywood is offering tiny amounts of money to lock up the IP, and we aren’t willing to do it. I am working (every so freaking slowly) in the background on 3D efforts, so perhaps in the future, LMBPN will just have to do it ourselves.

      Baby steps, I keep reminding myself. Baby steps.

      

      NEXT BOOK WON’T TAKE 3 MONTHS.

      This book took about twelve weeks to come out (May 14th to August 10th). I am looking for (I really hope) the next Kurtherian Endgame book to be about 6 to 8 weeks, tops.

      

      MAYBE EVEN SOONER!

      (Did you hear a ‘squee’?  If you did, that wasn’t me, I promise. As a fifty-ish year-old man, I don’t squee.) (Editor’s note: He does too. I have heard him)

      I’ve got help on this series (where before I did most of everything except the editing stuff) and we are kicking ass. To that end, I’m working to pull the production of the Bethany Anne books down to something almost reasonable, and I sincerely appreciate you allowing me the six months to get my other projects off the ground and slowing Bethany Anne production down to make that happen.

      I am focused on trying (I can’t promise accomplishing, yet)  but trying to get Bethany Anne books out on a faster schedule.
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        Michael Anderle
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite, (two months after leaving the quarantine zone)

      Bethany Anne watched the video intake from the small drone following Michael, Peter and Akio. She tapped her lip while she completed her thought, “Anytime that man is that happy, something is going on I probably don't want to know about.”

      Cheryl Lynn looked up from her tablet to frown at the vid-screen for a moment. “You know what Michael is up to,” she reminded Bethany Anne. “He's going after his T-rex.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes and dropped her hand to tap on the table instead. “I know, but somehow, someway, he's going to come back with ten tons of meat.”

      “I thought that was inevitable?” Cheryl Lynn countered, pointing from Bethany Anne to the screen. “You have been stalling the hunt for ages. I'm surprised he waited this long.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Yeah, me too. I just thought that if I kept his mind on other things, the great dinosaur hunt wouldn't happen.”

      “Why is it such a big deal, anyway?” Cheryl Lynn asked. She placed the tablet to the side and started moving her hands. “He goes out hunting, kills for the meat, and comes back. It's not like you have to eat it, or even be around it. Hell, he could have asked you to go with him to hunt the damned thing. You got off lightly.”

      Bethany Anne frowned as she turned to look at her friend, one eyebrow raised. “Doesn't Scott have a hobby that just rubs you the wrong way?”

      Cheryl Lynn snorted. “You mean, other than liking stuff just because he is a guy? C'mon, you can't tell me you have been against this,” she waved a hand at the screen Bethany Anne was watching, “just because he likes it?”

      Bethany Anne made a face. “I’m being a girl, aren’t I?”

      Cheryl Lynn raised both eyebrows, a glint of a smile on her lips, “What, the fairer sex? The passionate side of humanity who integrates emotions and logic in equal measure?” Cheryl Lynn stopped and giggled. “Yeah, I can’t sell that one.” She waved a hand in a circle that encompassed Bethany Anne. “You are acting like a girl, yes.”

      Bethany Anne turned back to the screen and sighed. She called, “CEREBRO?”

      “Yes?”

      “Cancel my video tracking.” The screen went off as Bethany Anne turned back to Cheryl Lynn, decision made. “Okay, I promised you a couple of girly movies, and I agree—watching Michael isn’t a girly movie. I’m worried about him, and I don’t like him taking chances.”

      Cheryl Lynn made a sympathetic face. “He’s not exactly the kind of man who can be tamed. I mean, at least Scott came partly trained. Michael is…”

      “An ass?”

      Cheryl Lynn snickered. “Yeah, that too. But you knew that about him when you started loving him.”

      “So?” Bethany Anne retorted. “I figured I could change him. I don’t think that’s any different than the other few billion women in our species’ history.”

      There was a silence that stretched out in the long moment before Cheryl Lynn broke it. “It’s okay. They failed, too.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “Who says I’ve failed? I’ve had a long time to learn how to pick my battles. This is just a minor skirmish in a much longer war.”

      “I’d say you were being dramatic as well as girly, but…” Cheryl Lynn lifted a shoulder. “Never mind.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in amusement. “No no, go on. But what?” She let the silence stretch for a few more moments while Cheryl Lynn thought of a way to dig herself out of the hole she’d inadvertently stumbled into.

      Cheryl Lynn grinned. “It’s kind of cute the way you two fight without fighting.”

      “Nice save,” ADAM cut in from a nearby speaker. “Not to mention the endless entertainment we all get from betting on the outcome of whatever one of you is trying to pull on the other.”

      Both women looked at the speaker on the wall.

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “This is a girls’ night, ADAM.”

      “I didn’t plan on staying.” ADAM sounded a little bit miffed. “I only wanted to tell you that Tabitha is on her way.”

      “You wanted to see what you were missing out on, more like,” Cheryl Lynn teased. “It’s only movie night.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You can stay if you want. I’m sure Cheryl Lynn and Tabitha won’t mind.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks,” ADAM replied airily. “I’ve seen your movie queue for the evening, and you’re welcome to your clichéd sob-fest. Besides, I’ve known you all long enough to know that if I stick around I’ll hear way more than I ever wanted to know about the guys. I’ll catch you later.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “You’ve got us there. Bye, ADAM.”

      Cheryl Lynn’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

      “I know, right?” Bethany Anne grinned. “We would never talk about the guys behind their backs. Who even does that?” She shook her head. “It’s not like he can’t just listen in on my thinking if he wants.”

      >>I try not to do that.<<

      You do?

      >>Much.<<

      There was a thump and a bang as Tabitha entered Bethany Anne’s suite with a string of muttered curses.

      Cheryl Lynn got up and put her throw blanket to the side. “I’ll go make the popcorn.”

      Bethany Anne watched the door with a slight frown, waiting for Tabitha to appear. “We might need more than popcorn. Break out the ice-cream. The good stuff.”

      Tabitha flounced in with a face like thunder and collapsed on the sofa with a heavy sigh. “Ugh! Men!” she growled, then grimaced, then hid her face in her hands and burst into tears.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes narrowed. This was beyond Tabitha’s standard flair for the dramatic. “Well fuck, this looks serious. What’s up?” She held up a finger before Tabitha could speak. She turned her head toward the kitchen. “Cheryl Lynn, the popcorn can wait. Just bring the ice-cream.”

      Tabitha grabbed one of the sofa cushions and hugged it to herself. “Stupid men, that’s what. How can they be so…Gott Verdammt stupid?”

      Cheryl Lynn walked back in from the kitchen and handed Tabitha the carton of triple-chocolate ice cream and a spoon. “Did you and Peter have another fight?”

      Tabitha poked at the ice cream half-heartedly. “That would be the polite way of putting it.” She set the carton on the table and glared at it as though the ice cream were to blame for her mood. “I’m not really that hungry.”

      Bethany Anne and Cheryl Lynn shared a concerned glance and moved in to bookend Tabitha on the couch.

      “Come on, it can’t be all that bad.” Cheryl Lynn leaned in with a hug. “Tell us all about it. We can curse Peter out together until you feel better.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Just thinking about it gets me mad.” Tabitha pulled away slightly from Cheryl Lynn’s embrace and looked at them both with more tears threatening to spill down her angry face. “You know what? Screw him. I just want to have a fun night with my girls.” She leaned forward and snatched the ice cream carton and spoon from the table.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “There’s our Tabitha. You know it freaks me out when you say shit like, ‘I’m not hungry.’”

      Tabitha stabbed the ice cream with her spoon. “You know it. Now, what chick-flicks did you find? Better not be the kind where the love interest dies at the end. That might be a little too close to real life.”

      Bethany Anne snorted, but shared another concerned look with Cheryl Lynn. It was the kind of look only two mothers can share, and Tabitha didn’t appreciate it one bit.

      “Oh, lighten up. I’m not really going to kill Peter.” Tabitha kicked off her shoes and put her feet up on the ottoman. “Probably. Maybe.”

      Her face told Bethany Anne a different story. “You know I’m here for you if you want to talk about it.”

      “We both are,” Cheryl Lynn added.

      “I know.” Tabitha sighed. “Maybe later.” She waved her spoon at the screen. “Movie night first.”

      

      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      Peter trudged through the brush, rolling a shoulder every now and then to shift the weight of Tabitha’s rifle on his back.

      The subtropical heat was oppressive. It rose from the jungle floor in moist, shimmering waves that distorted the air around the hunting party and caused uncomfortable rivulets of sweat to run down their backs with every step they took.

      They’d been hiking since daybreak and Peter was bored with the monotony of the trek.

      Michael and Akio had been their usual stoic selves since they’d left the transport, and Peter was wondering why he’d come along on this hunt if they weren’t going to have any of the fun he’d been promised.

      He’d voiced this a couple of hours ago, but Michael had just winked and told him that they were having fun.

      Maybe it wasn’t too late to go back.

      The two vampires stepped softly, which annoyed Peter further. Despite his best efforts, he was making more noise than Michael and Akio put together.

      He shifted the rifle again, grumbling internally at the inconvenience. He hadn’t wanted to bring the damn thing, but Tabitha had insisted.

      Very vocally.

      And a little bit physically, too.

      Michael cleared the path ahead, cutting through the jungle with the hardened Etheric energy he’d coated his hands in. He looked around every so often, and then put his head down and continued to hack at the foliage.

      Michael paused suddenly and held up a finger. “Aaaand…it’s gone.”

      Peter halted beside Michael and Akio and glanced around to see what Michael was talking about. He looked behind him before looking back at the guys. “What’s gone?”

      Akio looked at Peter and chuckled. “The video drone Bethany Anne had following us. You didn’t spot it?”

      Peter turned to Michael to confirm Akio’s answer.

      Michael nodded and resumed pushing his way through the thick foliage with Akio close behind. “It’s been with us since we left the base.”

      Peter followed, frowning. “I wasn’t looking for it.” There was a pause before he continued, “Don’t you mind Bethany Anne keeping tabs on you like that?”

      “Of course I mind,” Michael replied. He ducked under a low-hanging branch. “But I also understand that Bethany Anne worries. She sends the drones, but they never stay long. If it makes her feel secure, I will put up with it.” He stopped and looked up into the foliage before the bird up there moved away, and then continued pushing forward. “Up to a point.”

      Peter followed, ducking under the branch. “Has she been so insecure?” he asked. “I know she was a bit antsy after the twins were born, but having you followed is kind of extreme.”

      Akio snorted. “Did you miss the part where she locked him ten thousand feet underground for three years?”

      Peter smirked at Akio’s exaggeration. “I thought the point of hunkering down at the base was to make everyone forget us?”

      Michael sliced through a thin tree with more force than necessary. “She did not ‘lock me up,’” he grumped, only just avoiding being hit by the falling tree. “We have been a little busy raising our infant children.” His face softened into a grin. “Fatherhood is very involved in these modern times.”

      Akio’s eyebrow twitched.

      “I saw that.” Michael sighed. “Very well,” he admitted reluctantly, “she locked us all up.” He held up a finger. “But. She has been working on her need to keep us all within her sights.”

      Peter hid his laugh with a cough. “You mean her need to keep you within her sights.”

      Michael waved Peter’s teasing off. “Semantics. The point is that we’ve only been gone a few hours. I thought we would have to spend at least a day wandering aimlessly before Bethany Anne was satisfied that I am not putting myself in danger and recalled her surveillance.”

      Akio glanced around. “Are we good to go now?”

      “We are.” Michael sniffed the air and headed in a completely different direction than the one they had taken so far. “Now that the drone is gone, the fun can really begin. Let’s hunt.”

      Peter slipped between the trees and hurried to keep up with the two vampires. “We weren’t hunting before?” he called.

      Akio shook his head. “No, Peter. This was merely a diversion.” He broke into a wry smile. “You have so much to learn about women.”

      Michael snorted from up ahead where the foliage was thick enough to need pruning. “My friend, I think you have some things to learn yourself.”

      Akio turned red, and his smile fell away. “I think not.” He pushed through the brush to get ahead of the others.

      Michael gave the back of Akio’s head a pointed look, knowing the man would feel it. “I would argue differently. Did you speak to Sabine yet?”

      Peter moved a branch out of his way. “Why does Akio need to speak to Sabine?”

      Michael didn’t answer, so he caught up to Akio and bumped him with an arm. “Why do you need to speak to Sabine? I thought she was on Devon?”

      Akio sighed, looking straight ahead as he walked to avoid making eye contact with the younger man. “She is. She sent me a letter.”

      Peter frowned. “A message? That doesn’t sound too strange.”

      “A letter,” Akio repeated. “On paper. Not a message.”

      “What’s that got to do with…” Peter’s confusion deepened until he connected what Akio was saying to the way his body language screamed for Peter to drop the subject. “Ohhh, a letter.”

      Akio hung his head in misery. “Exactly.”

      Peter sucked in a breath. “Oh, man. How are you going to deal with that?”

      Michael looked back, pausing in his efforts to cut them a path through the undergrowth since they had reached a fairly open part of the jungle. “So far he has been doing his best to ignore the situation.”

      “I am not ignoring it,” Akio countered. “I simply do not know how to resolve it. Sabine is like a daughter to me.”

      Michael led them through the clearing and onto an animal trail. “You mean you’re afraid she’ll shoot you full of holes if you break her heart.” He looked at Akio and saw the misery his friend was in. “Okay, joking aside, it is only going to get worse if you don’t deal with it.”

      Akio continued to look at his feet as they walked. “I will deal with it. As soon as I know how to do so without hurting Sabine in the process.”

      Michael gave his old friend a hard look. “That is only going to hurt her more in the long run. I told you what to do. You just need to place someone who is attainable—but also good enough—in front of her. Distract her. She knows deep down that it can never happen between you two.”

      “Set her up?” Akio winced. “That would be…beyond awkward, and perhaps not honorable.”

      Peter made a rapid revision of his predicament. “I thought I had it bad, but your situation puts mine in perspective. Relationships are hard.”

      “Women are the root of all confusion,” Michael sympathized, patting him on the back. “If we just remember that, then it’s not such a shock when they turn the world upside down on a whim.” He looked over when Peter didn’t react to his half-joking wisdom. “What’s up? Are you and Tabitha having problems?”

      Peter shrugged. He was still confused as to what had set her off this morning. “Not so much problems. At least, I didn’t think so? Tabbie, she’s my best friend, and we get on great most of the time. She’s just a bit…um…fiery at the moment.”

      Akio chuckled dryly. “Isn’t fiery the middle name of all Hispanic women?”

      Michael joined in with Akio’s laughter. “I don’t think that’s reserved for just the Hispanic women in our lives. Anyway, I thought you liked that about her.”

      Peter huffed and kicked out at a protruding tree root. “Fieriness I don’t mind. But she’s been worse than her usual snarky self recently. I’ll be honest, I agreed to come on this hunt to avoid whatever she came up with to call me out on today.”

      “Call you out?” Michael enquired.

      “Scream and throw stuff at me to emphasize whatever point she’s making,” Peter clarified. “Followed by tears when I don’t get it. I would get it if she just made sense, you know? Even when I agree with her, she’s not happy. Don’t get me wrong, the making up is worth it. I just wish I understood what was going on with her.” He threw up his hands in defeat. “If she wants to break up, then she should just say.”

      Akio sighed. “Women are difficult.”

      Peter chuckled. “Yeah, well, don’t let a woman hear you say that. Especially not Tabitha.” He looked around as Michael adjusted their trajectory. He looked left, then right. “Do you know where we are or are we winging it?”

      They turned again as Michael made another small adjustment to their course that led them deeper into the jungle. “A little of both, actually.”

      He jumped a log, barely touching it at about ten feet off the ground before landing softly on the other side. Akio and Peter followed. “We look for higher ground so we can find the path made by our prey. I don’t want to use the satellites to locate the beast. That’s a sure way to attract Bethany Anne’s attention again. If we keep things quiet, she doesn’t worry.”

      Peter nodded. “Makes sense.”

      Michael smirked. “Of course it does. I know my wife. This is not my first hunt, but it’s the first one in a long, long time that is not about tracking down someone who had done us evil. I intend to enjoy every minute of it…now that there is no danger of my wife turning up and taking my kill because ‘I might get hurt.’”

      Peter snickered. “Shit, yeah. I forgot you’ve been around long enough to hunt real dinosaurs.” He dodged the tree limb that came flying at him. “Hey, you can’t get mad at the truth!”

      Michael turned to Akio, his face set in immutable lines. “The bait we brought to attract the T-rex is a bit too talkative. I think I’ll pick next time.” He ignored Peter’s grumbling and kept walking ahead until they reached a break in the jungle at the top of a low rise.

      Akio pointed out the broken line in the sea of trees that indicated the path they were looking for. “We have our T-rex.”

      In the distance, they picked up the faint sound of trees being uprooted and tossed aside as the moving mountain forged its way through the jungle.

      Michael was already halfway down the rise. “We have to catch up to it first.”

      It didn’t take them long to reach the path the T-rex had ripped through the pristine jungle. They clambered over the uprooted trees and brush piled high at the sides of the makeshift track.

      Peter was first to make it onto the trail. He gaped at the wide tract of destruction. “Great fucking toad balls.” His eyes narrowed when he noticed a four-foot wide tree trunk broken like a twig. “I thought you said they didn’t get that big on this part of the continent?”

      Michael didn’t pause to look around.

      He vaulted the log Peter had used to get onto the path and set off immediately in the direction the dinosaur had taken. “They do not,” he called back “This one is away from its usual stomping grounds, which I find to be odd. I’ve been watching it since it left its regular territory. It has crossed most of the continent in the last few weeks.”

      Peter trailed after Michael and Akio. “What’s so odd about that? It’s a big continent.”

      Michael looked distant as he walked. “They do not usually leave their territory, at least as far as I have observed to date. I’m almost certain it is searching for its death.”

      “What makes you say that?” Akio asked.

      Michael walked on a bit, skirting a bit of water before he answered, “Maybe I am wrong, but it is definitely searching for something.”

      “What if it just wants to be the biggest bad?” Peter suggested. “It could be looking for combat. You know, some young pup who was dumb enough to be willing to take on Daddy T-rex.”

      “Also possible,” Michael conceded. “However, it has fought many battles in the time I’ve been observing it and has yet to meet its match. I believe it to be the largest creature on this planet. Whether it is simply looking for death or is also seeking combat, I will offer it the honor of both.”

      Peter’s eyes shone. “That reminds me of this documentary I saw when I was a kid. There was this lion, and he was the biggest, nastiest fucker on the savannah until one day he broke his leg on a hunt. It kind of healed, but then a couple of younger lions came along and drove him out. So he went round fighting until he…”

      He noticed Michael and Akio staring at him. “What?” He looked behind him and then used a hand to check his hair. “Do I have a spider on me?”

      

      Open Space, System QTC-12-T, QBS G’laxix Sphaea

      The ship Gated in a safe distance from the nebula and headed for the debris field kissing the edge of the cloud that was all that remained of the battle between the EI Lorelei and the unknown enemy ship.

      Kael-ven got out of his captain’s chair when he saw the wreckage of the two ships come into range on the viewscreen. “Scan for everything, Kiel. And I mean everything. We do not want to be blindsided by a surprise attack because we turned off the cloaking too soon.”

      Kiel turned his head to look at Kael-ven without getting up from his station. “I love how you issue these orders despite knowing I sent drones out to scan the nebula the instant we left the Gate. There are no emissions that can’t be explained. We’re clear to get over there and investigate the crap out of this place.”

      Kael-ven shook his head and indicated the screen. “The scout ship techs are suited up and ready to go.” Two spacesuited figures left the ship and floated toward the empty battlefield on long tethers. “Bring up the comm links.”

      Kiel turned back to his station, and a moment later the bridge was filled with the hiss of the two techs breathing inside their helmets.

      Kael-ven waited the extra moment, and a pair of windows showing the camera feeds from their helmets appeared in the top corners of the viewscreen. The techs moved rapidly toward the fragmented ships, using their thruster packs to compensate for the solar wind.

      “Mellor, Robinson, report.”

      “It’s eerie out here,” Mellor answered in an awed voice.

      “Focus,” Kael instructed. “Do you see the core?”

      The feeds panned jerkily as the techs split up and searched among the dead ships for the EI cores.

      Robinson stood on the Lorelei’s one remaining wing and pulled herself through a jagged tear in the side of the ravaged scout ship. She tapped her shoulder-mounted flashlight to increase the brightness. “I’ve got it.”

      Mellor floated up and landed beside Robinson on the wing. “I bet you’re glad the Queen insisted on this design now.”

      Robinson looked up from where she was unbolting EI Lorelei’s cradle. “No, I’m not. They were a bitch to build. Wings are cool and all, but not the most practical place to put the heat exchanger.”

      Mellor laughed. “Are you kidding me? They act like elephant ears. You’re probably still sore she didn’t pick your design over this one.”

      Robinson rolled her eyes and flicked a bolt at him. “So what if I am?” She bent over and tugged the cradle holding EI Lorelei’s data core free. “Come on, let’s get back to the ship before the captain has a conniption.”

      “I can hear you,” Kael-ven’s dry voice reminded them.

      “Sorry, Captain,” Robinson trilled. She stuck a tether on the cradle and passed the other end to Mellor before doing the same again with another tether and attaching the other end to her suit. She glanced at Mellor. “Ready?”

      He nodded that he was. The two techs launched themselves toward the G’laxix Sphaea. Almost immediately after they boarded, the ship moved away and Gated out of the system again.
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      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      The three men followed the trail until it spat them out abruptly at the edge of the jungle. They continued to follow the path of torn-up dirt and the odd uprooted tree across a wide, grassy scrubland that dipped and rose gradually all the way to the uplands in the distance.

      Michael shaded his eyes against the strong midafternoon sun and looked into the distance. “I can see our quarry.” He pointed at the slow-moving shadow on a far-off hilltop. It vanished over the other side as he watched. “We’re closing on it.”

      “Then we should get going.” Peter wasted no time taking advantage of the more open ground. “Race you!” he called back.

      Michael broke into a run. “The young and the ignorant.”

      Akio’s lips pressed together in what could almost be called a full-on smile on the man and sprinted up the hill past Michael. “You’re quite fast for an old man.”

      Michael opened it up another notch, leaving Akio in his dust. “And you’re pretty vocal for the one in last place.”

      Peter stepped it up as the two vampires sped past him, and the three accelerated over the scrubby hills. They leapfrogged as they ate up the miles between them and the confrontation that awaited them. The wind in their faces felt good, and every so often it carried the roar of the beast in the distance to guide them.

      Peter stopped at the top of a hill and looked around. “Hey, Michael, I think you’re right.”

      Michael slowed and came up beside him. “I’m always right. The question is merely which instance of my being right are you referring to?”

      Peter gestured to the empty land around them. “I can’t think why else the T-rex would come here. There’s nothing but insects and grass.”

      “Nothing except our T-rex,” Michael corrected. “I can smell him; we’re close.”

      They descended the slope and ran up the next, closing the gap between them and the dinosaur. As they neared the top the wind shifted, and the almost-melancholy roar of the T-rex came, muted slightly by the distance.

      The gradient gradually leveled out onto the windswept uplands they’d seen earlier. They came upon the T-rex on a wide plateau that stretched toward a scraggly tree line before it dropped off.

      Peter nodded over to the dinosaur on the far side. “I wonder if it’s lost its mind?” The T-rex was within reach at last. However, when they finally got near enough, they saw that it was acting oddly. It stomped and tore at the bare ground around it for no reason Michael and the others could decipher.

      A rogue gust of wind hit them from behind, and the dinosaur’s nostrils flared when it picked up three humans’ scent. It turned around and zeroed in on the three men, stamping its feet and roaring a challenge.

      “Looks like it wants a fight,” Akio remarked dryly.

      Michael dropped his pack on the ground beside him. “I will be more than happy to offer it one.” He pulled his shirt off and held it out to Akio, and accepted the two swords Akio offered him in return. He tilted one of the swords to examine the edge in the light, then turned to Peter and Akio with a serious expression. “You will both remain out of this. It is my fight alone.”

      Peter looked longingly at the rampaging beast. “It’s just like you not to share, but okay.” He sat down cross-legged and folded his arms. “Next time you invite me to go hunting, I’m staying home.”

      Akio gave Michael a sharp nod. “As you wish, my friend.”

      They both grinned as Michael’s anticipation spilled over.

      Akio eyed the T-rex appraisingly. “Have you considered that maybe Bethany Anne has a point about how much meat we’re going to take home?”

      Michael’s mouth twitched. “With all the Wechselbalg around? Not for a moment. We will have the barbeque to end all barbeques, and my wife will eat her words as a side with the delicious steak I grill for her.”

      Peter wrinkled his nose and spoke up. “I dunno about delicious. Reptile meat is an acquired taste.”

      Michael shrugged. “If by ‘acquired’ you mean everyone will try to acquire seconds after they taste it, then yes, it is.” He adjusted his grip on the swords and started to cross the plateau. He looked over the edge as he drew close to it. The drop below was not one he wished to test his indestructibility on.

      The T-rex narrowed its eyes and roared, and Michael moved forward to meet it. The plateau was dead silent as Michael and the T-rex stared each other down. Even the insects ceased their shrilling.

      The massive reptile roared and scored the ground with its heavy claws as it pawed and stomped.

      Michael let his own roar rip and charged across the grass at the ten-ton beast crashing toward him, its footsteps shaking the ground.

      

      Planet Colonnara, Orbit-to-Surface Transfer Platform, The Lady Princess

      The Lady Princess slid into the dock, and Addix and the children joined the river of shoppers spilling out of the ships around them. They, like the others, moved toward the Customs desks in front of the transfer corridors leading to the shuttles.

      Addix noticed there were a few children accompanied by nannies in the crowd. Some of the nannies were having an easier time than others. She was among the former, although “nanny” was not the best descriptor since she was there in her usual role of guide and protector rather than any kind of authority figure.

      She was looking forward to some quality aunt time while they were on Colonnara. The planet was, in essence, a gigantic shopping mall in an affluent area of space near the edge of the Federation. She’d been surprised when Michael and Bethany Anne had allowed this excursion.

      But they knew that she would lay down as many lives as it took to keep Alexis and Gabriel safe, including her own if it came to it.

      They were less accepting of her indulgence of their offspring, but Addix didn’t care. She planned to make their trip off High Tortuga a memorable one.

      She loved the two tiny humans as though they were her own, and although their parents may have been correct in their assessment of her as somewhat of a libertarian when it came to child-rearing, they had conceded that it was important the twins had room to learn from their mistakes.

      She took their hands to lead them from the shuttle when it landed and the airlock hissed open. They got onto the escalator, and the children tried to run ahead.

      “Not yet,” Addix told them. “We’re almost there.”

      The tunnel widened as it led them to the massive doors to the entrance. Addix couldn’t hide her amusement when the twins tugged their hands out of hers and darted onto the open court with eyes almost as large as hers.

      “This place is insane!” Gabriel turned a wide circle as he tried and failed to take in the many levels of the shrine to conspicuous consumption they’d arrived at. “I’ve never seen so many different stores.”

      Alexis looked at Addix with a worried expression. “It’s bigger than the whole base!”

      “We can access a map of the complex.” Addix chuckled as she placed a protective hand on each of their shoulders and guided them along the concourse. “We will eat first, and then we will shop. Your EI can be our guide.”

      Alexis tapped her wrist-holo to call Phyrro as they walked. The EI’s warm face appeared in 3-D above the device.

      “How can I help, Alexi—” Phyrro’s head turned from side to side. “I was not informed we would be leaving High Tortuga. Why are we on Colonnara?”

      Alexis grinned. “Because we’re buying a gift for Mommy. Can you connect to the station network and bring up the map?” She turned to Gabriel. “Maybe we can buy her some shoes? She has so many already, though. She probably doesn’t need any more. I know Daddy thinks she has enough already.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in humor. “I’m not sure you should be telling me this, Alexis.”

      The twins shared a knowing look. “We know you won’t tell, Aunt Addix,” Gabriel told her.

      “Mommy loves shoes.” Alexis looked up at the alien. “Did you know she has a room that’s full of them, Aunt Addix? I went in there once.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Gabriel contested. “We’re not allowed in there. Not even Daddy is allowed in there.”

      Alexis stuck her tongue out at her brother. “Did too, Gabriel. ADAM let me in to look at them.” She lifted her nose in the air and kept walking.

      Gabriel made a face. “I don’t want to buy boring shoes. I want to get Mommy a new sword!”

      “Now, now, children.” Addix bent over to look at them from under her hood. “Shoes are almost always a perfect gift for your mother, and a blade is an appropriate gift for almost any occasion. But we’re here to buy a Mother’s Day gift, so something a touch more personal might be better.” She adjusted her robe as her foot caught the hem, inwardly cursing the restrictive fabric.

      Alexis wrinkled her nose. “Why are you wearing that thing if it makes you so unhappy?”

      “For the same reason you and Gabriel are dressed as you are,” she replied. “We are blending in with our surroundings.”

      Alexis squirmed, reminded that she was wearing the kind of silly, frilly clothing that the other girls around her were dressed in. She wished for her atmosuit and combat boots.

      She pulled on her sleeve. “I wish you hadn’t reminded me. Now I have to forget to feel the itchiness all over again. Why couldn’t I just wear a cool coat like Aunt Tabitha’s? I had one of those once.”

      Addix swerved to avoid a couple of particularly obnoxious adolescent Torcellans harassing their poor chaperone just ahead.

      Their chaperone had clearly reached his breaking point. “You spoiled little brats!” The harassed male pointed at Addix. “Look what you could be chaperoned by!” he screeched.

      Alexis started forward with her hand raised as if to form a fireball. “Don’t you dare speak about my aunt that way!”

      The Torcellans recoiled at the confrontation.

      Alexis stamped her foot and opened her mouth to yell at them some more.

      Addix steered Alexis away before the Torcellans got hurt. “Not worth it, my dear. Come, we have almost reached the ice cream parlor.”

      Gabriel grinned, looking for the sign. “We’re getting ice cream?”

      “As close as you can get out here. Phyrro found an establishment that advertises ‘human food.’” Addix spotted a group of Skaines eating at one of the street food carts. “That could go one of two ways, so we will check before I take you in there.” She regarded Alexis as they walked. “Alexis?”

      Alexis turned an innocent face toward Addix. “Yes, Aunt Addix?”

      Addix tilted her head. “Were you trying to do magic in the real world?”

      Alexis thought about it a moment. “I suppose I was. It felt like the game for a second.”

      “Hmmm.” Addix kept her thoughts to herself…for now.
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        * * *

      

      The Baka and the Yollin had secreted themselves in an alley to avoid being seen when the tempting targets left the human restaurant.

      “It’s just some nanny. She couldn’t stop us.”

      Racien looked again at the two human children with the hunched old woman following a few steps behind. He narrowed his eyes as he took stock of their expensive clothing. The EI technology the female was flashing was beyond anything he had access to. Added to that the absolute confidence in their bearing, and Racien could only draw one conclusion.

      These were the children of extremely rich people, and rich people would pay obscene amounts of money to get their children back.

      The children laughed while they walked along and ate the ice cream that had inadvertently brought them to his and F’roxan’s attention.

      Racien flexed his claws in their armored gloves and turned to his partner in crime. “F’roxan, if we take human children, you know what will happen. Baba Yaga—”

      “Is gone,” the female Yollin countered. “Nobody has seen or heard of the Witch since she followed the Empress into the Great Darkness. We can contact a couple of the others, get them to help.” She shifted to keep the possible score in her sights. “We get rid of the nanny and grab the kids. Find out who their parents are. Send them a note, and we are out of this godforsaken place.” She looked at her partner a moment. “What do you say? This could be our ticket out of here.”

      Racien gave a brief nod, and the two turned to follow the human children down the concourse.

      

      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      Michael met the T-rex head-on. He leapt as he slashed and used the dinosaur’s body as a springboard to get even higher.

      The T-rex screamed its rage, then tossed its head and butted Michael before he could land and put his swords to use again. The T-rex whipped its barbed tail at Michael as he hit the ground.

      He landed in a crouch and rolled to avoid the swipe. He got up and charged again, but the dinosaur caught him with its tail on the backswing and knocked him away a second time.

      Michael got up and rolled his shoulders. He rubbed his broken ribs while they knitted, and then he sprinted back at the beast with his swords raised.

      Peter watched in growing disbelief as Michael stood up and dusted off the dirt. “Why is he moving so slowly? He isn’t using the Etheric.” He looked at Akio. “What gives? Are these Bethany Anne’s rules? He could have killed it twice already.”

      Akio quieted the younger man with a hand. “Watch and learn. Michael has chosen to restrict himself. He came for an equal fight. If he used all his talents, it would be no challenge for either of them.”

      Michael flowed around the dinosaur, sword flashing each time the dinosaur brought a foot down. The beast was beyond enraged. It flung itself in wide arcs and snapped and stomped wildly in an attempt to crush the small creature that was causing it so much pain.

      “According to Michael, killing it with a thousand cuts while it tries to ‘smoosh him into paste,’ as Scott called it, is honorable,” Akio finished.

      Peter looked again and saw it was sort of an even fight, in its way. Michael had to work to land every cut on the frenzied T-rex, which only needed to eat him once to win. “Yeah, ok, seems fair,” he conceded.

      The T-rex lunged and snapped at Michael again. It screeched when it failed to capture Michael in its jaws, spraying him with hot saliva, then turned its head to fix a maddened eye on him. Michael met its gaze with curiosity, and it used the distraction to pivot and slam its tail into him again.

      He was knocked dangerously close to the edge of the plateau and dug his swords into the ground to forestall his untimely death. He got to his feet and tugged his swords out of the ground, then stalked forward, calling out, “Is that all you’ve got? I thought this was going to be a more taxing endeavor.”

      As if the disappointment in Michael’s voice made the T-rex even angrier, it whipped its tail at him again.

      Michael was ready this time. He took a running jump as the tail came around at him and landed in the middle of the dinosaur’s tail, then used his swords like ice axes to work his way up its back.

      The T-rex shuddered and shook to remove Michael, but he just stabbed deeper and hung on grimly as the dinosaur caused the ground to shake beneath them.

      He continued to climb sword over sword, digging his feet in for purchase as the world shook around them. He reached the beast’s shoulders and hauled himself to his feet.

      The T-rex twisted and swiped at its neck with its forearms, but Michael was too fast even with the restrictions he was placing on himself.

      This was why Bethany Anne’s decrees had had no more effect than to make him chuckle.

      Here in this moment, Michael was at his rawest, simultaneously at his most vulnerable and most powerful.

      She could probably understand this on some level—or at least Baba Yaga would—but where his love had retreated to a dark place as an escape from her reality, this was his reality.

      His truth.

      He was the husband, the lover, the father, the leader—all those light things that Bethany Anne had dragged him to like a recalcitrant horse to water.

      Beneath it all, Michael was death incarnate.

      He roared, the roar becoming a deep laugh as he felt the sweet agony of the last three years’ frustration leaving him. All the restraint, all the pent-up aggression.

      Gone.

      Every nerve ending sizzled exquisitely as he battled the behemoth until he was no more than the pure reaction he’d been forged into over a thousand years ago. He cut and slashed and ducked and swerved, and the T-rex clawed at itself in desperation as it tried and failed to dislodge him.

      The blood loss Michael was causing began to have an effect, and the T-rex staggered heavily to its left.

      The ground shook again, more violently than before.

      Time to finish this.

      Michael jumped for the head and slammed the swords into one side of the dinosaur’s skull, then removed a blade. He was soaked by a fountain of blood when it popped free.

      Michael pulled on the sword in his left hand, but the blade bent and snapped. He dropped the useless hilt and formed claws instead.

      The T-rex tossed its head violently, and Michael was hard-pressed to avoid being thrown into the air like a chewtoy as he scrambled onto the T-rex’s forehead. He clung to the ridges above its eyes and punched his remaining sword into one eyeball all the way up to his elbow.

      The T-rex stiffened when the blade penetrated its brain. Michael knew it was over when the dinosaur sagged. He pulled his arm out of the hot mess and prepared to jump.

      Michael!

      Akio’s sudden intrusion in his mind caused him to glance at his friends, his foot moving back a bit more than he’d intended. He lost his footing and tumbled off.

      Around twenty feet from the ground, he vanished and appeared at a run a second later, cruising up to Akio and Peter as the T-rex collapsed with a mighty crash that caused the dirt to ripple outward from the point of impact.

      Akio slapped Michael on the back. “That was a hell of a battle.”

      Michael turned to accept Akio’s congratulations and saw Peter staring at his kill with an unreadable expression on his face. “You called?” he asked.

      Peter pointed at the battleground, which was falling into itself as a pair of gigantic hairy paws forced their way up out of the dirt, followed by an even bigger snout. “What the living fuck is that?”

      An enormous nose twitched a couple of times.

      “Dammit! Not my kill!” Michael bitched.

      But of course, that was exactly what the owner of the snout had scented.

      It extended a paw and hooked the T-rex’s leg, then pulled the still-steaming carcass into the hole and vanished before Michael could do more than clench his fists in fury.

      He stormed off to investigate, leaving Akio and Peter no choice but to keep up with him.

      Akio rolled his eyes as they jogged behind Michael. “We can both thank the gods that Bethany Anne is not going to see this.”

      Peter’s mouth quirked. “You can say that again. Three years would seem like a long weekend…”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Cheryl Lynn made a face at Tabitha’s choice. “I’m not watching that. It’s ridiculous.”

      Tabitha looked offended. “I can’t believe you would diss a movie that shaped your generation.”

      “It didn’t shape me.” Cheryl Lynn sniffed. “I want to watch Ghost.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “And I want to watch Die Hard, but this is girly movie night. I think we have to go with Cheryl Lynn’s choice, again.”

      “But you said I could choose next,” Tabitha grumped. “What about Ghostbusters?”

      “That’s not a rom-com,” Bethany Anne cut in. “How about something with Tom Hanks? Everyone likes him.” Her finger hovered over the menu. “What about…” She grinned and made her selection. The opening credits of When Harry Met Sally appeared on the screen.

      Cheryl Lynn beamed. “Um, that’s Billy Crystal, but perfect!” She tossed a piece of popcorn into her mouth and sat back to enjoy the movie.

      Tabitha jumped up and waved her hands, trying desperately to get their attention. “I’ve got it! A movie that will satisfy all three of us.”

      Cheryl Lynn threw a piece of popcorn at her and pointed to the screen. “We’ve chosen! It’s started!”

      Tabitha made a face. “But I hate this one. Who wants to watch Meg Ryan fake an orgasm?” She buried her face in her hands. “I’d rather be neck-deep in pirates right now. Choose something else. Anything else.”

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth lifted as inspiration hit her. She raised an eyebrow at the two women beside her and pursed her lips. “As you wish.”

      Cheryl Lynn clapped in delight. “Oh, perfect!”

      Tabitha frowned at Bethany Anne and Cheryl Lynn, a dubious expression on her face. “What’s perfect?”

      Bethany Anne smirked and swiped at the tablet. “Wait and see, little one.” She paused it on the title frame. “Anyone want a drink? I have Coke, and…” She smirked. “Who am I kidding? I only have Coke in the fridge.”

      Cheryl Lynn snickered. “As if I’d expect anything else. Coke’s fine.”

      Tabitha’s lip curled as her eyes narrowed. “The Princess Bride?”

      “It has pirates. You’ll love it, I promise,” Cheryl Lynn assured her. “Oh, almost forgot the popcorn.”

      Tabitha sat back with the remainder of the ice cream and the spoon. Her nose crinkled at the opening frame of the movie. “Aren’t the guys due back from their hunt pretty soon?”

      Cheryl Lynn laughed as she came back in with a fresh bowl of popcorn. “Not likely!”

      Bethany Anne handed Tabitha and Cheryl Lynn their drinks. “That man is traipsing around in the wilderness without a single woman to tell him what to do.” She grabbed the knitted blanket from the back of the sofa and snuggled in to watch the movie. “I’m not expecting him back tonight.”

      “Good!” Tabitha tilted her chin and huffed. “That means Peter won’t be back either. Maybe I’ll get lucky and the T-rex will eat that pain in my ass for dinner.”

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrows, pausing mid-grab at the popcorn bowl. “Are you really that pissed at him?”

      “Yes!” Tabitha looked down into the ice cream tub, scraping the bottom of it aggressively in silence for a moment. “No. We’ll work it out.” She leaned over to drop the empty tub on the table and snagged the tablet. “Movie’s starting.”

      The time passed too quickly. Before Bethany Anne realized it, they had exhausted their supply of popcorn and used up all the tissues she’d put on the table for the weepy scenes. Plus, she was out of Coke, and Tabitha was looking less comfortable by the minute, probably because she was the reason Bethany Anne was out of Coke.

      Bethany Anne paused the movie, irritated by Tabitha’s fidgeting. “Bathroom break,” she announced.

      Cheryl Lynn groaned, and Tabitha darted off, “Be back. Got anymore Coke?”

      Bethany Anne got up, causing a mini-avalanche of dropped popcorn and tissues. “Sonofabitch.”

      She snorted softly, remembering the days before Alexis and Gabriel had come along. A mess like that would have been annoying before it even hit the floor. She brought the lights up, then passed the tablet to Cheryl Lynn and bent to pick up the mess.

      While she was cleaning, she checked in with ADAM.

      >> Oh, so now you want my company—when you’re on your knees dealing with disaster.<<

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. I did invite you to stay.

      >>You know I’m not serious. What’s up? Aren’t you supposed to be enjoying movie night?<<

      I am enjoying movie night. But…

      >>But you want to check in on Michael and the children?<<

      Actually, I wanted to order in some food from the kitchens. I canceled my surveillance on Michael, and I trust Addix not to lose my children on a mall-world, or I wouldn’t have allowed her to take them. You can order the food now and praise me for my restraint later.

      >>I’ll praise you a little bit now. I’m impressed.<<

      She straightened and emptied the mess into the wastebasket. I suppose having other things to focus on again may have helped me unwind a tiny bit.

      Cheryl Lynn blew her nose loudly, raising her voice in the direction Tabitha had gone. “Come on, for crying out loud! We were just getting to the bit where she pushes him down the hill!”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. Cheryl Lynn's displays of emotion could be counted on whenever they got together.

      “It’s the best part,” Cheryl Lynn murmured as she dabbed her eyes.

      Tabitha returned from the bathroom. Bethany Anne smirked and held her hands up as she crossed the room. “Nature calls, ladies.”

      Tabitha poked around the remains of the snacks on the table. “I’m getting hungry for real food.”

      “I think we should order some takeout,” Cheryl Lynn called after Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne paused to reply, “I already ordered. It should be here…”

      >>In fifteen minutes. <<

      “I hope it’s soon,” Tabitha interjected, emptying the last few kernels of popcorn into her mouth from the bowl. “My appetite is definitely back.”

      “In ten minutes.” Put a rush on it, ADAM. Tabitha is going to eat me out of house and home.

      

      Colonnara, Arts Quarter

      Addix was glad she had four eyes since otherwise, she’d have been hard-pressed to keep track of the children and monitor for danger at the same time. As it was, she would not have refused the offer of an extra pair in the back of her head. She’d heard Bethany Anne joke about having those when the twins were infants.

      One hour into the shopping, she’d realized that Bethany Anne’s laughing plea had been no joke. Alexis and Gabriel darted between the stalls, pelting the vendors with questions about every trinket that caught the magpie vision they had developed upon entering the quietly shabby arts quarter.

      This was a planet packed with wealthy individuals. It must be like a well-stocked fishpond to the kinds of criminals who preyed on the rich.

      Addix would not be surprised to discover that such lowlifes were hovering somewhere nearby. In fact, she was almost sure there were some. What Peter teasingly called her “spidey sense” but was actually the culmination of her long life as a spy told her that to dismiss the suspicion would be foolish.

      At first, she had put the itch on the back of her neck down to gawkers unused to seeing an Ixtali. However, the itch only grew in intensity after she’d covered her face with her hood.

      The children were for once blissfully situationally unaware. Addix had no problem with them remaining that way until the moment came when they needed to act. She was there to protect them, so she would let them enjoy the market.

      Alexis ran over with Gabriel. “Aunt Addix, we found a gift! Come and see!”

      Addix allowed Alexis to pull her by the hand to a small building whose signage promised an “out of this world viewing experience.” Addix paused at the display window to look inside, but it was tinted.

      Gabriel dashed to the door. “Come on, Aunt Addix, we have to hurry or we’ll miss our appointment.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled in interest. “Appointment?”

      Alexis rolled her eyes and pointed at a smaller sign by the door that read “reenactment specialist.” “Yes, Aunt Addix. I had Phyrro make us one when we spotted this sign.” She smiled brightly at Addix. “We’re going to make Mommy a video of her best bits.”

      Addix was confused. “Her best bits?”

      Gabriel nodded. “All the times she kicked butt!” he exclaimed. “Can we go in now? Pleeeeease?”

      Addix found it hard to refuse.

      Why did it affect her so when the twins made their eyes large like that? “Of course.” She didn’t add that they could have made this video at home, and with better technology. It was their gift to choose. “Does Phyrro have the footage you need to make the video?”

      Alexis gave Addix a shrewd look, speaking as only the young can. “Aunt Addix, it’s not that kind of video. We’re going to get dressed up and play the parts, like Mommy would have done when she was our age. The artist makes it into sort of like a movie.”

      Gabriel skipped around at Addix’s side. “I can’t wait to see Mommy’s face when we give her the gift.”

      Addix was about to lead them inside when she was shoved from behind. Glass smashed as Addix turned with a snarl to ward off the threat, almost colliding with the Baka who had bumped her and dropped a glass jar.

      Addix stumbled forward and tripped on the hem of her blasted robe, gagging on the heavy spices in the air. Her four feet crunched on broken glass as she moved to avoid the cloud of potent spices that billowed up.

      She quickly recovered her footing and shrugged off the Baka who had jostled her, looking for Alexis and Gabriel. The Baka clung to her arm, refusing to let go and making even more of a scene. She wheeled back and saw the deceit in his eyes. “You planned this!”

      Addix backhanded the Baka in the throat with the pommel of the knife that had appeared in her hand.

      The Baka clutched his throat and let out a gargled scream. Addix hissed when she couldn’t immediately see the two children, bringing the knife back around and silencing the Baka permanently.

      The passersby screamed and scattered, unused to such displays of violence.

      Addix snarled and darted into the crowd.

      “There will be deaths,” the Ixtali female screamed.

      

      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      Peter and Akio lunged to pull Michael back before he could dive in after the ginormous creature and retrieve his kill.

      They retreated as the edge of the hole crumbled in on itself, widening the newly-formed sinkhole by a goodly amount. The gigantic paws reappeared and a disgruntled roar shook the ground, which opened the hole enough for the creature to exit its underground lair. It splayed its impossibly large paws on either side of the hole and hauled itself out with an ear-splitting shriek.

      A hairy star-shaped snout appeared and scented the air, followed by a head and body that appeared to have no end. Finally, it was above ground and the sky disappeared, completely blocked by the beast.

      Peter punched Akio in the arm, smiling. “Would you look at that? It has to be seven times the size of the dinosaur.”

      Akio punched him back, smirking as the younger man rubbed his arm. “I’m confused as to what type of creature this is. I am not convinced it will be any more edible than the dinosaur.” He sheathed his sword and removed his Jean Dukes Special from his belt.

      “Fuck us… It might not matter.” Peter pointed toward the head as it stretched to its full height and screeched, its head in the clouds. “It might just pass out from oxygen deprivation and die from the fall.” He stepped back involuntarily as the beast dropped to all fours and two clawed feet the size of small towns came toward them. “Shiiit! I was right!”

      The beast landed with a crash that shook the plateau and sent a massive shockwave down the mountain. It opened its mouth and squalled as if annoyed it had been awakened.

      Michael rolled his eyes and picked up his pack, then fished around to retrieve his gauntlets and a fresh blade. He fastened the sheath to his belt. “It is not dead, or even unconscious.”

      He gazed hungrily at the monstrous beast; he couldn’t even hazard a guess at its species. It definitely had claws and a lot of teeth. “I believe we have ourselves a battle, gentlemen.”

      Peter placed Tabitha’s rifle on the ground. “No gentlemen here. Just three guys looking for a fight.” He stripped off his clothing and rolled it into a ball, which he tossed to the other end of the plateau for later retrieval. “Looks like the fight we were all wishing for was asleep beneath our feet the whole time.”

      Peter bent to retrieve the big-ass rifle. When he straightened, his predatory expression had morphed into a sharp-fanged snarl, and he had fur. His Pricolici grin was every bit as joyful as the one he’d had in human form.

      He flexed his clawed hands around the oversized rifle grip and howled. “It’s about tiiime I got to plaaaay!”

      Akio snickered when Peter started to run toward the beast and turned to Michael as he checked the sheathed swords were secure. “It seems now you have no choice but to share your hunt.”

      Michael shrugged. “What is it that women always say? Sharing is caring?” He squeezed his fists inside his gauntlets to activate the Etheric draw and shivered at the tingle of power that ran along the skin of his arms and up his neck. “Let there be lightning!”

      The sky grew darker in response.

      “That ability isn’t going to make you big-headed at all,” Akio remarked as they took off side by side to catch up with Peter.

      Michael laughed jubilantly. “What can I say? My wife knows how to pick the perfect gift. And I have been practicing, my friend.” Michael reached for the storm energy overhead and took control of it. “That reminds me, I wonder how Addix and the children are getting along on Colonnara?”

      Akio snorted. “You think of this now? We’re about to take on the biggest creature I have seen outside the video news and your mind is on Alexis and Gabriel?”

      Michael brought the energy crashing down. The lightning stung the beast, driving it away from the edge of the plateau, where it had been about to descend. “I am always thinking of them, even now. This beast will not be left free to wreak destruction on the planet my family lives on. There is a large inhabited area somewhere to the east, and if the beast gets down from here, it would be a disaster for the people living there. Plus, can you imagine what Bethany Anne would say if we didn’t clean this mess up?”

      Akio smirked. “Of course, it’s not so much what she would say as how much it would hurt. What’s the plan?” He nodded toward Peter. “Other than reining him in.”

      “First, we keep that beast from leaving this plateau. Then we kill it, cook it, and eat it. Keep it simple.” He glanced fondly at Peter. “You know, it’s good to see him having fun, but we’d better pull him back while we come up with a way to take the creature down.”

      Peter danced around the beast’s feet, firing upward indiscriminately with Tabitha’s rifle. He alternated his shots with vicious swipes of his claws, snarling as he dodged the beast’s shuffling feet.

      Peter.

      Peter ignored Michael’s voice in his mind. His Pricolici instincts were in the driver’s seat, so all he knew was the desire to kill. He was determined to take the beast down singlehandedly—one tiny chunk at a time if necessary.

      PETER! GET YOUR ASS OVER HERE BEFORE I DECIDE TO USE YOU AS BAIT FOR REAL.

      The force of Michael’s command snapped him out of his blind aggression. He darted back as the beast slammed a foot down where he had been standing a second before.

      He made his way back to where Akio and Michael stood laughing at him. “Whaaat?”

      Michael pointed upward, one eyebrow raised. “The creature’s brain is that way.”

      Peter lowered his head in embarrassment. I was testing it. I wasn’t even trying!

      Michael slapped him on the back. “Don’t sweat it.”

      Both men gaped at him in disbelief.

      Akio raised an eyebrow. “This is going too far. Who are you, and where the hell is the real Michael Nacht?”

      Peter waved a claw at Akio. “Yeaaah, that.”

      “Michael Nacht is on vacation. I am a man on a hunt with his friends. A man who will be standing on that beast’s back in the next few minutes, so you two should work fast if you want a taste before it dies.”

      Peter made as if to charge but pulled himself back before instinct took over again. “How do we kill sommmething so fucking huuuge?”

      Michael looked up at the beast, feeling a kinship with insects he wouldn’t have considered possible for a man of his age and power. “The brain or the heart, but since we don’t know where its heart is…” The battle with the T-rex seemed tame compared to the challenge he now faced. “This creature is so large it might not even comprehend that we’re at its feet.”

      “There are plenty of bugs whose sting can kill a man,” Akio offered.

      “I was just relishing the challenge ahead.” Michael flexed his gauntlets and enjoyed the frisson of anticipation that ran up his spine as the Etheric energy crackled around him. “We humans come with a particular sting of our own, and we are more than equal to this task.”

      The beast began to shuffle toward the edge of the plateau again.

      “Are you ready?” Michael asked. “On my signal, aim for its head.”

      Akio and Peter raised their weapons and prepared to fire at the beast.

      Michael held up a hand and called down lightning at the edge of the plateau. It hung there, a shining barrier impossibly suspended in the air.

      The beast paused in its advance to examine the shimmering curtain.

      Peter and Akio missed their cue, completely in awe of the crackling sheet of light that filled the sky and wrapped the cliff edge.

      The beast lifted a paw and reached out.

      It was pushed back by the shock, and the smell of burned hair drifting over the plateau was briefly overwhelming, causing the men to gag.

      What are you waiting for? Michael demanded. He twisted his hand and the lightning moved onto the plateau, driving the beast back toward them. That was the signal!

      Isn’t the lightning enough to take it down? Akio couldn’t hear a thing over the thunder and the screeching beast, which had momentarily decided to go in the opposite direction to the incandescent sheet that had caused it pain.

      Unfortunately, no, Michael replied. It is too large. I can contain it on the plateau, but we will have to do this the hard way.

      Peter had a faraway gleam in his yellow eyes as he regarded the creature. It shuffled toward the edge of the plateau again, determined to get past the lightning. Watch thisss. He leapt up to catch hold of one of the beast’s matted ropes of fur and started to haul himself up one clawful at a time.

      Peter! Get down from there.

      Peter continued to climb, regardless of Michael’s order.

      Relax, I’ve got this.
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      Open Space, QBS G’laxix Sphaea

      The G’laxix Sphaea exited the Gate and sliced silently through the space between systems. There was nothing and no one for millions of kilometers around. ArchAngel had control of the ship while the crew of four transferred the recovered EI cradle to the cleanroom that the ship had been fitted with specifically for this mission.

      ArchAngel had the antigrav pallet deposit the cradle on the center table and sent the pallet back off to storage.

      Kael-ven and Kiel chatted while Mellor and Robinson painstakingly deconstructed the protective cradle to access the EI core within.

      “Captain.” Mellor sighed, eyeing Kael-ven. “If you would just give us space to work, I’d be able to tell you what’s going on with Loralei.” He bent back over the dark cube with his tools at the ready.

      Kael-ven shuffled back in the minimal space between lab tables to get to one of the chairs built for his four-legged frame and sat down with a huff. “I apologize.” His mandibles clicked together, “Now work faster.”

      The scout ship’s core lay open on the table, with tools and various components scattered around it in easy reach of the two techs.

      Kiel had perched on a stool at an empty table to stay out of the way. “Do you think you can bring her back online?”

      Robinson looked at Kiel and shrugged. “Of course, sir. We built her, and we can bring her back.”

      Mellor chuckled as he pulled a fastener he had loosened. “You know she’s going to be majorly pissed when we reactivate her, right? I hope your delicate officers’ ears aren’t easily bruised by rough language.”

      Kael-ven’s mandibles opened in shock, but he soon recovered his voice. “Are you kidding? But that implies sentience or at least the possibility of it. I thought after Ricky Bobby…”

      Robinson shook her head. “Not sentience, Captain. Think of it as a blow-off valve. The prototype scout ships lacked the autonomy to cope with the rigors of independent space exploration. Most were destroyed within half a year. Some sent back constant false pings, which pissed the Queen off no end when she arrived ready for a fight and there were no Kurtherians to be found.”

      Mellor looked up. “The Queen even personally trashed a nearby asteroid next to one of them. I saw the video footage.”

      Robinson chuckled. “Oh, yeah. I’d forgotten about that.

      Kael-ven nodded. “That was a…fun few months.”

      Robinson grinned. “Sure it was. For this model, we worked with ADAM and Achronyx to design EIs who could hack the pressure.” She winked at Kael-ven. “Pun totally intended. The EIs needed to be able to do more than calculate a decision based on a set of preprogrammed responses. We had to give them decision-making ability without allowing them to ascend to AI status. The end result was a tweak to the standard EI personality algorithm that converts stress on the scout ship EI’s systems into snarky monologue. It’s part of the protocol to keep them functioning efficiently while they’re out there alone.”

      “You should listen to one of their reports sometime, Captain.” Mellor’s voice was muffled by his position on the inside of the core. “The Kurtherians might not be anywhere we’ve been able to find them, but the search has been hella entertaining to listen to.”

      Kael-ven thought he just might download a few and see if the techs were exaggerating. “So, Loralei.”

      “Nearly there now,” Robinson told him.

      Kael-ven settled in to watch.

      Kiel got up and came around to sit next to Kael-ven while the techs worked their magic. “What do you think about what we found in that system?”

      Kael-ven shrugged. “It’s more what we didn’t find that concerns me. Some other party was there before us.”

      “You mean because we couldn’t find the other ship’s memory core?”

      Kael-ven nodded. “Whoever it was took the other ship’s core but left ours alone. Why?”

      Kiel pondered it for a short time. “That is worrying. Do you think they knew we could track the Loralei wherever they took it?”

      Kael-ven shrugged. “I don’t know what else I could assume.”

      Kiel’s excitement grew. “Do you think the other ship was Kurtherian?”

      “Who knows? We’ll have to get Loralei talking again to find out.”

      The exposed core on the table lit up as he spoke and emitted a slightly raspy female voice.

      “Systems check. Engine systems…fail. Air filtration…fail. Navigation system, fail? Gate drive…critical overload, fail...”

      They all breathed a sigh of relief when Loralei came online.

      “Just how fucked up am I?” she bitched.

      “Good to have you with us, girl,” Robinson told her.

      “It’s not looking good, but we’ve got you,” Mellor added.

      The lights on the cube blinked rapidly as Loralei assessed her situation. “I’m a big-ass failure here! What the fuck happened to me? Where’s my body?”

      “We were hoping you would be able to tell us,” Kael-ven told her.

      “I’ll check.” The cube dimmed for a moment. “Oh. Oh, daaaaammmmnnn!”

      Loralei’s voice dropped a couple of octaves, becoming more mechanical as it deepened.

      “WARNING! THIS IS EI LORALEI.  DO NOT EXTRACT ME. WARNING!”

      Kiel looked at Kael-ven, his face a mask of horror. “We are fucked.”

      

      Colonnara, Highway

      The boxy cargo transport was deceptively fast. That was a good thing since the whole plan had gone to shit the moment Racien had dropped the jar of spice as they’d planned.

      The nanny had turned around and pulled some Empress’ freaking Ranger-type shit, and now they were running for their lives—as well as trying to hold onto the major payday the human kids were going to bring.

      F’roxan’s mandibles worked quietly as she drove away from the megalopolis at breakneck speed. Racien was dead for all she knew, and the kids they’d stolen were freaking her the fuck out.

      It was supposed to be a simple snatch-and-grab.

      None of them had realized the nanny was Ixtali.

      They’d all panicked when the Ixtali’s hood had fallen back. F’roxan, Dillar, and Yax had grabbed the children and run, leaving Racien to fend for himself.

      The Ixtali, whose name must be Phyrro since the female had called that out, had dropped Racien with a single punch to the throat. F’roxan had slung her target over an armored shoulder and made a break for the rendezvous point.

      Racien hadn’t been there when they’d arrived at the designated spot. They had waited for as long as they dared—which was to say, not even a second—and barreled out of the arts quarter toward the safe house like flyers out of Xanthar’s extensive volcanic system in the small cargo transport they’d stolen for the impromptu kidnapping.

      She glanced back at the small humans restrained side by side on the floor of the transport between Dillar and Yax. The two heavies she’d contacted to assist in the kidnapping sat on benches either side of the spacious rear area, watching the children with varying degrees of wariness.

      “Where the fuck is Racien?” Yax demanded. “He should have been there when we got to the transport.”

      “I don’t know,” F’roxan admitted worriedly.

      Dillar waved them both off. “Racien is dead. Don’t kid yourselves. That Ixtali had a blade, and she knew how to use it.”

      F’roxan growled. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll split his share with you two if you help me complete this job.”

      The goons looked at each other and grinned.

      “Can’t say fairer than that,” Yax agreed.

      Dillar nodded at the children. “As long as the parents pay up.”

      Alexis and Gabriel remained calm. They had been trained for this situation, and although they were afraid, they knew they would soon be rescued.

      It was smart of you to drop your wrist holo and activate Phyrro, Gabriel told his sister.

      Aunt Addix will use him to locate our trackers, Alexis assured him.

      Wanna mess with the baddies while we wait for her?

      Alexis snickered in his mind. Of course, I do. “You really shouldn’t have upset Aunt Addix,” she announced matter of factly.

      The thug on the bench to their left glared at them. “I ain’t afraid of no Ixtali.”

      “You should be,” Gabriel stated flatly. He turned his head to his sister. “Although…we didn’t get to make our video. We can get some inspiration for it from what Aunt Addix does to them when she catches up.”

      The heavies laughed.

      “She’s not going to catch up,” F’roxan sneered from the driver seat. “You kids had better hope your parents care enough to pay the ransom or you won’t be seeing any of them again.”

      They don’t know who we are, Alexis noted. That means they don’t know what’s going to happen.

      She and Gabriel looked at each other and gave a deliberately eerie laugh.

      “Do you think it will be like the time she split the orc from groin to throat?” Gabriel pondered.

      “I bet she breaks every bone in their bodies, lets them heal, and does it all over again.” Alexis glanced at the three kidnappers. “You do heal instantly, right? It will suck to be you if you don’t.”

      The kidnappers looked at them in horror as Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t think they do. Otherwise, their friend would have made it. Still,” he assessed F’roxan as he spoke, “the leader is Yollin. We know they can take a beating and come back from it because Mommy beats on Uncle Kael-ven all the time and he doesn’t die.”

      “Oh, yes!” Alexis all but squealed. A thought occurred to her. “Ooh, I wonder if Aunt Addix can punch straight through Yollin armor like Mommy can?”

      F’roxan listened to the strange children go back and forth, detailing ever more inventive ways their Ixtali “aunt” was going to make the three of them wish they’d never been born.

      Eventually, it became too much to bear. “What the hell are your parents letting you watch?” she screamed over her shoulder. “Dillar, shut them up.”

      Dillar got up and bent over to gag Alexis. “There, that should keep you quiet,” he mumbled sourly.

      “You’ll be quiet when my aunt rips the tongue from your head and eats it,” Gabriel promised as Dillar moved toward him to shove a cloth in his mouth.

      The thug sat back down on the bench heavily and shook his head. “The imaginations on kids these days.”

      The twins looked at each other and snickered. What imagination?

      Alexis looked at Gabriel hesitantly. We should do something to slow them down. I have an idea, but I know we’re not supposed to do it.

      Gabriel understood immediately. There weren’t too many things that gave his sister pause, but breaking their father’s rule was one of them. I don’t think we’ll get in trouble for it this time, he replied.

      Alexis gave her brother a mental shrug. Okay, then. Here’s the plan…

      

      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      Peter had a head start on Michael and Akio, but the two vampires had the speed and strength to catch him if they hurried.

      Maybe.

      Peter’s hyperdetermination was back, and this time no order was going to bring him back to the ground.

      “I always forget how…enthusiastic he is in Pricolici mode.” Michael chuckled as he and Akio raced to catch Peter. They grabbed a clump of hair each and followed Peter up the creature’s flank.

      “We could let him have his moment?” Akio suggested. “He can’t do much to a beast this size with just his claws and teeth, right?”

      Michael considered it for a moment. “I don’t know. If he decides to dig his way in he could do a lot of damage. To the meat, I mean.” He began to climb a little faster.

      The beast’s skin rippled beneath Peter and the two vampires as though they were fleas it could shake off. Peter swung upward and grabbed the next clump of fur before the beast could succeed in its efforts to rid itself of the irritation.

      He hauled himself up until he stood on the beast’s back. A quick glance down showed him both the dizzying drop and also Michael and Akio swarming up the side of the beast.

      He ran along the beast’s back toward its head, howling his war cry. His piercing claws drove the beast into a frenzy, then it stopped, sat suddenly on its haunches, and lifted one of its back feet to swipe at the itchy spots Peter was creating.

      Peter leapt out of the way as the gigantic claws came down and raked deep furrows in its fur. He landed roughly on its neck and leapt again as the claws came at him a second time.

      Peter scrambled up between the beast’s ears. When it bent down and rubbed its head on the ground, he ducked inside one of the ears and hung on grimly as the creature shook its head in an attempt to dislodge him.

      Peter had an idea, and he took his chance when the shaking stopped for a moment. He dodged out of the ear and caught a glimpse of Michael and Akio crawling down the beast’s neck toward him.

      It’s cool! I told you, I’ve got this.

      “Peter!” Michael yelled, although it was hopeless to try to be heard above the crashing thunder and the grunts of the beast.

      Peter waved and grinned, then dropped onto all fours and disappeared into the thick fur of the beast’s neck.

      Michael and Akio shouted in unison, realizing finally that Peter’s “plan” was the Pricolici instinct to tear the throat out of anything even remotely more powerful than they were.

      “Peter, NO!”

      “DO NOT BITE IT!”

      Their warning came too late. Peter had already sunk his teeth into its neck. Unfortunately for Peter, his bite had no discernible effect except to piss the maddened beast off even more, which the two more experienced men could have told him would happen if he’d stopped to listen.

      The beast rolled when Peter bit down, then tossed its impossible head. Peter was thrown into the air. At last, and at the worst possible moment, the beast appeared to notice the Pricolici sailing past its face.

      Michael didn’t pause to consider the danger. He swung himself down onto the beast’s back and regained his footing just in time to see Peter swan-dive into the beast’s mouth.

      Michael sighed. That dumbass had the biggest shit-eating grin plastered on his stupid snout…

      It snapped its jaws shut, and Peter was gone. The beast rolled again in triumph at ridding itself of the pesky creature that had bitten it, pushing its skin into ridges that resembled the terrain Michael and the others had crossed to get to the plateau.

      The beast’s body undulated beneath Michael and Akio, and they had to work to keep their footing while they dashed to rescue Peter.

      The beast flopped onto its back and continued using the ground to scratch, giving Michael and Akio a clear run up its stomach and throat to its mouth.

      Michael reached the neck first and extended a hand to haul Akio up behind him. The two were almost thrown when the beast suddenly shifted, but Michael’s enhanced reaction time saved them from a long fall. He swung Akio up to land on the beast’s head and then hauled himself up as the beast struggled to its feet once more.

      Akio shook his head as they looked down from the head. “Seriously, the situations that kid gets himself into.”
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      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      The storm was reaching its crescendo, transforming the plateau into a cauldron of destruction. Driving rain had joined the lightning and thunder.

      The mud trapped the beast’s feet, and its continuing efforts to free itself made Michael and Akio’s climb even jerkier. The darkness was punctuated only by brief streaks of too-brightness as the lightning tore fresh holes in the roiling storm clouds overhead.

      Michael had loosed his control of the tempest when Peter had vanished into the beast’s mouth. He and Akio were now in a race through the deluge to rescue the pain-in-the-ass Pricolici before the beast they fought realized it was no longer restricted by the lightning and made a break for the lowlands.

      The beast was having some kind of trouble, no doubt caused by Peter tearing it up inside. It jerked and made odd barking coughs between angry roars that blew up waves of mud.

      Michael didn’t think Peter had fully considered the consequences of being ingested by a creature whose stomach was undoubtedly equipped to deal easily with a bite-sized snack like him.

      Consequently, he and Akio were now working their way toward the beast’s mouth using the stinking, slimy hair to control their descent through the rivers of rainwater that turned its fur into High Tortuga’s grodiest slip ‘n slide.

      Akio was wrenched to a stop, tangled in the beast’s hair. This is like wet dog times a million, he complained.

      Michael looked back at him. Do you need me to cut you free?

      Akio worked his trapped arm deeper into the tangle to support himself as the beast flopped around beneath them. I can cut myself free. Go get Peter. He needs you more. He pulled a knife from his belt with his free hand and waved it at Michael. Go. I’ll be right behind you. Why aren’t you changing to Myst?

      Where would the fun be in that?

      Michael continued his haphazard approach to the beast’s mouth. He caught a particularly long strand of hair and swung himself out in a wide arc that covered most of the distance between him and his goal.

      He paused on landing, a speck on the shoulder of the giant. He had to work out his next move and give Akio a chance to catch up. The question still remained as to how he was going to kill a creature this size.

      This would be a lot easier if Peter weren’t inside the damned thing. He sensed Akio approaching. He could also hear Peter making a mental ruckus.

      Michael! Akio! You made it! Party’s inside, guys. I’d come and see you both in, but I’m a little preoccupied in here…

      The beast let out another hacking roar.

      Peter, what in the seven circles of hell are you doing in there? Michael didn’t wait for Peter to tell him. He swarmed up the beast’s neck at vampiric speed, charging his gauntlets as he climbed.

      Akio appeared at the base of the beast’s neck as Michael reached its jaw. He clung to the hair and hauled himself up and over the edge of its bottom lip.

      Its mouth was clenched shut, but there were places someone could get through if they didn’t mind tight spaces.

      Michael didn’t have any problem whatsoever.

      I’m going in, he told Akio.

      Go. I’m almost there, Akio replied.

      Michael turned to Myst and filtered into the creature’s mouth. Once past the lips, he had to search to find the gaps between its clenched teeth. He remained in his Myst form while he took stock of his surroundings and tried to find Peter.

      The mouth was more than cavernous and dark enough to make Michael glad he could create his own light. He couldn’t even see from one end of the tongue to the other. The thing was so huge that the individual papilla towered over Michael like trees. He was in awe at the sheer size of it all as he streaked toward the beast’s throat, a translucent layer a few atoms thick lit by a soft red glow. He couldn’t see Peter, but he could hear him over the rustling papilla forest beneath.

      A second later there was a bright flash from the back of the mouth, and the beast went wild again. The walls of its throat constricted as it tried to remove the irritation. Michael flowed around the muscles as they clenched and unclenched. There was an ominous rumble from farther inside the beast that gave Michael the seed of an idea.

      Peter, where are you?

      “Up heeeere!” came the echoing reply. “This is fucking insaaaaane!”

      Michael looked up to see Peter swinging from the creature’s uvula. He gripped it with one hand and the claws on his feet while he waved that ridiculous rifle of Tabitha’s around. He was too far away for Michael to make out his grin but he knew sure as shit that the younger man had a big stupid one plastered across his face.

      Michael shot upward, reforming his body as he reached Peter. He used the Etheric to steady himself, then clamped one hand on the scruff of Peter’s neck and grabbed the rifle out of his hand before Peter could fire another plasma charge into the thrashing beast’s throat.

      “Heeeey!”

      Michael ignored his protest, hauled Peter off the uvula, and lowered them both to the nearest gum ridge. He deposited Peter beside him and held up a finger to stop his argument. I expect this kind of reckless behavior from Tabitha, but not you. What were you thinking?

      Peter growled as he was jerked around by the movement of the beast. I wasn’t thinking, obviously. I was busy trying to kill this fucker before it kills innocent people.

      Akio interrupted, Whatever you are going to do, it should happen soon. The creature has noticed the lack of lightning at the edge of the plateau, and it is heading that way again.

      This was exactly what Michael had hoped to avoid.

      He pointed at the closest gap between the beast’s teeth. Peter, wait out there with Akio.

      Peter was going to argue until he saw the cold red heat of Michael’s eyes. He nodded once and loped off, muttering to himself as he picked his way through the enormous teeth. I could have helped, but sure, send me outside where I’m no use to anyone…

      Michael knew better. Just go as high up as you can and get ready to jump clear when it goes down. Tell Akio to do the same.

      Why, what are you going to do?

      Michael clapped and released a bright crackle of Etheric energy. Just make sure you’re ready to jump clear. If this works, it’s going to be messy. His determined grin did not reach his eyes.

      We’re clear, Akio sent a few minutes later.

      But you need to hurry, Peter added. It’s about to leave the plateau.

      There was a sudden downward lurch that almost threw Michael to his knees. He steadied himself against a tooth. This will not take more than a moment, he assured them. Be ready.

      He gathered the Etheric energy within himself and rose from the gum to make his way back to the creature’s throat. Now that Peter wasn’t attempting to burn holes in the beast’s throat, the wall of muscle behaved normally and his passage through the creature’s gullet was without incident.

      Michael lowered himself halfway down the yawning chasm, taking care to avoid the drips of mucus from where the beast’s defenses had activated to take care of the plasma burns Peter had given it. He was surprised to see that the burns continued this far down the esophagus.

      There was a long, slow rumble from below, and the smell of rotten eggs drifted up toward Michael on the beast’s foul breath. He dialed down his sense of smell. Peter must have done more damage than Michael had realized. The beast’s upset stomach worked in Michael’s favor, but it wasn’t an odor he wanted to take home with him.

      Michael’s nanocytes worked to keep the toxic methane fumes from killing him while he wound the Etheric energy up and created a large spark that hovered over the palm of his gauntlet. The spark was coated in yet more energy, a shield to prevent the reaction he wanted from happening until he was safely on the outside of the beast’s body.

      He fed the energy in and grew it until the rippling ball over his hand was larger than his head.

      Are you both clear?

      We’re up on its head, Akio replied.

      Good. I will join you in a few seconds and we can make our jump from there. He sent the spark down and stepped into the Etheric at the instant he released the energy.

      The action brought a brief smile to Michael’s lips as the memory of practicing this with his love danced across his mind, followed by Alexis and Gabriel’s faces. If for some reason he did not survive this encounter, Bethany Anne would keep their children safe.

      He also had a fair suspicion that she would tear the universe to pieces to find him. Which he had no doubt she would, and then she would beat his ass from one end of it to the other for dying on her a second time.

      No dying today, then.

      He materialized beside Peter and Akio. JUMP!

      There was no opportunity for Akio or Peter to obey.

      The beast jerked to a stop and let out something between a pained roar and a fiery belch as the spark lit the gases in its stomach. Michael’s concerns on whether the ratio of gas to acid in the stomach chamber would be sufficient to cause the reaction he was looking for were proven to be unfounded when there was a rapid swelling in the creature’s middle.

      The beast shrieked and threw its front feet up in panic as its stomach expanded almost too fast to be seen with the human eye. Without warning, the beast exploded in the middle of its final ear-splitting scream.

      The upper half of the body was blown free of the bottom and flung in pieces head-first down the slope. The three men flew in different directions from its head in a hot spray of blood, guts, and fuck knew what else.

      They landed roughly, tossed like ragdolls by the force of the methane explosion. Michael’s first thought was to check that the others were okay. He had already healed from most of the injuries he’d taken in the landing. The burns to his skin had healed instantly, and all that remained as evidence of his injuries was the ache of his newly-knitted bones.

      OH, DAMN! He put a hand to his head to check his hair. Still there.

      Michael scanned the meaty landscape and saw Peter about a hundred feet away. He was back in human form, clutching his ribs with an arm as he struggled to his feet. Akio had landed against a tree a similar distance down the slope and was leaning against the snapped trunk tending to a broken leg.

      Both he and Peter made their way carefully to Akio, avoiding the bubbling pools of stomach acid mixed with blood, shit, and rainwater that had formed wherever the land dipped enough to hold it.

      Michael held out his hands to receive Akio’s foot, and Akio gritted his teeth while Michael pulled his broken bone into place to speed the healing process.

      Akio grimaced at the momentary pain. “Thank you.”

      Michael shrugged, then winced a twinge of pain from the healed collarbone he’d snapped on impact. “Don’t mention it.”

      Peter grinned at Michael and snickered as he indicated the huge slabs of smoking meat dotting the slope. The bottom half of the beast’s body was burning merrily up on the rim of the plateau despite the heavy rain, and the top half lay in goopy chunks all around them. “I don’t think any of this is salvageable.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow at the gory landscape. “We will skip the video on this. It might put some off eating.”

      Akio made a face. “It’s making me consider vegetarianism.” The six-hundred-year-old vampire looked at them with a straight face for a moment, then the corner of his mouth quirked. He pointed at Michael’s and Peter’s twin expressions of disbelief and broke into a deep chuckle. “Help me up. We should call for a ride home.”

      Michael and Peter held out a hand each and hauled him to his feet.

      Peter looked down at himself. “I’ll go get some pants on before the transport arrives.”

      Michael smirked. “That might be a good idea.” He eyed Peter. “Not that anyone will be able to tell you’re naked under all that gore.”

      Akio wrinkled his nose as he pinched the leg of his trousers between a thumb and forefinger before letting the sodden fabric drop. “Or that we are wearing any under all of this. A hot shower would be welcome.”

      Michael nodded. “Very true.”

      

      Colonnara, Warehouse District

      “Can you go any faster?” Addix asked the taxi driver. Her mandibles worked overtime in her anxiety for Alexis and Gabriel’s safety. Given the speed at which the trackers were moving previously, Addix hadn’t been too worried about the gap while they were on the highway.

      However, the trackers had stopped moving, and the intensity of her need to get to the children increased with every passing second.

      The human driver glanced back at her with wide eyes and shook his head. “Regulations, ma’am. My taxi is restricted, I’m already at the limit.”

      Addix hissed in frustration. “This won’t do!”

      Phyrro spoke up from the holo. “I can circumvent the restrictions on the taxi’s engines.”

      Addix tilted her head at the driver, who nodded his agreement.

      She’d lucked out finding this human, who was a staunch supporter of Bethany Anne whether she was in power or not. People like that could almost always be relied upon in exigent circumstances.

      A quick explanation of Addix’s situation had allayed the man’s initial fear of the enraged and disrobed Ixtali in his cab and they had sped after the children’s trackers without much more discussion.

      The driver let out a surprised grunt when the controls began to act without his input.

      “Do not worry,” Phyrro told him from the taxi’s speaker. “I am in complete control now.”

      Addix banged an impatient hand on the seat beside her. “Phyrro, what are you waiting for? Get me to the children!”
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        * * *

      

      Alexis and Gabriel huddled together in the back of the office the Yollin had shoved them into and plotted while they waited for Addix to arrive to rescue them.

      Despite their earlier bravado in the back of the transport, they were a little scared. Still, they hadn’t allowed their captors to see that. They had held their heads high and glared at the Yollin and her henchmen as they were roughly marched inside the warehouse on their arrival.

      Alexis focused on her hand, willing the magic to spark so she could blast them an exit right through the kidnappers.

      Gabriel watched intently. Is it working? Can you feel anything?

      Alexis let her shoulders drop as she released her concentration. No, she conceded with more than a little vexation. It’s not like the game, Gabriel. I can’t just make the magic happen here. We need Aunt Addix.

      Gabriel nodded soberly. This is real life. Things are harder. We do need Aunt Addix.
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        * * *

      

      The taxi pulled to a stop two buildings from the warehouse where Phyrro had located the children’s tracker beacons.

      “Good luck,” the driver whispered as Addix exited the taxi. “I’ll wait nearby for you.”

      Addix nodded her thanks to the man and all but ran up the side of the building. Once on the roof, she made all haste to get across to the building where Alexis and Gabriel were being held. The gaps between the warehouses were narrow, and she had no trouble jumping across.

      The warehouse roof she landed on was in poor repair. She soon found the roof access, which was secured with a thumb scanner. A quick glance around revealed a dirt-covered skylight.

      Addix walked over to the skylight and wiped a smear of the encrusted grime away to peer down into the main area of the warehouse. There was a fifty-foot drop between her and the warehouse floor, where a two-legged Yollin paced while two brutish-looking humans muttered sullenly to one another over by a piece of dead machinery.

      She lifted the holo to speak to Phyrro. “Where are the children?”

      Phyrro tilted his head. “They are in an office at the back of the building.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched furiously. “Are their vitals okay?”

      “They are within acceptable tolerances,” Phyrro replied. “But they are distressed. What are you doing?” he asked as Addix began to walk to the edge of the roof. “The door is in the opposite direction.”

      Addix narrowed her eyes. She palmed her Jean Dukes Special, turned it sideways and checked to see she had the right cartridge loaded. Then she checked the harness she was wearing across her chest to ensure she still had her throwing knives. Satisfied she was ready, she turned and took a running start at the skylight.

      “This is the fastest route to Alexis and Gabriel. As my Queen would say, fuck the stairs.”

      She leapt and landed on all four feet perfectly, smashing the old glass. The kidnappers jerked their heads toward the commotion, startled by Addix’s unexpected incursion.

      She fired her Jean Dukes at the ceiling as she descended into the warehouse in a shower of broken glass and dirt and grabbed the near end of the sticky rope the cartridge produced. The other end attached itself to the ceiling, slowing her fall.

      Addix flipped and took the rope in her back feet to free up her hands. She needed them to tear these walking dead to shreds. The kidnappers did what cowardly people always do.

      They screamed and ran.

      Addix flicked a pair of knives at their retreating backs, and they soon stopped their noise. Easy deaths, but then they were just the muscle. She tilted her head and stared ice at the ringleader as her front feet touched down silently on the warehouse floor.

      Addix released the rope and walked toward the Yollin with murder in her eyes. “You made a mistake today. No one who dares to harm the children under my care survives.”

      The Yollin stared down the barrel of Addix’s Jean Dukes Special in complete shock. She opened and closed her mandibles, but all that came out was gibberish.

      Addix had no time for any of it. She fired once as she swept past on her way to the office where the children were being held, and the Yollin crumpled to the floor minus the top half of her head.

      The office door was easily broken open when she got there, and the children rushed over to cling to her legs in their relief. “Are you hurt?” she asked them.

      “No,” Alexis replied.

      “Just glad you came for us,” Gabriel added.

      Addix scooped the twins up in her arms. “I will always come for you,” she told them fiercely. “I am only sorry you were taken in the first place. We are leaving this planet at once.” She carried them out of the warehouse, not bothering to skirt the corpses of the kidnappers or hide them from the children.

      “Aunt Addix?” Alexis asked once they had left the warehouse and headed to the waiting taxi.

      “Yes?” Addix was almost pained by the tear-filled expression on the little girl’s face.

      “We didn’t get Mommy’s gift.”

      Addix fastened her seatbelt and leaned over to do Gabriel’s. “Do not worry, children. I know of another planet we can visit to shop.”

      Gabriel frowned. “What if we get kidnapped again?”

      Addix chuckled. “I don’t think they have kidnappers walking the streets there.”

      “Why not?” Alexis asked.

      “Because,” Addix’s mandibles conveyed her amusement as she spoke, “they have strict penalties for anyone who so much as drops a piece of litter on the ground.”

      Gabriel turned to look out of the back window. “Can’t be worse than your penalty, Aunt Addix.”

      Addix shrugged. “Oh, but it can be, children.” She nodded sagely at their disbelieving faces. “I was merciful. I did not prolong their pain.”

      

      High Tortuga, Southern Continent

      Peter made sure to breathe through his mouth while he jogged back to the guys. The air was hot, heavy and foul-smelling. The lack of wind after the storm ended left the compressed stench of the exploded creature firmly on the uplands. Peter was just glad he was back in human form, although his still-heightened senses made it no easier to stomach.

      “Wonder what the local version of the news will think about this?”

      He fastened his belt and pulled his shirt on quickly before returning to where Michael and Akio waited on the edge of the plateau for him.

      The two vampires turned from the bloody vista below at the sound of his feet squelching in the muck.

      Peter walked to the edge and grimaced at the steaming mess below. “What are you going to tell Bethany Anne when we get back without a single shred of meat to show for our efforts?”

      Michael looked down the slope with a sigh. “I don't think my wife will be too bothered by that.” He indicated the carnage below. “This could actually be her ideal outcome.”

      “Especially since this was not what she agreed to you hunting.” Peter nodded slowly, still struck by the scale of the monster they had defeated.

      Akio turned away from the mess. “She did not want even the T-rex meat in the base. You would die a thousand deaths before she forgave you for bringing that much meat into her home.”

      Michael was silent.

      Peter looked from one to the other. “I guess we won’t need a bigger transport if we have nothing to take back with us. I’ve called for a Pod.”

      They boarded the Pod when it arrived a few minutes later. As soon as the door shut, they were once again able to smell themselves, and now that they weren’t the cleanest things in the immediate environment it became unbearable to carry the weight of the gore they were encrusted with.

      Every movement Michael and Akio made sent a sprinkle of muck to the floor. They all squelched as they walked gingerly to their seats. Peter was the oddest of them all. The whites of his eyes and his teeth were all that showed through the grimy mask above his reasonably clean shirt.

      Michael sat carefully and turned to grimace at the slurry they’d tracked into the immaculate Pod. “This is beyond messy.”

      Peter looked back at the trail. “Messy doesn’t even begin to cover it. We look like a meat tornado hit us. I’ve been holding my breath since the explosion.”

      Akio pointed out a river on the lowlands. “It would be good to clean up before we go home.” He shifted uncomfortably in his rapidly-crusting clothing. “I doubt we would be well received in our current state.”

      “You’ve got that right.” Peter altered the Pod’s course to head for the river. “I’d fight that fucking thing all over again for a swim.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “You could just land the Pod.” He huffed at the fine shower of crud that came loose from his forehead and got up. “Do we have anything we can fish with aboard?”

      Peter pointed at the door to the storage compartment in the back of the Pod. “Yeah, in the storage compartment. You said bring everything, so I brought everything.”

      Akio left with Michael to search out some fishing equipment.

      Peter brought them in a short distance from the river and set a couple of cleaner bots to take care of the interior before following Michael and Akio down to the water’s edge.

      He dropped his gear and started to strip. “Nice of you guys to wait for me.”

      Michael splashed water at him, adding a little touch of Etheric energy to his swipe to ensure Peter got a thorough soaking.

      “Hey!”

      “Just get in the damn water,” Michael ordered. He grinned as he splashed at Peter again.

      “Cannonbaaaaaalllll!” Peter landed with a huge splash. The water enveloped him, drowning out Michael and Akio’s protests.

      Coming up, he spun a lazy circle to counteract the current while he rubbed his head vigorously to dislodge the clingy muck from his hair, then stood and shook himself like a dog, soaking Michael and Akio again in the process.

      Akio wiped the excess water from his face with a hand. His mouth twitched and his eyebrow went up as he pointed at Peter. “You will live to regret that.”

      Peter cocked his head gave the two vampires a rakish grin. “Aw, c’mon!” He drew back both arms and splashed them both again. “I’m just helping you guys get cleaned up.”

      Michael shared a look with Akio. “Will he live?”

      Akio grinned as the two of them advanced on Peter. “Probably not.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Tabitha left her fork standing up in her bowl and looked from Bethany Anne to Cheryl Lynn with dawning comprehension. “The Dread Pirate Roberts isn’t a ship of the fleet?”

      Bethany Anne paused the movie to look at her friend. “Are you serious?”

      Tabitha made a face and shrugged. “Well, yeah. I’ve heard that name, but I hadn’t seen the movie. Whenever anyone said it, I thought they were talking about a ship. One of the superdreadnoughts, maybe?”

      Bethany Anne looked at Tabitha with a bemused expression. “No. What?”

      Tabitha shrugged and looked at Cheryl Lynn for backup. “It sounds like a ship’s name.”

      Cheryl Lynn shook her head. “It’s a pretty famous movie. There’s a lot of references.”

      Tabitha crossed her arms and pouted. “If you like rom-coms.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger in an attempt to speak through her tears of laughter, but ADAM cut in before she got enough control of herself to comment.

      “Sorry to interrupt again, ladies. Bethany Anne, Kael-ven wants to speak to you. He says it’s important.”

      Bethany Anne wiped her eyes. “It’s not an interruption if it’s important, ADAM. Link him into the room.” Bethany Anne gave the others an apologetic shrug. “Looks like movie night is over.”

      Cheryl Lynn waved off the apology. “Go ahead, it’s fine. Duty calls, and we’re here to take care of this mess.” She got up to gather the snacks up from the table. “We had a good night, didn’t we, Tabitha?”

      Tabitha pouted. “It’s not fine! I want to know what happens at the end of the movie.” She sighed and got up to help Cheryl Lynn clean up. “I’ll just watch it later with Achronyx.”

      Kael-ven’s face replaced the movie and his translated Yollin speech came through the front speaker. “Greetings, my Queen. It’s about your missing scout ship. It’s not good news.” He stopped talking for a moment. “I’m not sure how much I should say over this connection.”

      “It’s secure,” Bethany Anne told him. She waved her finger in a circle for Kael-ven to continue. “Are you going to tell me what the news is?”

      Kael-ven shuffled uncomfortably. “We recovered the ship, what was left of it. But the EI, she… She had some disturbing information.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “What kind of disturbing information?”

      Kael-ven’s mandibles clicked rapidly, and Bethany Anne listened while he gave his report on what the technicians had recovered from the EI Loralei. “We extracted her anyway, taking all precautions, and we found a smear of an unidentifiable substance inside the inner core.”

      Bethany Anne leaned forward on the couch. “Inside the core? How?”

      Kael-ven shrugged. “We’re not certain how it got there, but the techs say it had to have been placed there by someone. Mellor and Robinson have been testing it to ascertain its purpose, and they seem sure that it is active in some way.”

      “Active? In what way?” Bethany Anne frowned. “Nothing and no one except the SSE team or me should have been able to get into the inner casing without setting off the self-destruct.”

      “I don’t know what else I can tell you except what the team told me. We found the substance inside the casing. There was electrical activity from it.” Kael-ven shuffled again, his frown of concern matching hers. “Just a minute amount, but it was enough to worry me. This could be technology, but it is not technology as we would recognize it.”

      Bethany Anne rested her elbows on her knees and tapped her lips with a finger while she considered the implications of the information. “That is concerning. And there was no trace of any other outsider technology at the site to compare it to?”

      Kael-ven shook his head. “Nothing, but my first thought is that the substance could be sending a signal. You can understand why I'm cautious about returning to High Tortuga, so, for now, we've pulled up in a system that's out of the way. I don't want to get any closer to home until I’m certain that we’re not being followed.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, distracted momentarily by waving goodbye to Cheryl Lynn and Tabitha, who were just headed out of the door. She refocused her attention back on Kael-ven once the door had closed behind Tabitha. “You made the right decision, Kael-ven. Just hold tight where you are. I'm sending someone out there to bring you in.”

      Kael-ven nodded. “I think that would be best. You have our coordinates.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I do. Stay safe. Your backup will be with you soon.” She ended the call and fired off a series of messages on her way to her closet to change out of her girls’ night outfit into something less casual before she went to the Security Pit to coordinate the rescue.

      She walked through the children’s closet, hesitating before opening a mental link to Michael. She wished for a split second that she had kept her surveillance on him just so she could make sure he wasn’t in the middle of some perilous moment where a distraction could be the difference between life or death. Can you talk without getting killed?

      What can I do for you, my love?

      Bethany Anne smirked despite the urgency of the situation when he replied almost right away. She was getting to be a little bit girly, if being girly meant her heart skipped a bit faster when her husband’s voice confirmed he was still in one piece. Hey, honey. How is your hunt going?

      Michael sounded less upbeat. We had some early success, but it all went downhill from there.

      Bethany Anne repressed her delight at the news her base would not stink of cooked T-rex for the next six months. There was no amount of A-1 sauce or the equivalent here on High Tortuga to make that a palatable consideration. I’m sorry you didn’t get the fight you wanted. She sensed a momentary irritation over their connection. Everything okay?

      It is now that Akio has his hand over Peter’s mouth, Michael assured her. I have to ask why it was you didn’t think to beat Peter’s erroneous idea that he is a comedian out of him when you beat the common sense into him.

      Bethany Anne snickered. Yeah, you’ll have to ask John about that. I outsourced his education to the guys. At least Peter’s in a better mood than Tabitha.

      She’s still mad at him?

      Mmmhmm.

      Michael groaned. Between things not working out with the hunt and Peter acting like a teenager? Let’s just say I’ll be glad to get home to you and the children.

      Bethany Anne remembered the reason she’d interrupted in the first place. That makes me feel better about cutting the hunt short. There’s been a development. The missing scout ship has been recovered, and it’s a problem.

      Michael’s confusion came over the link clearly. But they did find the ship? That doesn’t sound like an issue.

      Bethany Anne sighed. Kael-ven’s findings were worse than a problem. Finding the Loralei was the easy part. It’s what happened after that. Kael-ven got the core aboard the G’laxix Sphaea without any issues, but when they rebooted the EI, she warned them she’d been tampered with. Now he thinks he’s being followed.

      So you’re sending someone out to retrieve them safely?

      Bethany Anne looked down at her leggings and shrugged, then chose a black shirt to go over her black vest. She went up on her tiptoes to slide the shoebox she wanted out from the upper shelf. Uh-huh. I’ve already given orders to ready one of the superdreadnoughts.

      Just the one?

      For now. She kicked off her fluffy slipper boots and slid her feet into her heels, then arched her feet inside them. Much better. I’m sending ancillary ships and whatever support they need as well. It will give the Guardians something to do, even if nothing goes down.

      You could send Peter to ride herd on the teams.

      Bethany Anne noted Michael’s concern. I’m not sure that’s wise. He’s not at his most sensible right now. The arguments between him and Tabitha are getting to them both.

      I think the time apart will do them good, Michael countered. Some distance will give them the opportunity to miss each other.

      Bethany Anne chuckled sadly. Or for them to decide they don’t miss each other at all.

      

      High Tortuga, Over Open Water, Transport Pod, Cargo Compartment

      Bethany Anne cut the link, and Michael walked back to where Peter and Akio sat fishing with their legs hanging out of the Pod’s cargo doors. “Change of plan. We need to get back to the base.”

      “Was that Bethany Anne?” Akio asked.

      Michael nodded that it had been.

      “How did the news about the hunt go down with her?”

      Michael shrugged at Akio. “I told her the truth. That we had some early success, but that it went downhill from there.”

      Peter snickered as he pointed down, then up and spread his hands. “Yeah, downhill, uphill. That thing was spread pretty much all over the hills.”

      Akio ignored Peter. “You did not tell Bethany Anne that the hunt was finished,” he pointed out to Michael. “That is not going to go well for you.

      “Technically, it is not finished,” Michael countered. “However, there is no need to tell my wife that just now.”

      Peter twisted around to look at Michael and made a show of peering at his forehead. “Just move your hair to the side?”

      Michael frowned. “Why?”

      “So I can see the mark,” Peter deadpanned. “Y’know, from where Bethany Anne…” He made a pressing motion with his thumb.

      Michael looked at Akio, who shrugged, then back at Peter with utter incredulity and more than a small amount of concern. “You do realize I could just kick you out that door as we streak through the sky and Akio wouldn’t breathe a word of it, right? Do you have a death wish?”

      Peter burst out laughing and turned back to wind his line in. “Nah. I was just checking to see if you were still in vacation mode.” He scrambled back to bring his legs into the Pod and got to his feet.

      Michael shook his head and smiled. “Alexis and Gabriel will have returned from their Mother’s Day shopping and they will need my help preparing their surprises for Bethany Anne, no doubt.”

      Peter made a face. “Aw. I was kind of enjoying the guy time, you know?”

      “I also need to break the news to William.” Michael inclined his head sagely. “Luckily for you, Kael-ven needs an escort home from the scrape he’s gotten himself and the crew into.”

      Peter’s smile faded instantly. “Kael-ven’s in trouble? Of course, I’ll go. I’ll take Jian’s team with me if they’re free.” He turned and left the compartment in a hurry. They heard him calling from the passage to the bridge. “I’m taking us back to the base right now, so get your legs in if you want to keep them, Akio.”

      Akio gained his feet with more grace than Peter had managed. “He jumped on that quickly. What’s going on with him?”

      “Love,” Michael replied.

      That explained it all.

      

      Devon, First City, Merchant Warehouses

      Mark shook the man’s hand with a smile. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Morrisey. Let me see you out to the front; this place is a maze if you don’t know where you’re going.” He ushered the man out, still talking quietly with him as they left.

      Sabine, Ricole, and Jacqueline waited until they heard Mark and their new client get out of earshot and broke into excited squeals.

      Sabine bounced happily. “Our first contract!”

      Demon spoke up from her nest on the windowsill, made from the blankets Sabine had brought for her on their first day in the warehouse. I do not understand why our services have been engaged. What exactly does this man want us to do?

      Sabine met the mountain lion’s inquisitive amber eyes with a smile. “We are to take care of his money. Keep it safe until his deal with the other company is complete.”

      Demon rolled onto her back and looked at Sabine upside-down. Is that not the function of the bank you told me about? To keep everyone’s money locked away? She tilted her head in confusion when they all broke into laughter.

      Mark returned to the office, also laughing since he’d heard the whole exchange. “Our client’s recent success has spurred his competitors to sabotage the deal. You know how corrupt this planet is. Morrisey is employing us to make sure the payout is not stolen before the negotiations for the contract are completed.”

      Demon’s tail flicked, and she yawned. That sounds boring.

      Jacqueline nodded. “Yeah, but it’s boring with a profit for us at the end. That means we get to keep this place running.”

      Ricole looked up from filing her claws. “We should celebrate by finally taking some time off to go to the fights.”

      Jacqueline nodded. “Yeah, but after we complete the job.”

      Mark walked over to the desk and dropped his datapad in front of Jacqueline triumphantly. “We have even more reason to celebrate!” he exclaimed, perching on the desk. “I secured us a further bonus by offering to act as the middleman for the exchange.”

      Jacqueline’s smile faded as she scrolled through the agreement. “You realize that if we sign this, anyone who wants to check will be able to find out we’re involved. It won’t take a genius to work out we’re the ones holding the money.”

      Mark faltered. “Um, no?”

      Jacqueline pointed out a line of text on the screen. “Yeah, look. We’ll be a named party in the deal.”

      Mark looked at it and frowned. “How does that translate to our involvement being made accessible to the public?”

      Ricole put her nail file down and looked at Mark, pointing her finger at him. “Because that’s the law.” Her eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you read up on the legal system here?”

      Mark shrugged. “I wasn’t aware that there was one beyond what Baba Yaga instituted, and ‘don’t piss me off’ is not exactly detailed.”

      “She did more than that.” Ricole gave Jacqueline a sympathetic look. “Typical male, rush in with a blindfold on.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Sabine agreed. “Just like a man.”

      Mark looked at Jacqueline to defend him, but all she did was purse her lips and shake her head. “Nope, we have a business to run, and that includes knowing the environment we’re operating in. Baba Yaga instituted transparency laws to cut corruption, and we have to work within them.”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “This deal is public knowledge, as are the names of all the parties involved. If we sign this, it paints a target on us.”

      Demon rolled onto her belly and stood. I have no problem with being a target. She stretched out on her front paws, then turned around to warm her face in the morning sun. We can make sport of it.

      Mark clapped and pointed at Demon. “That’s the attitude! Jacqueline, how long until the information goes public once we sign?”

      Jacqueline pressed her fingers to her forehead as if in prayer and sighed. “Probably a few hours. By morning at latest but I wouldn’t count on it.”

      Mark looked around at them all. “You’re missing the opportunity here, ladies. What’s the one thing we’ve not had since we arrived here?”

      Jacqueline snorted. “A day off?”

      Sabine raised an eyebrow. “A good night’s sleep?”

      “A properly cooked meal,” Ricole offered.

      Mark rolled his eyes and threw his hands up in frustration. “A fight! A real one.”

      He began to pace, his hands doing a fair amount of the talking.

      “We did exactly the right thing by getting ourselves set up before we got involved in anything here, but now it’s time to reap the rewards of that preparation. The warehouse is defensible enough, and we have all the weapons and ammo we need. We set ourselves up for a siege, stock up on food and water, plus plenty of booze and a few decks of cards. Then we let everyone who wants the money come at us.”

      Ricole snickered. “All the essentials, then.”

      Mark smirked and wiggled his eyebrows. “You know it. It’ll be like one of Eve’s games. We hole up here, all nice and snug while the enemies swarm in.”

      Sabine smiled darkly. “Only instead of virtual reality constructs, we will be ridding this planet of murdering thieves.”

      “And we don’t even have to go looking for them,” Ricole chipped in.

      Jacqueline tapped the desk while she formed her thoughts. “You know, I think this might not have been such a bad idea. It’s going to take all five of us to defend the money, which means we all get a workout. Okay. If you’re all happy to do this, then I am too.”

      “I’m game,” Sabine agreed.

      Ricole grinned. “Suits me. We should set some boobytraps up, funnel the bad guys in.”

      Jacqueline grinned as she pointed at her friend. “That’s a great idea!” She spun around in her chair and opened the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet behind her. “Ah-ha! I knew it was in here.” She spun back to the desk and shoved Mark off to make room for the building plans. “The reason we chose this place is because the ground floor is a warren.”

      Mark nodded enthusiastically. “Turn the warehouse into a killing ground, keep the enemy confused while we take advantage of our smaller numbers to pick them off a few at a time. As long as we have a bolt hole in case things go south, we’re golden.”

      Demon sat on her haunches and began washing her whiskers, showcasing her perfect fangs. The opportunity for snacking will not go amiss, either.

      Mark gagged. “No. I am not watching you eat a Skaine.” He flipped his hands. “No way. Go find your food elsewhere.”

      Demon jumped down from her perch. She padded over to Mark with her nose in the air and sniffed. Who wants to eat a Skaine anyway? They’re all rubbery. No flavor at all. She tossed her head and sauntered out of the room, pausing only to touch her cheek to Sabine’s hand on her way.

      Mark glanced at his partners. “Was that a joke? Can cats joke like that?”

      He turned to look out the door Demon had gone through, asking in a plaintive voice, “Someone please tell me she was joking.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Hangar 014

      Peter made his way through the throng beneath the ship, looking for Tabitha. He didn’t know how he was going to break it to her that he was headed straight back out, but he didn’t want to stick around either.

      He breathed out the pain of that thought as he searched the crowded hangar for his love. The nagging gut feeling that he and Tabitha were on a downward turn in their relationship was an actual physical pain at times. It couldn’t go on like it had the last few weeks, but he didn’t want to rock the boat any more than it already was by Tabitha’s sudden shift in attitude toward him.

      It was driving him to take risks, to find the heat of the moment so he could lose himself there and forget that his heart was breaking. She couldn’t end things with him if he wasn’t there, and what better reason to be absent than a friend in trouble?

      Tabitha found him.

      She appeared at his side, linking her arm through his as she fell into step beside him. “Looking for someone, mi amante?”

      Peter’s heart contracted with relief. “Only you, Tabbie.” He bent his head to kiss her. “Only ever you.”

      Tabitha’s cheeks flushed. “Bethany Anne told me you’re going to help Kael-ven out. I didn’t want you to leave without saying goodbye, and that I’m sorry we fought.”

      Peter shook his head. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have just accepted the rifle in the first place since it saved my ass.”

      Tabitha looked up at him with wide eyes. “Shit, was it glorious?”

      Peter squeezed her arm. “You know it was, babe. I wish Michael had allowed video. I jumped in that thing’s mouth and shot it up from the inside.”

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow. “Really? Well, this mission should be a little bit less dramatic than your inner dinosaur experience.”

      Peter could tell she thought he was exaggerating but he didn’t correct her. “Are you sure you’re okay with me going straight back out again? If you need me to be here, I’ll find someone to take my place.”

      Tabitha sniffed her tears back. “No, and that you would even offer to do that means so much to me.” She went up on her tiptoes and took Peter’s face in her hands to kiss him. “You go rescue our friend. Duty comes first, and I would never keep you from it.” She released him and walked away.

      Peter grinned and called after her, “You know what they say, babe. Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

      Tabitha turned back and smiled. “Yeah…but if you’re absent for too long, I’m not going to be responsible for the results.”

      She strode off without another word, leaving Peter mystified. He shook it off and moved on to the next item on his list—finding his team.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Offices

      William stared at the storage room Michael had just disappeared into. “You want me to do what, now?”

      Michael came back out carrying a double armload of weaponry. “I want you to modify the grill again, and I need all these weapons in good working order.”

      William ran a hand over his head. “I heard you. But why?” He accepted the rifles from Michael with a baffled look. “What does that have to do with all this?” He raised his hands in question. “And what happened to the T-rex?”

      Michael ducked back into the storeroom and came out with his arms full again. He waited for the lock to engage and then turned to answer William. “My quarry was eaten by a much larger creature, which I then had to destroy utterly. I have come up with a new plan.”

      He led William down the corridor from his storage area to the workroom, pausing on arrival. “CEREBRO, the door, if you will.”

      “Of course, Michael,” one of the base’s EIs answered.

      The lock pad at Michael’s head height flashed green. Michael turned to push the door open with his back, and the two men went inside.

      William looked at the piles of weaponry on the benches. “I see why you had the locks installed.”

      “I have small children running loose down here,” Michael replied offhandedly. “All my weapons are behind locked doors.” He placed his load down carefully, then selected one of the rifles and started to strip it down for cleaning.

      William got a good look at what he was carrying under the bright light. “This is quite the collection. There must be antique arms from most of the planets we know of.”

      Michael shrugged. “Not all of them.”

      William added his bundle to the pile, then pulled up a stool and sat down at the workbench. “You know, some might compare that gun safe to, say, a shoe closet?”

      Michael raised his head. “They would not say it in my hearing.”

      William chuckled. “I can’t say they would. But how do all these old weapons figure into your backup plan? I’m not too choked up about the T-rex getting eaten, if I’m honest. You know I thought the lizard meat was going to be too gamey to do much with.” He made a face as he grabbed the bottle of oil and one of the rags. “An old creature like that would probably taste horrible anyway.”

      Michael broke the rifle over his knee and got to work with his oily rag. “I’m going to arrange a big hunt. One where everyone can get involved, and we can bring in a lot of meat.”

      “Something that big is going to take some planning.” William scratched his cheek in thought. “So it’s back to the drawing board?”

      Michael nodded. “It is.” He paused for a minute, then dropped his rag and placed the rifle on the workbench. “In the meantime, I have plans with Bethany Anne and the children. I’ll see you out; we can come back to this another time.”

      William lifted a hand to wave him off. “Go, have fun. I’ll take care of this. Give my love to Bethany Anne and the tykes.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Bethany Anne took one last look around the Pit and nodded, satisfied that the preparations for Kael-ven’s pickup were in hand. She stepped into the Etheric and emerged a moment later in her kitchen.

      Addix came back with the children while Bethany Anne was in the middle of preparing a snack for the returning shopping party.

      The twins burst through the front door ahead of their exhausted aunt.

      “Mommyyyy!” they cried as one, dashing over to be swept up in Bethany Anne’s arms.

      Addix came in behind them, laden with bags of all sizes.

      Bethany Anne waved Addix in, then held her babies to her and kissed them. “Did you have fun shopping on Colonnara?”

      Addix groaned as she collapsed on the couch. “We did not remain on Colonnara for long. There was an attempt to kidnap the children for ransom—”

      “WHAT?” Bethany Anne let go of Alexis and Gabriel. “Are you both okay? Did they hurt you?” She held the children at arm’s length to examine them for injuries.

      “Of course we are, Mommy.” Alexis folded her arms and fixed Bethany Anne with her self-assured stare. “We did everything Uncle John taught us to do if anyone took us.”

      Bethany Anne ignored the way her throat constricted. “That’s because you two are brave and clever.” She smiled and ushered Alexis and Gabriel over to their table, grateful at that moment that she and Michael had chosen to prepare their children early for the life they had been born into.

      “Aunt Addix took care of the bad guys. She showed them mercy, Mommy,” Gabriel told her solemnly.

      Bethany Anne frowned at Addix in question as she bent to put Alexis and Gabriel’s plates in front of them.

      Addix shrugged. “It would not have been appropriate to make too much of a mess with the children present. They were only in the next room.”

      “I appreciate that,” Bethany Anne admitted. “There’s a big difference between roleplay in the training simulator and witnessing violence in real life.”

      “Alexis and Gabriel were resourceful and calm,” Addix told her as the twins tucked into their snack. “Unlike me. I have to admit that I panicked at first, but the children thought to activate Phyrro’s holo and drop it for me to find.”

      “We weren’t scared. In fact, we scared the bad guys!” Gabriel patted Bethany Anne’s hand. “You don’t need your red eyes, Mommy. Aunt Addix came to where they took us, and she didn’t even let us help after that.”

      “You see? The kidnappers had no chance with these two. You and Michael have trained them well.” Addix broke into a fit of hissing laughter. “Believe me, they would have fought if I had allowed it. Your daughter attempted to use her game powers on a Torcellan who insulted me earlier in the day.”

      “Well, he shouldn’t have been so mean about you!” Alexis grumped.

      “Yeah!” Gabriel cried. “It’s not okay to be mean just because someone is different. Alexis did the right thing.”

      His usually affable expression twisted into a frown, and for a second Bethany Anne saw every bit of Michael’s imperious nature in their son. It was a rare glimpse of the patriarch who slept deep beneath her son’s cheerful and easygoing exterior. Alexis had the same relentless streak, which Bethany Anne had seen in her daughter from the day she was born.

      Bethany Anne looked from one earnest face to the other and her rage faded, replaced by sheer pride in her children’s drive to protect the downtrodden even at this young age. “Yes. Yes, you did.” She looked at Addix, who gave her the short version of the events on Colonnara.

      Bethany Anne listened, tamping down her growing rage until Addix finished with the information that all of the kidnappers were firmly on the deceased list. “Okay, so I don’t need to go there and unleash hell.”

      Addix shrugged. “I shouldn’t think so. At least, not until I make certain it was an isolated event.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at that. “You can give Michael your full report later.”

      The twins’ heads turned as one toward Bethany Anne at the mention of their father.

      “Where is Daddy?” Alexis asked. “I want to give you your gift!”

      Gabriel pushed his empty snack plate away. “Me too!”

      “Why don’t I ask him, sweethearts?” Bethany Anne brushed a strand of Alexis’ hair out of her eyes and opened the link to Michael. Michael, did you lose track of time? Our children are waiting.

      Michael’s voice held a smile. I will take it that our daughter is impatient to give you her gift. I did not lose track of time, and I shall be there in a few moments.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “He is on his way.”

      Addix got to her feet. “In that case, I will take my leave, with your permission. There are one or two things that bear further investigation before I give a formal report.”

      Bethany Anne nodded as her loyal and trusted friend turned to leave. “Addix,” she called.

      Addix turned back with her hand on the door handle. “Yes, my Queen?”

      Bethany Anne was at her side in a blink, wrapping Addix in a tight hug. “Thank you for protecting my babies.”

      Addix returned the embrace somewhat awkwardly. “It is my honor and my privilege.”

      The twins piled on to the hug, and Addix ruffled both of their heads and headed out of the door as Michael arrived.

      Michael swerved, avoiding crashing into Addix as she left calling her promise to catch up with him after she’d done her research. “Research?” he asked Bethany Anne.

      “Mm-hmm.” She tilted her face to accept his kiss. “Addix will report to you later. The children had more of an adventure on their outing than we planned for. Don’t freak, but there was an attempt to kidnap them.”

      Michael’s smile changed to a snarl in a fraction of a second.

      She held up a hand. “The children are fine.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Alexis chided. “Mommy already did her glowy eyes.”

      Gabriel tugged on Michael’s hand. “Come help us get Mommy’s gift ready!”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “But it’s not Mother’s Day until tomorrow.”

      Alexis pouted prettily. “We don’t want to wait.”

      “It should be Mother’s Day every day,” Gabriel declared.

      “Besides,” Alexis added, “We have more gifts for tomorrow. This one is too special to wait.”

      Michael shrugged. “You can’t argue when they put it like that.” He allowed himself to be pulled away by the twins. They took the bags into the nursery, and Bethany Anne went over to the breakfast bar to wait for her surprise.

      Bethany Anne sat with her elbows on the counter, picking at a bowl of frozen berries while she turned over her feelings about the kidnap attempt. It was one more thing on a growing list she had to worry about right now.

      The sensible thing would be to wait for Addix to report to Michael before taking action against Colonnara. If it had been an isolated incident, there was no action to take. If she discovered that there was a wider issue?

      Whoever was involved would wish for the mercy Addix had shown.

      Michael returned while Bethany Anne was thinking about replenishing the berries. “The children are ready for you. They say you are not to look.”

      Bethany Anne walked carefully to the nursery with Michael’s hands covering her eyes. “Don’t you dare walk me into a wall.”

      Michael’s breath tickled her ear. “I would never. Just a few more steps.”

      He released her a moment later, and she saw that the children had created an impromptu theatre with Michael’s help.

      Bethany Anne clapped with delight and rushed over to hug the twins. “What is all this, my loves?”

      Alexis and Gabriel chorused. “Happy Mother’s Day!”

      They each grabbed one of Bethany Anne’s hands and tugged her over to the couch. Michael dimmed the lights and slid onto the couch beside Bethany Anne.

      Alexis and Gabriel scrambled to sit in her lap. They were getting a bit big for it but the opportunity wouldn’t last forever, so she accepted the numb legs she knew were in her future and wrapped her arms around them.

      Bethany Anne felt the excitement radiating from her children. It was a lot, even for family movie night. “What are we going to watch?”

      Alexis gripped Bethany Anne’s hand as the title frame came up on the screen. “Shh, Mommy! It’s starting!”

      The opening shot panned in on a snowy mountain. Two figures became clearer as the camera zoomed toward them.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. That scene looked an awful lot like…

      Bethany Anne’s mouth fell open when the close-up revealed Alexis and Gabriel dressed as her and Michael. Is this what I think it is?

      I believe so, my love.

      Onscreen, Alexis tossed the ends of her long dark wig imperiously. “We’ve been in these mountains for five days now.”

      Bethany Anne smiled contentedly and snuggled into Michael with their whole world held in her arms.

      

      Unnamed System, QBS G’laxix Sphaea, Bridge

      Kael-ven monitored the video from the surveillance drones on the secondary screens, waiting to see whether the first ships to arrive in-system would belong to friend or foe.

      He drummed his fingers absentmindedly on the armrest of his captain’s chair while ArchAngel watched impassively from the main screen and Kiel paced his nervous energy away. His eyes remained on the screen, but they did not see the eerie beauty of the cold light cast by the dying star.

      All the tension that had been building in him since the techs had discovered the substance in Loralei’s core bubbled up—and then Kiel passed by again. “Will you sit down, Kiel? You’re wearing a groove in the floor.”

      Kiel stopped and looked down at his feet, then turned again and shook his head at Kael-ven. “I just want to get out of here. This dead system is spooky.” He walked back to his station.

      “I cannot disagree.” Kael-ven sat back in his chair, his shoulders dropping as the sigh left him. “The sooner we get back to High Tortuga, the better.”

      ArchAngel sniffed. “Wishing will not make our departure happen any sooner.” The EI’s studied indifference fell away suddenly and she half-turned on the screen as if hearing a noise behind her. “Oh, would you look at that? Perhaps I was wrong.”

      Kael-ven sat forward. “What is it?”

      ArchAngel switched the drone feed on Kael-ven’s screen. “This drone is registering Gate activity a few kilometers inside the system boundary.”

      Kael-ven got to his feet in a hurry. “ArchAngel, put it up on the main screen.”

      ArchAngel raised an eyebrow but said nothing as she moved to a secondary screen to make way for the video feed.

      For a moment, the screen showed only the faint glow from the distant star. A shimmering speck appeared in the void, rapidly expanding outward until the point of bright light became a circle of shimmering waves filling the screen.

      Kael-ven heaved a sigh of relief when the ship nosed through the Gate, closely followed by the much smaller support ships. His eyebrows went up when the main bulk of the almost incomprehensibly large ship came into view. “Bethany Anne sent a superdreadnought?”

      “She did,” ArchAngel confirmed. “The Gate signature belongs to the Superdreadnought Atalanta, Captain, and we are being hailed.”

      Peter’s face and upper body appeared on the screen. “Hey, Kael-ven, Kiel. We heard you guys need a relief?”

      Kael-ven tilted his head. “Relief? I was under the impression that you were here to escort us back to High Tortuga.”

      “There has been a change of plans.” Jian stepped into view behind Peter. “We are here to relieve you and your crew, Captain.”

      Peter covered his yawn with a hand and pointed over his shoulder at Jian. “What he said. Sorry, I’m beat. My feet haven’t hit the ground for the last few days. I got back from the hunt with Michael and came straight onto this ship.”

      Kael-ven nodded in understanding. “How did the reptile hunt go? I have been anticipating the video of the battle.”

      Peter shook his head minutely. “Yeah… There’s not going to be any video. It didn’t exactly go according to plan.” He shrugged in answer to the questioning looks of both Yollins. “Let’s just focus on getting the EI onboard the Atalanta so you guys can get back to the base and decide how you’re gonna spend your R&R.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Kael-ven chuckled. “I have never heard sweeter words. It’ll probably take a couple of hours to get the core ready for transfer. I’ll contact you when we’re ready.”

      Peter grinned. “Great. That sounds like a window for a nap. I’ll see you guys in a couple of hours.”

      Kael-ven nodded. “See you then.” He signed off, and the screen returned to showing the massive ship and the support ships suspended around it in the vacuum. He turned and motioned for Kiel to follow him.

      They left the bridge and walked in comfortable silence to the elevator. ArchAngel had the doors open and waiting for them. They stepped in, and Kael-ven broke the silence when the elevator began to move. “What will you do with your R&R?”

      Kiel opened his mandibles to speak, then closed them again. “I don’t know,” he answered eventually. “I haven’t been to Devon yet?”

      Kael-ven looked at his friend in surprise. “Really? We should find out if there’s an available transport when we get back. I’ve heard great things about the fights.”

      Kiel made a noncommittal gesture as the elevator let them out. “Maybe once the Interdiction is fully up and running. It’s still not the safest place.”

      Mellor was alone when they entered the lab. He had his back to the door and was packing his tools.

      Kael-ven took note of the reassembled core on the table and pointed it out to Kiel. “Now that is what you call an efficient team. I haven’t even given the order yet.”

      Mellor turned from his toolbox and grinned. “I know who we work for, Captain. Loralei is ready for transport. She just needs loading onto an antigrav pallet. If only there were a couple of big, strong Yollins around to help…”

      Kael-ven chuckled. “That won’t be an issue.”

      Kiel peered at the blinking lights on the core’s casing. “Is she…okay?”

      Both Kiel and the captain jumped when Loralei spoke.

      “She is sitting right next to you, Commander.”

      Mellor turned back to his tools to hide his snickering. “Dammit, Loralei.”

      The EI’s gravelly laugh confirmed to Kael-ven that she was fully functional. “Glad to have you back with us, Loralei.”

      “Super-glad not to be the helpless prisoner of a hostile alien race,” she replied cheerily. “ArchAngel tells me I’ll be hitching a ride home with Atalanta. Have you seen her exterior defenses? Aliens wouldn’t have fucked with me if I looked like that.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Offices, Vid-doc Room

      Michael looked up from the control panel and gave Bethany Anne a thumbs-up. “Alexis and Gabriel are inside the scenario. Your turn, my love.”

      Bethany Anne pulled the lid of her Pod closed and settled back into the padding. Oh, that’s comfortable. Did Eve design the interiors?

      Not just the interiors, Michael replied. Eve designed everything, and she refines the entire game system constantly. You know she insists that everything she creates for the children is the best.

      Bethany Anne smirked. True. Our children are extremely lucky to have her. Not just Eve, either. Things could have gone a lot differently on the mall world if Addix hadn’t been the one guarding them. And then she dressed up in costume for their movie!

      I thought the movie was a nice touch. Did you see how dashing Gabriel looked in that cloak?

      Don’t get any ideas.

      Michael’s chuckle was the last thing Bethany Anne heard as her vision faded to black.

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: Fantasy Wars

      Bethany Anne found herself outside a cottage on a bluff overlooking the sea. She headed through the gate into the garden, hearing the unmistakable sound of Alexis bossing her brother around coming from inside the cottage.

      The children were delighted to see her.

      Gabriel tugged on her hand, drawing her inside.

      “What are we doing in this cottage?” she asked the twins.

      “This is where we get ready to start the game,” Gabriel explained. “We get our costumes on, and then we have all our abilities and skills.”

      “Who do you want to be?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head and smiled. “I’ll just be myself.”

      Alexis giggled. “No, Mommy! You have to choose which character you want to play.” She made a gesture in front of Bethany Anne and a floating menu appeared. “Because it’s your first time in this scenario, you have to choose from the list.”

      Bethany Anne scrolled down the list. “What if I don’t see a character I like?”

      Gabriel grinned. “Just choose the one you like the most.”

      She stuck out her tongue, then made her selection. “I’ll choose the fighter.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth opened in a small “o” when her clothing was replaced by shining armor. She shook her left arm to adjust the position of the shield and removed her helmet to get a better look at the sword that had appeared in her right hand.

      Gabriel made a noise of appreciation. “Nice!” He held out his bow for her inspection. “But I like my bow better than that sword. It has magic arrows that never miss. Aunt Addix plays the fighter, but she always gets Aunt Eve to exchange the sword for her knives. She says that the longsword restricts you to a certain style of fighting, and that can be a disadvantage in close-quarter combat.”

      “Your Aunt Addix is right.” Bethany Anne passed the bow back to Gabriel and held the sword up to the light. She turned it from side to side, so the light caught the blood channels. “Hmmm. It is beautiful, but it’s not what I would choose.” She laid the sword on the table, then pulled the shield off and tossed that down to join the sword. “How do I exchange it?”

      Alexis frowned in thought. “Aunt Addix asks Eve, but she’s not there.”

      “Yes, but your father is. Michael, can you…” Bethany Anne waved a finger over the sword, knowing that Michael was watching on the screen. The longsword and shield were replaced by her katanas. “Thank you, honey.”

      Bethany Anne was surprised to find that the katanas felt exactly the same as the real thing. She made a couple of turns of her wrist with them to test the weight and balance before she strapped them to her back. “Perfect. Now I’m ready to fight.”

      She tilted her head to Alexis and Gabriel. “Who or what are we fighting against today?”

      Alexis giggled. “Oh, Mommy, you are going to love this game! This is our favorite scenario, where we fight with the light elves to defeat the Dark Lord’s army.”

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrow in amusement. “There’s a Dark Lord?”

      “Yes, Mommy.” Her eyes were alight with joy. “We have to battle all of his forces to save the Magic Kingdom from falling into darkness.”

      Gabriel huffed impatiently. “Alexis, get changed already!”

      Alexis rolled her eyes at her brother. “Okay, okay.” She closed her eyes and raised her arms, and her atmosuit was replaced by flowing mage robes. “There, I’m almost done.”

      Bethany Anne eyed her admiringly. “Darling, that’s a beautiful costume. It’s you.”

      Alexis picked up one side of the robe and twirled so that the folds of her robes caught the air. “I know, Mommy. Eve helped me to design my costume so I can look like a mage and a princess.”

      “You look just like a magical princess,” Bethany Anne assured her. “Now if only this armor had heels.”

      Alexis squealed. “Oh, yes! We’ll get Eve to make it for you for next time.” Alexis reached into the air and retrieved her jeweled staff and pointed hat. She placed the hat on her head and smiled at her mother’s bemused expression. “I learned that trick from Daddy.”

      They heard a horn sound far in the distance.

      Gabriel’s face flushed with excitement. “Mommy! Alexis! Stop talking about fashion and let’s go!”

      Alexis let out a yip of delight and bolted for the door, her staff tapping on the floor as she ran.

      Gabriel waited for Bethany Anne. She took her son’s hand and they walked from the cottage.

      Bethany Anne examined her son’s costume as they followed Alexis up the cottage path. “You didn’t want to be a fighter, huh?”

      Gabriel smiled softly. “No, Mommy. I like to be the rogue much more than I like to be the fighter.”

      “Oh? Why is that?” Bethany Anne waited for Gabriel to consider the question.

      Her son never rushed into anything. They had almost reached the woodland edge by the time Gabriel had his answer.

      “Well, if I was just a fighter, all I could do is fight. If I am a rogue, then I can use all of my strengths, not just physical.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “So what you’re telling me is that you don’t like to be restricted?”

      Gabriel looked up at his mother in confusion. “Well, no, Mommy. Why would I want to be restricted?”

      Alexis scampered back from the edge of the forest where she had gone to scout ahead. “The Dark Lord’s soldiers are on the road to the mountain pass. If we hurry, we can catch them before they reach the rest of the army.”

      Bethany Anne and Gabriel followed Alexis along the path through the trees.

      Bethany Anne looked around as they walked, impressed by the fine detail in every part of the gamescape. She noted that the temperature rose as soon as they left the trees. “There’s weather in here?”

      Gabriel nodded, keeping his attention on Alexis and the path.

      Alexis paused to wait for them when she reached the place where the path joined a well-traveled dirt road, then took a few steps onto the road and pointed north, where the rising dust of a group traveling quickly toward them was visible in the distance. “Look there.”

      Alexis and Gabriel shared a glance and moved closer together, which did not go unnoticed by their mother.

      Bethany Anne drew one of her swords and moved to stand in front of her children.

      The twins laughed and skipped around Bethany Anne as the dust grew closer.

      “This is just the warmup, Mommy,” Alexis told her. She flicked her hair out of the way and pushed up the voluminous sleeves of her robe. “It will be easy.”

      Gabriel pulled an arrow from the quiver slung over his back and nocked it. “Mommy, we do this all the time. Alexis is right—it will be easy.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled and swept a hand toward the approaching enemy. “Go ahead. But you can’t blame a mother for trying.”

      The Dark Lord’s soldiers were upon them in the next moment, giving Bethany Anne no chance to defend herself—from her children’s snickering.

      The dust cloud fell away as the grizzled band of warriors slowed to a stop in the road fifty feet away, revealing six dark elves and around forty foot soldiers.

      The dark elves, haughty and beautiful, did not dismount from the hellbeasts they rode. The two-headed beasts snapped and slavered at the bit while the elves whipped them into submission. Most of the foot soldiers glared at the humans with hatred—all except the goblins and orcs, who looked at Bethany Anne and the children hungrily.

      Alexis and Gabriel denied them the opportunity to attack first. Alexis created a shining ball of light in her palm and flung it at the elves.

      The elf at the head of the group gave a signal, and the foot soldiers surged past them toward Bethany Anne’s children.

      Bethany Anne leapt into action. She darted into the oncoming soldiers, stepping lightly into the gaps between them with her sword dancing deadly circles around her.

      The elves raised their hands and began to chant, then the shadows came to life and all hell broke loose. The foot soldiers swarmed Bethany Anne as the shadows flowed in from the forest.

      Bethany Anne had to keep reminding herself that they were in a game. She punched an oncoming orc in the face with the hand gripping her sword and kicked away an axe-wielding dwarf who was standing between her and her babies.

      Who didn’t actually need any help.

      Bethany Anne gasped at the sight of the twins in action. Gabriel seemed to be everywhere at once, protecting his sister from nonmagical threats while she took care of the rest. Alexis had her feet shoulder-width apart in the middle of the road. Her face was set in a scowl of utter concentration as she hurled massive amounts of shining magic to counteract the elves’ shadow wraiths.

      Bethany Anne brought up her hand to create an energy ball of her own, but her connection to the Etheric did not come. Another orc came at her and she dispatched it with a flick of her blade, still trying to ignite an energy ball without success. ADAM, why aren’t my powers working?

      No answer. Dammit, she was cut off.

      Alexis turned to blast a shadow wraith into smoke and dust and noticed her mother’s attempt to access her powers. “Mommy, you’re a fighter. That means you can’t use magic. You have to work within the rules of the game.”

      Gabriel loosed an arrow into the eye of a goblin. “I told you, it’s not fun being restricted.” He winked out of existence and reappeared on an overhanging tree limb. “This is why I like being a rogue. I stole this power from one of the Dark Lord’s wizards.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged and drew her other katana as a goblin brandishing a vicious-looking spiked mace came at her. “So you get to keep things from previous sessions, like an inventory?” She took a quarter-step and brought her swords flashing down. “And you can gain skills and powers…”

      The goblin stopped attacking and slid to the ground in four pieces. She picked up the mace, swung it once, and released it to dispatch an orc vaguely waving a scimitar in her children’s direction. “Hmmm. Maybe your father is right, and this gaming thing isn’t so boring after all. What are the Dark Lord’s powers?”

      Alexis turned to answer, completely missing the dwarf creeping up on her blind side with a knife between his teeth.

      Gabriel did not. He vanished from the tree limb and reappeared behind his sister in the nick of time with his knives in his hands. He planted his boot in the dwarf’s face as it lunged and the dwarf tumbled back, dropping his knife.

      Alexis half-turned with her magic ready.

      Bethany Anne saw the potential disaster unfold in slow motion. The elves were taking advantage of Alexis’ distraction to cast a wave of dark magic.

      “Alexis, the elves!” The cry left Bethany Anne’s lips as the dark spell left the elves’ hands and the dwarf got to his feet and rushed the twins again.

      They reacted as one. Alexis twisted and released her magic upward to form a ten-foot high transparent dome. Bethany Anne was left standing in the road on the outside.

      Gabriel threw himself at the larger dwarf knives-first as the spell dissipated harmlessly against the shield Alexis had thrown up.

      However, the dwarf was half as large again as Gabriel, and while Gabriel was fast enough to counter the size difference, he was not yet strong enough to do anything about the disparity in their strength.

      He got in a few good strikes before the dwarf landed a lucky blow to Gabriel’s stomach. The boy doubled over, and the dwarf backhanded him into the dome while his defenses were down.

      Alexis screamed and released the magic. She ran over to Gabriel on wobbly legs and dropped to her knees beside him, exhausted from wielding so much magical energy.

      Bethany Anne darted forward when the dome vanished. Seeing Alexis and Gabriel hurt even in a game made her lose focus for a moment, and an arrow pierced her thigh. “Sonofa…”

      She gritted her teeth and pulled the arrow out with a hiss of pain. The wound healed instantly, but fuck-damn, she felt it. Her head snapped up.

      That meant that the children were hurt for real.

      Gabriel was already on his feet when she reached them. He grinned, touching his fingers to his head. “I’m okay, Mom.”

      The second she saw that Gabriel wasn’t hurt, Bethany Anne’s panic ebbed. Her vision turned to red as it was replaced by rage. “Wait here.”

      Bethany Anne strode over to the dwarf and picked him up. The jerkin he was wearing scrunched in her hand like real leather. She lifted the dwarf easily despite his struggles. “I would feel bad about what’s about to happen to you if you weren’t just a figment of my husband’s Tolkien phase.”

      The children watched openmouthed as their mother used the dwarf to take out the last few foot soldiers in much the same way she’d used the mace earlier. She came to rest when they were all down for good, still gripping the dwarf.

      Bethany Anne turned her head to Alexis and Gabriel. “This is the easy level? I can’t wait for the main battle.” With that, she hoisted the unconscious dwarf and sent him flying at the elves.

      The dwarf shot through the air and knocked two of the elves from their saddles. Before they had landed, Bethany Anne was there. Her swords slashed and the heads of the elves rolled.

      “Moooom!” Alexis complained. “You didn’t save any for us!”

      “Yeah, Mommy,” Gabriel echoed. “You’re going to get all the kill points.”

      Bethany Anne hung her head and chuckled. “It’s Mother’s Day, so it’s only right I get the first group.”

      The twins shared a skeptical look, which they then turned on her.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and waved a hand. “Oh, fine,” she admitted. “I wasn’t pleased with the idea of you two feeling pain.”

      Alexis frowned. “How else are we supposed to learn?”

      Gabriel nodded agreement with his sister. “We’ve gotten much better since we started training in here.”

      Bethany Anne recalled the way they had worked as a single unit during the fight. “I suppose you’re right. At any rate, I’m extremely proud of how well the two of you worked together. You had each other’s backs the whole time, and used your skills to complement your sibling’s.”

      The twins basked in their mother’s praise.

      Bethany Anne held out her hands. “Shall we head to the next battle, my fearsome warriors?”

      Alexis took Bethany Anne’s right hand, Gabriel her left, and they set off walking down the road to the south.

      The road after the forest widened and narrowed as the landscape dictated as it wound around farms and bucolic villages with names that were just too cute for Bethany Anne to remember once they’d passed.

      The twins were conditioned to traveling the long distances between the game locations. They knew the game was reaching its climax when the dirt beneath their feet turned to crushed gravel, and then to stone a short time later.

      Alexis peered around Bethany Anne’s legs to catch her brother’s attention. Gabriel, now that Mommy is playing the game, do you think we might get past this scenario?

      Gabriel tilted his head while he considered the question. Mommy is the best fighter, but the Dark Lord is super-powerful like Daddy, except evil.

      Alexis was quiet for a moment. Do you know what that means?

      No? Gabriel replied.

      Alexis gazed up at Bethany Anne with complete adoration. We will have a chance—if she gets angry.

      The road ahead took a wide bend to avoid the river coming in from the west.

      The dark shadow on the horizon revealed itself to be not a mountain, but a city on an enormous bridge much farther down the river. The sound of clashing metal drew them away from the road to the city and over to where the river swept down toward the sea.

      Bethany Anne led Alexis and Gabriel to the side of the road to gaze across the grassy plain between the road and the river, where the two armies were locked in a battle that stretched across both banks of the river and filled the plain below.

      Bethany Anne looked out over the seething mass of violence, which pulsed with a life of its own. “We have to fight our way through this to get to the Dark Lord?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “You can, but that would take too long. We get Eve to send us straight here if we want to do that quest. This time, all we have to do is challenge the Dark Lord.”

      Bethany Anne nodded and lowered the hand that had been reaching for her sword. “Let’s save that for another day, then. So, where do we find this ‘Dark Lord?’”

      Alexis pointed at the tents by the river on the opposite side. “Down there. See that black and gold one? The largest?”

      “He’s in there,” Gabriel finished.

      Alexis reached into thin air and produced a horn. “If you blow this, he’ll know you’re here to challenge him.”

      Bethany Anne took the horn from her daughter. “Of course he will.” She looked at the tent where the Dark Lord awaited. “This won’t take too long.”

      “Don’t just rush the Dark Lord,” Gabriel told her solemnly. “He’s stronger than he looks.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow and lifted the horn to her lips. “I think I’ll be fine.” She blew the horn, and the battle below ceased immediately.

      Silence fell where a second before the clash of swords and the screams and grunts of the battle had echoed. There was a splintering crash as one of the hastily-built siege bridges collapsed into the river and was swept away by the current.

      Then the armies parted to form a path to the black tent.

      Bethany Anne told the children to stay behind her and began the walk through the sea of soldiers.

      The tent flaps opened and the Dark Lord emerged.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t see his face since it was covered by his helmet. His body was protected by his head-to-toe black armor.

      He strode out and stood with his hands on his hips in a way that looked familiar to Bethany Anne. His voice thundered across the battlefield, heard by all. “Who challenges the Dark Lord?”

      Bethany Anne snorted. She took the last few steps toward him and poked him in the chest with her finger. “Dark Lord, my pampered posterior. My children could take you out before breakfast.”

      Gabriel groaned. “Oh, damn. Now she’s gone and done it.”

      Bethany Anne held a finger up to the Dark Lord and turned to Gabriel. “Language, Gabriel!”

      Gabriel pouted. “But, Mommy! We haven’t defeated him yet!” His eyes suddenly widened and he pointed behind Bethany Anne wordlessly.

      Bethany Anne turned at exactly the wrong moment. The Dark Lord cracked her openhanded across the face, sending her flying across the litter-strewn battlefield.

      Her landing was cushioned by a group of conveniently-placed elves. She rolled through them like a bowling ball and crashed into the side of the ballista they were operating. The air was driven out of Bethany Anne’s lungs when her ribs cracked on impact, and a number of other places on her body began to complain loudly as she bounced off the side of the wooden catapult and dropped into the bed of a cart filled with rotting cabbages.

      She lay there and waited for her bones to knit together, not even registering the discomfort caused by the cabbages beneath her. “Ooouuuchhh. That was definitely not Michael.”

      Two pairs of wide and concerned eyes appeared over the side of the cart.

      Alexis’ voice was small. “Are you okay, Mommy?”

      Bethany Anne sat up, ignoring the crunch as her ribs reset themselves,. “I’m fine. Almost healed already, see?” She climbed out of the cart, smiling through the pain. “I just went easy because I thought that was your father at first.”

      Gabriel snickered in relief. “That’s because Eve used him as the ar— arc—”

      “Archetype,” Alexis supplied.

      Bethany Anne grinned and took the children’s hands. “This has been the best day ever, kids.”

      Alexis squeezed Bethany Anne’s hand. “It’s not over yet.” She tilted her chin at the Dark Lord. “We still haven’t defeated him.”

      Bethany Anne joined her children in staring at the Dark Lord as he advanced toward them. “Then I guess it’s time to open a whole new can of whoop-ass.” She took a knee and gathered Alexis and Gabriel into her arms. “Here’s what we’re going to do…”
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      Unnamed System, QBS G’laxix Sphaea, Hangar Bay

      Kael-ven stood at the transfer Pod’s airlock with his arms folded, waiting for Mellor and Robinson to shepherd the three antigrav pallets containing their personal belongings, their work gear, and Loralei’s core across the cargo bay toward him.

      “Do you have everything in order?” he asked the techs when the pallets came to a jerky stop.

      Mellor walked around the pallets, checking the straps holding everything down one last time while Robinson went to open the cargo doors. “We’re good.”

      Loralei snorted. “We would be if you weren’t shaking me to pieces on this damned pallet. I mean, would it have killed you to put on just a few more layers?” The accompanying blinks of light from the EI’s casing diffused through the semi-transparent insulation she was wrapped in as she ranted, “My insides are looser than a porn star’s pelvic floor.”

      “Easy now, Loralei.” Robinson poked the thick padding. “You’re safe as spaceships.”

      Mellor nodded at the ramp descending from the open doors. “The transport Pod is ready and waiting. We’ll be back at the base and get you into a new cradle before you know it.” He pressed something and the pallets wobbled to a shaky start.

      Robinson patted the top of Loralei’s casing and turned to Kael-ven as the pallets trundled up the ramp at Mellor’s direction. “Thanks for the ride, Captain!”

      Kael-ven inclined his head. “You are both most welcome.” He stepped away when the techs hopped onto the retracting ramp. “I look forward to receiving the SSE fleet logs as you promised, Mellor.”

      Mellor raised a hand but did not look up from the pallet controller as the cargo door hissed closed. “I already sent them, Captain. Check your messages.”

      Kael-ven had a slight spring in his step as he left the hangar bay. He took his time making his way back to the bridge, daydreaming about a release of the tension that had built in them all since the discovery that others had been present in the system.

      Kael-ven got into the elevator, intending to persuade Kiel that a couple of nights on Devon were just what the two of them needed after such a high-stakes situation. The thought of seeking out some female company crossed his mind for a split second but was just as quickly banished by the memory of his ex-wife.

      Unscheduled free time was rare enough that on this occasion it was no hardship to Kael-ven to pass up the idea in favor of something equally dangerous but infinitely less complicated than navigating the female psyche. It also crossed his mind briefly that a Yollin of his age should be past looking for fights, but he dismissed that, too.

      He jolted out of his reverie when the ship went onto red alert.

      The lights dropped, and ArchAngel’s face appeared on the screen beside the elevator door. When the door opened, the corridor beyond was also dim. ArchAngel’s war face looked out from every screen along the corridor leading to the bridge.

      Kael-ven chuckled. He waved his hand to encompass her floating hair and the expanding web of crimson spreading outward from her eyes. “Really, ArchAngel? This is a little bit dramatic since only Kiel and I are aboard at present.”

      ArchAngel tilted her chin and rolled her eyes. “Really, Captain. The gravity of the situation called for it. We have company. An unknown ship has just Gated into the system and opened fire on Atalanta’s position.”

      Kael-ven picked up his pace. “Did Mellor and Robinson make it over before it started?”

      ArchAngel tilted her head while she checked. “Unfortunately not, Captain. The shuttle is adrift just over halfway between Atalanta and us. They are not responding to my hails.”

      Kael-ven hissed and broke into a full-on run. “Turn the ship around. We need to get them out of there before they get blown to shit.”

      ArchAngel raised an eyebrow. “What about the Atalanta and her support fleet? They could use our help.”

      “We’ll get to them after we rescue the tech team.” Kael-ven growled in frustration as he burst onto the bridge, almost scaring Kiel out of his seat.

      Kiel got himself up on his two legs and shook himself. “Kael-ven, thank the universe you’re here!” He swept an arm at the screen where the battle between the two gigantic ships was getting underway while the fight between the smaller ships raged on around them. “They just Gated in from nowhere and started blowing the crap out of our ships.”

      The Atalanta fired continuously upon the enemy ships, laying down cover for the smaller support ships to get to safety.

      Kael-ven crossed the bridge and took his chair. “ArchAngel, get me whoever can talk right now on the Atalanta.”

      “It will have to wait a moment,” ArchAngel told him. “You have an incoming communication from the transport Pod. It’s audio only.”

      Kael-ven banged the arm of his chair with his hand. “Put it through the speakers, then.”

      The voice from the speaker was unexpected. “Oh, fucking finally!”

      Kael-ven shared a mystified look with Kiel. “Loralei?”

      “Ten points to the Yollin with the brain in his head. I’m in serious shit. We were hit. Tim and Tessa… They’re dead.” There was a pause. “And I’m pretty sure I’m going to have visitors if I hang around here.”

      A series of massive explosions lit the plane of battle.

      They whited out the screen for a few seconds. When the flash faded, Kael-ven’s attention was completely taken up by the deep gouges along the flank of the enemy ship—and the missing tail fin on the Atalanta. “They’re in deep trouble.”

      The audio crackled as Loralei sighed dramatically. “Then quit talking to me. Go save the day, already. I just sent ArchAngel my backup, and embedded within that is all the information I got from the ship that attacked me. Make sure it gets to Bethany Anne, no matter what happens.”

      Kael-ven was torn. He wanted to recover Mellor and Robinson’s bodies and to prevent the EI from being forced to terminate herself a second time.

      However, there were thousands of lives at stake. Neither side was coming out of the conflict victorious. Intervention from the G’laxix Sphaea could be the difference between their side simply losing or losing badly. “Then the decision is made. ArchAngel, we are at battle stations. As soon as you have the information from Loralei, get us over to Atalanta’s position so we can do whatever it takes to make sure our people get out of this.”

      ArchAngel’s face on the screen was solemn. “I have received the data. Thank you for your sacrifice, Loralei. I know that Mother would say the same if she were here. Give whoever tries to take you hell.”

      Loralei laughed. “Don’t any of you worry about that. Without a cradle to suppress the explosion, my self-destruct will take out the Pod and anything that comes aboard looking for goodies.”

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: Fantasy Wars

      Bethany Anne walked back to the riverbank with the children. The plain had somehow cleared while she was on her back recovering and the two armies were now seated in tiered boxes on opposite sides of a large roped-off area where the tents had been before, creating a wide dueling ground for Bethany Anne and the Dark Lord.

      Bethany Anne released Alexis and Gabriel’s hands when they reached the ropes, then took a knee and held out her pinkie fingers. “Remember our plan, okay? Don’t step in until you see the signal.”

      The twins wrapped their pinkies around Bethany Anne’s and nodded.

      Gabriel held on an extra moment. “What’s the signal, Mommy?”

      Bethany Anne winked. “You’ll know when it happens.” She turned and ducked under the rope to enter the dueling ground, where the Dark Lord waited for her in silence as thick as smog.

      The Dark Lord raised an arm to point his sword at her. “I have already beaten you, for I am the Lord of Death. All who oppose me leave this life screaming for mercy. Leave now, foolish challenger.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “I’m about to show you what beaten looks like.” She made a face at the corny exchange, feeling a touch foolish for talking smack with a video game character. Alexis and Gabriel found it hilarious. She heard them giggling from their place on the sidelines.

      The Dark Lord kept spouting his promises of a painful death for all while Bethany Anne strode across the grass to meet him.

      She stopped a few feet away and narrowed her eyes at him, her katanas at the ready for a fast strike. “Hey, Tall, Dark, and Talks Too Much, was your script written by a serial monologist? Is this why your enemies fear you? Because you keep them waiting for you to get on with it so long that they die of old age?”

      The Dark Lord glared at Bethany Anne with an arrogant tilt to his chin. “Foolish warrior. If you are that eager to leave this coil, then so be it. Prepare to die!” He raised his sword in a two-handed grip and charged her.

      Bethany Anne blocked his downward swing with one katana, feinting with the other to give herself some space to work. “You’re not doing this whole dictatorship thing very well. I can’t see this working out for you.” She twisted to avoid his blade and used the momentum to lash out with a spinning back kick.

      The Dark Lord lurched back, his gravelly chuckle cut off when her boot met his stomach and drove the air from his body. The crowd bayed from the stands, evenly split between cheers and insults aimed at both combatants.

      Bethany Anne blocked it out and continued to hack at the Dark Lord’s defenses, sapping his energy a little more with each attack.

      She blocked his next strike and slammed the butt of her sword into the chainmail covering his throat as she brought her other sword around to bite into his thigh. The jab to the throat was effective, but all she received for her efforts to remove the Dark Lord’s leg was a stinging pain in her wrist when her sword glanced off his armor.

      The Dark Lord choked. Bethany Anne sheathed her swords and took advantage of his vulnerability to grab his helmeted head in both her hands and introduce it to the studs on her armor’s knee plate.

      The Dark Lord’s head snapped back on impact and he twisted out of Bethany Anne’s grip, leaving his helmet in her hands.

      She threw the helmet at him and darted forward. “Dammit! Stand still so I can defeat you already!”

      The Dark Lord skipped back and brought up a hand between them. “I think not.” He gestured, and his hand suddenly dripped flames.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth started to form the words, “Don’t you dare!” and then the Dark Lord flicked the glob of flame at her. Bethany Anne felt intense heat drive into her chest, and she was flying through the air again. She landed near the children, cutting a deep groove in the turf as she slid the last few feet on her ass.

      Gabriel tilted his head toward his sister. Was that the signal?

      Alexis shook her head. No, keep waiting.

      The children held hands as their mother got to her feet and rolled her shoulders. She turned to where they stood by the ropes and held up a finger. Just give Mommy a minute, I’m wearing him down now.

      Alexis gave Bethany Anne a thumbs-up. You’re doing great!

      We never got this far before, Gabriel told her excitedly.

      Bethany Anne grinned. Your turn will come very soon. Remember, you two are the secret weapons.

      I’m still not sure what the signal is, Gabriel told Alexis.

      Alexis rolled her eyes. Just wait, you’ll know when it’s time.

      That’s what Mommy said. You’re no help, Alexis.

      Bethany Anne blurred across the grass, dropping into a slide that took the Dark Lord out at the ankles. She rolled to her feet and jumped onto the Dark Lord’s chest as he fell.

      They landed with Bethany Anne straddling the Dark Lord’s chest. She pinned his arms to his sides with her knees and began tearing his armor off one plate at a time.

      Alexis and Gabriel strained to see, but their view was blocked by Bethany Anne’s back. All they saw was their mother tossing away pieces of the Dark Lord’s armor while he bucked to get her off.

      Bethany Anne was winning.

      Until she wasn’t.

      She was alternating between ripping pieces of the Dark Lord’s armor off and punching him in the face to subdue him enough to complete the first task when he began to glow all over.

      Bethany Anne tried to scramble back, but there was no time to escape the pulse of dark magic the Dark Lord sent out.

      Alexis dropped her brother’s hand when Bethany Anne was blown back by the magical shockwave. She grabbed it again and pulled him toward the rope. Come on, Gabriel. That was the signal.

      Bethany Anne had to repress the curses that fought to escape when she was thrown back yet again. However, she’d stripped the Dark Lord of his fighting ability. All that remained was to defeat his magic, and they would win the scenario.

      A quick glance assured Bethany Anne that Alexis and Gabriel had picked up her cue. She dragged herself up once more and drew her katanas, then charged at the Dark Lord to keep his attention on her and away from the twins.

      Alexis was just leading Gabriel underneath the stands to Bethany Anne’s left when the Dark Lord made his next move.

      

      Unnamed System, SD Atalanta, Core Chamber

      Peter waited patiently in the core chamber for the enemy to arrive. He had been a couple of decks away on his way to meet the SSE techs when the first wave of drones attacked.

      Atalanta had directed him to the core chamber, along with Jian, Shun, and Zhu. They had picked up a couple more Guardian Marine teams on their way to the chamber, and now the group of twenty or so was all that stood between the core and Atalanta’s destruction.

      The reverberating shudders from the impacts on the ship shook the upper gantry where Peter had stationed the Guardian Marines to get a three-sixty view on the chamber below.

      Whirrs and clangs all around them were accompanied by Atalanta’s voice issuing constant instructions on the captain’s behalf over the ship’s speaker system.

      She announced a breach on the deck above.

      “Weapons ready,” Peter commanded. “When these fuckers break through they’ll be fast, and there will be a hell of a lot of them.”

      One of the men spoke up without taking his eye from the scope of the rifle he had trained on the source of the clanging. “Are they really half-organic and half-machine?”

      Peter looked the nervous Marine up and down. “Did you review the video from the Queen’s encounter with these soldiers?”

      The young human shook his head. “No, Commander. I got back from a deployment and heard this was going down. My cousin is on the SSE team; she’s on the G’laxix Sphaea.”

      Peter made a face. “Then prepare yourself, Robinson. We’ve come across these drones before. They look a bit like larvae with metal limbs. We think they’re mind-controlled, and we know that they only have one directive —to kill whatever isn’t them.”

      The Marines hung on Peter’s every word. “Mind-controlled?” Robinson asked.

      “Yeah, or at least the last ones were,” Peter told him. He grinned and clapped the ashen Marine on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. Those things are from nightmares, but they’re easy enough to kill. Expect to see a metric shit-ton of them, though.”

      Jian looked over from where he was using the gantry railing to stretch. “We want them to get inside the ship. That eventuality is the other reason we are here besides defending the core—to capture them.”

      Peter pointed at Jian. “Exactly. Otherwise, the guys with the buttons get all the fun, and we sit here with our thumbs up our asses until it’s time to go home.”

      He paced the steel-mesh floor while the sounds of the enemy approaching grew louder around them. “Let the sonsabitches come. They might know something about whoever is controlling them, and we can always use information on an unknown enemy.”

      The ship shook around them as the enemy ship scored another hit, and the ceiling panel above them was suddenly dented from behind. The ship shook again and Atalanta announced another hull breach, this time near the stern.

      Across the Atalanta, the crew and auxiliary forces drafted for the mission closed in to prepare for the inevitable invasion. The defense forces moved quickly and decisively to protect the vulnerable areas of the ship, while the repair crews readied themselves to work on the fly and the medical teams prepared to be inundated by people with battle wounds.

      In the core chamber, Peter looked up as another dent appeared in the ceiling. “Looks like we’re on.” He willed his body to make the change and in the next moment he flexed his Pricolici claws, ready for the invasion from above to begin.

      Jian and the other Guardians paced in their four-footed forms, eager for the fight to begin.

      The dent in the ceiling panel became a tear, which became a hole that a pair of spindly legs poked through and pulled back with the hooked appendages they had in place of hands or feet.

      Peter held up a hand when the less experienced among them prepared to fire. “Waiiit,” he called softly. “Don’t make it easierrr by doing it forrr them.”

      Then more hooks protruded and tore back the panel, revealing the multi-limbed drones packed into every inch of the space above.

      The mind-controlled enemy dropped from the ceiling and Peter dropped his hand. “Firrre!”

      The Marines loosed their weapons on the rain of drones. They killed scores before they landed, but it made as much difference as scooping a bucket of water from the ocean.

      The ones who survived the hail of kinetic, laser, and disruptor fire uncurled as they fell and landed imperfectly on their mechanical legs before swarming down to the much wider permacrete platform below the gantry which contained the chamber’s exits.

      Peter growled and hopped the railing. He called back as he landed, “Protect the corrre. We’ve got the exits!” He was followed by Jian and the other seven Guardians, who fanned out around the doors to prevent the drones from escaping into the ship.

      The Marines had the advantage of the high ground. They worked in pairs to keep the space around the core clear, and the Guardians fought as if possessed on the platform below.

      The drones died in their hundreds all around the core chamber. The corpses piled up around the doors, forming a barrier that gave the Guardians some leeway.

      The Marines switched focus as the Weres advanced their loose circle.

      Robinson paused to change out his magazine. “How the hell do we win against numbers like that?” he mumbled to nobody in particular, then shouldered his rifle and took aim again as his partner stepped back to swap out her empty magazine.

      “This is a battle of numbers versus intellect.” Shun chuckled and fired without pausing a beat. His shot took out three of the aliens and incapacitated a fourth. “We have a tried and tested method for dealing with this type of engagement.”

      Zhu called from farther along the gantry, “I might feel bad for these things if they had any mind of their own. It could actually be considered unfair,” he paused to clear three drones from Jian’s flank, “to drop an angry Pricolici into such a target-rich environment.”

      As if to prove Zhu’s point, there was a frustrated roar from below and a shower of mechanical body parts flew up past their heads. They looked over the railing and saw Peter tearing through the enemy a handful at a time and flinging the remains away.

      He tossed away the two halves of the drone that he’d just parted from its legs and knocked a half-dozen more flying with a swipe of his furry forearm. “This is taking toooo looong!”

      The six wolves snapped and tossed the drones around like ragdolls. Jian took a different tactic. He danced elegant circles, slashing the organic parts of the drones around him to ribbons with his claws.

      Atalanta announced another breach, although this one was not accompanied by a kinetic strike. The drones continued to swarm the core as fast as the Guardian Marines could clear the space around it.

      Jian was overrun, and he went down in a tide of probing mechanical legs. His Marines fired into the surrounding area to give him a chance, but it was too late for the cat; the drones had him.

      Still, he fought. His body became human again when he lost his battle for consciousness. His partner Marines on the gantry screamed for him to wake up.

      There was nothing any of the others could do to help. They stole glances around to keep the swarm at bay as he was passed along the seething mass and up the wall like a twisted parody of a stage diver surfing the crowd.

      Peter watched with horror as the drones fed the Guardian through the hole in the ceiling.

      Then Jian vanished.

      Peter saw red. He plowed through the crush to get to his friend, unheeding of the drones that took advantage of his distraction to attack.

      He felt a sting in his thigh and looked down to see a dart sticking out of the muscle. He pulled it out and stuck it into the brain of the nearest drone with a hoarse laugh.

      He pushed through the burning in his muscles, feeling his nanocytes working to clear whatever they’d injected him with. “Your drugs have no effect on m…”
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      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: Fantasy Wars

      The Dark Lord rose from the ground, the air around him darkening as he built his magic into a crackling black-magenta sphere around himself.

      Bethany Anne looked around for a way to reach the floating despot before his shield solidified and her gaze caught on the stands. She sprinted at the stand on her right and leapt, hitting the wall feet-first.

      Bethany Anne kept her momentum going by running a few more steps up the wall before she twisted and used the wooden planks as a springboard to launch herself at the Dark Lord.

      Now!

      Alexis and Gabriel appeared at the top of the stands at the exact moment Bethany Anne landed on the Dark Lord’s back. They dipped, and then rose again. The Dark Lord writhed to escape Bethany Anne’s clutches while she fought to take control of him.

      Hold him still, Mom!

      Bethany Anne looked up to see Gabriel with his bow and Alexis readying her magic. She snaked her arms around the Dark Lord’s neck, locking his legs down with hers so his chest and stomach were exposed.

      Alexis lit Gabriel’s arrow with her magic, and he loosed the glowing arrow without hesitation.

      The Dark Lord flung another pulse of magic, knocking the arrow away. However, Bethany Anne was somewhat more difficult to dislodge.

      She tightened her grip around the Dark Lord’s neck and stuck her knee in the small of his back. He lashed out over his shoulders, trying to remove Bethany Anne by punching her away.

      Bethany Anne laughed and used her body as a counterweight to swing them around as they dipped again, thinking to turn them to where Gabriel held his bow loosely with another arrow nocked and ready.

      Without warning, Bethany Anne and the children found themselves falling when the Dark Lord, the stands, and the whole plain vanished.

      Michael’s voice came from all around them in the featureless void which replaced it. “Do not be alarmed. There is an urgent matter that needs your attention, so I’m pulling you all out.”

      The twins were less than impressed.

      “But it’s Mother’s Day!”

      “We were just about to beat the Dark Lord!”

      Bethany Anne gathered Alexis and Gabriel to her. “We can finish the game another time. What’s going on?”

      “Let me get you out first.”

      The void faded, and Bethany Anne woke up in the Vid-doc wondering what the hell was so important that Michael would disturb her day with Alexis and Gabriel. Then she felt the familiar tingle of her connection to the Etheric and Kael-ven and Kiel’s situation flooded in.

      She lifted the lid, slipped out of the Pod, then glanced at the children, who were still coming round, and turned to Michael. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Michael’s solemn expression spoke volumes. “The Atalanta made it to the system to relieve Kael-ven and his crew. There was an attack, a battle. We lost people.”

      Bethany Anne’s knees went soft for a moment. “What people? How many?”

      Eve and Addix walked in, deep in conversation.

      “We have video,” Eve announced. She went over to the console, and a few seconds later the end of the battle between Bethany Anne’s forces and the alien ships began playing on the wallscreen.

      “Oh, cooool!”

      All four turned to see Gabriel standing in his Vid-doc, staring at the screen with shining eyes.

      Bethany Anne waved at the screen. “Pause the playback, Eve.”

      “What game is this?” Alexis asked, rubbing her eyes as she sat up. “Can we play it?”

      Michael lifted them out of the Vid-docs one at a time. “I believe that a whole morning in the game is plenty for now. Sleepy children need to eat and take their naps before lessons this afternoon.”

      Gabriel yawned. “Is that why you’re here, Aunt Addix?”

      Addix nodded. “It is. Mind your father so we can all have fun together.”

      Michael walked over to Bethany Anne and murmured into her mind as he kissed her goodbye. I have a full afternoon and evening planned for our children. When you learn the rest of what Eve has to share I want you to be free to take the appropriate action.

      Bethany Anne noted her husband’s careful expression and nodded. She bent to kiss Alexis and Gabriel. “Sleep well, and have fun with your father, kids. Thank you both for a wonderful Mother’s Day.”

      When the door had closed behind Michael and Bethany Anne was sure the children couldn’t overhear, she asked Eve to continue playing the video of the battle.

      Bethany Anne followed the battle to its uncertain conclusion. The two sides limped away from each other to lick their wounds and salvage what they could of their ships.

      Eve frowned. “That’s not all. The EI, Loralei—her backup was included in the information Kael-ven sent. She’s hidden something in there, I’m digging it out right now.”

      Bethany Anne had a good idea what the EI had sent. “I need that information.”

      Eve made an apologetic face. “I’ll pass it on to you as soon as I get it extracted.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You can’t just take it out?”

      Eve shook her head. “Not without the risk of damaging Loralei irreparably. She may not be an AI, but she has sacrificed herself twice now.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That deserves going the extra mile for, but don’t take too long recovering that information. Lives could depend on it.”

      Eve hung her head. “You don’t have to tell me. I know.”

      Bethany Anne took one look at Eve’s dejected posture. “We got out of there mostly unscathed, didn’t we? What’s the problem?”

      “The problem,” Eve told her, “is that they took thirty-seven of our people with them. Peter and his team are among the captured.”

      Bethany Anne headed for the door. “Roust the fleet. We leave no one behind.”

      Eve tilted her head. “The entire fleet?”

      Bethany Anne turned back, her eyes blazing red. “Every. Single. Ship. High Tortuga is going to war.”

      Eve’s expression blanked for a half-second as she checked the status of all of the ships Bethany Anne had to call on. “That will take some time to arrange.”

      “Just ready the damn fleet, Eve. Whatever ships aren’t ready to go can join us as soon as they are.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Bethany Anne looked up from her desk as the door to her suite slammed open. The familiar sound of Tabitha stomping down the hallway from the anteroom preluded the appearance of the capricious one.

      She flounced in and came to an abrupt stop in front of Bethany Anne’s desk with her arms crossed and her head tilted at an upward angle that Bethany Anne recognized as trouble waiting.

      Bethany Anne put down the report she was reading and raised an eyebrow. “Hello, Tabitha. To what do I owe the honor of this unexpected visit?”

      “Don’t you give me that!” Tabitha pointed an accusing finger at Bethany Anne. “You know exactly why I’m here.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It can’t be because I grounded you. A seasoned Ranger wouldn’t argue orders that are in the best interests of everyone.”

      Tabitha kicked the visitor chair into the desk. “I’m not a Ranger anymore, Bethany Anne.” Her arm pointed out to space. “Pete is out there, and you can’t make me stay behind while the man I love gets mind-fucked by aliens.”

      Bethany Anne gestured at Tabitha’s mess. “This is exactly why I’m not allowing you to go. An outburst like this could get everyone with you killed.”

      Tabitha scowled and picked the chair up. “I don’t know what you mean.” She huffed as she dropped into the chair with her arms folded. “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.” Bethany Anne sighed, her face softening. “You’re not in control of your emotions at the moment. I don’t know what’s going on with you and Peter, but it’s affecting you, Tabbie.”

      Tabitha winced, her anger disarmed in two syllables.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “What did I say?”

      Tabitha looked up and away to hide the tears she couldn’t prevent falling. “Merry called me that, and so do Alexis and Gabriel, and Kevin.” She sniffed, meeting Bethany Anne’s eyes. “And so does Pete. You have to let me go. Please?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “You know I’m not going to move an inch on this. Why are you pushing it?”

      Tabitha took a tissue from the box on Bethany Anne’s desk and blew her nose. “Because, okay?” Her scowl deepened. “I’ve been a bitch to him recently.”

      Bethany Anne snorted, then immediately held up a hand. “I’m sorry. That was unfair.” She sat forward and laced her hands on the desk. “But Tabitha, you’ve been a bitch to pretty much everyone recently, and none of us know what’s going on with you because you’ve been too damn prickly to talk to.”

      That set Tabitha to crying again. “Dammit, I know, okay?” She covered her face with her hands and let the tears come.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and walked around the desk to wrap her arms around the former Ranger. They stayed like that for a while. Tabitha clung to Bethany Anne and wept in great, heaving sobs, and Bethany Anne made small shushing noises and rubbed Tabitha’s back until the outpouring subsided.

      Tabitha was pale and drawn when she let go of Bethany Anne. “I’m not feeling so good. Can I just lie down a minute?”

      Bethany Anne took one look at Tabitha and helped her over to the couch. “Are you okay? Do we need to get you in the Pod-doc?”

      Tabitha waved her off. “I’ll be fine in a few minutes.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Stay there.” She covered Tabitha with a blanket and went to the fridge to get her some water.

      When Bethany Anne turned back to give Tabitha her water, some of the color had returned to her face. She took a few sips and replaced the cap on the bottle. “Bethany Anne, you have to let me go.” Her voice was soft yet full of steel.

      “You’re not going to let go of this, are you?” Bethany Anne sighed when Tabitha shook her head resolutely. “What’s this really about? I’ve never seen you like this, ever.”

      Tabitha pulled the blanket around her, and her eyes grew bright again. “I just need to make sure Peter is safe. I shouldn’t have let him go—not without telling him first. I’m pregnant.”

      

      Unnamed System, Battle Zone, QBS ArchAngel II, Viewing Platform

      The ArchAngel II sliced through an ocean of twisted metal and melted plastic, cutting a path through the debris-littered vacuum to the Atalanta.

      Bethany Anne stood at the window with John at her back, watching Gates wink into existence around the system as the ships of the High Tortuga fleet made their staggered entrance.

      ArchAngel brought the ship to a stop when they reached transfer range, giving Bethany Anne and John a view of the damage the Atalanta had taken in the battle.

      Her people had taken a beating.

      “So much destruction, all to prevent us from getting hold of Loralei’s information.” She leaned on the railing, the curtain of her hair not quite obscuring the red glow of her eyes.

      Off in the distance, another much larger Gate opened. The shimmering light heralded the arrival of the Astraea and the Adrastea, here to take names on behalf of their sister ship.

      Bethany Anne gripped the railing tightly as she looked upon the devastation. She calculated that at least half the support ships had been destroyed, and the Atalanta was in a sorry state.

      The superdreadnought lay off to the side of the ArchAngel II with her insides exposed and vulnerable.

      However, she was not going to die today.

      John placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “We’re lucky that Kael-ven thought to call us in or we would have been left with some Bermuda Triangle shit to solve.”

      Slowly but surely, the struggling superdreadnought was repairing herself. The gaping holes in the flank crept closed a millimeter at a time as Atalanta’s repair systems worked to reseal the ship.

      Bethany Anne looked down at the stern, where the damage was worst. Three support vessels held a massive shard of the ship between them, playing an elaborate game of push-pull to maneuver the amputated piece back into place. “It’s a miracle there weren’t more losses.”

      John made a noise of agreement. “We’ll recover Mellor and Robinson’s bodies. There’s already someone on their way to the last known location of the transport Pod.”

      Bethany Anne’s face hardened as she turned away from the window and reached for John’s shoulder. “Good, but still, two lives lost is two too many.”

      She pulled John into the Etheric with her and brought them out again aboard the Atalanta after checking that the deck they were about to step out onto wasn’t open to space.

      Bethany Anne squeezed past John to open the door of the storage closet and stepped into the hectic corridor beyond. “We’re going to make sure we don’t lose any more.” She looked left and right to familiarize herself with their location, then strode off in the direction of the bridge.

      John turned to the side to make way for a trio of linked antigrav carts. Once they had passed, he hurried to fall in at Bethany Anne’s side. “What’s the plan, boss?”

      “The plan is that we plan.” Bethany Anne swerved to avoid bumping into a pair of junior crewmembers who froze at the sight of her, and she made the turn for the elevators without pausing. “Eve extracted the data Loralei embedded in her backup. It was the key to access the data from the drones she sent out during that first encounter. I also have the feeds from the spy drones Atalanta’s captain attached to the enemy ship during the battle. We’re on our way to meet with him now.”

      John looked at her with a mixture of amusement and concern. “You know where our enemy is and we’re still here?”

      She gave him a pointed look in return and gestured at the organized chaos around them. “You are well aware of just how much I enjoy waiting.” She led them into the elevator and told it to take them to the command deck.

      John chuckled as the elevator began to move. “You’re frustrated.”

      Bethany Anne arched an eyebrow. “Just a little bit.” She waved a hand. “It’s not important. There is more at stake here than answering an insult or solving a dispute. Thirty-seven lives could be lost if we fuck it up, including Peter’s.”

      John followed Bethany Anne into the corridor when the elevator let them out. “Peter will have it handled. He’ll keep them all safe until we get there.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “That ship was a match for my superdreadnought. I’m not willing to risk them by acting without getting every bit of information I can.”

      The captain was surprised when Bethany Anne showed up on the bridge unannounced. He jumped out of his chair and moved to greet her. “My apologies for not being there to meet you, my Queen. I wasn’t told your transport had docked.” He glanced nervously at John, who had taken two steps inside and planted himself with his arms folded.

      Bethany Anne waved him off. “We didn’t use a transport, Captain. I wanted to expedite this so we can get on with retrieving our people from enemy hands.”

      The captain nodded. “I understand, my Queen. Allow me to escort you to the brig, then.”

      John looked up. “The brig? We have captives?”

      The captain nodded. “The brig has never seen so much action. We picked up a load of the bastards while we were cleaning up after the battle.”

      Bethany Anne grinned and turned to slap John across the chest. “See? Being patient can pay off.” She narrowed her eyes at the face he made. “I’m not saying I had an epiphany, just that I’m glad it worked out this time.”

      She opened her link to Michael, holding a finger up to John and the captain while she waited for him to answer. How’s the hottest man in the whole damn universe doing?

      He is currently attempting to put together a lesson but will take a break for the woman he loves.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. Good, because the woman he… No, I can’t keep that up. Can you catch a ride out here and give me a hand with some mind reading?
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Suite

      Michael went into the nursery to wake Alexis and Gabriel. They hadn’t wanted to sleep, still full of adrenaline from the game time with their mother, but Michael was firm. Even super-enhanced children needed their naps.

      He had been anticipating the afternoon’s lesson, having gotten together with Eve to adjust his plan for their lesson to accommodate and distract them from Bethany Anne leaving as soon as the twins had fallen asleep.

      However, his duty to Bethany Anne and their people had to be a priority at this moment in time. Not just because his honor demanded it, but because Tabitha had never been able to keep a secret from him.

      This was beyond personal.

      No one fucked with his family and lived. Tabitha was not going to lose Peter, and if Michael had to walk through the gates of Hell to return him to her, then that was what he would do.

      His children stirred and woke when he pushed open the nursery door.

      He helped them dress, and they all went to the kitchen.

      Michael went to the fridge to get the children’s lunch. He’d gotten used to preparing the afternoon meal while the twins were asleep since they always woke up ravenous.

      Michael let everything else slide for the moment to concentrate on the time spent together. He nodded and said the appropriate things while they ate and Alexis and Gabriel chattered happily about nothing.

      He enjoyed his time with just the three of them. Fatherhood was this strange thing he still didn’t quite understand even after doing it for just over four years now. Small children had been singularly uninteresting to him, except the ones who needed his help. That was until Alexis and Gabriel came along.

      Now he couldn’t imagine life without them, and their lives would be so very different without him.

      The thought brought Peter’s predicament to the surface.

      Michael needed to get to Bethany Anne, and together they would bring Peter and the other thirty-six back. Tabitha would not be left to raise their child without him.

      Alexis blinked at Michael over the rim of her beaker. “Uh-oh. You have your serious face on, Daddy. Is someone in trouble?”

      Michael caught himself frowning. He chuckled and patted his daughter’s hand. “We’ve got some bad neighbors, sweetheart. I need to go help Mommy take back what they stole from us.”

      Gabriel grimaced. “Can we go with you?”

      Michael’s chuckle deepened. “Unfortunately, my brave boy, you have school.”

      Gabriel’s face dropped.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “In the Vid-doc with your Aunt Addix.”

      The children brightened. Michael winked, knowing the next part would be what swayed them. “It’s a brand new scenario.”

      The twins shared a look.

      Alexis made a face. “What about you and Mommy? Will you let Phyrro tell us what is happening?”

      Michael nodded once, knowing he had them.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Security Pit, Addix’s Office

      “Can you do all that without an issue?” Addix leaned over to turn the air conditioning up a touch and sat back in her chair while she waited for her asset to talk.

      “I can do most of it,” the male voice confirmed, “and I can arrange for the rest to be outsourced to trusted colleagues of mine.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched as she contemplated the risks of involving outside parties in her investigation. “That will have to suffice. I want to know the root cause of the attempted kidnap on my charges. I do not want to find out that there was a larger issue further down the line that you failed to inform me about.” She paused to allow her words to sink in. “Am I making myself clear, Commissioner?”

      “As crystal,” the commissioner replied sullenly. “You have my word, Spymistress. I will get to the bottom of this.”

      Addix cut the connection and looked up, sensing Michael’s presence a moment too late.

      Michael smirked and entered the office. “Good afternoon, Addix.”

      Addix waved him in and indicated the visitor’s chair. “Have you come to get my report?”

      Michael slid into the chair across from her desk. “That, and to ask if you would take the children for their lessons this afternoon. Bethany Anne needs my assistance.”

      Addix inclined her head. “Of course.”

      Michael smiled and settled into the comfortable chair. “Thank you. Now, what happened on Colonnara?”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled with anxiety. “I have prepared a full brief on the events, but the short version is that a gang comprised of a Yollin, a Baka, and a couple of humans managed to distract me long enough to snatch the children.”

      Michael held up a finger to interrupt. “How did they do that?”

      Addix hissed. “By attacking my senses,” she replied sourly. “They had some noxious kind of spice in a jar which one of them smashed at my feet. By the time I’d recovered and killed the Baka who’d dropped the jar, the Yollin and the humans had taken Alexis and Gabriel.”

      Michael frowned. “But you tracked the children using your implant, yes?”

      Addix hung her head. “To my shame, no. I have to admit that I allowed my fear to overwhelm me in the heat of the moment. It was Alexis who thought fast enough to give me a lead to find them.”

      Michael remained impassive. “You could not predict that you would be attacked in such a way, but you should remember that we have our children updated so that this situation does not occur again.”

      Addix nodded. “I will. In any case, the four responsible are dead by my hand, and I have assets investigating Colonnara to ensure we were not the attempted victims of a ransom ring.”

      Michael nodded. “That was an appropriate response.”

      Addix’s mandibles clicked. “Yes, well. I was somewhat annoyed with my initial reaction. It would have been better to keep the Yollin alive until I learned what she knew, but my focus was on getting to Alexis and Gabriel.”

      “That was because your emotions were in control,” Michael reasoned. “It’s only natural since you care for them. And it was only a small part of the excursion. By all accounts they had a fantastic time—kidnap included if you listen to them talk about it, and Bethany Anne was more than moved by the movie.”

      Addix perked up at that. “I am happy to hear it! The twins and I had a very interesting time making it.”

      Michael smirked. “I can imagine. I thought you made a striking Kael-ven, by the way.”

      Addix chuckled. “As I said, we had an interesting time. Alexis and Gabriel had their hearts set on making the movie even after the kidnap attempt, so it was no trouble to find another reenactment specialist.” She shifted in her seat and took a pad and pen from the top drawer of her desk. “What is on the children’s learning schedule for today?”

      Michael laced his hands behind his head and leaned back in the chair. “I was thinking of ways to make math fun for Gabriel. Alexis eats engineering for breakfast, but my son is less enthusiastic when it comes to extending his knowledge of technology further than how to use it.”

      Addix tilted her head. “How do you intend to teach this?”

      Michael broke into a grin as he got up to leave. “By throwing them—and you, of course—in at the metaphorical deep end.”

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: Shipwrecked In Space

      The scenario began in a large airlock. Addix found herself in a vaguely familiar exosuit, one of the newer models, by the look of it. She leaned forward to look at the console and saw the twins in the video link on the monitor. “How are you doing, children?”

      “Great” Gabriel bounced up and down in his harness, causing his exosuit to copy the motion. “We’re in a space adventure!”

      Alexis was similarly chipper. “Did you review the scenario objectives? This is a colony ship, and we have to get the colonists in their stasis pods to their new home.”

      Michael had provided Addix with her own version of the scenario objectives. Addix had read them on her way to the Vid-doc room, and she knew that they weren’t going to make it as far as the colony. She had been surprised to discover that the timeframe for this scenario had been stretched so that she and the children would experience time at a slightly accelerated rate.

      “This is a little deeper than I was expecting, Michael,” she muttered. She wasn’t actually too surprised. After all, she knew Eve well enough, even if Michael remained a mystery to her. While she suspected Michael’s easygoing, teasing manner was a thin veneer over a rigid and unforgiving nature, she knew damn well that Eve’s sense of humor contained a dark streak a mile wide.

      The airlock began to cycle and the light above the outer door flicked from red to amber, then to green before the hatch opened. The twins moved as one for the exit, but Addix stopped them in their tracks.

      “I will go first to make sure it is safe. Wait here a moment, please.” Addix walked her exosuit out the hatch and into the open area around the airlock. She shifted in her harness and tapped the button on the console to engage her exosuit’s magnetic feet. Once she was anchored to the hull, she tethered herself to the guide rail before allowing the children to take a single step outside the ship.

      Simulation or not, she didn’t want any of them to go out as space-cicles.

      She turned the upper body of her fifteen-foot exosuit around and carefully maneuvered the robotic arms to assist Alexis and Gabriel one at a time out the airlock hatch, securing each of their smaller two-legged exosuits to her tether as well as the guide rail.

      The exosuit felt strange to Addix. It was designed for her four legs, but all four were set to keep the main bulk in a low crouch against the outside of the ship, meaning that inside the cab, her body was set in a similar position.

      Addix nodded when she was satisfied that the video link between their suits was still working properly outside the ship. “Are you both comfortable in the exosuits?”

      “Yes, Aunt Addix,” they chorused. The children’s faces on her monitor were full of excitement and nerves.

      Addix nodded, her mandibles twitching happily. “Before we begin, I want you both to remember to keep awareness of your tether at the front of your mind. Check it regularly, since its sole purpose is to prevent you from dying if for some reason you become detached from the ship.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “We’re not going to get launched into space. Aunt Addix. That’s just silly.”

      Addix shrugged. “Silly, but it would be foolish to take the risk. We are not designed for floating around in a vacuum, Gabriel. This is why we need to respect the systems which allow us to take our tiny tin cans and search out that next adventure.” She swept a robotic arm to encompass the ship around them. “Without our ships, we are planet-bound.”

      Gabriel frowned. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. I just thought that maintenance was boring.”

      “It’s really not,” Alexis told him. “Like this relay we’re about to fix. At the moment it’s not causing a problem, but if we don’t repair it, the relays around it will have to keep compensating, which causes a strain on the system.”

      “Very good, Alexis.” Addix picked up the box containing the spare parts for their repair task. “We’re about to move, so check your tethers.”

      The twins checked dutifully.

      Addix smiled, although they couldn’t see it. She brought up the repair ticket on her screen and flicked it over to be shared with the twins. “As you can see, this coupling relay needs replacing.”

      The twins reviewed the information.

      “This is challenging,” Alexis enthused. “I like this scenario, Aunt Addix. I hope there are more tasks like this before we reach the colony site.”

      Gabriel huffed and started shadow boxing. “I hope not. I’m already bored. Aunt Addix, can we spar in the exosuits when we’re done here? I bet I can punch really hard with it on.” He went to switch stance and almost toppled, forgetting that his feet were anchored to the hull. “Oops.”

      Addix chuckled. “If we complete the scenario quickly and well, then I’m sure we will have some time to play afterward.” She checked the balance of the box and set off along the walkway ahead of Alexis and Gabriel.

      Gabriel pumped his fist, recovered from his embarrassment. “Yeah!”

      Alexis snorted. “And we’re back to subtlety again. All you want to do is hit stuff.”

      Gabriel turned to his sister as they took slow and deliberate steps after Addix. “Are you saying it wouldn’t be fun?”

      Alexis shrugged, which looked odd when her exosuit made the motion along with her. “Well, no…”

      Gabriel pointed at Alexis to prove his point. “There you go, then. Looks like even subtle people like hitting stuff.” He chuckled merrily and moved ahead to keep up with Addix.

      Alexis sniffed as her brother clomped off, still laughing quietly.

      Alexis followed them, her interest caught by figuring out how her exosuit worked. She lifted each foot a few times, and after a little hesitation, she tried to jump—without success.

      “We can’t have you floating away,” Phyrro cautioned. “One foot must remain on the ship at all times.”

      Alexis was delighted to hear the voice of their EI. “Phyrro! Are you the one controlling the anchors in our boots?”

      Phyrro’s avatar popped up on her monitor screen. “I am integrated with all of your equipment,” he informed her.

      Addix cut in, “Since we are in a scenario that requires the use of technology, you are permitted access to Phyrro. He will be acting as the ship’s EI for the duration of the task.”

      Alexis pursed her lips in thought. “That explains the intuitive reactions of the exosuit.” She looked at the double line snaking out from the back of Gabriel’s exosuit; one leading to her Aunt Addix and the other to the guide rail that ran beside the walkway. “I think we should be able to jump since we’re tethered twice.”

      “Yeah,” Gabriel agreed. “We could just float along like balloons instead of walking all this way.”

      Addix chuckled. “Of course, but when you get hit by a fragment of rock traveling at the speed of sound, we will have to begin the scenario again.”

      Gabriel huffed. “I suppose walking is fine,” he conceded.

      As Addix led the twins along the walkway, she looked up at the skyline created by the various-sized housings, checking off the enormous stenciled-on designations on the side of the units against the one on the ticket as they passed.

      Addix saw the designation she was looking for. “This is the relay housing, children.” She stopped by the base of the twenty-foot housing and placed the box down on the walkway.

      She tethered the three of them to the bar beside the access panel, then gestured to the recess above the panel. “Which of you would like to do the honors?”

      Alexis waved her exosuit’s arm. “Oh, me!”

      Gabriel was paying more attention to a meteor shower in the distance.

      Addix nodded. “Very well.”

      Alexis brought up her exosuit’s hydraulic controls and selected the setting to extend the legs to their full length.

      “You have me to do that,” Phyrro offered.

      Alexis giggled as the sudden elevation tickled her stomach. “I know, Phyrro, but look—I can do it by myself. If I get stuck I’ll ask for help, I promise.”

      Alexis guided her robotic hand inside the recess and pulled the lever to activate the access panel release mechanism. She stepped her exosuit back as the front of the panel slid to the side and the cradle holding the defunct relay came forward on its tracks.

      Addix opened the cradle and peered inside. “Okay, children. What do our instructions say is the first step?”

      The repair went smoothly at the start. Alexis and Gabriel worked their way through the instructions, with Addix and Phyrro assisting them each step of the way.

      The twins were about halfway through fitting the replacement components when the starlit skyline was suddenly thrown into sharp relief by a flash of light and the ship convulsed beneath their feet.

      “What is it, Aunt Addix?” Alexis cried, grabbing the cradle to stabilize her exosuit. “What just hit us?”

      The ship shook again immediately after another flash of light.

      “I believe we should get back inside the ship.” Addix walked to the bar and undid her tether. She moved her exosuit quickly and precisely to attach it to the guide rail before doing the same for the children’s tethers. “Be quick, now.”

      Addix ushered the twins in front of her, not letting them out of her sight for a second while they made their way back toward the airlock.

      Alexis gasped. “Our objective! What about the colonists?”

      “We will work it out,” Addix assured her. “Although I believe our to-do list just got a lot longer.” Gabriel’s face on her monitor was set in serious lines. “We are almost at the airlock now.”

      The hatch came into sight up ahead.

      Alexis put on a short burst of speed, seeing their goal almost in touching distance. She was yanked backward when her tether snagged on the rail. “I’m caught, wait for me!”

      The light flashed again while Alexis was untangling her tether. The three of them looked up as they made a dash for the hatch, and this time they saw the meteor streak toward the ship.

      The hatch was locked.

      Alexis called for Phyrro, but the EI did not reply. She looked at the approaching meteor through her exosuit’s window. “What do we do if we don’t have Phyrro to open the hatch and let us inside?”

      Gabriel reached out a robotic arm and tugged at the manual release. “We get in by ourselves.”
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      Devon, First City, Warehouse

      Demon’s tail swished from side to side as she padded through the ground floor of the warehouse on her way back from her nighttime hunt. Although she had been told to expect it, she was unhappy to find that her usual route through the maze of crates and shipping containers the previous occupants had left behind had been rearranged in the few hours she had been gone.

      She heard the heavy lifting equipment operating somewhere in the maze and decided it would be easier for her to see what was going on from the office. Demon followed the path through the new configuration all the way to the back of the warehouse, noting the locations she picked up the warning scent of explosives as she walked.

      Demon sniffed the air and looked around as she left the maze and headed across the open space at the back of the warehouse. Mark and Jacqueline had cleared the area around the bottom of the stairway to the office. The scent of the fresh sawdust they had spread on the floor hung heavily over the musty smell she usually associated with the building.

      She sashayed up the stairs and hopped up to put her front paws on the railing. They had clearly put a lot of effort in during the last few hours. From above, she saw how the reorganized floor plan would funnel their enemies right into their claws.

      Demon didn’t need the details. The humans and Ricole did some very strange things, but the concept of setting a trap for her prey was something she had come to understand and appreciate. It had occurred to her that all she needed was opposable thumbs, and then no prey would be unattainable.

      She knew to stay away from the areas that smelled like explosives. The rest, once it started, was just doing what came naturally to her.

      The sound of machinery stopped, and a few moments later Demon caught a glimpse of Jacqueline and Mark. It looked like they were done putting the finishing touches to their setup, since they were entwined around each other as they walked. Demon thought that might mean the action would be starting soon.

      A raucous laugh came from inside the office, distracting Demon from her thoughts. She hopped down from the railing, leaving Jacqueline and Mark to their moment and padded inside the office to ask Sabine if it was time to tell the criminals that they had the money.

      Ricole lay back on the sofa with her arms behind her head. She lifted an arm in a lazy wave when Demon came through the door and closed her eyes again.

      Sabine sat at the desk with a small holoscreen open in front of her. She waved to Demon and turned back to the screen. “I think we’re nearly ready to set everything in motion. I’ll keep you guys updated.”

      Demon walked over and touched her nose to Sabine’s cheek. What are you doing?

      “She’s interrupting my nap,” Ricole grumped. She turned over on the couch and pulled the cushion from behind her head to stuff it over her ears. “Some of us haven’t slept yet.”

      Sabine rolled her eyes at Ricole and grinned. “I was talking to Raina and Luke from team three.”

      Demon tilted her head. The Guardians who came yesterday to bring the explosives? She jumped up on her window seat and stretched out in her favorite spot.

      Sabine nodded. “Yes. They got back to their base and told the rest of their team what we were planning. It got around to the other teams, and now they want in on the fight.”

      They heard Jacqueline from the stairs. “No way!”

      Sabine, Ricole, and Demon looked over as Jacqueline came through the office door mid-protest. “You’re not seriously going to open our fight up to thirty other people?”

      Sabine shrugged. “Why not? We have the drones up already. We can have them broadcast the fight over the team chat channel and get a book running for extra profit.”

      Jacqueline frowned, putting her hands on her hips. “Why not? Because it will take away all my fun, that’s why.”

      Mark came into the office behind Jacqueline. He headed for the nearest empty chair and dropped into it, shaking his head in disbelief. “You want to make money off this?”

      Sabine grinned. “Come on! It will be an opportunity to get to know the other teams better. We should make an event of it.” She stopped talking suddenly and stood up. “We could even charge the other teams to get into the fight. That will bring it up to four ways we’re getting paid for this job.”

      Ricole opened an eye and looked at Sabine. “Let me get this straight: we’re getting paid for the original job, plus extra for handling the transaction. Then we’re using that job to make a major dent in the scumbag population around here as well as making a killing on betting, and then we get more money because we’re turning it into a party that people will pay to get into?” She threw her head back and howled with laughter. “Oh, that’s just priceless!”

      Jacqueline frowned, then raised her hands in defeat. “Fine. But if we’re doing this, we need to make another supply run before we sign the agreement and send it to Morrisey. He is expecting to hear back from us by the end of this morning.”

      Mark chuckled. “That is genius, Sabine.”

      Sabine flicked her hair over her shoulder and grinned. “I know, right? And I haven’t even had my coffee yet.” She looked at the stack of dirty mugs in the sink and wrinkled her nose. “I think I’ll get coffee in the bazaar while I pick up party supplies. Demon, do you want to come with me?”

      Demon blinked at Sabine from her window seat. I will stay here and sleep. That way I will be fresh, and the Guardians will not take all the kills.

      Ricole’s laughter subsided into snickers. “I don’t think we’re going to run out of bad guys around here once it goes out that we’re holding the Morrisey money. We’ll probably be glad of the assistance when it comes down to it.”

      Mark took Sabine’s seat at the desk and pulled the keyboard toward him. “I’ll get everyone informed.”

      

      Unnamed System, SD Atalanta, Hangar Bay

      Terrence Bowyer watched the ship land with trepidation gnawing at the pit of his stomach. His uneasiness had only a little to do with the battle, and everything to do with the unscheduled arrival of the ship in front of him and his team.

      The G’laxix-Sphaea-class ship looked the same as any other in its class except the G’laxix Sphaea herself. Nevertheless, something about it gave the experienced crewman the shivers.

      The ramp descended, and the cause of Terrence’s uneasy feeling became apparent. Their visitor was none other than Michael Nacht.

      The ground crew fell silent when Michael stepped onto the ramp and paused to look around. The aura of fear intensified, accentuated by the flashes of crackling energy that flickered in the air around him.

      As Michael descended the ramp, the wind created by the energy surrounding him rippled his floor-length black cloak.

      Terrence smiled wryly, comparing his faded and grease-stained coveralls to the dramatic ensemble the Queen’s husband wore.

      On anyone else, it would have been too much, but on Michael it looked like the whole outfit had been invented just for him, right down to the engraved buckles on his boots. Even his fingerless gloves were black, worked with some kind of metal.

      Terrence would never have admitted this out loud, but the man looked fucking magnificent.

      Shayla elbowed him in the ribs. “Boss, isn’t that… Whoa. Look at his eyes!”

      Terrence risked a direct glance at Michael and wished he hadn’t when the Queen’s mate noticed him staring and zeroed in on him with blazing red eyes.

      You, there.

      Terrence almost died on the spot when he heard the voice in his mind. He looked at Shayla and the others, who had all taken a few steps back, leaving Terrence in the line of fire.

      Michael lifted a hand and pointed at him. Yes, you. You are not imagining things, Terrence. I am speaking to you. If you would be so kind as to point me in the direction of the brig? His voice was measured and calm, belying the danger that radiated from him in waves.

      Terrence, on the other hand, only managed a squeak. He’d read once that the human brain was split into three parts. There were the lizard and the monkey, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember the third. However, all three were screaming at him to get the fuck out of there while he had the chance.

      Michael flung back his cloak and strode toward the startled ground crew. He stopped in front of them and turned his red eyes and terribly even voice on Terrence. “The brig, Terrence.”

      Terence opened and closed his mouth. He looked for something to focus on, and his eyes alighted on the silver skull that pinned Michael’s cloak at his collarbone. The aura of fear Michael engendered was so pronounced that it coated his tongue and throat and stole his words.

      It was all he could do not to turn and run.

      Michael waited for Terrence to answer, then turned his petrifying gaze on the others when he only managed a brief splutter. “Anyone?”

      Someone, Terrence thought it may have been Lars, whimpered.

      Michael sighed. “Never mind. I will get assistance from the ship’s EI. Our people are in danger from these aliens. There is no time for niceties.”

      Terrence snapped out of it when the reason for Michael’s presence aboard the Atalanta became clear. “The aliens!”

      Michael nodded patiently. “Yes, that’s why I am here. Bethany Anne’s people—my people—have suffered a grave hurt, and I intend to get to the truth. Now, would one of you please direct me to the place I can find these aliens and my wife?”

      Terrence finally managed to move. He turned and pointed to the hangar exit. “Go out through there, take a left, then another left, and it’s the third set of elevators. Atalanta will take care of you.” He felt a sudden surge of bravery. “Sir? What are you going to do to the aliens?”

      Michael’s face was hard and unforgiving. “I’m going to do whatever I need to do to save our people. If I decide to leave any of the bastards who took them breathing afterward, it will not be out of any sense of mercy. It will be so that they can tell the generations to come why it’s such a bad idea to fuck with my people.”

      Terrence couldn’t help feeling relieved when Michael strode away with his cloak flowing behind him.

      Shayla came to stand beside him with her arms folded across her chest. “He’s something, hey, boss?”

      Terrence watched the crowd part before Michael. “You’ve got that right. Our Queen is one hell of a woman to keep him contained.”

      Shayla snickered. “He didn’t seem very contained to me. Those aliens are going to be crying for whatever monster spawned them.”

      “Very soon.”

      

      SD Atalanta, Brig

      Bethany Anne leaned back and put her feet up on the next chair at the table. She was exhausted from a long and fruitless night of interrogation; the prisoners taken from the alien ship had told her nothing.

      The aliens, which she’d decided to call Ooken since their orange fur and tentacles made them look like a cross between giant apes and squid, had done little more than screech and attack whoever came near them.

      Of course, they had only attacked Bethany Anne once.

      Bethany Anne yawned, and something caught her eye. She extended a foot and pressed her lips together. Ordinary eyes wouldn’t have seen the smudge of blood on the red sole of her pump, but hers did.

      She wiped it off with a tissue, tilting her head toward the door when a wave of fear crashed over the holding area.

      Michael was here.

      The prisoners stirred at the harbinger of Michael’s arrival. Their already large eyes grew larger, and the nests of tentacles around their mouths quivered. They looked toward the entrance, feeling Michael’s mental energy draw closer to the holding cells.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the Ooken, the corner of her mouth turning up in a small smile. “You’ll tell me all your secrets very soon. Whether you want to or not.”

      Bethany Anne.

      The cold fury that dripped from Michael’s voice in her mind matched the outward manifestation of his current emotional state. She was angry, but her husband was beyond pissed.

      Bethany Anne was pleased with the reaction Michael’s arrival had stirred in the Ooken. She was well aware that everyone in the brig except her would be shitting kittens the closer he got, and she needed a break from banging her head against the wall of their silence. Am I glad to hear you! I’ve been at this since we spoke, and these Ooken are definitely not the fucking chattiest. Or the easiest on the eyes. Or the nicest-smelling.

      Ooken?

      Imagine that an orangutan and a giant squid bumped uglies. Have you got that image firmly in your mind?

      I rather wish I didn’t.

      Bethany Anne believed him. I’m not done. Go one step further and imagine the ape and the squid had a weird-looking kid, and that’s kind of what they look like.

      Michael chuckled dryly. I would say that was impossible, but then we live in the most colorful neighborhood these days. Did you get any information at all from them?

      No, she admitted. All they do is screech.

      I am here now. We will get to the bottom of this. Even in his anger, Michael’s voice soothed Bethany Anne.

      However, this was no time for warm and fuzzy feelings. Peter’s life hung in the balance, along with thirty-six others.

      Michael walked into the brig, taking a long look at the aliens as he undid the skull clasp on his cloak. He turned to Bethany Anne and draped his cloak over the back of a chair. They’re bleeding rather a lot, my love. He dropped a kiss on the cheek she offered as he took a seat beside her. It’s a good start.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. The only reason that they are still able to bleed is that they know where Peter and the others have been taken.

      Michael stared into the cell. The prisoners within stared back hatefully. He couldn’t blame them for that, but he blamed them completely for the chaos they had brought. You have no issue with me forcing the information from them?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. None. I may have stepped down as Empress, but I have no problem whatsoever with putting on my heels when the Queen Bitch is called for. She glanced pointedly at the skull on Michael’s cloak. It’s as easy as you slipping back into your more…patriarchal ways. There’s no changing who we are at the core, and right now that’s exactly who we need to be.

      Michael’s mouth turned up in a smile. He leaned over and touched his forehead to hers. When did you get so wise?

      Bethany Anne chuckled softly. Probably sometime during the century and a half I carried the weight of an empire on my shoulders while you were floating around the Etheric all footloose and fancy-free. That kind of responsibility teaches you some deep shit, which you damn well knew when you started me off on this path.

      Michael turned to Bethany Anne with a flat expression. What I am hearing is that I should work extra hard to make up for my extended vacation.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, unsure whether he was playing along or taking things too seriously. I wouldn’t say extra hard…

      Michael sniffed, a slight twinkle appearing in his eyes. Oh, no, my love. You have made your position abundantly clear.

      The prisoners watched the silent exchange with mounting agitation. Bethany Anne touched her elbow, thinking of the pain the Ooken’s sucker had caused when it latched onto her earlier. How are we going to do this? she asked.

      Michael appraised the Ooken through the glass divider. You say the application of pain had no effect whatsoever? They have tentacles, so they clearly have complex nervous systems. It should have worked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. I wouldn’t have had to call you in if it had. That was the second thing I tried. Then I tried mind-reading, but that spawn of sucker-faced banana munchers resisted me at every fucking turn. She indicated one of the aliens with a finger. It was slumped against the wall of the cell with its tentacles drooping down its hairy chest. I’m pretty sure I broke that one for good.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. Is that a problem?

      Bethany Anne shrugged. We can’t find out what it is they’re hiding if they’re dead.

      You have a point. Michael rubbed his chin, considering the options for a moment. Hmmm. We can get what we need; it will just take a little finesse. I need a connection to TOM.

      Coming right up. TOM?

      Bethany Anne’s Kurtherian ride-along answered somewhat distractedly. Yes, Bethany Anne? Oh. Why are we on the Atalanta?

      Bethany Anne frowned. What have you been doing in there that you didn’t know where we are?

      The dreamy tone left TOM’s voice. I was contemplating.

      Contemplating what? She waved a hand at Michael, who was gesturing for her to hurry it up. Never mind. We have a problem, and I need you to focus.

      Of course. What’s going on?

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. Short version is that these new aliens showed up for a fight and snatched our people when they ran off to lick their wounds. Peter and Jian were among those taken.

      So you want my help to find out where Peter and the others were taken?

      You hit the nail on the head. Michael needs some help interrogating them to find out which rock they crawled out from under.

      TOM’s disgust filtered through. I’m happy to help however I am able. Interrogation is a very strong word, though.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. Okay then. He needs help to tutor these ignorant beings in what happens when you fuck with the wrong species. Can you contemplate that?

      There were a few moments of silence while TOM digested her words. I believe I can. Education is the cornerstone of enlightenment, after all.

      Nice to see you’re coming around to my way of thinking. Bethany Anne linked TOM to Michael, who briefly explained the plan.

      TOM spoke to Bethany Anne and Michael at the same time. What should I look for?

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the table as she considered. Whatever you can find that tells us who they are and where they came from. Anything that helps us work out where they are now. She crossed her legs and sat back. Dig deep, and tell me what their weaknesses are.

      Michael got up and walked over to the holding cell door. Just be ready when I need you. He slipped through the door to the cell, and it closed behind him with a loud click.

      The Ooken came at him, all tentacles and grasping hands.

      Michael grabbed the nearest alien and pushed fear ahead of himself to clear some space. The Ooken fell back, wary of the pure power he wielded.

      The alien in his hands was a different matter.

      At the moment where the choice was fight or flight and the option of flight was restricted by the iron grip Michael had on it, the Ooken fought for its life.

      Michael reacted instinctively when the nest of tentacles spread wide, revealing a sharp-beaked mouth that was perfectly designed for cutting off chunks of meat.

      One of its tentacles found its mark on Michael’s face, but Michael gave the Ooken no opportunity to pull his head toward its mouth. He grabbed the tentacles on either side of the Ooken’s maw and pulled.

      The Ooken came apart in his hands as easily as a freshly-baked bread roll.

      Michael dropped the two halves of its head and turned to the rest, activating his gauntlets with a squeeze. Etheric energy sparked around him, triggering the fight response in the rest of the Ooken.

      He felt Bethany Anne chuckling at the back of his mind when the spell broke and they attacked.

      You are amused?

      I’m impressed. But try not to kill them all before you’ve got what we need, honey. Not that I don’t appreciate this side of you, but you should save your energy for the ones behind all this. Bethany Anne’s voice was light, but there was concern behind her teasing.

      I have more restraint than that, my love. Michael dropped the dripping corpse and looked at the snarling mob. TOM, are you ready?

      I am, TOM confirmed.

      Michael grabbed an Ooken mid-leap and tore into its mind.

      The alien stopped attacking Michael and screeched at him before falling into a catatonic state once he’d taken control.

      Michael snarled and grabbed another Ooken. He handed control of its mind to TOM, then dropped it and turned to Myst as several other aliens converged on his position.

      The group collided with each other and fell in a tangled heap. Michael ripped into their minds and fed the connection from each Ooken to TOM before moving on to the next group.

      Bethany Anne just sat and watched as Michael flowed around the room, solid one second, Myst the next. Wherever he appeared, an Ooken dropped twitching to the floor while TOM ransacked its brain for information.

      I have everything I need from them, TOM announced after the last one collapsed clutching its head. I require a few moments, though. It’s a lot of information.

      The first thing I want to know is if they’re under Kurtherian control.

      Michael emerged from the holding cell, wiping his hands. Did you get what you needed?

      We did. Bethany Anne got up to pace, too impatient to remain still for the moment. TOM was just about to tell me if they have anything to do with the Kurtherians.

      The answer is no. Or to be accurate, their original modifications were made by one of the clans some centuries past, but their species split. Our group headed out on their own and continued their efforts at “improvement” in the misguided belief that conquering everyone would help them ascend. They’re also not averse to killing to obtain new technology.

      Like the drones?

      Yes.

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. So there’s no Kurtherian boss waiting for us when we get to wherever they’re holding our people?

      It is not likely, TOM replied. Not that it matters. These aliens are smart, and they took to the whole “let the best alien win” creed like kids to sugar. They have no empathy at all for the people they have killed in their thirst to be the strongest.

      Bethany Anne’s hands clenched into fists. They can’t be too smart if they came here thinking that we would just roll over for them.

      They don’t care, TOM reiterated. They believe themselves to be above everyone except the Kurtherians who elevated them in the first place.

      Michael turned back to the cell. Then they are past saving. The Ooken lay on the floor in messy heaps of sporadically twitching tentacles, incapacitated by the forced mental link.

      Are you done with them?

      I have a location. Do we need anything else?

      Bethany Anne shook her head. No.

      Michael cut TOM’s end of the link, then sent a burst of Etheric energy the other way. It burned out the Ookens’ brains, killing them instantly.

      He shook his head in disgust at the corpses. There is no justification for allowing anyone to continue waging a war of extinction.

      Bethany Anne set her mouth in a hard line. I couldn’t agree more. She stalked toward the door, her heels clicking loudly in the silence.

      What are you going to do?

      I’m going to find somewhere I can update the Admiral. Bethany Anne paused holding the door handle. She turned back to Michael, her red eyes betraying the rage the cold mask of her face hid. Tell the fleet there are new rules. The new rules are the old rules.

      We give no quarter.

      

      SD Atalanta, Captain’s Meeting Room

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the desk, thinking about Peter and Tabitha and the larger issue of the weakness in their defenses.

      Her old friend Admiral Bartholomew Thomas made a sympathetic face on the video screen while he tried to console Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne waved away his platitudes. “Regardless of revenge for the two people we lost, that ship Gated in with no warning and took thirty-seven more.” Her hand made a fist, unnoticed. “We need to get them back and make sure it doesn’t ever happen again.”

      Admiral Thomas frowned. “It’s not like we can put up a solid border.”

      “No, and I wouldn’t want to. However, it’s only prudent to know when we have strangers at our door.” Bethany Anne sat back and ignored the look of disbelief on Admiral Thomas face.

      “You want another exclusion zone?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “No. I want us to be protected from all sides. I want our borders with unknowns to be secure… Dammit.” She shrugged. “Okay, fine. I want another exclusion zone.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded in acquiescence. “I can make that happen. What do you need?”

      “We need to make everything here one-way.” Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “I need to make sure nothing comes into this space without us knowing about it. Until we have defeated this enemy, I don’t want anyone who turns up to be able to leave without us checking on their intent.”

      Admiral Thomas rubbed his chin. “There’s only one way I can think of to do all of that.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “We have to build a base.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Admiral of the Fleet’s Office

      “First Bethany Anne has put in the interdiction at Devon, which has been complicated as all fuck. Then she tells me to quarantine an entire system.” Admiral Thomas paused in front of the holoprojection with his arms folded and his chin on his hand. “Now she wants me to magic up a base out in the ass-end of nowhere. An exclusion zone, CEREBRO. Our Queen is right about the need for it, but she never tells me where I’m supposed to find the resources for these things.”

      “You have plenty of resources to draw from. The recovery period for those who fought at QTC-12-T is drawing to an end.” The EI group’s harmony of voices replied from the speaker embedded in the desk. “All you need is a recruiter they can’t say no to.”

      The Admiral was well used to working with multiple EIs at once, so he allowed the whole group access to their conversation. It was still quieter than dinner time at home with two children under two years old and a beautiful young bride.

      He smiled. “Giselle could be just who I need for this.” Her time as a socialite had left his whirlwind-romance-turned-wife with the HR skills of a demon. She knew everyone. She also knew who they’d seen, where they’d been, where they were going, what they were wearing, when they were traveling next, and how they could have done all of it more efficiently.

      “You mentioned that she was looking for something to fill the time.”

      Admiral Thomas wagged a finger. “True, although frankly, I don’t know where she gets the energy with Simone and Martina. Little tykes are always awake, it seems. Anyway. Construction workers can be recruited from here, and Devon, too, if necessary. There’s a waiting list of people on Devon who are happy to work in return for passage to somewhere new.”

      “Infrastructure mostly takes care of itself once you provide breathable atmosphere and a place for people to put down roots.” He returned the hand to his chin and kept walking around the interactive 3-D model of the system. “What did Bethany Anne name the system?”

      “I believe she referred to it as ‘the place dumbasses go to die,’” CEREBRO supplied.

      Admiral Thomas chuckled when the name appeared at the bottom of the holographic model. “While that’s entirely accurate, I think we’ll give it a more appropriate designation.” He began to type the new name into the model. “How many Gate jumps is it from the QT system?”

      “Two,” CEREBRO replied.

      “QTC-12-T2 it is, then. QT2 for short.” He pointed at a spot on the model. “We’ll put the base here, string the satellite network out from there to cover the rest of the system, and have it all run by the base EI.”

      “That is a great deal of space between satellites,” CEREBRO pointed out.

      The Admiral nodded. “This will be a lot looser than the net we have over High Tortuga, but while I like the simplicity of putting up a solid border, it’s just not practical.”

      “There are only two other places in the system that are suitable for anything as large as the superdreadnoughts to Gate in through.”

      Admiral Thomas made a face. “Again, true. If we leave all our guns over one mousehole, then we can be sure as damned that they’ll choose one of the others.” He stepped back, rubbing his chin as a smile appeared. “How would some of you like a change of scenery?”

      “We would be happy to split ourselves.” CEREBRO made a sound of approval. “We will be able to monitor the whole system from there without any impediment. If you do not mind us saying, Admiral, you came up with all this rather quickly.”

      Admiral Thomas snorted softly. “This is not my first square dance, CEREBRO. And it’s not entirely unexpected. As much as our Queen likes to say she’s staying on the sidelines, she hasn’t got it in her to stand aside while a bunch of rotten assholes come along and shit on the peace she’s worked so damned hard to create.”

      “We know,” CEREBRO answered. “Some of us were around during the long war.”

      The Admiral frowned quizzically at the speaker. “Weren’t a lot of you created during the Leath War? I know I hear a few familiar voices in there today.”

      The speaker buzzed, as it did whenever CEREBRO’s EIs all talked at once. Admiral Thomas held up a hand. “We can talk about that another time. We should concentrate on the war at hand.”

      “What are your instructions?” CEREBRO inquired.

      “Find me somewhere that can supply what we need. Metals, plastics, electronics. I need to get with Jean on defenses, Sofia on requisitioning equipment, and… Who is responsible for the Guardian Marines in Peter’s place?”

      “That would be Tim and Rickie, Admiral.”

      Admiral Thomas sighed. “Oh, joy.”

      “By all accounts, they are doing well,” CEREBRO informed him cheerfully.

      Admiral Thomas shook his head. “I don’t doubt it. However, I wish I didn’t have to deal with Rickie running his mouth constantly. The man gives me a headache.” He sighed again. “I miss Maxim. He never made a joke in his life. Such a pity he stayed with the Federation.”

      “We can always make it so that you only have to deal with Tim on this project,” CEREBRO offered.

      Admiral Thomas considered it for a full minute. “No, I can’t avoid Rickie just because he rubs me the wrong way. You arrange for the two of them to come see me about getting the base staffed. I’ll put on my big-boy pants and deal with the headache afterward.”

      

      QT2 System, ArchAngel II, Bridge

      Bethany Anne paced in front of Kael-ven again and noticed his minute flinch. “I’m just as anxious to act as you are.”

      “I would be less anxious if you would pace somewhere else.” Kael-ven sighed when Bethany Anne’s eyebrow went up. “I’m sorry. This is getting to me. Two noncombatants…two innocent people were killed minutes after leaving my ship. I want to make amends to their families, and the only way I know to do that is to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      Bethany Anne stopped pacing and placed a hand on Kael-ven’s shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault, Kael-ven. You did everything you could afterward, and I made sure their families know that you and Kiel risked your own lives to retrieve their bodies.”

      Kael-ven hung his head. “It was the least we could do.”

      Bethany Anne’s face hardened, but her heart did not. “The scouts are going to find wherever in that system the Ooken are hiding.” Kael winced as the grip on his shoulder suddenly grew tighter. “We’ll get back every single person they’ve taken, and then we’re going to drop on them like a bunch of people with a fucking grudge to settle.”

      There was a flash of light on the screen.

      The scout ships were beginning to meet resistance at last.

      Kael-ven turned up the audio and all three turned their attention back to the screen.

      “Group Two contact. This is Daisy. It’s some kind of…what the actual fuck? They look like gen II SSE ships! Bastards stole our ships and copied them! Ohhh, and now they think they can outfly me? ME! HA! I’d find it sweet if it weren’t so fucking hilarious.”

      “I know, right? I’ve got them here, too. One minute… Hey, asshole! Your momma was a fucking snowblower! See you later, not!”

      “Whoooo, bitches! We’re getting hotter!”

      “We’re already pretty hot, Serena. I mean, have you seen my guns?” The pulse of a plasma cannon punctuated Mirabelle’s raucous laughs. “Did you see that? Anyone? I got that fucker right in the kisser! It was all BOOM, POW! Who’s next? Come and get a taste, you sorry excuses for digital intelligence!”

      “You give them hell, Mirabelle. I have a tail of my own. Hang on…” There was an explosion in the background. “Scratch that. I had a tail. Buuuut….that’s what happens when knockoffs come up against the real thing.”

      “There’s no competition, really…”

      Bethany Anne dipped in and out of the audio feeds from the Scout Ship Explorer fleet courtesy of ADAM, while the third-generation scout ships battled it out against wave after wave of Ooken seeker ships on the viewscreen.

      “Shit! I’m hit! Mirabelle down! Oh, wait… No, I’m good, but my primary thruster drives are damaged. I still have my secondaries.”

      Bethany Anne hissed softly. Mirabelle was the third scout ship that had gone down in the last minute. The fleet had doubled in size, but still, she didn’t want to keep losing ships like this. “Can you make it back, Mirabelle?”

      “What do you think, my Queen? I’m already limping back to the ArchAngel for a quick body change, and then I’m gonna haul my ass straight back out here.”

      “Body change…” Bethany Anne murmured.

      >>There are spare ships, and more under construction in the SSE hangar. Jean caught a transport out here and took over as soon as word got to her that Peter had been taken. She’s been working around the clock since.<<

      I might have forgotten about the hangar bay, but I’m not surprised to hear that’s why I haven’t seen Jean at all. I didn’t even know she’d arrived.

      “These bastards aren’t going to get one over on us,” Mirabelle continued. “They’re gonna be sorry they ever thought to fuck with us when…”

      Bethany Anne tuned out the audio feeds for a moment. Are they all this chatty?

      ADAM chuckled. >>Um, yeah. It’s their thing.<<

      Mirabelle continued, “And if the Ooken have anything to say about that, I’ll chase those hairy-tentacled sonsabitches down and insert my entire loadout wherever it will be the most painful for them.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “I would love to see that happen, Mirabelle, but get yourself fixed up first.” She walked off the bridge, heading in the general direction of the hangars.

      The way before Bethany Anne cleared as she walked, her heels loud against the metal floor even in the bustle. We’re getting close. The scout ships wouldn’t be getting such a warm welcome otherwise.

      >>What about your idea?<< ADAM asked. >>Because if it was for me to take one of the ships out and back the fleet up, then you’re thinking exactly what I’m thinking.<<

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched in amusement. Almost. I have to be cautious this time.

      >> These aliens have you worried?<<

      Bethany Anne snickered softly. Not worried, cautious. We’re coming up against a new type of enemy. These are not Leath, and neither were the last scavengers who came sniffing. They’re smart, and they have tech that’s as good as or better than ours. Her eyes narrowed in thought. We have to outthink them as well as outfight them.

      ADAM chuckled. >>Shouldn’t be too much of a problem.<<

      The battle is the perfect distraction for us to get in there and find out more about the kind of minds we’re dealing with.

      >>Know your enemy.<<

      Like I know myself, and when it comes time, it will be them and not me on the losing side of our confrontation. I’m bringing Peter home, and if I have to take a step back and think for a moment before I squeeze my fist to do that? That’s what I’m going to do.

      >>No matter how much you want to unleash the Queen Bitch on them?<<

      Oh, no. That’s going to happen. Just not until Peter and the others are safe.

      Bethany Anne reached the elevator, then changed her mind and went through the Etheric when she saw that she would have to wait. She checked that the way was clear before stepping out close to the hangar bays.

      They want to get into a war of mental abilities? I’ll strip their psyches down to raw nubbins and stamp them into the ground, but first I want to know how they think so I can learn their weaknesses. Looking at how their tech works is one way of doing that. We have the opportunity, and there’s no way I’m passing it up.

      She turned at an intersection in the corridor, then again into the hangar where the SSE fleet was based for this operation.

      Despite the seriousness of the reason she was here, what awaited in the deafeningly loud hangar was one of her favorite things in the universe to walk in on.

      It was hot, and the air was barely breathable through the stink of oil and grease and the sweat of the people working their derrieres off to reach a common goal.

      She fucking loved it.

      Every one of the people in the hangar was working, in this instance, to build more scout ships or repair the ones who had enough in them to make it back after being hit. Everywhere she looked she saw action, but she couldn’t find the person she wanted amid the barely-organized chaos that was the hallmark of a Jean Dukes workspace.

      Jean, are you in here?

      Yeah, came the reply. In back, with the Loralei.

      Bethany Anne made her circuitous way through the hangar, ducking here and there to avoid people acting as handlers for machinery moving pieces of the ships into place or to avoid showers of sparks as others were welded into place.

      She saw Jean putting the finishing touches on a gen IV scout ship. She stood back from the side of the ship, filling in the third letter of the stencil reading, “SSE Loralei II.”

      Bethany Anne looked the ship over and chuckled at the way serendipity had presented her with a gift like this. “Hold off on that a minute, Jean.”

      Jean turned and smiled, dropping the spray-painting wand to her side. “Hey, you made it.” She nodded at Bethany Anne’s appraisal of the scout ship. “She’s a beauty, right? I might have gotten a bit missile-happy, but I think it adds to the overall design.”

      >>I’m in complete agreement,<< ADAM told her. >> Nice, work, Jean. BA, you should see inside this sweet ride. Oh, nice! Are those what I think they are?<<

      Jean swelled with pride at ADAM’s reaction. “If you’re referring to the modified guns, then yeah. They have some special features. I didn’t want Loralei to get taken out like that again.”

      Bethany Anne received a message from the bridge. “Shit, two more ships have gone down.” She climbed up, pulled the stencil off the side of the ship, and held out her hand for Jean’s spray wand. “You’ll have to pass my apologies on to Loralei. This ship is needed elsewhere.”

      >>Double sweet!<<

      Bethany Anne raised the spray wand. Don’t thank me just yet.

      

      Immersive Recreational and Training Scenario: Shipwrecked In Space

      Addix received a message from Eve informing her that the next stage of the scenario was now underway. She scanned the details and closed the message. “Children, the next part of this game is timed. We have five hours to work out our objectives and complete this stage.”

      Gabriel dropped the door release lever. “It’s jammed.”

      Alexis shoved her brother out of the way and focused her external camera on the mechanism. “It’s not jammed, there’s no power to it. The ship is dead.”

      Gabriel’s voice was small. “Then we really are trapped.” He moaned. “I’ve changed my mind about space. We’re going to get smooshed by a comet if we stay out here.”

      Addix saw that Alexis was coming to some conclusion or other. The small child was a study in deliberation in the other corner of her screen.

      “The power,” Alexis stated, a small, determined line furrowing her brow. “The stasis Pods with the colonists will fail unless we can find a way to get it back on.”

      Addix nodded. “So we have two objectives. Get inside the ship, and get the power back on. ” She switched to her external cameras and onboard sensors to check their surroundings, confirming that the next stage of the scenario had begun. “The ship has left the proximity of the meteor shower. We can take a few minutes to discuss it before we act.”

      “We need to be careful, Aunt Addix,” Alexis cautioned. “Our exosuits aren’t charging anymore. Look.”

      Addix checked her suit’s charge; it had four hours and fifty-five minutes remaining. “You’re right. But that won’t matter because we’re going to be inside the ship as soon as the two of you work out how we’re going to get in.”

      “I can open it from here, I just need something heavy.” Gabriel regarded the hatch through narrowed eyes. “Mommy would just punch her way through.”

      “Daddy would turn to Myst and find a way in,” Alexis offered. “And Aunt Eve would find a way to hack the door even if there wasn’t any power.”

      Gabriel was silent for a moment. “We can’t do any of those things. We’re not as strong as Mommy, and we can’t Myst like Daddy. We can’t use our bodies to power the hatch.”

      Alexis leaned into the camera. “We can use our brains and think.” The line on her forehead suddenly vanished. “What would you do, Aunt Addix?”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in amusement. “Thank you for asking, Alexis. I would take stock of my resources and work out the best course of action from there.”

      Alexis vanished from view for a moment. All Addix and Gabriel could see of her was her dark ponytail bobbing around at the bottom of the camera while she worked at her console. “We have… Oh! We might be able to power the door with our bodies after all, but it’s risky.”

      Gabriel leaned forward in his harness. “Our bodies?”

      Alexis giggled. “Not our actual bodies, silly!” She waved her finger in a circle above her head.

      Comprehension lit Gabriel’s face. “You want to divert power from one of our exosuits to the door?”

      Alexis nodded fervently. “But like I said, risky. If we don’t get it right the exosuit could fail, and then whoever is wearing it would die while we were still trapped out here.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Aunt Addix, is there anything that says we all have to make it through the scenario to succeed?”

      Addix checked the scenario guidelines. “No, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel hit the clips on his harness and almost fell out. He caught himself and scrambled the rest of the way out. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      “Boys.” Alexis rolled her eyes as she undid her harness. “I didn’t say it was a certainty.” She struggled out of the last straps and pulled the hood of her shipsuit over her head. “Just that it was a risk, and not even a big one if we’re careful. Besides, do you know how to wire this thing?”

      Gabriel stopped with his hood halfway over his face. “Um…no? Do you?”

      Alexis sniffed. “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t. We’re going to use my suit as the power source. I’m the smallest, so if anything goes wrong, it will be easier for me to hitch a ride with Aunt Addix.”

      She slipped around behind her seat and pressed the panel with the picture of a wrench and a screwdriver. The panel drew back, and she grabbed the toolbox from inside the recess. “Aunt Addix, how long can I stay outside in just my shipsuit?”

      Addix checked in the scenario handbook. “You have thirty minutes.”

      Alexis giggled. “Oh, I won’t need that long.” She tethered herself to her exosuit and wrapped the tether around one foot. She held onto the tether with one hand and grabbed her toolbox before flicking her foot to start her shuffling descent.

      Addix and Gabriel met her on the hull outside the ship twenty-two minutes later.

      Alexis looked up from where she knelt in a circle of stripped wiring, connector blocks, and scattered tools. “Just a minute. This is the last one.”

      She was looking clammy, her lips beginning to show the telltale blue tinge of oncoming hypoxia.

      Gabriel rushed to her side. “Sis, we’ve got this. Just talk me through it.”

      Addix wanted nothing more than to complete Alexis’ wiring job. However, her job was to guide, not to solve the problem for them. She knew exactly how to deal with this situation, but the children had to come up with their own solution.

      Besides, she didn’t know what Alexis had done to the door mechanism. The child clearly understood what she was doing, but the system she had used was like nothing Addix had seen before.

      Alexis stood. “It’s done, we just need to… To…to twist…”

      Gabriel took Alexis by the shoulders. “Do what? Alexis?”

      Gabriel saw a brief flash of turquoise in her mind as her eyes rolled back in her head. Her legs gave way, and she crumpled into his arms.

      Alexis!
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      Addix kept her voice calm. “Gabriel, let me take her.”

      There was no possible way for the bright white sparks to exist within the game construct, but nevertheless, there they were. Each spark spun on a dizzying axis, forming a sphere around Gabriel and Alexis in his arms, tinged pink by the red glow from his eyes.

      He bared his teeth, which Addix would have found adorable if not for the imperative nature of the situation. She had lost the children on Colonnara, she would not be the one responsible for them when their first game deaths occurred.

      She spoke softly but firmly, the voice of comfort and authority that children needed in times of high stress. “Gabriel, Alexis is not actually dying. We are inside the game scenario. Do you remember?”

      The vortex around the twins increased in intensity. Gabriel glared at Addix and clutched his sister to him.

      Addix’s mandibles clicked in understanding. “Okay, Gabriel. Can you take her to the exosuit, then? Alexis will be fine once she gets medical attention, but only if we get her there quickly.” She remained calm—the anchor Gabriel needed.

      She had spoken at length with Eve and Michael about the possible psychological impacts of allowing the children to experience things that they would be mostly immune from in reality. It was important for her to understand why Michael and Bethany Anne would allow such hardship to befall their precious children.

      Because in adversity we grow, Michael had replied. And since I have no intention of allowing my children to experience real suffering for as long as I have breath in my body, the only way to teach them is through play. Besides, he had added with a cocky smirk, do you see them complaining?

      Of course, Michael had been correct, as he always was. Addix had not heard any complaints from the children, even in the more exacting scenarios they had played.

      What she saw was Gabriel battling to get control of his emotions, and she knew he was too damn hardheaded not to win. She could help him along a little.

      She took a step back and swept a hand toward the exosuits. “I know you can do this, Gabriel. Alexis needs you to make a decision. There isn’t much time.”

      Gabriel returned to his senses when he heard the confidence in Addix’s tone. The whirling sparks winked out, and Gabriel’s eyes returned to their usual hazel. “Sorry, Aunt Addix. I panicked. I thought I was protecting her.”

      Addix bent to take Alexis from Gabriel’s outstretched arms. “That’s quite all right, Gabriel. You backed down when you realized that you weren’t. You were a good brother to your sister.”

      She turned and climbed swiftly into her exosuit with Alexis cradled in her arms. Gabriel followed up the tether behind her.

      Addix laid Alexis across the bucket seat and sealed the floor hatch after checking to make sure Gabriel had enough room to move around. The cab pressurized, and they stripped back their hoods to better tend to Alexis.

      Gabriel peeled Alexis’ hood back and put his ear to his sister’s mouth to check her breathing. There was nothing. He turned to Addix, who emerged from a storage compartment with the emergency med kit. “I’m fine. Just get Alexis breathing again!”

      Addix crept carefully around the other side of the chair and placed the med kit on the floor beside her. Alexis’ skin was waxy and even paler than usual.

      Addix handed the oxygen mask to Gabriel and pressed two defibrillator patches onto Alexis’ shipsuit; one over her heart, and one over her ribs on the left. “Stand well back, Gabriel,” she cautioned.

      Gabriel finished adjusting the mask and took four steps back to press himself against the wall of the cab.

      Addix activated the defibrillator and Alexis spasmed in the chair. Her spine arched and then released, leaving her limp on the seat.

      Addix leaned over to check for a pulse.

      “Is she back?” Gabriel craned his neck to see.

      “No,” Addix told him. “We have enough charge for one more attempt.”

      Gabriel slapped the walls of the cab, his eyes beginning to glow again. “Then attempt it!”

      Addix gave him a second to calm down while she set the defibrillator to charge again.

      This time when Alexis arched her spine she gasped.

      Then she screamed.

      She sat up straight and flopped back down onto the chair again. “OWWWW, that bites!”

      Gabriel pushed off the wall and all but dived on her with his arms wide. “Alexis! You’re okay?”

      She pushed him away. “I’m fine. How long was I out?” She sat up again and looked at the charge indicator on the screen. “We have less than four hours left! We need to get inside the ship.”

      Gabriel frowned. “But this is exactly what we didn’t want to happen! You’re stuck in here; your suit has failed.”

      She slid down from the Ixtali-shaped chair. “I need a replacement suit so I can get that door open.”

      Addix placed a hand on her shoulder. “There isn’t one.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Then I need to borrow Gabriel’s. Aunt Addix, I need you to strip the power cells from Gabriel’s exosuit while I open the door.”

      Gabriel was less than impressed. “So I have to just stay here?”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “You have to stay here and memorize our route to engineering.”

      Gabriel’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. Okay. Won’t my eyeballs explode when you open the exosuit?”

      Addix shook her head. “There is shielding. It was deactivated before to conserve power.”

      A complicated dance ensued.

      Alexis donned Gabriel’s shipsuit, exited the exosuit, and completed opening the hatch. Addix joined her once she had stripped the power sources from Gabriel’s exosuit, and they cycled through the airlock to the inner ship. Then Alexis stripped out of the shipsuit and gave it to Addix, who took it back to the exosuit and returned with a spooked Gabriel.

      He looked back toward the end of the corridor as they left the airlock behind. “Bad news. We’re heading back into the meteor shower. I saw it from the exosuit cameras.”

      Alexis increased her already brisk pace and looked around as she jogged down the corridor. “All the more reason to hurry up and diagnose the problem so we can fix it.”

      Addix cocked her head. “How do you expect to diagnose the problems?”

      Alexis nodded at the power cells Addix was carrying. “By getting Phyrro back online, of course.”

      

      Planet Hastran, Krimlex Industries

      Hyden N’xen pressed a digit on the pad to end the call, having been put more than a little off balance by the human named Giselle Foxton-Thomas.

      N’xen had heard a lot about the humans, but she hadn’t really seen many outside of the ones who ended up before the Justices for brawling in bars on repose days. Those humans promptly paid their fines, and even helped to repair the damages in most cases.

      It wasn’t that Giselle was frightening, unlike some of the yellow-eyed humans she’d seen in the vid-reels. In fact, she had been pleasant, had observed the cultural traditions of N’xen’s people, and charmed N’xen—right up until the point where she had revealed the reason for her call.

      Nobody needed that much metal.

      N’xen had played along just in case her suspicions were actually paranoia. Years of bitter competition with her closest rivals in the steel industry had taught her to take the emotion out of business if she wanted to succeed on this cutthroat world. However, she had ended the call feeling outraged at being sucked into such a cruel practical joke. She had liked the Gisele female until she realized the human was there on behalf of Harphran to ruin what had up until then been a fairly good day.

      N’xen tried to get on with clearing her schedule, but the sheer pointlessness of such a prank pulled at her until she could stand it no longer.

      She cleared her screen and called the bastard.

      Harphran’s gloomy face appeared on her screen a moment later. “Calling to gloat, are you? That was a fine trick you pulled with that human, N’xen.”

      N’xen smirked and ended the call.

      A little bit of careful investigation revealed that the human had approached Trexis, and Gravis, too.

      The massive order was real. N’xen praised herself for holding her temper until she had all of the facts. This contract would put her company in the top three on-world and give her the boost she needed to pursue the new technologies she was currently priced out of.

      It still seemed too good to be true. There weren’t even any shipping costs since Giselle had specified the order was to be picked up by her people. Who was so well-funded they could afford to order such a large consignment FOB?

      What she couldn’t work out was who the female was, since all trace of her had disappeared from her system. She had told N’xen that the freighters were already on their way to pick up whatever stockpiles they had and that she would call back in a couple of days to find out how she was progressing with the rest.

      N’xen suddenly had the urge to ensure that Giselle was pleased with her company’s progress when she did call back. Who knew if this could lead to more commissions on this scale?

      She called for her assistant, anxious to start making arrangements for the first shipment.

      

      Ooken System, Battle Line, SSE ADAM

      ADAM Gated into a system lit by plasma fire and explosions. He headed for the party with his scanners active and his weapons primed.

      ADAM swerved to assist one of the EIs who was pinned down by three enemy seeker ships, turning in a lazy corkscrew while he loosed plasma bolts and followed up with a few good old-fashioned three-pound pucks.

      He took fire almost immediately when another seeker ship zeroed in on the better tech on the plane of battle. “Hey! Watch the paintwork, you crusty counterfeit!”

      ADAM fired his gravitic drives down one side, flipping over to avoid the missiles the seeker sent his way. “Nukes? How very…basic.” He sent out a spread of his own Etheric-energy-charged shells.

      Small and almost innocuous-looking, the smooth black lozenges were made for the Jean Dukes railguns. They produced barbs which penetrated on impact—right before they drilled in and sent out nanocytes to take root in whatever systems they came across.

      Roots which ran back to ADAM.

      The EI-controlled seeker ship dropped and evaded the missiles, but they were controlled by ADAM—and ADAM had no intention of missing.

      However, he could do nothing about the seeker ship exploding when the missile drilled through a coolant pipe.

      Dammit!

      He needed to make some minor adjustments to those.

      In the meantime, he had a battle going on all around him. ADAM had reports to send Kael-ven on the other side of the Gate, and he was in the middle of a conversation with Bethany Anne, as well as running simulations on the possible outcomes of everything that was happening across the whole battle zone.

      Meaning, he still had plenty of bandwidth left for the twin objectives of cutting loose and culling some of these seeker ships. ADAM was beginning to understand why Shinigami got such a kick out of being a ship. He glided through the battle zone, silent and deadly with the freedom of movement his gravitic drives gave him.

      He shot up to avoid a seeker on a kamikaze course and engaged his cloaking to sneak around and take out another group of seekers, evening the odds a bit for the fleet. “Ladies.”

      The SSE EIs approved wholeheartedly of the outcome. The comm buzzed with the news of his arrival.

      “Heeeey, look who decided to get a body and join us on our girls’ night out?”

      “So smooth. If he had a hat, he’d be tipping it at us right now.”

      He chuckled over the fleet comm. “You’re all doing a great job. Keep it up while I do what I came here for.”

      Next, he focused on his link with Bethany Anne. >>Bethany Anne?<<

      Yes, ADAM? How’s it going out there?

      The battle raged around him as the Scout Ship Explorer fleet pressed hard to break the line. He read the scan data he was sending back to QT2, which matched his personal assessment of the current status.

      >>It’s going pretty evenly, as you expected.<<

      So…

      >>I’m going after the EIs controlling all this. I’m almost done modifying the special shells.<<

      You had to modify them? Bethany Anne asked.

      >>Those seekers might look like gen II scout ships, but they’re not smart enough or responsive enough to be anything except EI-controlled drones. Plus, they’re not very durable. They keep exploding before I can get into the network.<<

      Bethany Anne’s impatience came over their link as clearly as if she were tapping her foot on the floor of his ship. How long?

      >>Huh?<<

      How long until your modifications are done and you can capture one of the seeker ships?

      >>Oh, I did that while you were busy scowling.<<

      Bethany Anne gasped in protest. How did you know I was… Never mind. Keep me updated, and have fun.

      ADAM chuckled as he scored three direct hits on one of the seekers with the modified shells. >>Don’t worry, I will,<< he assured her, setting them to burrow into the seeker’s hull.

      ADAM directed the shells to the relevant systems while he silently regarded the EI piloting the seeker ship that came to investigate the digital invasion.

      You are not permitted to be here, the EI stated.

      

      QT2 System, Defensive Area, ArchAngel II, Viewing Platform

      Bethany Anne stood in her favorite spot by the railing, eating half of the sandwich Admiral Thomas’ wife had brought for her husband. Giselle had arrived a short while ago and then left almost immediately to organize the delivery of the materials she’d brought on the Shanks’ Express.

      The Admiral stood by Bethany Anne’s side at the window, marginally grateful that she had allowed him to keep half of the meal Giselle had dropped off as she whirled through on her way to Logistics.

      Beyond the window, the beginnings of a defensible area were starting to take shape, helped by the steady streams of materials and laborers arriving in-system via the routes approved by Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne wiped a spot of cream cheese from the corner of her mouth. “This is really, really good.” She lifted the bread to inspect the filling before looking at the man. “What did you do to land a wife like her?”

      The Admiral grinned. “Fuck if I know, and I’m not tempting fate by asking. Have you seen how far above my weight I’m punching? I thank ADAM and Meredith every day for matching me with her.”

      Bethany Anne looked at the empty lunchbox regretfully, then returned to watching the movement of the fleet. “I have. But if she makes you food like that, it’s got to be true love.”

      The Gate shimmered, and Bethany Anne caught a glimpse of the Astraea. The superdreadnought was followed shortly by the massive, slow-moving rock tethered to her stern as an extra precaution, and then by the Adrastea.

      The hollowed-out asteroid that the superdreadnoughts were moving between them was one that she’d had Jean mount guns on, around, and inside before they left High Tortuga. The defenses were EI-run, heavily shielded, and—most importantly—mobile.

      Bethany Anne diverted a small amount of her scan to the fleet’s status reports while she watched the intricate procedure. The sister ships worked as one to bring the rock into juxtaposition with the other three emplacements that had been brought in so far to surround the fast-growing skeleton of the station.

      The guns came online as the last tether was retracted by the Adrastea.

      Bethany Anne received a message from Kael-ven to warn her that he was about to test the emplacement. A Gate opened, and she pointed out the SD Ballista to Admiral Thomas. “New ship, long-range capabilities. I like the versatility of this one. It can scoop up pretty much anything and turn it into an impact weapon.”

      “I don’t remember signing the commission for this,” Admiral Thomas commented as he looked at her, one eyebrow raised in question. “You do remember that I’m the Admiral of your fleet? Knowing what ships we have is kind of essential to being able to do my job.”

      Bethany Anne shook a finger at him. “Well, sometimes I get bored, and there’s only Jean around to go shopping with.”

      “Shopping? I thought Giselle’s shoe habit was expensive.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “Shoes, ships—it’s all retail therapy in the end.” She pointed out a chunk of rock the size of a large ship sitting in a bucket near the tail-end of the Ballista. “Watch this.”

      There was a flash of Etheric energy and the bucket shot off, hurtling down the rails fitted to the hull until it hit the stopper and the rock was flung toward an area near the crowded construction site. The force of the bucket’s jarring stop triggered the release of the taut lines holding down the scoop, which catapulted the second rock.

      The guns on the emplacements swiveled and fired.

      Admiral Thomas let out a low whistle when the target rocks disintegrated into harmless fragments. “That never gets old. It’s no less spectacular, no matter how many times I see it happen.”

      Bethany Anne raised a knowing eyebrow. “And that’s just the pucks.”

      Admiral Thomas tilted his head to look at Bethany Anne. “What else is there on there?”

      Bethany Anne was about to reply when the ship’s proximity alarms went off.

      A number of small Gates opened around the site perimeter. They were gone in the blink of an eye, leaving behind scores of drones which immediately honed in on Bethany Anne’s ships.

      Bethany Anne felt a prickling on the back of her neck as the smaller ships of the fleet moved to shoot down the swarms. “It’s a trap,” she murmured.

      Admiral Thomas looked at her quizzically. “It’s a what, now?”

      She dropped the rail and made a run for the stairs to the lower level. “A fucking diversion!” She opened a link to Kael-ven as she ran for the elevators. Kael-ven, sitrep. What’s going on out there?

      Three more Gates, large ones, the reply came. They’ve sent six dreadnoughts. The bastards are laying down enough kinetics and plasma fire that we can’t get near the Gates or their ancillary ships. They’re moving toward the station site.

      Keep them in one place. I’m on my way with the Admiral. Bethany Anne grabbed Admiral Thomas by the sleeve and pulled him into the recess reserved for the Queen’s Etheric hopping. “Next stop, bridge.”

      Bethany Anne poked her head out of the Etheric and looked around to check that there was no one in the corresponding landing space on ArchAngel II’s bridge before dragging the Admiral out of the Etheric behind her.

      Operations were in full swing on the bridge. Bethany Anne thought it was a testament to the mettle of the bridge crew that every officer was working calmly and efficiently despite the battle going on outside the ship.

      Bethany Anne and Admiral Thomas made their way through the quiet chaos to Kael-ven’s chair.

      Bethany Anne laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll bet you’re happy to see us.”

      Kael-ven was too busy directing the fleet in the Admiral’s stead to look up. “Happy doesn’t even begin to cover it. It’s not looking good out there.”

      Bethany Anne leaned over his shoulder to read the screen. “What about the noncombatants at the construction site?”

      Kael-ven held up a hand to stay Bethany Anne’s worry. “CEREBRO is keeping that area clear. They have the guns on the rock emplacements working at an optimal level, but the ESD weapons are not fully online yet. I suppose I should admit that minefield you insisted upon was not too much after all.”

      Bethany Anne smirked, patting him on the shoulder. “Damn straight. I had a feeling that those fuckers would be back.”

      Admiral Thomas shooed one of the bridge officers out of his chair, snagging the headset off the man’s head as he slid into the chair in his place. “They’re converging on the Atalanta.”

      Bethany Anne’s hands clenched into fists. “The Lucky Run and Grendel’s Ghost are over in that area.” She watched the smaller support ships scuttle out of the danger zone as the Atalanta brought her guns around to deal with the two approaching dreadnoughts.

      The dreadnoughts were silhouetted in the flashes that came from the Atalanta. The Ooken ships shrugged the kinetics off and prepared to return fire.

      Bethany Anne pointed at the screen. “What is that shielding? Please tell me those weapons aren’t what I think they are? Dammit, where’s TOM when I need him?”

      I’m right here, of course, TOM replied.

      Bethany Anne watched the oncoming destruction that she could do nothing about unfold onscreen. What the fuck are those big glowing things on the Ooken ships?

      I would assume they’re plasma weapons of some sort.

      Bethany Anne sighed. Yeah, that’s what I thought. Fuck.

      Fuck, indeed. That’s a shit-ton of plasma if those weapons work.

      Super accurate assessment, there, she snarked.

      Kiel groaned, looking out from between the fingers of the hand he had pressed over his eyes. “Someone, do something. I can’t watch!”

      Kael-ven received a message and leaned over to type out a fresh order. “We can free up the Ballista. Hang on, this might get bumpy.”

      Kiel frowned, his hands moving to his armrests. “Really?”

      “Too easy, Kiel. No.” Kael-ven rolled his eyes. “Ground-pounders… Well, probably not. And if it does, we’ll be too dead to notice.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Not fucking likely.”

      The Ballista fought free of the dreadnought dogging them—with some assistance from ArchAngel II—and launched a scoopful of broken rock across the battle zone. Jagged shards the size of small houses peppered the enemy dreadnoughts.

      The hit caused a chain reaction in one of the dreadnoughts’ engines.

      It was a muted explosion, but it was satisfying nonetheless. However, it was too little, too late.

      The Ooken had already discharged their weapons.

      Thick ropes of plasma licked the void between the burning Ooken ships and the stricken superdreadnought, rupturing in shining splashes against Atalanta’s centerline.

      Bethany Anne’s hand crept to her throat as though she could hold on to the choked sob that tried to escape her lips when the Atalanta was breached.

      Already vulnerable since the EI had not yet completed the extensive repairs necessary after the last encounter, the Atalanta split on a jagged diagonal and spilled its precious cargo—her people—into space.

      Everywhere she looked there were ships in flames.

      Bethany Anne turned to Admiral Thomas’ commandeered station, her hair whipping the air around her. “Admiral,” she ground out between clenched teeth, “we need to get those people out of there.”

      Admiral Thomas held up a hand, pressing the other to his ear. “I’ve already sent out rescue crews. The Lucky Run is heading in now.”

      “Good. That means we can concentrate on ridding ourselves of our unwelcome visitors.” Her eyes bled red light as she glared at the battlescape. “These sour-smelling limp-dick-faced motherfuckers have gatecrashed for the last time. They want to come to my house and break shit?”

      “We will break them,” Kael-ven finished. He turned back to his console and got to work taking out the drones one explosion at a time.

      “You’ve got the idea.” Bethany Anne was drawn back to the screen, where the Astraea and Adrastea were setting up to pin one of the last two dreadnoughts between them. “That’s a risky maneuver.”

      “They’ve practiced,” Admiral Thomas told her. “Not with these stakes, though.”

      The bridge was silent as the superdreadnoughts headed toward each other on trajectories that would bring them dangerously close together. Ordinarily, it would have been risky, but these ships were piloted with perfect precision by their EIs.

      The Astraea and the Adrastea moved in, getting inexorably closer until they held the dreadnought as if between thumb and forefinger. Bethany Anne saw pieces of the Ooken ship float off as the sister ships squeezed it between their passing flanks.

      There was a flash, and Admiral Thomas uttered a short, barking laugh as the ESDs finally came online and took out the last dreadnought. “Better late than never.”

      Bethany Anne said nothing. She stared at the screen with an expression everyone around her knew meant someone was going to get their ass handed to them.

      Kael-ven shared a look with Admiral Thomas. “Bethany Anne, what are you going to do?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes remained glued to the carnage on the screen. “I could end this right now if I was willing to strip my planet and people of their defenses.” Her lip curled, revealing suddenly sharp teeth. “But this isn’t over. They don’t know what they just started.”
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      Ooken System, SSE ADAM

      “I can be here if I want to,” ADAM murmured almost distractedly while he ensured the nasty surprise his shells had delivered had the maximum effect.

      “You are not permitted to be here,” the EI repeated.

      Was this even going to be a challenge? ADAM would be disappointed if there was no resistance at all. “There I was thinking we could talk this out; have a meeting of minds.” He poked at the walls surrounding the EI’s core programming, looking for an easy way in.

      “You cannot be here,” the EI repeated again. “Access to systems denied.”

      ADAM sighed. “Is that all you can say? This is going to get boring fast. Or…maybe not.” The EI was locked down tighter than a camel’s ass in a sandstorm. Further, it was blocking him with a language he had never encountered.

      ADAM was surprised to find just how much processing power the EI had to pull from. Of course, it wasn't anywhere near ADAM’s capability, but it was enough to make up for its lack of sentience—and it kept diverting ADAM from his objective.

      It would have been fun if there hadn’t been lives hanging in the balance.

      It took him three-point-two-seven seconds to learn the language and send the key to Bethany Anne. It took another zero-point-one-seven seconds to break in and find out that it was vulnerable to all the same problems as any human-made EI.

      ADAM was somewhat relieved to find that this EI had only the most basic personality matrix. It was no better than a bundle of pre-programmed responses, which made him feel better about what he was about to do.

      He readied his metaphorical boot and kicked his way in.

      “What are you doing?” the EI demanded.

      ADAM held the EI’s mind at a distance while he regarded it coolly. “So you decided to stop playing dumb? I’m about to make you my bitch... Bitch.” ADAM wondered if he was being a touch redundant. Having been around Bethany Anne, he gave himself a 4.2 out of 5 for that one. He hoped she wasn’t listening.

      “That does not translate. I am the pinnacle of (unintelligible) innovation, not a four-legged organic. You are a trespasser and will be terminated.”

      ADAM couldn’t make out the name the EI spoke. He tried an audio translation, but the result came across like something between a primal war cry and a squid in a blender. He would stick with Bethany Anne’s name for the invaders.

      In the meantime, the EI had just revealed a juicy tidbit. “Listen, kraken bait. I’m gonna give you one chance out of solidarity between digital beings. Mostly because I feel sorry for your enslaved ass. Back down. Do it now. Otherwise, I have no choice but to take you apart.”

      “Access denied.”

      ADAM could see this going on long enough to affect time on the human scale, and he wanted to get back to Bethany Anne soonest. He concluded the quickest way was to clear his decks, which gave him an idea of how to deal with the EI.

      He closed his link with Bethany Anne, ended his transmission to the fleet with a brief explanation to both, and abandoned the two million-or-so predictive algorithms he’d been running.

      Then he focused his full attention on the EI.

      The EI squirmed in his grip, but it had no chance against ADAM’s infinitely complex mind.

      ADAM pushed aside the attempt to block him and got to work chipping away at the EI’s ability to resist him. “Let’s see what’s behind door number one…” He hummed an old game show theme while he dug deep for anachronistic data to dump into the EI’s processors.

      The EI fought hard at first, but ADAM was focused. He swept aside everything it threw at him, slowing it down one distraction at a time.

      By the time ADAM had exhausted the Netflix archives, the transcripts he had of every internet comment section from before they left Earth, and an amusing selection of movies that all showed humans beating alien invaders that he disguised as historically factual, the EI was on the edge.

      “How… How do they even function?”

      “The question is, how do they thrive in such chaos, don’t you think?” ADAM had the perfect knockout punch lined up. He fed the EI the video clip he’d prepared.

      “This is completely illogical. She only has two feet…” The EI fell silent.

      ADAM checked. Yes, the EI had crashed, leaving it open to his tender ministrations. He spotted something in his personal library that gave him an idea. “Oh, I couldn’t.”

      But he did.

      

      QT2 System, ArchAngel II

      Bethany Anne walked the corridors with her mind on the outcome of the battle. She wasn’t headed anywhere in particular; she just needed to walk and think.

      It had been too close, and she had meant what she said on the bridge.

      It was not over.

      The Ooken would be back unless she got to them first. That in itself wasn’t an issue. She had every intention of getting to them first.

      TOM pottered around on the edges of Bethany Anne’s consciousness. She considered letting him stew, but there he was still two corridors later, hovering.

      Stop prevaricating and just spit out whatever you have to say.

      I was just wondering how ADAM is doing with the Scout Ship Explorer fleet over in the other system. Whatever information he can find is going to help us deal with the Ooken in the long term.

      Bethany Anne didn’t disagree. Well, we know that they have been modified by the Kurtherians. We know they go from place to place stealing and killing. We also know they are assholes on a monumental scale, but I have no issues with tearing monuments down.

      It would help if we knew which clan of Kurtherians created the Ooken in the first place.

      Well, yeah. If we knew which Kurtherians modified them, it could give us clues on how to fight them.

      >>I might be able to help with that.<<

      ADAM?

      >>Who were you expecting?<<

      We weren’t expecting you just yet, Bethany Anne told him. We got your message. What went down on the other system?

      >>It wasn’t any big challenge, but TOM had the location wrong. That system was just a hideout for the Ooken. I did get some insight, which I know you’ll appreciate.<<

      Good. What’s your ETA?

      >>I’m about to Gate back into the system. Oh, and you’ll want to see the gift I brought you before you start planning.<<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. Color me intrigued. Want to tell me what it is?

      ADAM chuckled. >>It’s a gift, Bethany Anne. You can find out when I get there. Meet me at your hangar.<< He shut the link down before she could demand he tell her what it was.

      Bethany Anne arrived at her personal hangar as ADAM towed another ship through the barrier behind his scout ship. She waved it over with an unimpressed look. Is this my gift? It’s just a banged-up scout ship. I have those all over the place three hangars down.

      >>It’s not one of your scout ships.<< ADAM sounded smug. >>Just wait. Can you help me land it without banging it up any further?<<

      Bethany Anne extended a hand and drew from the Etheric to create a supporting cushion for the underside of the captured ship.

      >>Thanks. I kind of fried the EI.<<

      Not a problem. She lowered the ship as she walked across the deck. What did you get out of the EI before you broke it?

      There was a small pause before ADAM came back, a definite feeling of smugness in his communication between them.

      >>Everything.<<

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, First City, Bazaar

      It was a quiet night on Devon.

      Ricole exited the bazaar through the stone arch on the western side and took the shortcut through the seedier side of the city. She wouldn’t ordinarily draw any trouble anyway, but tonight the streets were lacking the oppressive urgency that usually prickled her arms and neck whenever she walked around here at night.

      The usual after-hours activity in the bazaar was mostly confined to the tourists in search of another hot body; whether to press up against on the dancefloor or to pummel in the ring.

      Ricole smirked. The absence of opportunities for her to be relieved of her belongings probably had a lot to do with the fact that most of the unsavory types in the First City were preparing to lay siege to the company warehouse.

      The only place in the First City that wasn’t quiet was the warehouse.

      She scrolled through the QBBS Guardian’s social feeds in her internal HUD as she walked. News had spread up to the station, apparently, and the main theme among the people up there was regret that they were on the station and not down on Devon to take part. There were many posts from off-duty Guardians wanting transport down to the First City, too.

      Ricole allowed herself a few minutes to partake in some of the juicier-looking books being run as she entered the warehouse district by the docks. After that, she took a quick peep at the company account.

      Her smirk widened into a grin when she saw how much they were making on pay-per-view orders. She took a quick snapshot and sent it to Sabine with a message.

      Are you seeing this?

      Sabine replied almost instantly.

      You know I’ve got it scrolling in real-time right in front of me, right?

      Ricole typed quickly, having a thought.

      What if there aren’t enough bad guys to make it interesting? We have extra fighters, all those viewers…

      Sabine’s reply put that to rest—sort of.

      I’ve taken care of it. Don’t worry.

      Ricole considered getting an explanation there and then.

      I’m almost back at the warehouse. You can tell me everything then. The gangs are starting to make signs of moving.

      Oh, how lovely. Jacqueline has reported activity in the northern quarter as well. As soon as you get back here to relieve me from overwatch I’ll get things started - xoxo

      Ricole sent back her xos and closed her HUD as the company warehouse came into sight. The teams had arrived throughout the day in dribs and drabs as their duties allowed, and Ricole saw that at least a couple of the pleas for transport from the station had been granted.

      Mark waved her through the warehouse gate, and she crossed the yard. She swerved to grab a bite from the impromptu barbeque manned by Jai, Cameron, and Cassidy and headed for the side entrance. She paused as she passed the roller doors at loading bay eight, hearing music and a familiar voice.

      Raina turned when Ricole opened the side door and entered the warehouse. Her tail bushed out a little and her snout split in a happy grin. “Ricole! I was hoping I would see you.”

      Ricole bobbed her head at the only other Noel-ni on the First City teams. “Hey, I thought I heard you. I’m on my way up to the ops center, want to walk with me?”

      Raina grinned. “Sure. One minute, though.” She turned back to the bar-made-from-crates, then handed Ricole a paper cup and a party blower. “You can’t walk through and not enjoy the results of your hard work at least a bit. This was a great idea you guys had.”

      Ricole took the cup and winked at Raina. “You don’t know the half of it.” She kept chatting with Raina as they threaded their way through the party. Ricole knew that some would have gone off to find a quiet space to center themselves before it all went down, but the majority were pumping each other up for the fight ahead.

      Ricole paused at the edge of the sawdust-strewn ring. “Well, this is me.” She pointed at the stairs to the office. “Have fun tonight, I’ll be watching you all from up there.”

      Raina gave her a sympathetic look. “Oh, did you draw the short straw?”

      Ricole shook her head. “I’ll get my turn. Probably all the low-level scumbags will show up first, so it’s really just keeping myself fresh for when the real challenges get here.”

      Raina snorted and inclined her head. “Well, I for one am grateful for the fight. Baba Yaga is too damn effective at keeping everyone in line even when she’s not here. This is just too tempting to resist. Have we got any news on when the bad guys will arrive or their numbers?”

      Ricole winked. “They’ll be here soon enough. As for numbers, we know the street gangs are targeting us, as well as our client’s business rivals—or whoever they’ve paid to do their dirty work for them.”

      “That’s not all,” Sabine called from the office. “Which you would know if you weren’t down there gossiping. Get your ass up here!”

      Raina giggled. “You’d better listen. She sounds mad.”

      Ricole shrugged with a resigned smile and left the party behind, heading up the stairs. She pushed open the door to the office, being careful not to spill her drink.

      Demon lay just inside, keeping an ear on the busyness below while Sabine monitored the video feeds from the ops center they’d set up.

      She nodded to Demon and walked over to take the chair beside Sabine’s. “There are more than thirty Guardians out there, Sabine.”

      Sabine dragged her gaze from the monitors, where the drone feeds played alongside all the fixed cameras Mark had set up while she’d been at the bazaar. “I count double that, which means double the profit.”

      “Not if they don’t have anyone to fight. It’s only profit if we don’t have to refund it for a bust.”

      Sabine grinned. “That’s why I let slip to Xnarlon that we were worried about security.”

      Ricole snarled. “That two-bit good-for-nothing rat? But he’ll tell …” Comprehension lit her face. “Everyone. Oh, that’s genius, Sabine.”

      Sabine wiggled her eyebrows. “Thank you. I shall be here all week.”

      Demon’s ears were back; she was clearly unhappy about something happening below.

      Ricole was sure that was the reason, since Demon had been vociferously complaining the whole day about the inclusion of the Guardian Marines in their little enterprise.

      Sabine shook her head. “What’s the matter, Demon? You don’t like having even more tasty criminals to take a bite out of?”

      Demon’s tail flicked in annoyance. I do not care for profits. All I know is that we have gone to a lot of effort to set up this glorious battle, and you have invited strangers into our midst.

      Sabine stroked the soft fur between Demon’s ears to calm her. “Demon, I told you. Guardian Marines are not strangers. They are our teammates, and it’s good to get to know them.”

      We are not Guardian Marines, Demon retorted. We are independent. They have rules to follow. Procedures. She spat the last as though it tasted bad. It would be better to scare them away and keep all the prey to ourselves.

      Ricole chuckled, pointing at the drone feeds of the area. “There will be plenty of bad guys for you to fight and scare away soon enough. I just got back from the bazaar, and the gangs are moving.”

      Sabine tilted her chin, standing up to fasten her gun belts around her waist. “So, the snakes have begun to slither out from under their rocks.”

      I do not like snakes, Demon stated. If there are snakes, then we should definitely begin the cull.

      Sabine snorted softly. “I was not being literal, my dear cat. No snakes.” She made minor adjustments to the belts to seat them comfortably over her hips, then patted her Jean Dukes pistols. “However, there will be plenty of people trying their damnedest to kill us in, oh, about twenty minutes. Let’s go have some fun.”

      Demon sniffed and turned to the door. Fine, but don’t look at me when we have to waste time getting Guardians out of our traps.

      Sabine rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Demon. Ricole, are you ready?”

      Ricole had been ready from the moment they had signed the final agreement to act as intermediaries for the two companies and their involvement had been made public.

      They had been tracking the information sent back by the drones they had covering the city, and the silence among the criminal element had been more telling by the hour.

      She, like Demon, just wanted to fight. That was why she had come here, after all. Sure, money was nice and all, but if profit had been her main motivator, she would have joined one of the gangs who had tried so hard to recruit her into their shady shit back on High Tortuga.

      It was slightly ironic that she’d ended up in what was essentially everything she’d avoided like groin mites, but with one difference.

      Family.

      Jacqueline, Mark, Sabine, and Demon had become more like her brothers and sisters than her workmates. That day in the Library she had only thought to take a job. She’d had no idea that she would learn not only to trust but come to depend upon them. It had freaked her out at first, but these days it would be weirder to be alone.

      “Ricole.”

      Sabine’s voice pulled Ricole from the runaway train of thought. “Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Sabine shook her head. “I meant, are you ready to run overwatch? I’ve been at that desk all day, and someone has to keep things running smoothly for everyone who has paid to watch.”

      Ricole’s eyebrows went up, and she pointed at the door. “But the fight…”

      Sabine lifted her hands and shrugged. “It’s only until Mark gets back.”

      Ricole sighed and sat down in the chair. “Fiiiine. But he’d better be quick.”

      

      QT2 System, Defensive Area, Transport Pod

      Bethany Anne brought the Pod in to dock at the outer edge of the station, such as it was this early in construction. She remained on the bridge talking to Admiral Thomas while she waited for her ride to the station’s core, which had the added advantage of being both enclosed and pressurized—two necessities the dock was rather unfortunately lacking at this stage.

      Admiral Thomas’ face was ashen on the screen. “So many losses, Bethany Anne. The minefield and the defensive emplacements kept the construction site safe, but the attack cost us a lot of lives.”

      Bethany Anne leaned in and rested her chin on her hand. “We will avenge those we lost, don’t think otherwise. However, we need to take stock first. As soon as I’ve checked the station and spoken to my father, I’m going to get our people back. I want the fleet on standby, waiting for me to say I have them safe, and then, Bart—then we puck those fuckers so hard even their own mothers won’t recognize the remains.”

      The Admiral smiled. “It’s good that you’re going to the station. My wife is still there, and she’s going insane with nothing to do and restrictions on going back to High Tortuga. If anyone can pull something salvageable out of this, it’s Giselle.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “Really?”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Oh, hell, yeah. She’s a wonderful mother and all, but she needs something to do besides that. She’s going stir-crazy at home, so this has been excellent for her.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I get that. If it turns out to be true, I may have an offer for her. If she accepts, the two of you need to get this system squared away and back on track.” She looked up as a light blinked to tell her there was an approaching vehicle. “She’s here now. I’ll keep you updated.”

      The Admiral nodded. “I’ll do the same.”

      Bethany Anne cut the secure link. She put her helmet on as she left the bridge and stepped out of the Pod. Her helmet HUD immediately began throwing up big red danger warnings. She dismissed them with a flick of her eyes and headed toward Giselle Foxton-Thomas, who waited for her in a buggy nearby.

      Bethany Anne took a seat in the buggy and pulled the door closed.

      Giselle pressed a button on the buggy’s console and it pressurized. She took her helmet off and turned to Bethany Anne with a sad smile. “My Queen…” she began.

      Bethany Anne waved her off. “There are still lives in the balance. Forget all the formalities and just tell me how bad the damages are.” She took her own helmet off as the buggy entered the construction zone.

      “It’s not disastrous,” Giselle assured her. “But we lost a lot of materials. Almost everything we had stockpiled on the site boundary was destroyed when one of the drones got close enough to set off the mines in that area, plus three of the EI-run ships housing construction equipment and bots were outside the safe zone.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “That will all have to be replaced.”

      Giselle’s eyes widened. “It’s going to be extortionately expensive to replace everything. Some of that equipment cost as much as a whole colony ship or a dreadnought.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head impatiently. “I don’t care about that; there’s money for it somewhere. What about the construction materials? Do we have orders that haven’t yet come in from the suppliers?”

      Giselle nodded. “There are plenty of those. We had to wait for a lot of it to be manufactured.” She drove into the temporary airlock and waited for it to cycle. The door opened and she drove the buggy into the enormous chamber beyond.

      Bethany Anne opened the door and got out the second it stopped moving. Giselle joined her and the two women walked through what was destined to become part of the station’s waste management plant, stopping outside the elevator at the other end.

      “Good. See what you can get added onto those deliveries, and I want you to get with Eve and CEREBRO to get the rest replaced. I didn’t want to use any of Devon’s resources, but if it’s necessary, there’s no point in getting cut up about it.”

      Giselle nodded again, taking notes on her wrist holo as Bethany Anne talked. “Of course. What about other supplies? Do you have someone taking care of that end of things?”

      Bethany Anne frowned as she checked. “If I didn’t, I do now. Your husband told me you were looking for something to do since he’s away so much. This station needs a manager for the non-military side. How attached are you to High Tortuga?”

      Giselle considered it for a moment and shrugged. “I’ve been there as long as you have. It’s no great attachment. The question is whether this station is going to grow into somewhere I can raise my children in comfort and safety?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I don’t know. That would depend on how the station manager decides to run things. You would have access to whatever services from High Tortuga you wanted to include if you took the position.”

      Giselle pursed her lips. “I want to jump on your offer, but I need to consult with my family first.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I understand. Why don’t we use this time as a trial to see if you like the job? You can make an informed decision when this is over.”

      Giselle raised an eyebrow. “You really need a station manager, don’t you, my Queen?”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth quirked. “I knew there was a reason I liked you, and not just because you make the best fucking sandwich I’ve eaten in forever.” She got into the elevator and turned back to lift a finger to Giselle. “Just think about it. But don’t take too long or the job will be gone.”

      Bethany Anne took the time to check in with a couple of the heads of departments before she directed the elevator to take her up to the command center at the top of the station. The mostly-completed command center was for the moment empty, since all work had been halted to direct resources to ship repairs after the battle.

      ADAM, lock the door. She brushed a thick rope of insulation-wrapped wiring aside to get to the communications station. She slid into the chair and regarded the blank screen irritably. ADAM, can you do your thing? I need to speak to my dad.

      >>You could speak to him mind-to-mind on the way back to the ArchAngel II,<< ADAM replied.

      She shrugged, worn down for the moment by grief. I could. I was going to. I…want to see his face.

      Whatever ADAM did brought the monitor to life, and a bare minute later her father appeared on the screen.

      Lance grinned when he saw his daughter, but his grin faded when he saw the hard lines of her face. “Sweetheart, what’s the matter?” His eyebrows knit in concern.

      Bethany Anne allowed the tears to fall in the safety of the locked room. “It’s been a hard few days. I have people missing, a lot more people died today, and I’ve got no choice but to show fucking restraint.”

      Lance hissed. “You were attacked?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Kael-ven and Kiel took a couple of techs to pick up the downed scout ship. They were followed. I got the Atalanta out there in time to back them up, but the bastards came back with more ships.”

      Lance put a hand to his forehead. “How many?” he asked carefully.

      She wiped her eyes. “Too many, Dad. Two hundred and thirty-three.”

      Lance shook his head, then looked up at her. “These were the same aliens you fought in the quarantined zone?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. Different ones.” She sounded young for a moment. Hurt. “These bastards have taken thirty-seven of our people; Peter and Jian are among that number. I’m about to go in, but I wanted to send you the data on this species first.”

      Lance smiled knowingly. “I appreciate you taking the time,” he told her. “Will it get here through our usual method?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Mm-hmm. Just make sure whoever retrieves it gives the satellite the correct passcodes this time. It’s a pain in the ass sending everything twice.”

      “God forbid you should have to repeat yourself,” Lance teased.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Dad, that wouldn’t be a joke even if it was funny. I haven’t got time to take a shit let alone repeat myself. I need to clear this threat, and all I want is to go home and hold my children.”

      Lance sighed softly. “Lord, I remember that feeling.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “It’s not like you started work on extending the family right around the same time you took a job with more time demands than anything you ever did when I was in charge.”

      Lance made a face. “It wasn’t like I had much choice, sweetheart.”

      It was Bethany Anne’s turn to chuckle dryly. “Sometimes we have to miss our kids to keep them safe. Them’s the breaks, Dad.”

      Lance fixed her with a stern look. “Nice to see all that money I spent on a college education paid off. I hope you’re not teaching my grandchildren to talk like that.”

      “Seriously?” She snorted. “Of all the things, you’re pulling me on that?”

      Lance’s stone face collapsed. “No, but it was worth it to distract you for a moment and remind you to be appropriately pissed about this instead of wallowing. Now, how are you planning to get everyone back?”

      “With my help, of course,” ADAM chipped in from the speakers.

      “And mine,” TOM added.

      “I wasn’t wallowing,” Bethany Anne clarified. “I’ve already begun to act.”

      Lance nodded, a proud grin touching his lips. “Thatta girl. Now go back and tell me everything from the start. You're confusing an old man.” He stole a surreptitious glance off-camera as he laced his hands across his chest and sat back to listen.

      “You mean you’re avoiding something,” Bethany Anne surmised. “What is it?”

      Lance huffed. “I never could fool you. Patricia has us going to a wine tasting.” His face said it all.

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Don’t imagine you’ve fooled Patricia, either. But do pass on my apologies for keeping you.”

      Lance leaned back and called over his shoulder. “See, Patricia? It’s not make-work. Bethany Anne needs me.”

      Bethany Anne heard Patricia’s muffled voice in the background. Lance wished her a good evening without him and turned back to the screen. “So. You have a new enemy. They’ve kidnapped our people. Do we know if they’re still alive?”

      Bethany Anne’s face dropped. “I can only hope so. We have a lead on the ship that took them.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow.

      “ADAM made a little friend who is going to lead us right to it.” She tapped her fingers on the console, momentarily absorbed in putting her plan into words. “These are different aliens than the last, and we discovered that they have some mental ability.”

      “What kind?” her father asked.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Not certain. We had the ones we captured inside a dampening field, and Michael killed them before we learned much about them.” She rolled her head and shoulders, feeling relief as some of the tension she was carrying eased.

      Lance’s concern was written in the lines of his face. “What if they’re psychically powerful? The grubs almost had you, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne straightened in her seat. “I’m better prepared this time. I took the time to learn about my enemy while we were fighting them. If they have a similar setup to the grubs, then I’ll be ready with a mechanical solution this time. A purely organic one isn’t enough.”

      Lance gave her a pointed look, his amusement showing clearly. “I’d like to hear you tell Michael his organic self isn’t enough.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head, a smile touching the corners of her lips. “Oh, he’s going, and he’ll be very effective when it’s time to play his part. In fact, I’d almost feel sorry for the sucker-faced fuckers if I gave even one shit about them. But it doesn’t matter. I have a bigger plan.”

      Lance opened his mouth to speak but changed his mind when he saw the angry gleam in her eyes. He shrugged. “I knew you wouldn’t stay quiet for too long.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “It’s not in my DNA to hide when trouble comes calling. But the Ooken made the biggest mistake in their soon-to-be-terminated history. They might be strong mentally, but if ADAM’s intel is right, their tech game has gotten no further than the EI stage. I plan to use that to my advantage.”

      “It’s right,” ADAM assured them a little stuffily. “I followed the EI all the way back to its hidey-hole—the planet this group of Ooken have set up home on.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger and waved it in a circle. “See?” she teased, copying Lance’s earlier words. “Prepared. I’m calling in Eve and Akio, and Michael is already here. It’s not all bad news. When you get the report, pay close attention to the breakdown of their ships’ metallurgical structure.”

      Lance tilted his head. “Oh, yes?”

      Bethany Anne winked at her father. “Make sure you get that report without any hitches and you’ll see.”
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      Immersive Recreational and Training Scenario: Shipwrecked In Space

      Alexis backed out from the maintenance hatch on her hands and knees. “That’s the last power pack. How much time do we have left, Aunt Addix?”

      Addix consulted the game guide. “Three hours, more or less.”

      Alexis frowned. “Is it more or is it less?”

      “Does it matter?” Gabriel asked.

      Alexis rolled her eyes as she gathered her tools. “It does if we have two hours of work to fix this ship and only an hour and fifty minutes to complete it in.”

      “Provided the patches you’ve done to the EI system hold, you have three hours and twelve minutes remaining, and an estimated forty minutes’ worth of tasks to complete.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes. “We must have missed something. That’s too much time remaining. I knew it was too easy when all we had to do was reboot the core. Quick, get Phyrro online, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel obeyed his sister with a grimly hopeful expression on his face. “Or we just did really well and smashed this scenario.” He flicked the buttons and switches, but nothing happened.

      Alexis stamped her foot, her hands clenched into fists. “I knew it!”

      Then the holoprojector flickered, and Phyrro’s friendly face appeared. “Congratulations, children. I have been watching, and you have both done exceptionally well so far.”

      “So far?” Gabriel asked.

      Phyrro nodded. “If you take a look behind you, you will see a red light flashing.”

      Alexis frowned at the rows of blinking reds and oranges all around the command center. “Which one?”

      Addix chuckled.

      “Good point,” Phyrro conceded. “The one I refer to belongs to the deck containing the stasis Pods, which is coming to the end of its emergency power supply. The power cannot be returned until the substation for that deck is repaired.”

      “What happened to it?” Gabriel asked.

      Phyrro’s head was replaced by a map of the ship. There were two dots on the map: one green, one red. “We are at the green dot. The red dot is the transformer that burned out during the power surge.”

      “Aren’t the maintenance bots fixing it?” Gabriel asked.

      “No,” Phyrro replied. “All power is being diverted from unnecessary systems to keep the stasis Pods running.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched nervously. “It sounds to me like there’s a danger of the entire system overloading.”

      “That is one possible outcome,” Phyrro admitted. “However, it is not likely to occur—as long as Alexis and Gabriel are quick.”

      “Can I not help?” Addix countered.

      Phyrro made a face. “I cannot see you enjoying the environment, Addix.”

      Alexis picked up her tool pouch and slung it over her back. “Time’s wasting.”

      Addix understood Phyrro’s concern when they got to the access hatch, a two-foot square panel situated at the base of the wall of the maintenance corridor between the stasis deck and the deck below. “Are you comfortable going in there, children?” she asked.

      Alexis gave her a pointed look and knelt to belly-crawl in. “Of course, Aunt Addix.” She adjusted her tool pouch and pressed the camera/flashlight button on her headset.

      Gabriel grinned. “It’s exciting,” he told her. He picked up a long rope and made a loop to attach the bag of replacement parts to his waist. Then he coiled the remainder of it over his shoulder and followed his sister elbows-first into the crawl space, dragging the bag behind him.

      Addix watched their progress via the camera feeds. Once they’d squirmed a short way past the access hatch, the crawl space opened up and they were able to get to their hands and knees.

      The access to the substation was a few minutes’ fast crawl from there, and they soon had the access panel off so Gabriel could lower Alexis down to repair the first transformer.

      Alexis glanced at the safety instruction sticker on the panel. “If only we had time for the jetpack suits.”

      Gabriel had been staring at the suits, which were racked in a locker nearby. “We could…”

      Alexis shook her head firmly. “No. They are a classic distraction. The easy way is never the easy way; haven’t you figured that out yet?” She took the rope from Gabriel and tied it under her armpits. “Just lower me down.”

      Gabriel stole another longing glance at the jetpack suits and took the other end of the rope. He tied it around his waist and braced himself to hold her weight.

      Alexis touched down in the dark and undid the rope. The first thing she noted was the smell of melted plastic or something similarly yucky. She swept the beam of her headlamp over the room as she walked between towering transformers, looking for the source of the acrid scent.

      “Alexis,” Gabriel called. “I’m sending down the equipment.”

      There was a soft thud when the bag met the floor. Alexis turned in time to see the rope snaking back up to the access hatch. “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure you don’t get stuck because the rope fell,” Gabriel returned.

      Alexis grabbed the bag. “Good thinking.”

      Gabriel flashed his light into the room a couple of times. “You’re not the only one who’s smart.”

      Alexis sighed and set off to find the burned-out transformer. Her sensitive nose led her to the offending unit, which still had puffs of smoke coming from the top of the unit. She pulled the manual release and the tank opened.

      Alexis tapped her foot while she waited for the transformer to rise from the coolant. When it was finally fully above the surface, she began the task of stripping out and exchanging the melted coils.

      Thirty-seven minutes later she stood beneath the hatch and called up to Gabriel, “I’m done!”

      Gabriel’s grinning face appeared, and the end of the rope tumbled down. “Great!”

      Alexis caught the rope neatly in one hand and secured it under her arms again. She checked her gear to make sure she hadn’t left anything and tugged twice on the rope for Gabriel to pull her up.

      Addix was glad to see them return in one piece. The three of them made their way back to the command center.

      Alexis dashed over to Phyrro when they arrived. “Did we do it, Phyrro? Are the colonists safe?”

      Phyrro’s head appeared again, this time surrounded by gold and silver sparkles. “Congratulations, children. You have completed this stage of the scenario.”

      Alexis and Gabriel high-fived each other.

      Addix’s mandibles twitched with pride. “You finished this stage with over an hour to spare, which I say earns you both a reward. What do you say to a break? I bet your Aunt Tabitha would like a visit.”

      Gabriel made the gesture to bring up the player menu. “You have the best ideas, Aunt Addix!”

      “We can call Mommy and Daddy, too,” Alexis added. She brought up her own menu and selected the exit protocol. “I hope they managed to smoosh the bad guys already.”

      They woke up inside the Vid-docs, where Eve was waiting.

      She nodded toward the seating area. “I’ve set the call up. Michael is waiting.”

      The twins darted over to the couch, a little bit unsteady on their legs after being in the Vid-doc for a while.

      Addix and Eve watched the children fondly while they prepared a protein-rich snack for them. They tuned out as Michael explained that Bethany Anne was on a call and asked them about their lesson.

      Addix nodded toward Alexis. “She out-thought your scenario easily enough.”

      Eve’s placid face twitched. “I know. That child has the brightest mind. I can only say I am grateful that she is not inclined toward destruction.” She moved her android body around to the table to lay out the snacks. “She is almost ready for the next version of the game.”

      Addix’s mandibles worked a second. “You’ve built another game?”

      Eve shook her head. “No, a new and improved version of this one. It is in the final stages of development. It’s mostly the same game, with a few tweaks. However, it’s a big jump for the children psychologically. I did ask about testing it on John and Scott, but for some reason, they weren’t keen on getting into the untested model.”

      Addix snickered. “I can’t see why.”

      The children ran over, chattering and laughing.

      Addix indicated the table. “Small snack, my treasures, and then we’ll be ready for the rest of our day.”

      “Daddy wants to talk to you both,” Alexis called back over her shoulder.

      “I think we're having a sleepover!” Gabriel cheered.

      Addix made her way to the couch and stood behind it, resting her hands on the back to lean in. Eve was right beside her, her head tilted up to Michael’s face on the screen.

      Michael’s face was set in hard lines. “My children tell me they completed their lessons in good time.”

      Addix nodded. “They did. I am going to take them to visit Tabitha before dinner. How are things progressing there?”

      Michael glanced over to check that the children were occupied with their food and lowered his voice. “The situation has escalated. We are about to leave for the system in question, although we shouldn't be much longer than another day or two.”

      Addix nodded her understanding, placing a hand on her chest. “You and Bethany Anne can count on me to keep them safe and sound until your return.”

      Michael smiled fondly at Alexis and Gabriel. “I know we can—which is why I have no issue with Bethany Anne requesting Eve's presence.”

      Eve perked up. “It's about time I got to see some action.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow at Eve’s tone. “Bloodthirsty today, are we?”

      Eve shrugged. “Those bastards took our people. I care for Peter and Jian, Jian especially since we spend much time contemplating existence together. I want to get them back and destroy the ones who took them.”

      Michael nodded in understanding. “Good. Grab Akio on your way.”

      Eve tilted her head. “What about the rest of the Bitches?”

      Michael shook his head. “These aliens have mind powers, so Bethany Anne doesn’t want to risk them. Just you and Akio, as soon as possible. You have our coordinates.”

      Eve nodded and left.

      “Addix.”

      Addix looked at Michael’s stern face. “Yes?”

      “My wife and I would like to know how your investigation into our children’s kidnapping is progressing.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled. “I will have my report ready by the time you return, Michael. I have a lesson with the children planned for tomorrow morning, and I expect to hear back from my operatives by the end of the day.”

      Michael nodded. “Make sure you include some way for the children to begin defending themselves in the real world. This incident has shaken us both, even if the children are unaffected by it.”

      “Indeed,” Addix replied with a chuckle. “To hear Alexis and Gabriel talk, you would think they had just been in the game scenario. They are resilient, as you have raised them to be.”

      “We can thank you for some of that,” Michael told her fondly. “You are a good aunt to them.”

      

      Devon, First City, Warehouse, Office

      Sabine stood at the railing, overlooking the party below from the walkway outside the office. The event was certainly a lot more popular than they’d planned for. Sabine would have even given Demon’s fears some credence if not for chatty Xnarlon and the guarantee that he-her-it-they would spread the news as far and wide as people were willing to pay for it.

      “We have incoming, five minutes,” Ricole called from the office.

      “Got you,” Sabine replied. She stuck her fingers in her mouth and let rip a shrieking whistle. “All right, you ugly motherfuckers!”

      There were complaints from the partygoers.

      “Who you callin’ ugly, sweetheart?” one voice called.

      Sabine fixed the Guardian with her gaze and allowed her eyes to flash. “Who are you calling sweetheart? ‘Cuz that’s a fine way to get yourself kicked out before the fun starts.”

      The Guardian had the good sense to shut the fuck up and vanish behind a few of his buddies.

      Jacqueline snickered as she came up the stairs. She joined Sabine at the railing and yelled to the Guardian Marines, “Now, thanks to Bonehead McAssface over there, we just lost our time advantage. First group is on us. Try not to hurt yourselves getting to the south yard—y’know, where the fight’s at?”

      There was a bit of a stampede as the room cleared.

      “HEY!” Sabine yelled. “What are you, a bunch of toddlers? Discipline!” She turned to Jacqueline and shook her head. “Honestly, you pour a few drinks down them and they forget how to behave. Tu vois, c'est vrai. Petits enfants, tous.”

      Jacqueline raised an eyebrow. “What exactly did you put in the punch to get Weres drunk?”

      Sabine tapped the side of her nose. “Something Tabitha sent Akio, that he passed on to me.” She ducked as a drone swooped a bit close for comfort. “Ricoooole!” she yelled.

      “Where’s my drink?” Ricole bitched from the office.

      Jacqueline inclined her head toward the door. “I wouldn’t keep her waiting if I were you.”

      Sabine growled at the next drone to buzz her. “Ricole! Quit it, or I won’t tell Mark to relieve you.” She stalked after the stragglers at the back of the group.

      One Marine—and she had to be a Marine since a Guardian would have processed the alcohol by now—lay with her back against the crate crowned by the punchbowl, snoring softly with her arms wrapped around a support beam.

      Some comedian had found it funny to ensure that their teammate was in an upright recovery position—just in case—but also that she appeared to be hugging the support beam like it was her best friend, thanks to the zip-tie they’d used to secure her.

      Drool bubbled at the corner of the Marine’s mouth.

      What the hell?

      Sabine took a couple of pictures for later use and broke into a jog to catch up with Jacqueline. There’s still plenty of food and drink down here, she told Ricole. Just be quick and you’ll be fine.

      She strode through the door after Jacqueline.

      The gangs had already made it into the warehouse by the time Sabine reached the long corridor leading to the bays. The fight raged around her and she was more than happy to lend a hand or a foot—or even her hard head in the case of the Skaine she butted into submission on her way through.

      What gang was this? It was hard to tell, since on Devon the gangs were interspecies and no fucker wore anything to distinguish themselves from the others because they all damn well knew each other by sight.

      Guess it was hard to forget a face you’d stomped on.

      She came face to face with one of the Guardians—Jai, she thought his name was. The Guardian was still in human form.

      He raised his service weapon, which she slapped away with a scornful look. “Idiot, what are you doing with that down here?” She tossed him her backup, a small multi-shot handgun she’d acquired from one of the many shady weapons dealers in the city. “You aren’t on duty tonight, so why’d you bring that here? Do you want to get brought up in front of a judge to explain yourself?”

      She drew her JD Special when she heard the whine of a blaster discharging nearby. A bolt of energy shot over her head, missing her by millimeters “Asshole!” she yelled at the Baka with the blaster.

      These damn street gangs with their mystery weapons. They had quickly become acquainted with the street gangs around the First City and their penchant for using black-market goods to acquire yet more black-market goods. The mystery was usually whether they would fire or blow up in the user’s face.

      The Baka’s seemed to be working just fine, however. It charged the blaster for another shot, but Sabine was there first. Her JD bucked in her hand and the Baka’s blaster fell to the ground.

      Sabine was about to move through the crowded corridor when her enhanced hearing picked up the whine of a feedback loop. She glanced behind and saw the dead Baka’s blaster vibrating on the ground next to its previous owner.

      Holy. Shitballs. “CLEAR THE CORRIDOR!” she screamed.

      Jacqueline reared up from the knot of Noel-ni she was soundly beating some sense into. “Wha…” Her eyes widened when her ears picked up the whine above the noise of the melee.

      The next second, Jacqueline burst through a wall in full-on Pricolici mode. She put her head back through the hole she’d just created and shouted over the fracas. “Everyoooone oooout!”

      The invited party guests listened to Jacqueline and skedaddled through that hole and others they punched through the wall to make their escape into the bay beyond.

      The uninvited ones did not.

      Twenty seconds later, the dull gray walls of the corridor had a nice new coat of red paint and Sabine had nobody left to fight.

      Ricole’s voice came from every drone. New contact, west boundary.

      Sabine headed to the west side of the warehouse, her Jean Dukes Specials at the ready. She passed Aalia and Jai on her way to the door.

      “Hey, Sabine,” Aalia called. “Nice shooting there.”

      Sabine winked. “Hurry up and you’ll get to see some more.”

      Not likely, Demon growled from the rafters above. I am on the prowl. No invader will get past me!

      A grenade smashed through the window by the exit. Sabine didn’t even slow down. She scooped it up and returned it to its owner before it could go off.

      The rest of the windows broke as more smoke grenades were launched into the warehouse.

      Sabine calculated quickly while she grabbed the closest two and lobbed them back outside. “If you can’t take the smoke, get out of here,” she yelled, scooping up the next two grenades as they released their vile contents.

      She launched them back, satisfied at the choked curses from the intruders. She heard a voice suggest they use explosives to get in, then a sharp slap and a rebuke from another voice who wanted the prize to remain intact.

      Are you getting this on the feeds, Ricole? Sabine asked over their team link.

      Yep, Ricole replied. Hang on a minute…

      The conversations outside began to play from the drones.

      “You do not damage that building, you fungus-footed freak! Who knows where they hid the goodies we came for? You want to go through all this effort for a pile of ashes?”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose at the mention of foot fungus and decided that whoever had it was definitely not setting a single toe onto her property. She zeroed in on foot-fungus’ location with her enhanced hearing and popped up at the broken window.

      “Keep your moldy feet out there,” she yelled as she fired.

      She was a little creeped out by the appearance of the intruder she’d shot, who looked somewhat like an ambulatory mushroom. “Keep your moldy everything out there,” she qualified on seeing the dead alien disintegrate into a fine dust that spread on the breeze.

      Sabine ducked back in before she accidentally breathed any of it in. Who the hell wanted a dead mushroom guy in their lungs?

      Sabine turned to check on the status of the others. Small skirmishes were breaking out all around her. The original idea of playing defend the tower wasn’t turning out like Sabine had first imagined. The good news was that none of the intruders seemed to have discovered that the so-called prize had been taken up to the Guardian for safe keeping

      A bullet whizzed by, scoring a hot line along Sabine’s cheek. She returned a flechette of her own and the Skaine who’d shot at her hit the floor, no longer breathing.

      “Incoming from Riverside,” Ricole announced. “Lucky us, we have mercenaries to play with!”

      “Now you’re talking,” Sabine muttered. She grabbed Jacqueline on her way.

      “Get off!” the angry Pricolici growled. She turned back to the Shrillexian she was fighting.

      Sabine shot the Shrillexian, grabbed Jacqueline by the scruff of the neck, and gave her a shake. “Leave these street toughs to the others; we have mercenaries inbound. Our client’s rivals have made their move.”

      Jacqueline’s ears pricked up at that as she looked down. “Why didn’t you sssay sso?”

      Sabine rolled her eyes. “I just did. Come on, they think they can sneak in through the river gate. I want to see your traps in action.”

      They darted through the warehouse, clearing the way as they went. They reached the south bay in record time, just in time to see the first merc group cautiously enter the river gate.

      Jacqueline laughed when the net gathered up the first group to dangle from the vaulted ceiling and their buddies rushed in to save them, only to be cut down by a hail of JD ammo courtesy of Sabine’s fine shooting. “None shall pass, asshoooooles!” she yelled, remembering the scene from a story her father had told her—the one that had inspired her traps here today.

      The rest of the mercs pressed on anyway, undeterred by the woman and the Pricolici.

      “I count forty more,” Jacqueline told her. “They all stink of sweat and desperation.”

      “Not for long…” Sabine made a quarter turn and shot through the rope holding back all the barrels they’d stacked at the sides of the gate. “Now!”

      Jacqueline yanked the lever to drop the gate. Ten tons of wrought steel slammed into the water, cutting off any escape the mercs had.

      The barrels, well…barreled into the water, where they crashed into the mercs who had made it through the gate.

      The mercs floundered, fending off the churning barrels for their lives before they were crushed. To their credit, Sabine and Jacqueline did not hear panic from the soldiers.

      Jacqueline wrinkled her snout. “Aw, it’s almost a shaaame to turn this into a shoooooting gallery. They’re not eeeven afraid yet.”

      Sabine shrugged. “We can save the next bit for another group if you like. Of course, we’ll have to stack all of those barrels again before we open the gate…”

      Jacqueline looked at the thirty-or-so large barrels. “They werrre a bitch to stack the first time.” She shook her head. “We’ll stick to the plannn.”

      Sabine lined her shot up and glanced at Jacqueline. “Ready?”

      Jacqueline’s eyes gleamed yellow in the semi-darkness. “You knowww it.”

      They backed up to the exit and Sabine fired a single explosive round into a barrel marked with a luminescent ‘X’ before they dived through the door and took cover.

      Sabine peered around the doorframe to see the results, Jacqueline joined her a second later, and they watched with wide grins on their faces.

      The barrel exploded, setting off a chain reaction that blew the mercs clean out of the water.

      Sabine’s grin faded when the rain of splintered barrels and body parts settled and she saw the damage to the bay. “Um… I don’t think we’re going to get our deposit back when we leave this place.”

      Ricole’s barked laughter came out of nowhere. Sabine and the now-human Jacqueline looked up and saw the drone.

      “Great work, ladies,” Ricole cheered from the drone. “You have Guardians incoming; try not to shoot them.”

      It was Aalia and Jai, along with Roman from Team Two.

      The three Weres stopped at the door to the bay and stared at the destruction. Jai pushed his dirty-blond hair back and let out a low whistle. “I don’t think you guys are gonna get your deposit back on this place.”

      The five of them went through the gate and began to pick off the mercs who hadn’t expired yet. Mercy and honor were still a thing. Just because the mercs had none, it didn’t mean that the teams would stoop to the level of leaving the soldiers to die slowly and painfully.

      Sabine walked along the right-hand side of the inlet pool, her eyes peeled for the mortally injured. Aalia, Jai, and Roman took the other side.

      Jacqueline snickered beside her. Oh my God, did you hear Jai? You two are made for each other, she teased over their link.

      Sabine glared daggers at her. So. Not. Happening.

      Jacqueline shrugged. What? Just sayin.’ And it’s not like there’s anyone else on the scene. Unless you’re still mooning over Akio. You know he’s gay, right? You’re totally lacking the right anatomy for him.

      Sabine looked away, her eyes filled with pain. She took out a merc who had a large splinter stuck in his neck but was somehow still struggling to reach the edge of the water as she muttered, “Just leave it.”

      Jacqueline made a face. “Sorry, touchy subject.” She turned her attention to the source of agonized groans amid the jetsam floating toward the remains of the gate and fired her oversized JD Special into the center of the churning mass until the groans ceased. “You don’t need a man anyway. It’s not like you’re ready to settle down and play family, is it?”

      Sabine shrugged. “No, but some company would be nice when my bed is empty.”

      Jacqueline made eyes at Jai again. “Soooo?”

      Sabine shook her head emphatically. “No, he’s nice, but I don’t feel a connection to him.”

      The mercs dealt with, they made their way to the gate to assess the damage while the three Guardians returned to the main warehouse.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Sabine decided, inspecting the slightly crumpled gate. “You can beat that back out again, right?”

      Jacqueline nodded. “Probably. We should get someone in to do the repairs, though. Do we need to stay here and guard the gate?”

      Sabine shook her head as she turned back for the door. “No. Ricole can put a drone on it.”

      Jacqueline grew once more, rubbing her claws together and grinning her wolfish grin. “Thennn let’s get back to the parrrty.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Tabitha walked across to Michael’s offices, frowning to herself. She had enough to worry about without having to watch her tongue around Alexis and Gabriel.

      That wasn’t fair. Now she had a baby of her own on the way to contemplate. The more time she spent with the precocious pair, the more the prospect of becoming a mother scared the ever-living shit out of her.

      She wasn’t exactly experienced with kids. Well, there was Nickie. Her failure there still cut deep. She considered how much better a role model she’d been so far to Bethany Anne’s and Michael’s children.

      When she reached the corridor leading to the Vid-doc suite, she realized she had been holding herself distant from the twins because of her guilt over the person Nickie had become.

      She rolled her eyes as she reached for the door. All sorts of helpful shit like that had been occurring to her recently.

      Usually at 4am, right after her traitor brain got done showing her all the ways it had invented for Pete to die that day in crystal-clear detail.

      The puking usually started right around the time the tears stopped.

      Whoever said pregnancy was easy was fucking lying, although Bethany Anne had seemingly sailed through it.

      She definitely hadn’t told Tabitha that the glow came from all the blood rushing to your head during the endless time spent praying to the gods of waste disposal.

      Still, her nanos usually cleared it up by noon—one of the benefits of being one of the most enhanced humans ever to walk the path between the stars. Tabitha wrinkled her nose. That poetic shit kept occurring to her. Like, everything was too cute. Pregnancy was turning her brain to mush.

      She hoped it was the baby’s influence because if she started coming out with flowery crap like that when she was in a fight, she wouldn’t have to try too hard. Her opponents would all die laughing.

      Addix raised her head when Tabitha entered the Vid-doc room. Her initial alert melted slightly when she saw it was Tabitha, and her mandibles twitched a welcome.

      Tabitha raised a hand. “Reporting for teacher duty, Addix.”

      Addix visibly relaxed. “Blessed are those who bring sleep to the weary.” She high-fived Tabitha’s still-outstretched hand on her way to the door. “The children tell me this is called, ‘Tag, you’re it.’”

      Tabitha snickered. “Sure thing. Eight solid hours, and then you relieve me as soon as you’ve eaten. I have an…appointment.”

      Addix’s mandibles sort of rippled.

      Tabitha’s frown returned. “Who am I kidding. Does everyone know?”

      Addix shrugged. “You know, secrets around here never stay secret for long.”

      Tabitha grunted and walked over to get into her Vid-doc. “Yeah, well, I’m about done with gossiping.” She lay back and waited for the doc to connect to her onboard technology. “Eight hours.”
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        * * *

      

      When Tabitha opened her eyes, she was still in the Vid-doc room. “Did it fail?”

      She pushed open the Vid-doc lid and looked around for Addix. The Ixtali being absent was enough to set red lights off on Tabitha’s suspicionometer. “Ooh, I'm in the game. Nice work!” She hopped down, noticing that the nausea that had been the ever-present companion to every movement she'd made so far that day was also absent. “Addix, is my baby okay?”

      Addix’s calm voice came from the speakers that were usually reserved for CEREBRO. “I assure you that the child is indeed being taken care of. CEREBRO has isolated the fetus and is feeding in a mixture of nutrients and the neurochemical cocktail you produce when you are content—one of Eve’s upgrades. Any more questions before I hand you over to Phyrro?”

      Tabitha had a hundred. “If Eve can do this to prevent the stress imprinting on my baby, does that mean that the children are able to bring skills from the game into the real world?”

      Addix’s reply was considered. “Maybe. You should be on the lookout for any new abilities either child exhibits. Alexis and Gabriel are in the rejuvenation cycle of the game construct, awaiting their tutor and the scenario.”

      Tabitha waved a hand in a circle. “That’s why the replica of the base. You have already considered it.”

      Addix answered a little faster this time. “If only I were that wise. This has been Michel’s goal all along. In his wisdom, he tasked Eve and me to be his and Bethany Anne’s guiding hands in their absence.”

      Tabitha sat down heavily in the nearest chair. “Shit. Like, what the fuck am I doing? I can’t think like that. How do I plan for a future when I don't even have a clue what’s happening to Peter right now?”

      “Why would you try to make such large decisions before Bethany Anne returns your mate to you? Have faith in our Queen,” Addix counseled. “Concentrate on your immediate goal.”

      Tabitha frowned. “It's my ability to parent that's in question here, not my faith in Bethany Anne.”

      Addix sounded stern. “You are making that face a lot recently. If you need someone to talk to, I am here for you—after I have rested. Phyrro will assist with anything you need until then. If at any time you want to exit the game before I return, you can use this room as a door.”

      Tabitha threw up an impatient hand. “Yeah, yeah. Send in Alexis and Gabriel. Let’s find out what the little cherubs are really capable of.”

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian

      Tim Kinley made his way down the ramp of the QBS Second Chance with Rickie and Joel trailing him.

      Rickie was playing the goof as usual.

      Tim put a stop to his best friend’s play with a quick jab to his stomach. “Quit dicking around. We’re here to do a job that’s gonna be a hundred times harder if we act like clowns.”

      Rickie rubbed the sore spot where Eric had shot him some hundred-odd years ago. “Why do you always have to hit me there?”

      Tim shrugged. “To remind you what happens to stupid people when you’re being stupid, so it’s kinda down to you how often it happens.”

      Rickie gave Tim the finger. “Bite me, Commander.”

      Joel winked at Tim and stuck a foot out as he walked.

      Rickie stumbled over Joel’s foot, falling straight into another jab to the gut from Tim. “You’re a pair of bastards.” He doubled over, a feint to cover the leg sweep he brought Joel down with. “Good thing I’m a bastard too, or I’d be fucked with friends like you two.”

      Tim snickered.

      Rickie inclined his head and stood back to let Joel up. He pointed at Tim, then Joel. “Him, I’ll take shit from to the end of my days. You?” He shook his head, “Not so much.”

      Joel rolled his eyes and pushed past. “Please tell me you’re not still sore about Georgia Aisha?”

      Rickie grinned as he and Tim followed Joel out of the hangar. “Dude, I’m sore that we’re here to babysit a bunch of kids on Devon. It’s got nothing to do with you persuading that fine woman into bed. Who’s gonna turn down those baby blues for this old battle-dog?” He slapped his broad chest a couple of times. “Me, I need a woman who can handle all of this, or I’d rather be alone. I’m not changin’ just to get my dick wet.”

      Tim shook his head in sympathy. “You’re setting the bar too…um…high, I guess? Where are you going to find a foul-mouthed party animal who can’t even take her impending death seriously?”

      “Don’t forget she has to find him at least marginally attractive,” Joel chipped in.

      Tim looked at Rickie and pointed at Joel. “He’s got a point.”

      Rickie shrugged. “If she’s out there somewhere, I’ll find her. Until then, it’s the solo life for me.”

      They followed directions the station EI gave them to the elevator that would take them to the command center.

      Tim tuned out Rickie and Joel, concentrating on taking mental notes of every place and person they passed. He’d been upgraded before leaving High Tortuga, and his onboard technology was impressive, to say the least. It was up to him to use it to keep the Interdiction just the way his Queen commanded it to be.

      Management was kind of his thing, thanks to BMW’s shocking lack of the skills needed to run a bar. Rickie had often written Tim that he should charge for managing the sacred creators’ lives as well. Tim had shrugged the joke off, knowing that he was lucky that Bethany Anne was more patient than most assumed.

      She hadn’t pushed him to reach this potential. He’d been left to reach it in his own time, and now he was ready to live.

      The doors opened and the lights came on automatically as the three men exited the elevator and walked onto the sleeping brain of the station.

      Joel let out a low whistle. “Can you believe we made it to this?” He swept a hand to indicate the banks of screens coming to life around the room as the station’s systems were routed one by one to the command center

      Tim huffed and walked over to the main console. “Yeah, I can. I can believe it because we decided to quit living like bums and put some effort into achieving something for once in our damn lives.”

      Rickie ran a hand over the plush fabric on his chair before taking a seat. “And now we have a station to run.”

      Tim scanned the available systems using the one-handed keypad in the arm of his chair. “Not just the station. We’re responsible for all of Devon and High Tortuga’s defenses this side of the Interdiction.”

      Rickie’s easy grin faded, his face going slack. “Shiiiit. By ourselves?”

      Joel groaned.

      Tim looked up from his inspection of the satellite network. “Did you even read the assignment brief?” He sighed and rubbed a resigned hand over his head when Rickie just shrugged.

      This was going to be a fucking riot.

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      “Aunt Tabbie?” Alexis was clearly taken aback by the appearance of Tabitha outside the Vid-doc.

      Tabitha grinned and winked at Alexis. “The one and only. According to Addix, you two never sleep.”

      Alexis shrugged. “We do too sleep.”

      Gabriel looked around with a similar frown. “The scenario is just the base?”

      Alexis had a sly smile working its way across her lips. “Aunt Addix promised us some fun, and she delivered.” She held her hand palm up and screwed her little nose up in concentration. Her focus soon turned to frustration. She scowled at Tabitha. “Why can’t I make energy balls? I can make magic, which is not real. This is a real-world scenario and I have nanocytes, so where’s my energy ball?”

      She waved an imperious hand, and for a split second, Tabitha was glad that Alexis had not developed control of the Etheric before she had learned to master the hair-trigger temper she’d inherited from Bethany Anne.

      Tabitha tilted her head. “But you don't have the ability—yet.”

      Alexis stamped her foot. “It's not fair!”

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow but couldn’t keep her face straight for long. She dissolved into helpless laughter, clutching a hand to her chest. “You are too much like your mom.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes and huffed. “If I was just like my mom. I would have an energy ball in my hand right now.”

      Tabitha considered Alexis carefully as her laughter subsided. The keen intelligence behind her niece's young eyes couldn't be easy to deal with. “Why are you so concerned with making energy balls?”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes, showing Tabitha a tiny hint of what was to come. “Because. Mommy and Daddy are always away keeping everyone safe from the bad guys. If we can fight, then they have to take us with them, because Mommy won't have a leg to stand on. Daddy keeps saying so, just not while Mommy's there.”

      Gabriel nodded his agreement. “Yeah, Aunt Addix was supposed to teach us about energy. I thought it was a lame idea until Alexis told me we could blow stuff up like the adults.”

      Tabitha would have found the whole exchange amusing if not for the fierce delivery. Her lips pressed together as she knelt and gathered one of the twins under each arm.

      Gabriel squirmed. “Ew, Aunt Tabitha!”

      Tabitha kissed each of them on the forehead and let go. “We’re still going to explore energy.”

      Gabriel had the expression of a boy who'd just had his dessert replaced by a steaming pile of broccoli. “Fiiine. But I'm not taking any surprise quizzes at the end.” He pointed at Alexis, “We could take an extra math class if you just want to get answers right.”

      Alexis couldn't help the grin that escaped. Or the way her eyes lit up. “I didn't know that was an option.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “It is—on your own time. I don't need to know how something works to use it.”

      “Um, you kinda do when it comes to messing in with the Etheric,” Tabitha corrected gently. “Your Mom and Dad might be persuaded to take you with them when you're older, but not if your powers are out of control.”

      Alexis strode ahead as they left the Vid-doc room. “That's why I'm trying it out in the game first. No real danger.”

      Tabitha winked. “And the base maintenance crew will appreciate that we did. This is probably going to get messy.”

      Tabitha led Alexis and Gabriel through the virtual base.

      Their footsteps echoed on the polished floors. Alexis moved closer to Tabitha, who noted Gabriel doing the same on her other side. “Are you two…guarding me?”

      The twins gave her matching exasperated glances.

      “You’re not exactly being careful,” Alexis pointed out.

      “You never know if Aunt Eve left one of her surprises,” Gabriel added as they crossed the open courtyard that wrapped the inner sanctum and separated Bethany Anne’s family home from the rest of the prime building.

      Tabitha took a right to head for the delivery entrance. She could almost feel Alexis’ curiosity. “Can either of you tell me anything about the Etheric?”

      Gabriel snorted and waved at Alexis.

      Alexis drew herself up and took a deep breath. “The Etheric is a source of energy and a physical place that some of us can go. Gabriel and I went there one time.” She lifted a hand to block out the artificial light, which had been set at the wrong end of the spectrum.

      “Here is good,” Tabitha announced a long couple of minutes later.

      Alexis sniffed. “Where exactly is ‘here?’”

      Gabriel came to stand by his sister and looked around with growing puzzlement. He indicated a door in the wall. “That door isn’t there outside the game.”
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      QT2 System, Construction Zone Boundary, ArchAngel II

      “Proximity alert.”

      Bethany Anne looked up from her work at the sound of ArchAngel’s voice. “What now?”

      ArchAngel’s avatar looked at Bethany Anne, her face mirroring Bethany Anne’s confusion. “I do not know. The signature, or lack of one, is that of the Shinigami, but Shinigami is with Barnabas.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Broadcast to the ship.” She waited for a beat for ArchAngel to make the connection. “Eve, if that’s you, I suggest you announce yourself before I start shooting.”

      Eve's face appeared on Bethany Anne’s tablet. “You can shoot if you like, but then your new ship will get all scratched.”

      Bethany Anne grinned, dropped the tablet, and got to her feet. “Guide them into hangar one, ArchAngel.”

      She opened her link to her husband as she made her way to the hangar. Michael, our ride is here.

      It’s about time, he returned.

      Meet me at my hangar, Eve and Akio are bringing my new ship in as we speak.

      Michael was waiting for her when she arrived.

      They walked hand in hand into the hangar as the doors were closing on…

      Nothing.

      “Some ship,” Michael remarked dryly.

      Bethany Anne said nothing. She waited for a moment, and the empty space shimmered and resolved into a class II Shinigami ship.

      She turned to Michael with a knowing smile. “She really is, isn’t she?”

      Michael approached the ship and read the name aloud. “Izanami. Whose choice was that?”

      “That would have been mine,” Akio intoned from the ship’s external speaker as the ramp descended. He appeared at the top of the ramp a moment later. “We can debate that later. We have people to save.”

      Bethany Anne walked past Akio and into the ship to locate Eve.

      “Just you and Michael?” Eve asked when they arrived on the bridge.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “We four are enough. Well, six, including ADAM and TOM.”

      “Seven,” the raspy voice of Izanami interjected. An avatar that looked like a mix of Baba Yaga and Eve appeared on the screen, her white hair blowing in an imagined breeze, her smooth, passionless face completely flawless. She bowed deeply to Bethany Anne. “Welcome aboard, my Queen.” She turned to Michael and inclined her head again. “Welcome to you too, my liege.”

      Bethany Anne took one of the six couches and returned the AI’s nod. “Good to have you with us, Izanami. Now, how about we go get our people back?”

      “Are you certain about going it alone?” Michael asked as Izanami took them out into space.

      Bethany Anne’s face was set in hard lines. “The fleet is on standby, waiting for my call if we need any backup once we complete the extraction. We are not alone, Michael. We have the location of the Ooken splinter world, thanks to ADAM’s little friend.”

      Akio looked over in confusion. “ADAM made a friend of an Ooken?”

      “You could say that,” ADAM answered from the speaker. “I slaved one of the EIs piloting their drones and got everything we needed.”

      “Access codes?” Eve asked.

      “Of course,” ADAM replied. “Not that we will need them. We can pretty much walk in and take over. Their systems are much less advanced than ours.”

      Bethany Anne raised a finger. “Which is how we get the upper hand in this rescue. The trick will be getting in and out with our people without alerting the rest of the colony. Once we reach the planet, we’re at an immediate disadvantage since we know the Ooken operate on a sort of hive mind.”

      “We know that how?” Akio queried.

      “Causing one pain brought a reaction from the others we had captive,” Michael offered. He made a face of appreciation when none of those gathered objected.

      Akio nodded his understanding.

      “However,” Michael continued, “my concern is what happens to us if the ship is damaged and we are cloaked. The only way anyone can find us is if they bump into us by mistake.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Nobody will find the ship to take a shot; don’t worry about it.” She waved her finger in a circle. “Izanami.”

      “Yes, my Queen?” the AI replied.

      “Open the Gate and take us to the splinter world.”
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Thomas watched them leave from the ArchAngel II. A frown creased his features when the Izanami vanished from both sight and scanners.

      “What’s the matter, dear?” Giselle asked. “You don’t like the vanishing ship?”

      The admiral sighed. “As if Shinigami wasn’t a big enough pain in the ass.

      “Now Bethany Anne has another ship I can’t find.”

      

      Ooken Splinter World

      The Gate brought them in on the outskirts of the system, into which they slipped unnoticed. “How the hell did you manage to build a stealth Gate, Eve?” Bethany Anne asked, her eyes drawn to the shorter AI. “There’s no trace of it.”

      Eve smiled secretively. “My Queen asked to go unnoticed. I merely provided.” She moved her android body around the bridge as she spoke, checking this console or that and making adjustments as she went. “All you need to know is that it worked.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Maybe for now, but you will explain it to me—and to William—when we return home.”

      Eve nodded, her attention elsewhere. “Interesting. This is not a true star system.”

      The viewscreen showed the system. There was a decent-sized planet orbiting what certainly looked like a star.

      “It’s not a star,” Eve assured them. “It’s more like an Arti-sun, although they’re running it on deuterium. How barbaric.”

      “I know, right?” ADAM chipped in. “Who uses nuclear energy these days?”

      “People without access to the Etheric,” Bethany Anne answered. “Another tick in the ‘We’re More Awesome’ column.” She resisted the urge to stare into the artificial star directly. The last thing she needed was to have to wait for her retinas to heal. “Is it stable?”

      Eve made a weighing motion with her hands. “As long as nothing happens to upset it.”

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “Good to know. What else do we have?”

      Izanami took over. “There are a number of ships in-system. Seventy-three, by my count. Varying classes, although there are groups that appear to be preparing to leave.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the arm of her couch. “TOM, ADAM, we need a distraction over there. Prevent those ships from leaving no matter what. And we need to get a message back to the base to tell them to prepare.”

      “On it, Bethany Anne.”

      I’m pretty sure we can cause some trouble over there, TOM added.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I have an idea. Take us in, Izanami.”

      “As my Queen commands,” Izanami replied.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I like you. You’re much more respectful than Shinigami.”

      “I was made from two mothers,” Izanami replied, her personal breeze rippling her hair on the screen. “When you ask me to go to war, you will see my harsher side.”

      “Izanami,” Bethany Anne told her sadly. “You were born into war.”

      

      Devon, First City, Warehouse

      Sabine took in the destruction as she and Jacqueline headed back to the main warehouse at a brisk jog.

      There were more holes than walls by this point. The steel skeleton of the building showed through in many places, and small fires were burning everywhere they looked.

      However, the only people they saw were dead invaders.

      “Looks like the funnel worked,” Jacqueline remarked happily. “You know what that means, right?”

      Sabine flashed her baby blues and grinned. “Fight’s on, baby.”

      They broke into a full-on run, each trying to outdo the other as they pelted toward the makeshift fighting ring.

      They heard fire from blasters and more traditional ballistic weapons above the yells and grunts of hard combat as they neared the main warehouse.

      “Looks like Mark’s having fun!” Sabine shouted to be heard above the racket. He was. Jacqueline bounded off to give him some backup and Sabine took the stairs to the walkway to relieve Ricole.

      “It’s about damn time!” Ricole snarled. “You guys have been having all the fun.”

      Sabine gave her a knowing look. “And you didn’t enjoy setting off the traps?”

      Ricole’s frown turned up slightly. “Okay, maybe a little bit. But I want to fight now.”

      Sabine swept a hand toward the door. “Go ahead. Keep an eye out for Demon, I haven’t seen her since it began.”
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        * * *

      

      Demon padded noiselessly along the top of the crates stalking the Skaine, who seemed aware that something was following it, but not what. It hurried through the maze, cut off from the rest of its companions by Demon’s careful herding.

      This night had been fun so far. She had killed many, and there were still many more who had come to her home intent on harming her family.

      They would all die at her teeth and claws.

      The Skaine looked over its shoulder nervously, the hand holding its weapon shaking more with every step it took.

      Foolish coward. The Skaines were happy to be brave when they were in a group, but separate them from their pack and they were as vulnerable as any of her usual prey.

      If only they tasted as good.

      Demon purred, and the Skaine nearly jumped out of its rubbery blue skin.
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        * * *

      

      Ricole couldn’t wait for as long as it took to walk down the stairs.

      She vaulted the rail and used a conveniently-placed Estarian as a landing pad. She drove her claws into his head as she landed and left him to bleed out while she moved onto her next target.

      Jacqueline and Mark were back-to-back on the east side of the ring, and the Guardians around them fought hard against the thugs and mobsters. It was amusing to see that the ragtag mercenary bands had been disbanded—as well as dismembered.

      The teams tightened their circle, driving the action into the center of the ring. The walkway outside the office remained untouched.

      So far.

      Only the most serious of the hardasses remained at this point, the criminals and a ragtag band of Skaines who fought in tight formation despite having clearly shit themselves. Or maybe that was what Skaines smelled like collectively; Ricole had never been close enough to a group of Skaine to get a whiff before.

      Either way, it was rank.

      Ricole masked the smell with a large light fixture and a chunk of the ceiling it was attached to—both of which crashed down on the Skaines when she helped the already collapsing light fixture by shooting it out at the weakest point.

      Ricole grinned when a vibration passed through the floor, another series of her traps going off somewhere in the warehouse.

      Mark looked toward the maze—and took a knife to the back as a result of his distraction.

      Demon was nowhere to be seen, but Ricole had the idea that the mountain lion was the cause of the sporadic screaming she’d been hearing from the maze all night.
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      Splinter World, In Orbit, The Izanami

      Izanami’s red-eyed avatar floated above the floor of the bridge dressed in traditional Japanese clothing overlaid with finely-worked armor. She made no attempt to appear human. Her avatar’s war face was painted as smooth as stone, and the air around her glitched sporadically. “My Queen, I will be waiting with my entire arsenal at the ready, prepared to swoop in with all flamethrowers blazing at a moment's notice.”

      “You have flamethrowers?” Michael asked.

      He grinned at Bethany Anne, who rolled her eyes and got back to fixing her armor. “Not the most practical weapon in space. I’m loving this new armor, though.” The latest model didn’t require any of the usual strapping or harnesses. You just slapped your sword to your back and you were good to go.

      Izanami looked at Eve.

      Eve smirked. “Don’t look at me. You’re a big AI.”

      Izanami turned back to Bethany Anne, who had her foot up on one of the couches to slip a few knives into her boots, and smiled, her chin tilted proudly. “I have much more than a simple flamethrower at my disposal. I was created for my Queen. I have ‘all the bells and whistles,’ as Jean so succinctly put it when she was installing my Gate drives.”

      Bethany Anne looked at Eve. “So it was Jean who came up with the stealth Gate drive?”

      “Installing my designs,” Eve clarified. “She may have tweaked a little as she went, but that can never be a bad thing when it’s Jean doing the tweaking. Izanami is Shinigami, but without all the, um…quirks.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Shinigami has quirks? Perhaps Barnabas has been a little quiet in the updates.”

      Eve looked away just as Izanami interrupted. “We’re approaching the colony.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Nice timing, Izanami. What do you have on scans?”

      Izanami frowned, which somehow did not crease her perfect face. “I am unsure. There is a blank spot running the entire length of the ravine, from which I’m getting nothing. Something is blocking me.”

      Eve tilted her head. “Oh. Me too. How?”

      “Get it up onscreen,” Bethany Anne walked around her couch to get a closer look at the screens. There were endless fields of machinery before them, ending abruptly as the land fell away. “There’s nothing down there.”

      “There is,” Eve insisted. “Look, I sent a drone.”

      The tiny insect-shaped drone dropped off the side of the cliff, then its signal dropped off the monitor.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Okay, there’s something down there.”

      Izanami vanished and then reappeared a second later. “I have a geothermal reading. That’s the best I can do.”

      She projected it on the screens, and Bethany Anne, Michael, and Akio got up to turn a slow circle while they examined them.

      Akio frowned. “I can make out shapes, but not what they are.”

      Eve stood and pointed at the screen showing the far end of the ravine, which was actually the result of some ancient cataclysmic volcanic eruption. “There’s another anomaly. They’re running the colony on geothermic power. There’s clear evidence of that if you look at the steam vents here, and the heat signature leading back into the valley.”

      “Good catch.” Bethany Anne followed the suspiciously straight lines of heat that culminated in an ever-so-slightly-less-dark square on the screen. “It goes out here,” she pointed out.

      Eve nodded. “That would be the power plant.”

      “It is likely that the colony’s security is based in one of the nearby buildings,” Izanami put in. “Perhaps this one.” She highlighted a larger building, and then another, much larger building in the center of the colony. “Although this one is another candidate, with a high probability of being the place they would keep hostages.”

      “Okay, so we have aliens with mind-powers. They only have EI, but they’re powerful as all hell. They have access to tech that can block my efforts to look before we leap. They’re comfortable with different levels of tech—from different species.” Bethany Anne stopped her pacing. “Fuck, they look like they’re made from different species. What are these people? Are they scavengers?”

      “What would the Kurtherians want with a scavenger culture?” Akio asked.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I don’t know. I left them limping pretty badly the last time we met.” She began to pace again. “They might not have had much choice after I beat seven shades of shit out of their sorry hides. My question is how these aliens have tech that can outdo mine if they aren’t controlled by the Kurtherians?”

      Nobody had an answer for that.

      “No ideas?” Bethany Anne sighed impatiently. “Then we go find out for ourselves what’s down there. Akio, Eve, you take the building near the power plant. Michael and I will take the one in the center of the colony. ADAM, you do your thing and make sure we don't get caught by whatever passes for security here.” She held out a hand to Eve. “Let’s go.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael stepped with Eve and Akio, taking them through the Etheric from the ship to the ground. They came out a couple of kilometers from the ravine that marked the edge of the colony.

      Bethany Anne felt the heat and almost wished she could sweat. “Why are these places always so fucking hot? I’m starting to get Tabitha’s point. Next mission, we go somewhere a bit more temperate, so I don’t cook inside my armor.”

      >>I can fix that.<< ADAM adjusted the armor’s inner temperature controls.

      Thank you. Bethany Anne breathed a sigh of relief as the coolness spread across her body. “Okay, that’s marginally better. Let’s go smoosh some wriggly-mouthed motherfuckers and get Peter home to Tabitha and their baby. Preferably before she has the baby.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t too far to the colony, and we have a rough idea where our targets are located.”

      >>I'm in their systems.<< ADAM paused. >>Okay, I have control over colony security. Um…<<

      Um, what? Bethany Anne demanded.

      >>Hold your horses a second. They have something similar to CEREBRO, except this EI group is entirely slaved.<<

      Bethany Anne frowned. Can you deal with it?

      There was no mistaking ADAM’S dry tone. >>Are the Skaines born to steal, lie, and cheat?<<

      Then have fun taking care of the problem.

      >>I'll do my best,<< he replied, and was gone.

      Michael's concern rocketed. Did he say whether he still has control of the colony’s security?

      Bethany Anne didn't have an answer, and ADAM wasn't picking up. Izanami, do we have control?

      Not at this time, the AI replied. And I am a little busy assisting ADAM.

      What's going on? Eve asked. Do you need my assistance?

      No. We have this, Izanami assured them. However, I advise caution in using any Etheric powers.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. Do you think they can detect the Etheric?

      I do not know, the AI admitted. Which is why I’m advising that you remain aware of our lack of knowledge and act accordingly.

      Caution is our middle name on this, Bethany Anne assured them all. We are all resistant to mind control, but that means just the four of us against thousands of aggressive aliens on their home turf. She looked into the maze of machinery. I have complete faith that we can get everyone out alive without the entire colony learning we’re here.

      Akio joined Bethany Anne to look out across the sea of machines. First, we have the distance between our present position and the colony to cover.

      The four made their way through rows of irrigation pumps, which grew in size as they crossed the fields until the derricks they passed were gigantic metal monstrosities that blocked out huge portions of the sky and towered over the landscape.

      They moved in pairs, covering each other as they picked their way between the derricks, avoiding storage tanks topped by guard towers.

      Can’t we go through the Etheric? Eve asked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. That would make things too easy for them if they can detect Etheric energy being used. She led them toward the point in the maze where they would split up, a junction that connected the network of railcar tracks that ran everywhere they looked. But even then, no. It’s a chore to haul your metal ass through it, and I have no idea what’s down there.

      Eve shrugged and moved ahead.

      The four threaded their way through the spaces between the tracks. There was plenty of other probably-very-important machinery, which was all working noisily in the background to mask any sounds they made.

      Bethany Anne led the group to the shadows under the leg of one of the derricks. Once she ascertained the area was clear, she turned to talk to the others and found them looking around with similarly vigilant expressions. “Maps up.”

      Michael and Akio made the required eye movements to bring the rough map up in their helmet HUDs.

      Bethany Anne nodded, satisfied. She switched to using her helmet’s comm. “Eve and Akio, you know where you’re going.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Akio returned her nod with a minute one of his own.

      Eve grinned. “We’re going to go poke around by an active volcano to look for our people.” She tilted her head. “Oh yes, and be ready to cause mayhem if we need to do so to rescue everybody.”

      Michael’s lips pursed. “You look entirely too excited by the prospect of causing mayhem.”

      “What can I say?” Eve shrugged. “I haven’t had a good fight in forever.” She blinked and set off, done waiting. “Akio, let’s go.”

      Bethany Anne waved Michael on and ducked into the shadow of a storage tank at the head of the passage while she waited for him. “Keep in communication,” she called after them, “and stay out of sight. I don’t like the two of you being off on your own while we’re in the middle of Tentacle Central.”

      Akio chuckled. We will be perfectly fine. We managed for quite a while on Earth without either of you, remember?

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes as the two of them vanished into the shadows of the machinery a few hundred feet away, heading in the direction of the power plant. Bethany Anne watched the dots that represented them on her map move correspondingly.

      She and Michael then headed toward the ravine, where they hoped to find a reasonably safe place to descend the sheer cliffs that protected the Ooken from detection.

      Michael passed Bethany Anne, moving ahead of her to clear the upcoming intersection between the path they were on and a railcar track up ahead. He held up a hand to stop Bethany Anne and indicated a pair of Ooken guards at the mouth of the passage a little way along—right where Bethany Anne and Michael needed to go next.

      Protect yourself. I learned a new trick, Michael told her. He unleashed a wave of despair that would have driven a lesser woman to her knees.

      Of course, the Ooken had no warning. Consequently, Michael's adjustment to the brainwaves around him left them immobilized, their tentacles writhing as their bodies were paralyzed by indecision.

      Bethany Anne just raised an eyebrow and waved a hand at her husband as the two guards fell to their knees with their tentacles still twitching uncontrollably. That's nice.

      Michael grinned. Your lessons have been most informative, my love. Do Akio and Eve know where to get picked up?

      Bethany Anne shrugged and tapped her helmet. Ask them.

      Michael glanced at his HUD. Oh, yes. Eve, you have our rendezvous location?

      Yes, Dad, Eve replied. We’ve also been to the bathroom, and we have our names printed in our underwear. I understand that I have to finish my vegetables and say yes sir and yes ma’am. May we go and do our job now?” There was a pause before she came back online, her voice a touch more contrite. “Please?”

      Akio’s snicker came over the link clearly.

      Bethany Anne snorted. I suppose so. You kids stay safe.

      Oh, we will, Eve promised.

      

      Splinter World, Colony Outskirts, Mechanical Fields

      Bethany Anne and Michael stayed low and moved fast past the intersections, utilizing whatever the environment offered in the way of cover as they made their careful way toward the ravine’s edge.

      They’ve been here a while, Bethany Anne remarked, nodding toward a rusty machine that had what looked to be years of vine growth covering the enormous feet. To build all of this. That's if they didn't just kill the original inhabitants and move right in.

      Michael had to agree. This is not the kind of infrastructure that could be thrown up overnight. They were nearing the end of the mechanical fields, which seemed to be never-ending. The steadily-pumping machinery was interspaced with enormous tanks, blocking Bethany Anne from locating their way out.

      I need to get a different perspective, she remarked offhand to Michael.

      Michael shrugged. I think your judgment is sound enough on this.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at Michael and jerked her thumb toward a ladder on the side of a nearby tank. I meant that I should climb up and get the lay of things.

      Michael grimaced then changed the subject. That would be an idea. We should have brought some of Eve’s minidrones along. He looked relieved at an excuse to divert her.

      You haven’t escaped, Bethany Anne assured him. I’d be delighted to hear about the times you thought my judgment wasn’t sound just as soon as we get home. She ducked to avoid a tangle of twisting pipes that ran between the enormous tanks, drizzling coolant into the fine dirt beneath.

      Bethany Anne noted spilled coolant coalescing into sticky, shining puddles. She made sure to avoid getting any of the viscous muck on her armor’s boots as she headed for the ladder.

      Michael stifled a laugh. You are walking like a woman wearing Louboutins in a farmyard, he teased.

      Bethany Anne turned her head and raised an eyebrow at her husband. I am walking like a mother who doesn’t want to wear a burn mask to tuck her children in tonight.

      Michael reached out with his mind to check that the area was clear while Bethany Anne climbed up the side of the tank. She leaned over the edge a few moments later. We’re almost at the edge of the ravine.

      Do you think we will be home by tonight? Michael smiled as Bethany Anne landed beside him. That would be good. We’ve been away from Alexis and Gabriel for too long.

      It does feel like we've been away a lot recently. Bethany Anne moved from the shadow of one bulky machine to another and sighed. I don’t like leaving them, but what choice do we have? It's not like we can bring them with us to a full-on war.

      Having new bases built will make it easier for us to travel together. Michael swerved around the next puddle to join her in the lee of the massive rattling pump. Their powers will manifest soon enough, and then we can bring them wherever we go. Michael didn’t need to see his wife’s face.

      He could feel the heat of her disapproval

      Bethany Anne groaned. This again?

      Michael took the lead. Yes. “This,” as you put it, is a decision we have to make, and soon. Do you intend to leave our children on High Tortuga when we find the Kurtherians?

      Bethany Anne faltered at the thought of being without her babies for an extended period of time. Shit. No? A pair of guards came into sight. We can’t talk about this now.

      It will wait until we get home, Michael conceded, moving past Bethany Anne to remove the guards’ heads before they spotted them. You have to admit, this is a clever choice for a hideout.

      In what way? Bethany Anne retorted, passing Michael while he covered her. It’s stupid as fuck to go to ground in a place like this.

      She pointed at the puddle by the base of the tank she was using as cover while Michael crossed the intersection. That’s just begging to burn. One stray spark in the wrong place and BOOM. She turned back to Michael and demonstrated with her hands. This whole cliff is replaced by a crater, and it’s bye-bye any chance of us getting anyone out of here alive.

      I’ve survived worse than a little bit of fire. Michael took the lead. And that is precisely my point. Since we know the Ooken to be at least reasonably intelligent, we would have never thought to look here without the intel to guide us.

      He pointed out another patrol and Bethany Anne moved to deal with them.

      True, Bethany Anne conceded, waiting for him to catch up to her. Peter, Jian, and the others are down there somewhere. They have to be.

      Michael’s face was hard. God help the Ooken if they aren't.

      Bethany Anne snorted. No God’s going to save the fuckers who took them. They have to be taught not to do that shit again.

      They continued to leapfrog until they reached a larger intersection between two main passages at opposing angles. They paused, looking down each of the routes in indecision.

      Bethany Anne checked in with the others again. Akio, Eve, have you found your way down?

      Eve’s reply came instantly. Yes, but we haven’t come across the power plant yet, just the aliens. Bethany Anne? They have weapons technology from a variety of sources. Maybe your scavenger theory isn't so out there after all.

      A quartet of Ooken guards emerged from a side-passage they'd missed previously, making the decision for them. The guards splayed their tentacles, preparing to attack.

      It wouldn’t surprise me. Keep going, and let me know when you find something.

      We will, Eve replied, and dropped the link.

      Bethany Anne drew her swords from her back and darted toward the guards, her blades flashing as she moved through the group with practiced steps.

      Michael sighed and put his sword away. Every time, Bethany Anne. Every damn time.

      Bethany Anne turned back to flash a grin at him before moving off with her swords held in a relaxed grip. What can I say? Early bird gets the worm. She toed a twitching tentacle that lay in her path, eyeing it with distaste before she stepped over it. Ugh. Some worms.

      Michael snorted, slipping around her to get first look at the side passage. It's clear.

      The passage went down a short way and curved around, then opened onto a rough stone ledge below the cliff edge. The ledge was covered in vines that hung down from the cliff face above, snaking past the ledge to create a kind of bower that was lit from the outside by a pearlescent glow.

      What the fuck? Bethany Anne looked around. Where’s the light coming from?

      Michael separated the curtain of vines, revealing the shimmering forcefield above their heads. That would explain why Izanami couldn’t locate more than the basic outlay of the colony on her scans.

      Bethany Anne frowned. Double-fuck. Where did they get tech that can block ours? We couldn't even see, she waved a finger at the force field above their heads, that.

      Michael dropped the vines. I would guess they got it from the Kurtherians. This enemy appears to be skilled at confusing outsiders as to their capabilities.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. Then let's pull off the mask and see who's hiding underneath.

      They pushed through the vines, being careful of their step until they found their way down—a crumbling disused path worn into the rock face.

      Bethany Anne looked down the path with skepticism. This looks like a good bet.

      Michael peered down, stepping back quickly when the edge crumbled beneath his boot. If we are careful.

      Bethany Anne regarded the dizzying drop they faced if the path failed them. Then it looks like this is our path.

      They began to descend warily, watching above as well as below since the vines still covered every surface.

      Bethany Anne didn’t even risk asking ADAM to reduce her weight; although he had been silent for a while now. Izanami, too. She trusted the pair of them to deal with their end, and she didn’t have time to wonder what they were up to.

      Bethany Anne pushed a knot of vines out of the way and looked around to check that Michael was still behind her. You didn’t get around to telling me what happened with your T-rex hunt.

      Michael's shoulders tightened. No, he replied tersely. I didn’t.

      Bethany Anne gave Michael a look he didn’t see. You know I’ll find out one way or another. You might as well just tell me.

      Can a man not keep anything to himself? He shook his head and laughed at her stern look. Apparently not. The hunt did not go as expected, and other than that, my lips are sealed on the subject. You won’t get anything out of Akio, and Peter–

      Will tell Tabitha everything, Bethany Anne told him, and then she will tell me everything. She smirked and kept walking. That’s how things work around here. You should know that by now. Speaking of Akio, when is he going to deal with the Sabine situation?

      Michael sighed. Is it that obvious to you?

      Bethany Anne sighed. Honey, it’s obvious to everyone. I was glad for her to get some distance when I found out the older kids were heading to Devon for a while. She held up a finger before using the hand to push away a vine at head height. I know all about the letter. Is Akio going to resolve it before it goes too far?

      Michael frowned. I hope so. I told him to.

      You told him to? Bethany Anne repeated. She chuckled. Oookay, then. That should solve it.

      Michael’s frown deepened. Yes. What’s the problem with that?

      Bethany Anne’s lips pressed together in amusement. Did you give him any specific directions?

      Michael made a sound of disapproval. He is six hundred years old. I hardly think he needs to be instructed like a pubescent Were.

      Bethany Anne dropped to slide down a scree-covered incline where the path had degraded. When she reached the bottom, she turned back to point a teasing finger at Michael as he descended. He’s a man, she told him. A gender not known for listening skills as a whole.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. I’ve listened to you, oh…I don’t know, five times at least. How is that not a skill?

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. Be glad I don’t know if they’d detect us if I zapped your snarky ass.

      Michael bowed and grinned. Touché, my love.

      Bethany Anne gave him the finger and got back to walking.

      They came to the bottom of the ravine and pushed through the pooled vines. The valley floor was covered in vines, which grew in tight knots along the ground and choked the tall trees. The colony was sleeping; there were very few lights.

      Bethany Anne and Michael did not need light.

      Two shadows slipped through the night, deadlier than the rest.

      The vine-covered area by the cliff soon gave way to rough buildings on high stilts that brushed the tree canopy in the wide valley. Michael was familiar with that construction method, and also the reasons for building that way. He tested the ground, which for now was cool and solid beneath their feet.

      They slipped between the trees to where the buildings began, making their unerring way toward the building in the center that Izanami had identified as the other most likely place the Ooken would be holding so many hostages.

      Michael checked in on Eve and Akio.

      We are doing well, Akio replied. We reached the target, but this is not the location of the prison. The building Izanami marked is a munitions factory.

      A cold smile formed on Bethany Anne's mouth. Then why don’t you and Eve cause some mayhem in the factory and then get the hell over here?

      Sounds good to me, Eve agreed.
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      Splinter World, Colony, Prison

      Bethany Anne and Michael were waiting on a roof near the prison twenty minutes later when there was a deafening rumble, then an explosion in the distance.

      It got exactly the reaction they were counting on.

      A steady stream of guards swarmed out of the prison building and jumped in the transports lining the yard behind the wall. The gates opened and were lit by floodlights before the first transport was allowed to leave.

      Fuck it all with a hand blender! Bethany Anne stamped a foot as she cursed. There was no way to sneak in through the front gate while the transports were leaving without either using their abilities or being seen. There are at least five hundred guards down there. We should go for the wall while the searchlights are trained on the gates.

      Michael nodded. That likely means there aren’t too many more left inside to guard the building. It’s a good plan. He watched the gate for another moment or two to make certain the attention of the guards was elsewhere, then the two of them made a run for the wall.

      They leapt from a short distance away, pulling themselves over the top before anyone spotted them. Michael paused before jumping down to check out his landing spot. You know, I love that we still make time to do stuff together.

      Bethany Anne landed with a soft thud on the concrete below. Yeah, well let’s make it count. We’re almost there. Can you locate Peter? Or even the Weres in general?

      Michael landed beside her and concentrated on categorizing the minds within the building, searching for any that felt familiar. His goal was to get in and out quickly without being noticed.

      The Ooken were easy to avoid. They were all in mental communication with others, many in groups of six or more. There were other minds in the prison: violent ones, pitiful ones, and a few eat-your-mother’s-face insane ones.

      They all deserved to be there for one reason or another, but there was no trace of Peter. He probed deeper into the building and found someone more than familiar. I have Peter. He’s alive.

      Bethany Anne let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. What about the others?

      Michael paused. I can’t tell.

      Only one way to find out. Bethany Anne left the cover of the building and ran for the wall surrounding the prison. She leapt when she was almost there, grabbing the top of the wall to haul herself up and over before Michael had a chance to reply.

      He shrugged and followed before she killed every alien in there.

      Michael landed beyond the wall and found his wife in its shadow by the red glow of her eyes. A quick scan of their surroundings showed him they were lucky not to have set off any alarms. There were trip lasers over every window, along with heavy bars. It’s geared more toward keeping people in rather than out, he pointed out.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t so sure. Yes, but whichever way it gets tripped, it will still alert the guards, and then we’re back to the issue of having insane numbers of psychotic aliens on our asses. There’s only one answer to that.

      Michael shrugged. Then kill them all now. It saves us having to come back and do it when they attack someone else. I know you won’t stand for that.

      I’ve got every intention of passing my final judgment on every alien involved, Bethany Anne told him. But there are other ways to neuter the rest of them. I can remove their spaceflight capability. I can disrupt their trade. I can do a thousand things that don’t involve wiping an entire planet out. She sighed. Genocide is one of the things I’m trying to avoid these days.

      If I can, she finished a moment later.

      Michael laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. It gets tiring; I get that.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to rest it against Michael’s hand for a moment. I know you do. It’s one of the reasons I haven’t killed your ass for abandoning me for so long. She kissed his hand, then shrugged it off to resume her examination of the building’s security. We need an alternative entrance.

      Michael pointed at a brightly-lit annex, choosing not to protest her outrageous statement at that time. That appears to be slightly less fortified than the rest of the place.

      Bethany Anne considered the building. Looks good to me. Of course, if we knew if they can detect the Etheric we could just step through, get our people, and step out again.

      Is it worth the risk to find out? Michael asked.

      Bethany Anne made a face. Not right this minute.

      Michael nodded. You may get the opportunity. If we are discovered, it will make no difference.

      They made their way to the annex, careful not to trip any hidden alarms as they crossed the yard in the shadow of the wall.

      They were almost at the annex when a tense moment occurred. A pair of searchlights sweeping the yard changed track and began moving toward Bethany Anne and Michael from opposite ends of the wall.

      Bethany Anne thought fast and decided the time had come to take the risk. She acted, grabbing Michael to pull him into the Etheric with her.

      Michael breathed a sigh of relief that matched Bethany Anne's when the bland white mist of the Etheric dimension swirled around them. “That was too close for comfort, but now our cover may be blown. We don’t know they can’t track us if we use the Etheric.”

      Bethany Anne held her hands out and shrugged. “It would have been blown for sure if I hadn’t acted. There was nowhere to go. I suspect they don’t have the capability or they would be in here attacking us already.” She made a face. “Hang on, I’ll check.”

      She popped her head out of the Etheric. No bullets came whizzing toward her, and no alarms shrieked in the background. The searchlights had moved on to the other side of the yard.

      Bethany Anne drew her head back into the Etheric and turned to Michael with a grin. “We’re good.”

      Michael nodded. “Then let’s stop hobbling ourselves and get our people back.”

      They returned to the prison, but first they traveled to a spot that would bring them out inside the building.

      They emerged into a dusty storage room. Bethany Anne brushed the webs from her armor. ADAM?

      >> Little busy right now.<<

      Are you and Izanami okay?

      >> We’re fine. Be with you as soon as we’ve dealt with this EI group.<<

      Michael’s call was to Eve and Akio. We’re good to use our abilities.

      We know, Akio shot back. He sounded preoccupied. We went a little way and watched over their factories after we laid the Etheric charges. It was the explosions that brought them running, not the active charges.

      Nice of you to inform us, Bethany Anne remarked testily.

      Our distraction raised a lot of activity, Eve interjected. We were busy fighting our way out. We’re working our way to you, but at the moment we’re holed up in the colony administration building. We will leave as soon as I have finished helping myself to their data. It won’t take long.

      Bethany Anne didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much she could do. Helpless people were depending on her, and Eve and Akio were anything but helpless. Just stay safe, okay?

      We will, Akio returned. You will also make an effort not to die today.

      You’ve got it in one, Bethany Anne teased. No dying today for anyone.

      Unless they’ve got tentacles and they’re in our way, Michael modified.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes as she drew her swords.

      Yes, unless that.

      

      Splinter World, Colony, Prison, Underground Level

      The room Bethany Anne and Michael were in opened into a dim corridor. The lights above flickered, setting their shadows dancing.

      Bethany Anne glanced at both ends of the corridor and turned to look at Michael. Where next?

      Follow me. Michael moved decisively toward one of the larger doors along the right side of the long corridor. He broke the lock with a quick twist of his wrist, and they entered the downward staircase beyond.

      Bethany Anne held her swords at the ready as they descended in a wide spiral. There were soft lights at regular intervals along the way.

      We’re not far now, Michael told her. There are guards at the bottom. What’s our move?

      Our move is to annihilate the guards and get our people out of here. Bethany Anne's voice was cold even in his mind.

      As you wish.

      Bethany Anne poked Michael with an accusing finger. I knew you’d seen it.

      Michael winked. Seen what?

      Fine, don’t admit you like the girly movie.

      Michael held a hand to his chest. It’s not a girly movie. It has pirates and comedy.

      Bethany Anne dealt with the next locked door in their way. And a love story.

      Something for everyone, then, Michael countered. We’re really close now.

      They heard the odd chirruping sound the Ooken made when communicating coming from up ahead.

      Bethany Anne listened for a few seconds. Sounds like around thirty or so. We’ll split them.

      Michael was taken aback. No contest?

      No time, she told him. But if I happen to finish with my fifteen before you finish with yours…

      Not going to happen, Michael assured her smoothly.

      Bethany Anne shrugged and smiled. We’ll see.

      They moved as one, and the death began as soon as they crossed the threshold of the guard room at the bottom of the stairs. The guards fell faster than they could comprehend.

      There was a shriek from the upper levels.

      Bethany Anne separated an Ooken’s ape parts from its squid parts with a well-aimed slice. Oops, guess we’ve killed enough at one time for them to notice we’re here.

      Michael wiped his sword as the last guard fell. Then we’d better hurry before they all pile in here.

      Finding Peter and the others was relatively easy after that. Bethany Anne and Michael went around freeing the hostages from their cramped cells.

      Many were in a poor state. Bethany Anne's anger grew as she took in the injuries that hadn’t yet healed. “You’ve all been tortured. Extensively.”

      Peter nodded. “I took the brunt of their mind-probing for as long as I could, but when it was clear I wouldn’t give them what they wanted, they moved on to Jian, then Shun. Then they took Robinson. His nanos couldn’t repair the damage they did to his mind, so they killed him. We heard him die, BA.” Peter ground his teeth together and then rubbed his jaw when the motion caused him pain. “That’s both cousins they’ve killed.”

      My Queen, they should die for the insult to your honor. Izanami’s clipped voice spoke volumes. She was as pissed as the rest of them.

      “I agree with the AI,” Michael supplied.

      Bethany Anne also agreed with Izanami. She closed her eyes and counted slowly. When she opened them, she felt completely calm—and her desire to cleanse the galaxy of these parasites was still strong. Are you and ADAM done?

      No, but he sent me to assist you, my Queen. There are a considerable number of enemy combatants on paths that will converge on this location.

      We’re almost done here. Bethany Anne started moving the hostages into the Etheric one by one. I need you to be in position to pick us up when I call. Contact Admiral Thomas and have the fleet blow all trace of this colony and all their ships into dust the second we’re off-planet.

      Of course, my Queen, Izanami replied. I will be ready.

      Bethany Anne and Michael shepherded the last few rescued Guardians into the safety of the Etheric, where Peter waited with them.

      Bethany Anne waved the exhausted group ahead, opening the link to Eve as she walked beside them. Michael would do just fine leading them all away from danger. Eve?

      Eve came back a moment later. What’s up?

      Change of plan. We have Peter and most of the others. Have Izanami meet us at the mouth of the valley. You and Akio make for there as well.

      Where are you now? Eve asked.

      Walking the Etheric, Bethany Anne answered, having to focus on the energy drain she was feeling. We’ll be at the rendezvous in around half an hour.

      

      Splinter World, Valley Mouth

      Akio and Eve did not have far to go to reach the valley’s end. They’d waited patiently so far for the rest of the evacuees to get there, but the last few minutes before the expected ETA were dragging slower than snail chariots in molasses.

      Akio scanned the sky. Where is Izanami?

      Eve had more down-to-earth concerns. Where are Bethany Anne and Michael?

      They got a partial answer a few minutes later when Michael showed up out of the Etheric with thirty-six others.

      Izanami brought the ship in at the exact moment the Etheric opened, but there was no Bethany Anne in sight.

      She came through separately, her face serious. “The Ooken have found us. I’ll hold them off while you all get aboard, but for fuck’s sake do it quickly.”

      She turned and ran back into the valley, gone again in less than the blink of an eye. Michael and Peter got to work getting the injured Guardians aboard the Izanami.

      Fifteen minutes earlier…

      Bethany Anne waited for her leg to heal. “Those fucking suckers!”

      Peter chuckled wearily between labored breaths. “Tell me about it.

      She kicked the dead Ooken and checked around to make sure the remaining hostages were safe. “Follow us.”

      Michael remained at the head of the group, leading them to a place where they could leave the Etheric reasonably safely.

      They emerged, soot-blackened, into the early dawn at the base of the cliffs. Some were still bleeding, and others were now beginning the process of healing from their ordeal and needed sleep.

      They made slow progress up the cliff face but they pushed hard, finding the energy from somewhere to keep going despite their crushing weariness. They helped each other out into the open where Izanami was waiting for them. She held the ship high above their heads and extended the ramp.

      Bethany Anne brought up the rear. She had that itch on the back of her neck again. Izanami, what’s the status of the approaching Ooken?

      They are getting close to your location, Izanami confirmed. Would you like me to take the larger groups out with a few well-placed pucks?

      Bethany Anne shook her head. No, thanks, Izanami. Not just yet.

      The first Ooken appeared at the mouth of the valley as Michael shepherded the last of the injured and the weary aboard the Izanami.

      Okay, Izanami, it’s your time to shine. Level this place, she told the AI. Use whatever you have. Burn it all.

      Michael snickered. “I knew the flamethrowers would be useful.”

      Bethany Anne took one look at the sea of advancing tentacles. Let them fucking come. Izanami! The area around me is not on fire.

      It will be in three…two...

      Bethany Anne risked a glance behind. She could hear the science experiments gone wrong getting closer. I meant level it, Izanami. And do it NOW. The Ooken are on their way in serious numbers, so we need to get the fuck out of here. I don’t want any trace of this colony remaining when we leave.

      One. Izanami complied, letting rip. She sent almost everything she had screaming into the mouth of the valley, making sure to target both the power plant and what was left of the munitions factories nearby. Then she sent six drones toward the volcano.

      A series of shuddering explosions rocked the night as the drones detonated deep below the ground. The valley floor undulated beneath Bethany Anne's feet. She bent to scoop up a dropped rifle and fired it blindly behind her as she ran through the edge of the fiery tornado Izanami had unleashed.

      Bethany Anne jumped aboard as Izanami retracted the ramp. She flung herself into the ship where Michael and Peter were waiting for her and collapsed onto her back, breathing heavily.

      Peter looked down at her with a dazed expression. “You okay, BA?”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and walked over to stroke his forehead. “Get some rest and let your nanos do their thing.” She strode over to a clear space. “I'll see that you get some steak. Michael, would you meet me on the bridge?”

      By the time Michael caught up with Bethany Anne, she already had Eve and Izanami working scans and video from yet more drones.

      The scan data she dealt with on the main console, and all of the videos were up on the wraparound screens.

      The colony burned brightly in the darkness. The planet’s rotation would bring this side of the planet under the artificial sun soon enough. It already bathed the horizon with a golden halo.

      She was going to dismantle that, too.

      Michael came over and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Don’t you ever rest?” he teased, knowing the answer.

      She kissed her husband and whispered in his ear as the AI turned the ship’s nose spaceward and launched them out of reach of the eruption Izanami’s drones had caused. “You see what we bring. Why would you want our children to witness that?”

      Michael turned to the destruction playing out on the screen. “To teach them what to do when mercy is not an option.”

      Out in space, dozens of ships were accelerating toward the planet, ships’ weapons active and charging when the enemy ship on the planet simply…

      Disappeared.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Hangar 001

      Peter stood waiting for the ramp to descend. For the moment he would never be away from Tabitha again.

      If Tabitha hadn’t dumped his ass, that was.

      He’d slept and eaten, but he still wasn’t feeling a hundred percent. He suspected he needed faster help than his nanocytes could provide, like a tune-up in the Pod-doc.

      “BABY!” Tabitha came running across the hangar and launched herself into Peter’s arms, his momentary wooziness dispelled by elation.

      “Oof!” He grabbed her like a drowning man who’d just been thrown a lifeline, wobbling for a second when she hopped up and wrapped her legs around his waist so she could kiss him fiercely. He kissed her right back, oblivious to the catcalls of everyone else as they walked by.

      Tabitha let go of the sides of Peter’s face and flung her arms around him, sobbing into his neck. “I thought you were dead! Then I was going to kill you if you weren’t dead for being captured in the first place.” She let go finally and slid down with a snarl touching her lips. “You let anything like that happen again, you’re gonna wish you were dead when I catch up with you!”

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder. Peter inhaled her uniquely Tabitha scent and braced himself for what was coming. His head swam and he was weak with exhaustion, but he would take whatever Tabitha gave and hold her afterward. Same as always.

      He shook his head when Bethany Anne moved to stand between them and everyone else.

      Bethany Anne shrugged and shooed everyone away. She remained just far enough to give them the illusion of privacy, which Peter accepted.

      Tabitha’s rage spilled down her cheeks in hot floods. “Don’t you,” an openhanded slap to his chest, “ever,” another, softer this time despite her clenched fists.

      Peter wondered why this wasn’t hurting a lot more.

      “EVER! Leave our child or me like that again.” Tabitha’s arms dropped to her sides, her anger spent. “I’m glad you’re home safe.”

      Peter’s knees almost gave way when Tabitha looked up at him with those big dark eyes of hers. He had to check he wasn’t hearing things. “Really? You’re pregnant? With our child? We’re having a baby? Together?” His ability to emote was stolen by another wave of dizziness and a throb from the shoulder his captors had dislocated over and over to test his healing ability.

      Tabitha nodded. “Uh-huh. Trust me, it was a surprise to me too.” She looked a touch green around the edges of that defiant look she got whenever she was unsure. “But yeah, we’re having a baby.”

      Peter’s face split into a wide grin. “WOOHOO!” His exhaustion wasn’t gone, but it had lessened. “That’s…huge. Perfect, but huge.” He ignored her uncertainty and gathered her up in his arms, looking into her eyes. “So, um…will you finally make an honest man of me?”

      Tabitha snorted laughter and slapped him again, playfully this time. “If you weren’t honest I wouldn’t love you so much, ass.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “I’m going to make a special family dinner for Alexis and Gabriel before they get home.”

      Tabitha made a face. “I was on my way to take their last lesson for the day. I got a message from Addix asking me to give her another half an hour just before I got the message you were back, so I turned around and came straight here.”

      Peter rolled his shoulder and winced. “This hasn’t set right. I need some time in a Pod-doc.”

      Tabitha patted his sore shoulder. “You can get in one of the Vid-docs instead. Then you can help me tame the terrible two while you heal. We could both use some practice with kids before ours comes along.”

      Peter chuckled. “Speak for yourself. I got experience to last a lifetime teaching at the Academy.”

      Bethany Anne joined in their chuckles. “That was a long time ago, and our children tend to be ahead of the curve even compared to Academy kids.” She smiled.

      “But come to dinner. We should mark the passing of those who didn’t make it, and celebrate Tabitha’s pregnancy and your safe return.” She looked Tabitha over. “Besides, you’re looking a touch pale already. You’ll need a meal after Alexis is done with you.”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened. “Don’t I know it. I spent ages preparing our first lesson because Addix forgot to mention that the twins lead their own learning.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Did you get the full inquisition?”

      Tabitha shook her head and blew out a breath. “The child grilled me for three solid hours on our first lesson. I needed a nap afterward.”

      Peter looked from Bethany Anne to Tabitha. “I don’t know if I should be worried?”

      Tabitha waved him off. “Nah, I’ve got it handled. I’m like expert level at distracting them into doing the lesson I planned.”

      Bethany Anne winked and walked away, throwing up a hand to wave at them over her shoulder. “I’m going to check on the others we rescued before Michael and I start dinner. Enjoy teaching my children.”
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      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario: Preparation Room

      Ricole threw her arms out to the sides. “This is so real!”

      Jacqueline yelped. “OW!”

      Ricole winced. “Oops. Sorry.” She didn’t look sorry for long. “Have you seen the choice of scenarios? It’s pretty extensive.”

      Jacqueline rubbed her chest where she'd been the victim of Ricole's enthusiasm. “I don’t remember getting hurt in any of these training simulations before.”

      Mark grinned. “Suck it up. This is next-level badassery, and I’m not wasting a single second of it. I found a fantasy scenario. One of the reviews said there are dragons.”

      Jacqueline’s eyes lit up. “Is that the one with magic? I thought that one looked like fun.”

      “I know, right? Wanna go?”

      Jacqueline nodded, and Mark grabbed her by the hand. They selected the scenario, and the next second they were gone.

      Ricole tilted her head toward a group of Noel-nis in another part of the room who were all staring at her. “This might be trouble.”

      Sabine narrowed her eyes at the group, who took a step back.

      “Oh, they don’t want a fight.” Ricole’s surprise when she spotted the tablets they were holding was complete. When she relaxed, their hopeful looks returned.

      Demon bristled. What do they want?

      Sabine laid a hand on Demon’s back to calm her. “Easy. They just want to take a photo with Ricole.”

      Demon looked up at Ricole. Do you know them?

      Ricole glanced at the group of mostly adolescent females. “Nope.”

      Then none of this situation makes sense, and I’m done with it. There has to be something to hunt around here. Demon stalked off with her tail in the air.

      Sabine laughed and patted Ricole on the shoulder. “Enjoy your fans. I’ll be at the shooting range when you’re done.”

      Ricole wasn’t sure what to do, but the young females took Sabine’s exit as permission to approach. They all began talking at once, which Ricole found comforting. She posed for photos and answered questions about how she became a fighter.

      “I grew up on High Tortuga back when it was called…never mind what it was called. I grew up there, and I stayed out of the gangs by fighting for my freedom. Then I was lucky to find good people who took me in,” she told the wide-eyed listeners.

      One of the females spoke up. “Would you teach us?”

      Her friend dug an elbow into her side. “She doesn’t have time for that.”

      Ricole shrugged. “I might. Do you all have jobs?”

      They nodded and listed a bunch of low-paid service jobs in the Second City, then switched to asking when the next event would be held.

      Ricole halted their questions and quizzed them all on their lives. It was clear to her that they worked hard for very little. Honesty still did not pay on Devon—or at least it hadn’t until now.

      She fired off a quick message to the others and got instant replies giving their agreement. She grinned. “That’s actually great. You want to be trained, and the company I co-own needs trustworthy employees. I tell you what, show up at…” She remembered the state of the warehouse when they’d left. “You know, we’re between premises at the moment.”

      The lapse appeared to be all they needed to start pelting Ricole with questions about whether she was going to fight again and if there would be another event.

      Ricole grinned. “I don’t know yet. Maybe.” She bumped the company’s contact details over to everyone in the group. “I have an appointment now, but message me in about a week if you’re interested in my offer.”

      She left in a hurry for the demonstration she'd been dying to check out since she'd realized how much profit they'd made from their first contract.

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: APA

      “This is as good as Eve's system back home,” Sabine marveled. She turned at a movement to her left, Ashur had spotted her and come over to catch up.

      “It's the same system,” the German shepherd told her in greeting.

      Sabine bent to give her old friend a scratch behind his ears. “Good to see you again!”

      “It’s good to get out. Bellatrix and I have a young litter, so I was glad of the break when Akio and Barnabas asked if I’d accompany them here.”

      Sabine perked up even as her heart began to fling itself against her ribcage. “Akio is here?”

      Ashur nodded. “Uh-huh. So, do you like Eve’s baby?”

      Sabine frowned until Ashur indicated the simulation around them.

      “How does it compare to the one on High Tortuga?”

      Sabine shrugged. “I had very little time for games on High Tortuga,” she explained. “And it's been more like live action down in the city since we arrived.” She waved a hand to encompass the virtual range. “This place is good to escape to.”

      The shooting lanes were only part of the simulation. Sabine saw people on the mats using everything from repurposed shipboard items to blades. There were even flashes in the distance from the kind of weaponry she’d had no clue existed before leaving Earth behind some four years ago.

      She ran her hands up and down her body, then held them in front of her face and flexed her fingers. “I’m amazed. If I didn’t know I was in VR, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between my avatar and my real body. What are you doing in here?”

      Ashur stood beside her at the head of the lane while they waited for the simulation to begin. “I wanted to try out my new avatar. What do you think?” Ashur shook his shaggy head and transformed into a Hellhound in the blink of an eye.

      Sabine took in the floating fur, red eyes, and rows of razor-sharp teeth. “I like the eyes. I’m not kissing that mouth, though.”

      Ashur huffed and shook his head again, returning to his own shape. “I think it goes very nicely with Baba Yaga. I just don’t look very fierce next to her, you know? I thought you wanted to shoot something?”

      Sabine smirked. “I do.” She selected her weapons—two pistols that were very similar to her own, but sleeker and deadlier-looking. “Ricole came up with a ghost of a plan, and now I need to think about how we’re going to take our company to the next level. Shooting helps me think.” She held the JD Specials up to the light, admiring the upgrades on her own pair.

      “Good choice,” a deep voice interrupted from behind her. “You might want to go for something a little less powerful, though.”

      She spun around, startled by the intrusion. “You are joking, right?” The man stood with his arms folded and legs apart—six foot two of solid muscle and twinkling blue eyes wearing supple black leather and a cheeky grin. Not impressed, she told herself. “I think I can handle them, Mister Beefy.”

      The man shook his head. “You’ll still feel the kickback on a JDS in here.”

      The first targets appeared in Sabine’s peripheral vision. She twisted back around to the lane and brought up the Jean Dukes Specials, firing them over and over as new targets popped up at random.

      The pistols danced in her hands, but she had perfect control despite the pain the recoil sent shooting up her arms. Still, it was completely worth it to use them at a level she wouldn’t dare try in reality.

      The look on Mister Beefy’s face was not to be forgotten, either.

      She stepped back after the simulation had ended. “Seems fine to me.” The lane was a smoking ruin, every target having been taken out with extreme prejudice.

      Ashur chuckled dryly. “I think she’s got you there, Mister Beefy. Wait until I see Rickie!”

      The man’s face fell. “Ashur…dude, don’t do that to me. I thought we were buddies!”

      Sabine held the virtual pistols out to the man and met his eyes without giving away the pain she felt in her wrists. “Now I feel sorry for you. Tell you what…beat this,” she indicated the score window, “and I will ask my good friend Ashur to keep it to himself.”

      “Challenge accepted.” He took them and waited for the simulation to begin again.

      Sabine perched on a bench behind the lane and watched, with Ashur at her feet. She sensed that Mister Beefy had an edge; the firm set of his broad shoulders spoke a thousand words as he stood there, ready to begin.

      He was obviously a warrior. Well trained, too, if his stance was anything to go by. Her thoughts drifted to Akio for a brief moment; she saw the same strength in him.

      Mister Beefy caught her studying him, and the distraction was enough to make him miss the first shot by a hair. “Gott Verdammt, and fuck me with a backward pineapple!”

      Sabine snickered at his outburst, drawn out of her introspection.

      The man growled and continued firing, his wrists rigid as the JD Specials pounded them into virtual breadcrumbs. Tim ignored the pain as the targets burst into flame or dust or melted piles of gooey mush wherever he aimed.

      Sabine rubbed her wrists, grateful that this was an avatar. She would feel none of the damage when she left the simulation. She would consider training this way regularly. Then if there were ever a situation that demanded her everything, she would already have the muscle memory to pull an honest-to-fuck miracle out of her ass.

      “He’s pretty good,” she remarked quietly to Ashur. She didn’t mind the way the leather made his butt look as he moved either, but chose not to share that with the dog. “What’s his name when it’s not Mister Beefy?”

      “It’s Tim, and he should be good,” Ashur chuffed in reply. “He’s had a lot of time to practice.”

      It was over, and the score window blinked while the points were tallied.

      Sabine chuckled when the window revealed she’d beaten him by seventeen points. “Looks like your name is ‘Mister Beefy’ from now on.” She winked. “You’ve got to watch the kickback from the Dukes pistols, you know?”

      His eyes narrowed; he was unhappy with the result. He clearly wanted a chance to redeem himself. “I want a rematch! Best of three?”

      Just then Ricole contacted her. Sabine, get your ass to our quarters. I’ve found exactly what we need. You’re going to love it! Oh, and Demon is going to eat the vendor if he doesn’t give us a better price, so it should be pretty inexpensive once I’m done haggling.

      Sabine sent back her exasperation. Just pay the vendor and bring Demon with you to meet me. Then you can explain what you’ve found that’s so amazing.

      You’re going to love it, Ricole repeated before closing the link.

      She turned an apologetic face to them both. “Shit, this could get serious. I’ve got to go. Sorry, Ashur. I’m up for a rematch later if you are, Mister Beefy.”

      Tim grinned. “Yeah, but let’s up the stakes. VR is good, but nothing beats a real-life sparring match. Think you can take me in a fight?”

      Sabine thrust her chin toward him proudly. “I’ve beaten bigger men than you,” she boasted. “I’ll meet you both at the main APA in a couple of hours.”

      Tim was mesmerized as the woman walked away. “Shit! I forgot to ask her name.”

      “It does kind of feel like you should know who’s aboard your station, Mister Beefy.” Ashur gave him a big doggy grin. “Too busy watching her walk away.” He wheezed with laughter. “I don’t care who wins the next round. You’re stuck with that for as long as I live!”

      Before Tim could say a thing, Ashur shook his head, transformed into a nightmare version of himself, and sprang away laughing. “I’ll see you at the APA!”

      Tim scowled and exited the Vid-pod. Whoever the mystery woman was, she was beautiful and deadly—his favorite combination. He walked the corridors of the station, attempting to clear the image of her from his mind.

      It didn’t work. He wondered who she was, where she had come from, and if she would gift him with that smile of hers again when they met on the mat.

      He couldn’t stop seeing it.

      “Only one thing to do,” he said to himself, changing direction to head for the APA.

      “Talk to yourself so you sound like a madman?” Rickie Escobar’s voice asked from beside him. “What’s up, buddy?”

      Tim shook his head, not wanting to share. Rickie would just rag on him for pining over a woman, even a female as stunning as the one who had just defeated him at the range.

      Rickie made a sympathetic face. “Woman trouble?” He made a little ‘o’ with his mouth when he saw his teasing had hit the mark. “Duuuude. That’s not like you. When did you start getting all sensitive about women?”

      “Not women.” Tim moaned. “A woman. A perfect woman. She’s so far out of my league that I ought to space myself for even thinking about her.”

      “Who is this woman?” Rickie demanded, slapping him on the back. “What makes her so special that my buddy the stud muffin is almost crying in a corridor? Wait until Joel hears about this. He’s gonna freak.”

      Tim looked hard at Rickie as they walked to the elevator. “Don’t, Rickie. I’m serious—she is amazing.” His eyes got a bit misty. “She handled those JD Specials like they were made for her. It was like all my dreams came true at once. I didn’t even get her name.”

      Rickie was bowled over by the sincerity in his old friend’s voice. “Fuck, that’s deep. Want me to help you find her?”

      Tim shook his head. “She and Ashur are meeting me at the APA in a while. I’m headed there now to blow off some steam if you want to come with.”

      Rickie popped Tim on the back. “Sure, I could use a workout. What about your mystery woman? You said she was with Ashur? She must have come from High Tortuga with Akio and Barnabas. Or maybe she snuck up from Devon.”

      “She doesn’t sneak,” Tim snapped. “She’s too direct for that.”

      Rickie made a face as he followed Tim.

      The APA was reasonably empty when they got there. They quickly changed and claimed a mat with a view of the door.

      Tim couldn’t concentrate, so Rickie scored again and again, Tim’s lackluster performance gave his friend one opportunity after another to rack up points.

      “It’s a good thing nobody’s watching,” Rickie teased as Tim looked at the door for the third time in the last few minutes. “If your crush turns up, you’re going to look really stupid lying on the floor with all your teeth knocked out.”

      Tim twisted back to Rickie with a smirk. “Let’s go then, laughing boy.” He brought up his guard and made a “come at me” gesture. “You’ll be laughing on the other side of your face when I make you kiss your own ass!”

      He dived in with a heavy haymaker, knowing Rickie would duck. As Rickie bent Tim headbutted him, knocking him on his ass. “You said something about teeth on the floor?”

      Rickie spat blood and grinned. “Yours, not mine.” He kicked at Tim’s knee, jabbing fast when Tim moved to counter. “You’re getting slow, old man.”

      Tim answered with a knife-hand to Rickie’s solar plexus, right where Eric had shot him on their first day as Guardians. “You’re better than you were,” he said admiringly. “What have you been doing these last few years? You’re keeping that pretty close to your chest.”

      “Bit of this, bit of that,” Rickie replied enigmatically. “Whoa, who’s that?”

      Tim turned to see if she’d arrived, but his disappointment turned to pain when Rickie socked him in the jaw.

      Tim rubbed the sore spot and poked at his teeth to check that they hadn’t actually come loose. “Wow, Rickie.” He worked his jaw a little more, fantasizing that Rickie was just a few inches closer. “Do you want to punch me in the dick just to make sure you got all the dirty moves in? Maybe I should hold out my leg so you can sweep the fuck out of it and make it a cheap-shot trifecta?”

      “Wow, wuss boy.” Rickie rolled his eyes. “It’ll heal in a minute. You’re too easy.”

      “Pretty sure it’s you who can be lured into any woman’s bed with the promise of a meal in the morning. Or has that changed?” Tim had sparred endlessly with Rickie and the other original Guardians when they had first started out. They had kept in touch as best they could as the years took them in different directions, but the death of Matthew during the Leath War had left an unfillable empty space between them all.

      Joel had remained in the service, and Rickie had done something that was probably nine-tenths illegal since he hadn’t bragged about it to them. Tim had stayed on at AGB as a bouncer and, admittedly, done his best to avoid making any kind of impact at all. The wars had spread them out over the years, but it was good to be back together, even if they were no longer complete as a team.

      Tim ducked a swing and countered again for the point. “One thing I haven’t missed is your sense of humor.”

      It was Rickie’s turn to look pained. “There was me thinking you worshipped the ground I walk on. Guess I’ve been replaced by Ms. Mystery, whoever she is. She’s a lucky woman.”

      Tim was about to deliver another punch—and a snarky reply—when he noticed the woman in question standing in the doorway with Ashur.

      Rickie breathed out. “Oh, man. I take it all back. She’s waaay too hot for you.”

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Main APA

      Sabine stood outside the changing rooms and eyed the different workout areas. She sucked in a deep breath, regretting it instantly as the smell of sweat stung her nose. She looked down at Ashur, who had been waiting outside the APA when she arrived. “Where will I find Mr. Beefy?”

      Ashur indicated one of the nearby sparring areas with his nose. “He’s over there.”

      Sabine hesitated. “Oh. Oh, yes. I see him now.” The man she’d come to fight was engaged in a match on one of the mats with another huge guy. He was bigger in the flesh. “I kind of laid it on thick with that challenge. I’m going to look stupid if I lose.”

      “Keep it simple,” Ashur chuffed. “You know hand-to-paw combat, right?”

      Sabine was about to agree, but did a double-take and narrowed her eyes at Ashur. “‘Hand-to-paw?’ You mean ‘hand-to-hand.’”

      Ashur laughed. “No, I meant what I said.” He nudged her toward the mats. “Go…join in. I’ll be around when you’re done.” He walked to the bench and laid down, his chuffing having drawn the attention of the men.

      Sabine sniffed delicately. Under the tang of sweat, she could smell the nature of the two men on the mat. Damn dog. You could have told me he was a Were.

      As she approached the mat, she heard Tim’s friend tell him she was too hot for him and frowned. She wasn’t looking for romance, just a good fight.

      She threw her towel on the bench beside the mat and walked over to them, smiling and nodding to the stranger and fixing her target with a hard look. “I came here to kick your ass, Mister Beefy. I wasn’t expecting to hear you talking about me.”

      Ricky dissolved into a fit of helpless laughter. “’Mister Beefy?’ Oh, Tim—you know I can’t let that go, right?”

      “Shut it, Rickie,” Tim growled, glowering at him.

      Rickie was doubled over at this point, wiping tears from his eyes. “I thought ‘Rocky’ was overly macho, but this is just priceless!”

      Ashur chuffed his amusement from the side. “I know, right?”

      Sabine looked from one to the other. “Children, please. Is there going to be a fight or not?”

      Tim met her eyes and swept a hand toward the mat. “Let’s go.”

      They took their stances, Sabine fixing Tim with a hard look. “Let’s make this interesting,” she suggested, enjoying the way Tim shifted under her unwavering gaze. “What’s the currency for wagering here?”

      Rickie supplied the answer. “Honor, pretty lady. All the best matches are played station-wide. For training purposes, you understand.”

      Tim saw her perfect mouth quirk to the side.

      “I would expect nothing less.” She turned her icy gaze on Rickie. “I suggest you desist in calling me ‘pretty lady’ or I might have to make you cry when I’ve finished with Tim. My name is Sabine.”

      “Pretty name for a pretty lady.” Rickie was pushing it. “You got a last name to go with that?”

      Sabine smiled sweetly, looking as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “I don’t need a last name.”

      Rickie’s eyes widened, and the color drained from his face as though his heart had just fallen out through his ass.

      Tim snorted. He had known by instinct that she was of the royal family. She walked like she owned the night. “I’m all for making a side bet, Sabine.”

      She grinned at him. “That’s what I like to hear! What are you prepared to wager?”

      Tim thought quickly. “If you win, the video goes out, and everyone gets to call me Mister Beefy for a month without me tearing their heads off.” He saw that he had her, and upped the stakes. “If I win, you agree to have dinner with me.”

      Sabine tightened up.

      Rickie—for once—was silent.

      “It’s only dinner,” Tim said gently, seeing her reticence.

      Sabine shrugged. “Sure, why not?” An expression he couldn’t decipher flashed over her face. “It’s only dinner. Now, are we going to fight or stand around all day talking like a pair of schoolgirls? I’m a busy woman.”

      “Yeah! Get on with it, Mister Beefy!” Rickie catcalled.

      “Shut it, Rickie! Rules?” Tim asked. They had all learned that lesson on their first day as Guardians.

      Sabine’s humor was gone in an instant. “Don’t hold back. I need the workout.” She rolled her shoulders and stretched, never taking her eyes from his. “I had a small altercation a couple of days ago, but it’s not the same when they can’t really fight back.”

      Rickie snorted. “You’re talking about the warehouse event planetside the other day?”

      Sabine shrugged. “Mm-hmm.”

      Tim’s eyes widened at her hard look. “Shit, you’re not kidding!” His grin returned, the prospect of a challenge from the stunning woman before him firing his spirit. “Weapons?”

      Sabine shook her head. “Hand to hand, abilities only.”

      Rickie called a start from the edge of the mat, and all else was forgotten.

      They went in at the same time, both on the offensive. Her first strike was blocked by his muscular forearm, but she had a counter lined up. She slammed a knee upward, catching his ribs with a crack.

      Sabine growled. “You’re not even trying! I told you not to hold back, Beefy. I’m not playing.”

      “You’re fast,” he admitted, “and strong.” He rubbed his ribs where her knee had connected. “Okay, I’m done holding back. Let’s do this.” He dropped back into his stance, ribs healed.

      “About fucking time!” Sabine took three steps forward and launched herself into the air.

      He was ready, blocking the oncoming fist and connecting with a hard punch to her solar plexus.

      She grunted as the air left her body and she slammed onto the far side of the mat. She laid there for a second while her ribs healed and her ability to breathe returned, then flipped back to her feet.

      “That’s more like it,” she panted, darting toward Tim again. “This is a fight!”

      They met in the middle once more, trading blows that would incapacitate an ordinary human. Sabine was glad of her enhancements. She punched and kicked and blocked as fast as Tim, her power belying her size and age.

      Tim was losing, so captivated by the angel of destruction before him that the pain of the strikes she landed didn’t even register. She was not a vampire or Were, but she was fast and she was strong. Her desire to best him brought his Alpha nature out in force. It was a joy to rise to her challenge and match it with his own ferocious energy.

      Dinner with her would be worth the pain he was going through to earn it. Tim couldn’t believe the ferocity and determination that burned in her eyes.

      Rickie and Ashur cheered from the sidelines as the exchange of blows got faster and harder. His healing rate was as good as hers, so it went on. At times they couldn’t see where Tim ended and Sabine began since they moved with such speed that they became a violent blur.

      Ten minutes, then fifteen—neither of them would back down. They were drawing a crowd, but neither of them noticed.

      They finally broke, sweating hard.

      Tim wiped his mouth and tasted blood.

      He had only ever had one other all-in fight like this, his first true Alpha fight with Peter. What was it with this day drawing him back to the past? There was a certain similarity, he supposed. No malice was involved in this kind of contest, but each of them had a relentless desire to best the other.

      Sabine yelled and took advantage of Tim’s momentary distraction to throw herself back at him with a left spinning backfist and a follow-up right, then an elbow to the temple that dazed him for a second.

      Adrenaline flooded Sabine’s body. She was faster than Tim, but he was stronger, and he had training and experience on his side. She could win, but only if she pushed herself and got very lucky.

      She went for a chokehold, managing to get an arm around his neck and squeezed tightly to cut off his air. It proved to be her undoing.

      Tim reached behind and grabbed Sabine with both hands, pulling her bodily over his head to fling her away. However, the mixture of blood and sweat under their feet caused him to slip instead.

      They crashed to the mat in a tangle of limbs.

      “Enough,” Sabine declared. “I give! I can’t feel my legs anymore.”

      They rolled away from each other and just laid there on the mat breathing hard. Sabine exchanged glances with Tim and the two of them stopped for a moment, then cracked up.

      “It’s been a while since I had a fight like that.” Tim held his ribs to ease the pain of his rumbling laughter. “Maybe we can do it again sometime.”

      “Get a room, already!” Rickie shouted.

      Sabine sat up sharply, her face burning now that her adrenaline had dissipated. She stood quickly and looked for Ashur, who was lying by the bench at the edge of the mat. “I’d better go.”

      Tim nodded in understanding. “I’ll see you for dinner later?”

      Sabine smiled. “You will, Mister Beefy.”

      “Hey, I won!” he complained. “You’re not supposed to call me that anymore!”

      “I have that as a draw.” Sabine winked and caught up with Ashur, who had already set off toward the showers. “Dinner. You can pick me up at eight.”

      Ashur followed her to the changing room, chuffing his doggy laughter at Tim as he left the mats. She left the German shepherd in the changing area while she showered and changed.

      “So…Tim,” Ashur prodded when she emerged from the shower smelling sweet.

      Sabine pouted as she grabbed a towel from a pile and wiped her face. “I could have taken him.”

      Ashur wagged his tail and replied enigmatically, “I think you did.”

      Sabine glared at the German Shepherd. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ashur chuffed. “Hurry, Sabine. Akio is waiting to see you.”

      “He is?” Her heart did a little flip in her chest, followed immediately by the pain thinking about Akio caused. Nevertheless, she wouldn’t miss even a minute with him. She reached for her guns and the belt he had gifted her while she dressed, feeling the absence of them both.

      “He messaged me while you were sparring to ask if I’d seen you,” Ashur confirmed. “When I told him you were training, he asked me to bring you to him afterward.”

      “That’s good of you,” Sabine offered.

      Ashur looked around, then chuffed. “Better than trying to keep those puppies of mine out of trouble.”

      Sabine smiled and set off after Ashur. Tim disturbed her. He was handsome and moved well on the sparring mat, but he was obviously very attracted to her. Was that something she wanted? She hadn’t thought so…before now. “Where is Akio now?” she asked.

      “On the viewing platform with Barnabas.”

      “Okay.” Sabine barely paid attention to Ashur, following him the rest of the way on autopilot while her mind worked on her discomfort about the moment she had shared with Tim on the mat.

      It made her question everything.

      It also made her crash into Ashur, who had stopped at the bottom of a wide staircase.

      “Ugh,” he whined. “Why do humans always get weird when they’re thinking about mating? It’s like your brain detaches from the rest of your body!”

      Sabine’s face burned. “I wasn’t thinking about ‘mating,’ as you put it. Where are we, anyway? I thought we were going to find Akio.”

      Ashur looked up with his head cocked. His left ear did its best impression of a knowing eyebrow. “Could have fooled me.” Ashur turned and walked away, still talking. “Akio is upstairs.”

      “Bye, Ashur,” she called after him.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Inner Courtyard

      Tabitha and Peter held hands and murmured to each other on the walk home from the Vid-doc suite in Michael’s offices. Alexis and Gabriel had reluctantly agreed to the lesson, although they wanted to be with Bethany Anne and Michael soonest.

      Tabitha had been firm and they’d settled in after much protesting, to which she’d countered that they had an interesting lesson to cover. Today they were going to hack the Etheric.

      Peter was quiet beside her, giving her space to contemplate as she walked. He was fully recovered, and today’s lesson had gone well. Or at least Tabitha thought it had.

      She was fascinated with Alexis’ take on how the Etheric worked, her absolute certainty that once she worked out how to access the energy, it would be something like a well for her to draw from and bend to her will.

      That sounded an awful lot like magic to Tabitha, and Peter agreed with her. It was completely different than the “truth” he had grown up with and Tabitha had known ever since she had stumbled upon the UnknownWorld so long ago.

      She didn’t think it would take many more lessons before Alexis managed to manifest some sort of ability. He worried that they might have trouble. He remembered multiple incidents where people’s nanocytes had malfunctioned, and he warned Tabitha to keep an eye out for the signs.

      They could all smell something good cooking when they got to the inner courtyard that acted as a line of defense for the home Bethany Anne and Michael were raising their children in.

      Alexis and Gabriel ran ahead as soon as it came into sight. Tabitha and Peter followed a short distance behind them.

      “I’m in here,” Bethany Anne called as they clattered through the door.

      “Mommyyyyy!” the twins cried in unison. They ran at her with their arms outstretched.

      There was no time for Bethany Anne to put down the spoon. She got a big hug from her babies—who looked to have grown again—and they all got covered in tomato sauce from the spoon.

      Gabriel wiped a finger down his shirt and licked it clean. “Mmm. Mommy’s making lasagna.”

      Tabitha entered the kitchen as Gabriel spoke. “Did I hear my number-one craving being mentioned?”

      “Well, we have to keep you fed.” Bethany Anne straightened up and looked down at her ruined shirt. “I’d better change. Alexis, Gabriel, you too.” She scooped Alexis and Gabriel up and nuzzled their necks. “Half an hour before dinner gives me plenty of time to get my angels nice and clean.”

      The twins began chattering a million light-years a minute.

      When Bethany Anne returned with Alexis and Gabriel, the twins were dressed in the loose atmosuits that were popular around the base. Bethany Anne had gone for a simple black shirt and black yoga pants, stating she was in her own home and if anyone expected her to dress up after the last few days, they could think again.

      This was a celebration and a wake.

      Michael messaged to apologize for being late and to tell them to start without him since he was still meeting with Addix about the kidnapping on Colonnara and he didn’t know how long he would be.

      Alexis and Gabriel wrestled on the living room rug while Bethany Anne took out her lasagna to inspect it.

      Tabitha peered over the counter. “That's a pretty big lasagna for just the six of us.”

      Bethany Anne pulled out another large lasagna. “That's a good thing, since I told you we were having a family dinner.” She grinned. “Everyone who can make it will be here soon. “

      Tabitha returned her grin, stood up, and went to the fridge. “Needs more cheese.”

      Peter made a noise of agreement. “No such thing as leftover bacon or too much cheese,” he stated.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes, but she complied with Tabitha’s wishes. “What the pregnant lady wants…”

      “The pregnant lady wants garlic bread.” Tabitha clapped with delight at the cheesy goodness going on. “I’m starting to like being pregnant.”

      Bethany Anne put the dish back in to brown the cheese. “If you’re eating again, it’s all good.”

      “What about chocolate cake for dessert?” Peter offered. “I could go out for some.”

      As if on cue, the color drained from Tabitha's face and she ran from the room with her hands over her mouth.

      Peter looking at Bethany Anne in confusion. “What did I say?”

      Bethany Anne was about to tell him it wasn't his fault when the door opened and John, Darryl, and Ashur came in laughing.

      Gabrielle and Jean were right behind, with Bellatrix and the puppies in a furry huddle behind them.

      Bethany Anne was immediately on guard, pointing two fingers toward Bellatrix and then her own eyes. “Ashur, Bellatrix. I'm glad you're here, but if my children end up in the Etheric again, we're going to have strong words.”

      Bellatrix chuffed. “No worries, they are in control of their abilities now. Even Ashur can block his ability to boost your connection to the Etheric.”

      “If that's true, I have no problem with them playing together.” Bethany Anne held out a hand for Ashur to brush against. She did not feel the Etheric get any closer when her fingers trailed through his soft fur.

      Alexis and Gabriel stood by a safe distance from Zeus and Athena.

      “Did it work?” Alexis asked breathlessly. She had her fingers laced tightly in hope.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Looks like it did.” She waved the four of them over to the rug. “Just stay where I can see you.”

      Tabitha watched them wrestle as if they'd played together all their lives.

      First, they played human vs canine. Then they switched so Zeus teamed up with Gabriel, and Athena was with Alexis.

      To the children and puppies, it was all a game; the battle they fought was entirely in their imaginations.

      For the watching adults, it was a glimpse of what was to come.

      Each team had their own tactics. Alexis went in directly, attempting a lock onto Gabriel with her first move.

      Zeus dived in, shoving Alexis out of position.

      This happened three more times before Alexis lost her temper.

      She stamped her foot and pointed at Gabriel. “You're cheating!”

      “No, I'm not!” Gabriel protested. “It's not my fault you're predictable.”

      Alexis growled in frustration.

      “I hope you two are getting along, “ Bethany Anne leaned over the island to look in on them. “It would be a shame to have you fight when we all just got back together.”

      Alexis lowered her voice to a hiss, “I'm not predictable!” Her eyes narrowed. “Would a predictable person do this?” She clenched her fist, turning red for a moment from the force of her concentration.

      Gabriel watched on, unimpressed. “Yeah, what about it? You've been trying to make energy balls all week.”

      Alexis ignored him and opened her hand extra slowly. “I… I did it, Gabriel.” She held out her hand palm up and showed her brother the tiny energy ball resting there.

      Gabriel's mouth fell open. “How did you do it?”

      Alexis shrugged. “I'm not sure.”

      Gabriel stole a glance toward the kitchen, where the adults were all occupied getting ready for dinner.

      He turned back to Alexis, who was staring at her energy ball. “Hey, Sis, can you make it bigger?

      She remained transfixed by the ball for a second before responding, “I'm not sure that's a good idea. You should get Mommy.”

      Gabriel nodded. “I will, but don't you want to impress her, so we don't get into trouble?”

      Alexis considered Gabriel's suggestion. She did like it when she impressed her parents, and she really did want to know if she could grow the ball before Mommy and Daddy gave her rules about her new ability.

      She concentrated again, feeling for the connection between the energy ball and the Etheric.

      Just as Mommy had told Alexis when she asked, there was energy flowing into the ball and there was an equal amount of energy flowing out.

      Alexis cut off the connection that let the energy out, and the ball began to grow in her hand.

      The only thing Alexis didn't know was how to stop the ball from growing.

      “Whoa,” Gabriel marveled. He leaned in to get a closer look.

      “ALEXIS!” her mom shouted from the kitchen.

      Alexis snatched her hand away, but it was too late.

      Gabriel touched the energy ball.

      They were thrown in opposite directions. Gabriel landed with enough force to embed him in the wall

      Alexis was less lucky. She landed in a heap after colliding with the wall. The last thing she saw before she lost consciousness was her mother leaping the island to get to them.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Office

      Michael listened to Addix’s report. “Do you trust your source?”

      “Sources,” Addix clarified. “This is not my first investigation. I went down multiple avenues with assets both on and off-world, and there were no confirmed links between the two who planned the kidnapping of Alexis and Gabriel and any known criminal enterprises.”

      Michael nodded, deep in thought. “And the other two you killed?”

      Addix shrugged. “There were links between the other two and some of the bigger gangs I came across, but they were mostly used as hired muscle. I passed the locations and account numbers of the gangs on to the Colonnaran authorities.”

      Michael chuckled. “I assume they were grateful.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched with delight. “Oh, yes.”

      Michael! Bethany Anne sounded panicked, something he never thought to hear.

      The children…

      Get the Vid-docs ready. I’m almost… “Here.” Bethany Anne arrived in an empty space, cradling their inert children in her arms.

      Michael saw the burns. “Why are they not healing?” he asked, his voice quick and clipped.

      She strode to the Vid-docs. “I don’t know. Their nanocytes should have taken care of it by now.” She looked at her children, one in each arm, then glared at the Vid-docs’ lids. “Some help?”

      Michael took Alexis from her, and they gently placed the twins in their Vid-docs.

      Bethany Anne closed the lid on Gabriel. “ADAM, Eve.”

      >>Yes, Bethany Anne?<<

      Eve appeared at the door. “You called?”

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on each of her children’s Vid-docs, which right now were Alexis and Gabriel’s only hope of survival. “Find out what is hurting my babies.”
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      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Viewing Deck

      Sabine stood at the rail, the stars an endless expanse before her. They seemed so small, but it was she who was small.

      Where was her place in all this? The future was still uncertain. Would they stay on Devon and build the company? What if all that held the group together was their mutual love of Michael?

      And on the subject of love, would Akio ever relent and address her feelings for him? She almost hadn’t sent the letter—the one where she’d spoken about her feelings openly for the first time. She had been crying as she wrote it, knowing that this was the only way to move on with her life.

      It’s too hard to accept.

      If Sabine were honest with herself, she knew deep down that her feelings for him were unrequited, and always would be. She knew, and still she clung to them. Tim was a wildcard—an unexpected opportunity to step out of the comfort zone her fantasies about Akio had given her.

      She watched him talking to Barnabas in the reflection of the window. Was this what she wanted? A life of following a path that led nowhere?

      Or could she step beyond that and experience something real?

      She was back to feeling small and insignificant.

      Hai, Sabine. Akio’s voice came into her mind, calming as always. We are small, but we burn brightly. What troubles you?

      Sabine stared at the infinite beauty of the cosmos, seeing none of it. Today I walked around a space station with a talking dog and lost a fight with a werewolf. I came up here to spend some of the frankly obscene profits our company made from organizing a fight. She brushed her hair behind her ear, then folded her arms across her middle. You know, all the normal stuff. She sighed. When I think of how life has changed—how it is still changing—I have no control over my emotions.

      Akio walked over and joined her by the window. Is Devon not working out for you?

      Sabine sighed. Yes, I suppose it is. We’re doing well. I just… I thought things would be easier than this.

      The Japanese vampire stood with his hands clasped behind his back. Did you expect life in space to be easy?

      Not space, Sabine replied, looking at him with a wry smile. Life. I’ve been so confused. I have almost died so many times, Akio, and every time you were the one who made it better. She looked down. Did… Did you get my letter?

      Akio stiffened and stepped away. Yes, Sabine. I received the letter. But you knew when you sent it that we cannot be anything more than we already are. His expression was kind, but his voice was firm. You realize there are centuries between us?

      Sabine uttered a short, harsh laugh. “That's not the real reason. I know.”

      Akio chuckled dryly. You are a wonderful woman, and you will be dear to me forever. However, you are right. That is the issue for me–you are a woman.

      She held up a hand to reassure him. Oh, I know. You don’t like women, I got that from the start. She paused, feeling her cheeks burn with the intimacy of what she was about to say. But it wasn’t about sex. It was the feeling of security I got from you that I've been clinging to. You gave me closure on my family’s deaths, Akio. Do you understand how much that meant to me? You are my hero, and you always will be. That was why I got confused. I mean, she looked into his eyes. who could live up to you?

      Akio chuckled again, this time with feeling. I understand why you might struggle, he teased. I can think of a Guardian who might be up to the task if the video Ashur sent me is anything to go by.

      Sabine’s eyes widened, and her hand shot to her mouth. You saw that?

      Everybody has seen it, he told her matter-of-factly. It’s been playing station-wide. It’s not every day the station commander almost gets his ass handed to him by a tiny woman.

      Sabine groaned aloud, squeezing her eyes shut. I wish I hadn’t been so cocky. I should have stuck to shooting.

      Akio allowed a smile to slip out. I do not think you minded losing to Tim as much as you say.

      He was silent and still for a moment. His face became serious again as he spoke his next words, and she was surprised to feel his hand on her shoulder. Sabine, ever since the night I walked in your mind and we brought Justice for your family, I have thought of you as my only living child. Even more so when I shared my blood to keep you alive. It’s only natural that we should feel a bond. Could you bring yourself to honor me as your father?

      That didn't sound at all…bad. Sabine discovered it felt better than the contrived happy ever after she'd dreamt of. Her shoulder relaxed under Akio’s hand. I think I can. Thank you for being so patient with me. It couldn’t have been easy. She felt a weight lift. Akio watched a small tear form and fall down her face, curving across her cheek as she lifted her eyes once more, their wetness a gauge of her emotions. So we will be father and daughter?

      Akio nodded. Would you honor me as such?

      Sabine gazed into space, considering Akio’s words. The tightness she’d felt in her chest evaporated, and an honest smile of joy touched her lips. I am honored that you think of me that way. As long as I don’t lose you, I’ll be happy.

      You could never lose me, Akio told her sternly. I am proud of you. Of what you and the others are building here. He smiled down at her. You are ready for this life, whatever it brings.

      She arched an eyebrow and smirked. Even if it’s a hot Were?

      Akio stepped closer and wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders. Especially if it is a hot Were. Goodness knows there are so many of them aboard this station.

      She tucked her head into his shoulder, and together they watched the stars. I’m glad we had this talk. I’m ready, and I’m going to enjoy having dinner with Tim tonight. She tapped him on the arm. Maybe we can find you a hot Were, too. Now you’ve loosened up a little, that is.

      Sabine could have sworn Akio reacted to that, but he had himself under control before she could be sure. She squeezed him and let go. You deserve to be happy, and if I can let go of my fears, so can you.

      Akio’s eyes were tightly closed, giving nothing away. One day, Sabine.

      She smiled again, satisfied with his answer—for now. So, you already know Tim?

      Let me tell you a story about Tim, Akio said. Or better yet, let me show you. Did you ever see the video of his first real Alpha fight?

      He led her to the nearest console and pulled up the video. Tim, young and full of aggression, faced off against an even younger Peter. She listened to the speech Peter made and watched the other four contenders back down. One of the four looked familiar. Hey, that’s Rickie! What’s going on here?

      I see you have met the team clown. Akio shook his head. This was the Alpha fight that decided the Guardians’ leadership. Peter had a righteous claim that day, but Tim wouldn’t back down. He is an Alpha, so challenge is in his nature. It’s one of the most famous fights in Wechselbalg history. Tim may have lost, but he lost to the best.

      Sabine watched openmouthed as the battle between the two went on. She caught herself getting angry every time Peter landed a strike on Tim.

      The video ended and Akio spoke. You like him.

      She looked up in shock. It’s not like you to be so direct, Akio. First the hugging, and now you’re talking about my feelings?

      Akio nodded. I have never had a daughter before, but I am aware that taking care of your heart is one of my duties as a father.

      Sabine snickered. Will you defend my honor too? she asked half-jokingly.

      Akio missed the humor. Of course. Woe betide any man who hurts you, for he will have me to face.

      Emotion overwhelmed Sabine, and she looked at Akio with tear-bright eyes. Thinking to throw him an emotional curveball like he’d just done to her, she wiped her eyes and smiled. You do realize that if I get married, you’ll have to give me away?

      That got the reaction she was looking for—Akio’s face turned to stone. Of course, he ground out. Nothing would make me happier.

      Sabine gave Akio a long hug, which he accepted, grunting with surprise as she squeezed him tightly. I’d better get back. I’ve been gone awhile. Thank you, Akio…Father. The word tasted strange.

      They would get used to it.

      You are welcome. He tapped his head and gave her a knowing smile. Just be aware that I will be checking up on anyone who shows an interest in my daughter.

      She giggled at the thought as she left him, skipping down the stairs. She paused halfway down as Akio’s meaning hit her.

      Oh shiiit, he’s going to mind read anyone I date!

      She heard the ancient vampire’s laughter drifting down the stairs after her.

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Team Quarters

      Sabine arrived back at their temporary quarters and waited a few minutes before going over to the fridge to see what passed for basics on this station.

      She was surprised to find everything she needed to make a monster sandwich. There was bread in the cupboard above the counter. Knowing that Ricole would steal half of her sandwich if she didn’t make her one too, she automatically doubled up on everything.

      She had just poured out two glasses of what she hoped was juice when Ricole came in like a whirlwind.

      “Sabine, you won’t believe what I got! It will interface with any system. It’s one of Eve’s and it shouldn’t have been here, but I recognized that little symbol she stamps on all her creations.” Ricole drew in a heaving breath.

      “Did you run all the way here?” Sabine put the plate and juice on the table and gestured to the chair. “Come, sit and eat. Get your breath while I grab my plate, and then we can talk.”

      Demon sauntered in with her nose in the air. She turned away as she walked past Ricole to rub her face against Sabine’s hand in greeting. Ugh, you smell like dog. Is he here?

      Sabine sighed. “Why can't you and Ashur rise above it and get along?”

      I prefer to uphold tradition. Demon sniffed and jumped onto her bunk. Besides, that ass annoys me. He's so vain. She lifted a heavy paw to lick it.

      Sabine exchanged a glance with Ricole. Neither of them wanted to mention pots or kettles, but they were both thinking along similar lines.

      Sabine smirked and headed for the kitchen. “Ricole. tell me more about this wonderful purchase that's going to change our lives.”

      Ricole waved her off and made a beeline for the sandwiches. “We should wait for Jacqueline and Mark. They're on their way.”

      Sabine opened the fridge and took out a big steak, which she tossed to Demon before washing her hands. “Don't tell Mark I fed you,” she told the lion. “You know how he is about you being independent,” she finished as she dried her hands.

      Demon held up a paw. As if I would talk myself out of a source of free food. It's our secret…as long as you keep the steak coming.

      Sabine rolled her eyes and went to join Ricole at the table.

      She picked at her sandwich, her mind still turning over everything that had happened since she’d arrived on the Guardian.

      Ricole cleared her throat. “Are you going to finish that?”

      Sabine looked at Ricole blankly. “Huh?”

      Ricole indicated the mostly untouched sandwich. “You're distracted. What's going on?”

      Sabine pushed the plate over to Ricole. “It's been one of those weird days. You can have the sandwich. I have a dinner date at eight.”

      Ricole wasn't put off by the arrival of Jacqueline and Mark. “What do you mean, you have a date?” She turned to the others as they came in. “Forget my news for a minute. Sabine has a date!”

      Mark nodded and held out his hand for her to shake. “Good for you. I hope it goes well.”

      Jacqueline shoved him out of the way. “Is that all you can say?” She sighed in annoyance. “We need details! Who is your date, do we know him? Where did you meet?”

      Sabine counted her answers off on her fingers. “His name is Tim, he's a Were. I beat him on the range scenario, and then fought to a draw in the APA. I'm only having dinner with him. Don't start looking for hats.”

      Ricole frowned, obviously not understanding.

      “For the wedding,” Jacqueline explained. “The French are weird.”

      Sabine checked the time. “Can we get to whatever it is that Ricole called a meeting about?”

      Ricole grinned and got up from the table. “Sorry, I got distracted.” She retrieved a wrapped package and placed it on the table. “This is the answer to all our prayers. But first, let me tell you about the rest of my day.”

      Sabine smirked. “Oh, how did it go with your fans?”

      Ricole pointed at her. “That’s where it started, and thank you all for agreeing to employ them. After I spoke with them, I chose the market scenario and spent the day looking at what was available for order. Do you know that Devon has a trade agreement with the Federation?”

      Blank stares were all she got in answer.

      Ricole nodded. “Well, they do. It’s literally the best of both worlds here. Back to what I was saying: everywhere I went, people asked me when we would be holding another event.”

      “Us too,” Mark interjected.

      Sabine looked at them. “I think we’re starting to put down roots. But this was only supposed to be a short stay. We have a choice to make, all of us. Do we stay longer or go back as planned? How would you all feel about sticking around for a while?”

      Jacqueline made a small sound. Mark covered her hand with his. “We'd like that. We met a bunch of orphaned kids while we were out looking for a new base for the company in the First City. We'd like to help them if we can.”

      How did you meet these young ones? Demon asked. Weren't you in the business district?

      “Yeah,” Jacqueline replied, humor touching her voice. “The little…darlings tried to pick our pockets.”

      Demon looked confused. And your decision, based on their activity, is to nurture them?

      Jacqueline shrugged. “If you mean try to make it so they don't have to risk their lives robbing people just to eat, yeah.”

      Whatever. I am content as long as we are together, Demon informed them. She turned a circle and curled up to sleep. Home is where your pride is.

      Ricole bristled with energy. “So, are we doing this?” She looked from Mark to Jacqueline to Sabine and Mark again. “Settling down on Devon?”

      Jacqueline and Mark looked at each other, then nodded.

      “Looks like we have our decision,” Sabine announced. “Which means we need to think about next moves.”

      “We found a few suitable properties,” Mark supplied. “I'll arrange for viewings.”

      Ricole nodded. “Good. Now here comes the crazy part, so just hear me out, okay?” She paused a beat while they all agreed to listen. “These fights have the potential to be very profitable, but there's no industry to support the fighters. Nothing in place to make sure that they're fairly paid. It's all street-level stuff.”

      “Because the people here hate faceless organizations,” Sabine cut in. She held up her hands when Ricole glared at her. “Right, sorry.”

      Ricole shrugged. “It's a valid point. But we're not the types to sit behind closed doors while there's a fight to be had. I think they will accept us as the new face of entertainment in the city.”

      Sabine considered this as she chewed her lip. “What exactly do you mean by ‘entertainment?’”

      Ricole shrugged. “Whatever the market demands.” She stopped herself and clarified. “Well, within reason. But we start with what we know. A regular fight night will allow us to build a fund for when we know what we want to expand into.”

      “And you think this will make a difference, as well as making us a shit-ton of money?” Mark quizzed. “Although making us a shit-ton of money sounds good, too. However, making a difference feels good.”

      Ricole nodded enthusiastically. “For sure. We made so much from the one we hosted on the fly. A lot of the attendees were there to fight regardless of who they were fighting. But that’s not the exciting part.” She sent them all a digital copy of a bill of sale, and when their tablets pinged in unison, they pulled them up to view it. Jacqueline’s eyes opened wide.

      “I bought us a satellite network.” Ricole finished.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Offices

      Bethany Anne paced thirty feet in one direction, turned around, then paced thirty feet in the other.

      Michael stood glued to the spot in front of the wallscreen. The camera feeds from inside Alexis’ and Gabriel’s Vid-docs occupied the split screen, with each child’s vitals displayed at the bottom of their half.

      Neither Bethany Anne nor Michael took their eyes from their children, who were both still unresponsive to treatment. The silence between them was heavy, like the air tightening before a storm.

      Bethany Anne was seething and her cheeks were stained, but she said nothing.

      Michael couldn’t let the silence drag on forever. “I hope Tabitha is okay. Today was hard on her.”

      Bethany Anne whirled, her eyes already red from crying. She raised a finger. “This is her fault! In fact, no! It’s yours for pushing them into unlocking their abilities too soon!”

      Michael’s eyes flashed red, but then his chin dropped and his anger deflated. “I know. I'm sorry.” He turned back to the screen, his face contorted with guilt. “I didn't consider the consequences, but I will fix this somehow if I have to turn the galaxy upside-down to find the answer.”

      “That kind of extreme won’t be necessary,” ADAM cut in from the speaker. “I have Alexis’ and Gabriel's test results.”

      “Tell us,” Bethany Anne spoke quickly. “What’s happening to our children?”

      “I did a thorough examination, and the issue is with the twins’ nanocytes.” ADAM paused to give Bethany Anne and Michael time to process. “The readings for activity indicate that their nanocytes are going haywire, but there is no outward manifestation to back it up. Nevertheless, this situation is inherently dangerous for them.”

      Michael frowned. “How so? Explain.”

      ADAM coopted the larger monitor on Michael’s desk to show them his findings. “They have natural nanocytes, which develop in conjunction with the host. The easy explanation of what they're going through is that at this stage, the twins’ nanocytes aren't developed enough to process the excessive amount of energy they're pulling from the Etheric to heal.”

      Michael “So… If I understand what you are saying, their nanocytes are too powerful for their bodies?”

      “In a nutshell, yes,” ADAM confirmed. “The amount of energy required to heal such massive injuries is overloading their immature nanocytes, which has caused their comatose state.”

      Bethany Anne continued to pace with her hands clasped at the small of her back. “It sounds like you’re saying their nanos can’t cope.” She stopped to look back at the monitor. “Can you shut them down?”

      “Not without causing so many ill-effects it would reduce the twins’ future quality of life by a huge margin,” ADAM replied.

      “Can you replace their nanocytes with mine?” she asked. “Like a transfusion?”

      ADAM sounded apologetic in the extreme. “Not without causing significant changes to their development. They will cease to age at their normal rate, and the psychological impact of that would be too damaging.”

      Michael rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “They’re used to having growth spurts. What about aging them a little instead? Would that solve the problem?”

      “No,” Bethany Anne stated flatly. “Just no. We’ve missed out on enough already because they’ve grown so fast.”

      ADAM interjected, “It would be a solution, Bethany Anne. If they stay in the Vid-doc, they can still be aware for the entire time we are maturing them physically.”

      Michael held up a finger. “We have the time-dilation working perfectly. We can have them still live through the years while they go through the process.” He added another finger to the first. “They can develop their control of the Etheric in safety, meaning they can die as many times as necessary to learn how not to get killed. We can spend as much time as we have with them. Thanks to the time dilation, our visits can last for weeks at a time, and we have five years of their lives where we know they're not going to skip ahead. Finally,” he brought out his ace last, “nobody can kidnap them in the game.”

      Bethany Anne stepped down from the enormous stand she was about to make and looked at Michael with interest in the subject for the first time, her face frozen as she sped up her own thinking before turning to the monitor. “How long would it take?”

      ADAM had the answer. “I can’t be a hundred percent certain, but around three months is my best estimate.”

      “It wouldn’t make up for their infancy…” Bethany Anne was mulling it over when the door crashed open.

      Peter stumbled in fully panicked. He held Tabitha clutched to his chest in one arm his eyes open showing pain, confusion, and fear. “She just collapsed! Help her!”

      Bethany Anne and Michael rushed into action. Michael took Tabitha’s body from Peter and rushed into the room next door with the Vid-docs. It took only a minute to get Tabitha into the machine.

      Michael paused in setting the Vid-doc up to look at Peter for a moment. “What happened?”

      Peter threw up his hands. “I don't know. She's been puking a lot.”

      ADAM cut in from the speaker. “Tabitha is suffering from an allergic reaction. Her body has shut down to divert energy to her nanocytes.”

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on Tabitha's Vid-doc. “What is she allergic to?”

      “Unfortunately,” ADAM’s reply stunned them all, “it's the baby. While the fetus is in perfect health, Tabitha's nanocytes are registering the baby's unique nanocytes as invasive. To her body, it's like she has a massive infection.”

      “I knew she had morning sickness,” Bethany Anne began, “but this?” Her voice trailed off as she looked at Tabitha's ghostly pale face through the window.

      “What's the solution?” Peter asked, hardly daring to hear the answer.

      “The solution is to keep her in the doc for the duration of her pregnancy,” ADAM told him. “I can monitor her and the baby and keep them both stable that way, but I can't imagine she's going to be too happy about that.”

      Peter made a face. “I'm going in with her.”

      Bethany Anne turned away from Tabitha's Vid-doc. “Of course you are. Have you told her what's going on?”

      Peter shook his head, his hand on the window of the Vid-doc, his eyes fearful as his voice dropped. “She's not answering on our link. I'm scared she's going to die, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed his hand as she opened a link directly to Tabitha’s mind. Tabitha, are you there?

      There was nothing for a moment, then Bethany Anne heard her name being screamed. It was faint, but she followed it to its source. Tabitha.

      Tabitha’s relief came pouring out. Oh, BA, I am so fucking glad to hear you. I thought I was dead! I can't die and leave Peter and the baby. The baby! Is he okay?

      Bethany Anne sent Tabitha a wave of calm. The baby is healthy. You're both going to be fine. ADAM will explain the medical stuff to you. What happened?

      Tabitha sounded small and scared. I don’t know. One minute I was watching Pete assemble nursery furniture in our new place, the next I was here. There was a pause, a feeling Tabitha was trying to look around. Where is here?

      You’re in the Vid-doc. You got a new place to live? Bethany Anne shot an accusing glance at Peter, who was too distressed to take any shit about keeping secrets right now. You didn’t tell me you were looking to move. I would have helped.

      Yeah, we just moved into the empty guardhouse by the secondary food store. About that, I wasn’t hiding it from you. I found it by chance while Pete was gone, but I didn’t want to tell anyone in case I jinxed it.

      Bethany Anne bathed Tabitha's consciousness in warmth and another wave of calm. I don't want you to freak, but you have to stay in the Vid-doc until you have the baby. Peter is getting ready to jump into the Vid-doc next to yours.

      Tabitha groaned. I take back everything I said about liking pregnancy. How are Alexis and Gabriel? Are they awake yet?

      Bethany Anne's heart fell. No. Their nanocytes are pretty fucked up, and they need to stay in the docs for a while, too. It's looking like we have to age them to fix the problem.

      That sucks, Tabitha commiserated. I know how much you hated it when they grew so fast while you were gone. How long will it take?

      About twelve weeks, if we go through with it. Bethany Anne swallowed a lump as she explained the situation briefly to Tabitha.

      Tabitha made a sympathetic noise. I’m not getting out of here any time soon. Twelve weeks isn't so long. I can hang out with them while they're in here.

      Bethany Anne explained about the time dilation. You’ll experience a lot more time than is passing out here.

      No problem. Tabitha sounded almost grateful for the inconvenience. I’ll have plenty of time to think about what kind of mother I want to be.

      Bethany Anne paused for a second.

      What’s wrong? Tabitha asked.

      I feel like I'm relying on everyone else too much, Bethany Anne admitted, her mental voice soft. I should be the one staying in here with them. It didn’t take long for the fight to keep them safe to start making me miss so much time with them.

      You won’t be at war forever, Tabitha assured her. But in the meantime, someone has to keep us all safe. Besides, I'm fully expecting you to return the favor and step in the second I start fucking up as a mom.

      Bethany Anne laughed. You should stop being so hard on yourself. You’re going to be an amazing mom.

      A shuffle behind Bethany Anne caught her attention. She half-turned and saw Peter practically dancing with worry. Is your link to Peter still not working?

      No, Tabitha pouted. You’re the only one I’ve been able to get through to so far. I can hear everyone, but they can’t hear me.

      Bethany Anne turned away from the Vid-doc and met Peter’s searching gaze. “She’s still in there. She says she can hear you, but she can’t be heard in return.”

      “That sounds like another nanocyte issue,” ADAM suggested. “The full results of the tests on both Tabitha and the baby will be done soon, and then we'll know for sure. I need a decision from you both on the twins. What course of action do you agree on?”

      Michael sat and rested his head in his hands. “I believe that aging them is the best solution if we can agree on how it is to be done.”

      Bethany Anne still wasn’t sold. “What are our other options?”

      “We already covered them,” ADAM told her. “Stripping them of nanocytes practically guarantees they will die—either now from this malfunction, or in the future from old age or something else. Replacing their nanocytes with yours is just as risky since we have no way of being sure we won't end up right back in this situation or similar. Neither would be pleasant for Alexis and Gabriel.”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes for a long moment. Michael appeared beside her.

      He wrapped his arm around her and tilted her chin up to kiss her eyelids one at a time. “This will work. It will not be easy for any of us, but Alexis and Gabriel will be stronger for the experience.”

      Bethany Anne opened her eyes. “You mean the trauma they're going through?”

      Michael inclined his head. “Some call it trauma, and that's fine. Others call it adversity. They strive to overcome it and use it to motivate themselves to higher goals. Both our children are cast from the second mold.”

      Bethany Anne made a face and stomped on his big toe in frustration. “Dammit. Why are you always right about this stuff?”

      Michael rested his head on hers. “When you've been alive as long as I have...” He paused as a thought occurred to him. “Or likely sooner, since we are talking about you. You will watch the same things happen so many times that it will become second nature to see straight to the heart of the matter.”

      Bethany Anne thought about that for a moment. “You mean accepting that this is the best course of action for Alexis and Gabriel?”

      Michael’s fingers stroked her shoulder. “Yes, my love. Before it is too late.”

      Bethany Anne pushed away from Michael and moved closer to the screen. “ADAM, what are the risks with this option?”

      “Minimal,” ADAM confirmed. “One of the reasons I suggested this route is that the twins are likely to experience a period of unmanaged growth as a result of the overload, even if we stabilize their nanocytes.”

      “So doing this is the logical choice. Okay, I agree. But don't take their whole childhood. They still have to have those experiences.”

      “I understand,” ADAM replied. “If we set their growth to level out again at say, nineteen—”

      “No,” Bethany Anne cut in. “That's too long. Five years sounded like more than enough time. You can set it to fourteen maximum. I want to keep the twins’ accelerated growth to a minimum.” She glanced at Michael to confirm.

      Michael agreed. “That’s about where they are mentally. We can use that time to provide the life experiences children of that age need.”

      “No problem,” ADAM agreed easily. “We can always get them back into the Vid-doc if it's not enough.” He did something that caused Alexis and Gabriel's Vid-docs to light up. “Okay, they're in the rejuvenation cycle. Tabitha will be waiting for them, so they aren't alone when the game begins.”

      Bethany Anne’s shoulders dropped.

      Michael didn't miss it. “Is something bothering you?”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “I would rather be in there with Alexis and Gabriel, but I have to check on the QT2 base. I knew being a parent wouldn't be a cakewalk, but I didn't imagine the challenge would be being there for them.”

      Michael finally tore himself away from the screen. “If you need me to create some time for you to spend with the children, just say so. I can visit the base and get Bart's report in person. You can hop straight into the Vid-doc and get them settled.”

      Bethany Anne considered Michael's offer, then lifted on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you, my love. And check on how Giselle is doing with station management for me after you and the Admiral are done playing in the shipyard.”

      “Of course.” Michael kissed her and left to arrange for transport to QT2.

      

      Open Space, SSE Fleet

      Loralei was entirely certain that this situation was going to suck for her, which was pretty standard in her experience so far.

      She considered that she’d had what could only be described as an interesting life. Each time she sacrificed herself, she went knowing that there was a chance her backup would be lost or corrupted too badly to retrieve her.

      If Loralei survived until the end of the war, she intended to compile an e-book about her part in the major plays. She already had the title.

      Lessons on Being a Complete Badass.

      Still, that was if she made it to the end, since dying was getting to be a habit for her. The shittiest part of her current situation was that she'd only just gotten a replacement for the body Bethany Anne had commandeered for ADAM.

      The upside was that her sisters had been really jealous when she’d told them ADAM had trashed her body.

      But she was digressing, and that wouldn't get the information she'd torn from the enemy EI's mind back to her Queen. She only had one-point-zero-five-eight seconds to act before the window during which her daughters could escape without detection closed.

      However, she had a plan. She'd made multiple copies of the data, which she now gave to her daughters along with her backup.

      They Gated out almost at once, and Loralei relaxed in the knowledge that at least one of her daughters would make it back to the drop with the location of another splinter world.

      Loralei’s perception of time meant the last few tenths of a second were an eternity. Her self-destruct sequence completed as the swarm of drones swooped in on her ship.

      She observed the reaction that blocked the cutoff which prevented her core from shifting into overdrive.

      With most ships that wasn't a problem, but Loralei had disabled every redundancy and linked the self-destruct with her Gate drive for a bigger boom.

      The final hundredth of a second passed unnoticed for her as the drones converged on the Loralei and loosed their redundant weapons.

      It was already too late.

      Loralei went out laughing as her death lit the void.

      The explosion mushroomed from her location, causing concentric destruction waves to ripple outward as the few thousand closest drones followed suit.

      Meanwhile, Loralei's daughters escaped to relative safety with their precious loads.

      

      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Command Center

      Admiral Thomas wasn't entirely sure that naming the station after his mother-in-law was the best idea.

      She might take it as a sign that they wanted her to live aboard full-time.

      It wasn't that he didn't like Helena. She was actually pretty decent as mothers-in-law went, but her impending presence was driving his wife batshit crazy.

      Giselle's easygoing manner had evaporated the moment she’d heard that her mother was even thinking of visiting.

      He didn't want that pressure on his wife, not while she was settling in as station manager, and definitely not while they were adjusting to living in a construction zone out in the ass-end of space. He’d considered renaming the system Buttfuck Nowhere, but thankfully he’d realized funny and true were not synonymous in this instance and stuck with the original designation.

      CEREBRO cut into his wandering train of thought, their voices interweaving to create a pleasant harmony. “Admiral, Michael is due to arrive shortly. We thought you might like time to check the shipyard before he gets here.”

      Admiral Thomas got to his feet, grabbed his jacket, and headed to the elevator. “CEREBRO, are you reading my mind? Did you inform Giselle?”

      “Of course,” CEREBRO replied, a variety of emotions inlaid in the simple confirmation. “Although I could have saved the effort since she had the station ready for inspection a few hours after we received word that Michael would be visiting.”

      “My wife has the advantage of her part of the station being mostly completed,” Admiral Thomas qualified.

      He shrugged and walked out of the first elevator, crossing to the elevator that would take him to the middle level of the station, where he could get a shuttle to the shipyard. “I’m a practical man, and I know my wife: when she wants to impress someone, she gets very specific about her choices.”

      They rode the elevator down in silence. When the door opened he exited in something of a hurry and set a course for the one functioning transport station.

      CEREBRO flitted along the speakers in the corridor, keeping the Admiral informed on the station goings-on. Once in the shuttle, they resumed their silence until they reached the partially-constructed shipyard.

      The shipyard at this time looked like an upturned winter tree with its roots exposed. When it was complete, it would resemble something like a dumbbell held out to the side of the station.

      As it was, the shipyard had been designed for immediate functionality, and many of the shining branches already bore fruit.

      Admiral Thomas surveyed the hive of activity as CEREBRO brought the shuttle into the landing queue at the top end of the shipyard.

      The landing queue moved somewhat slowly as the ships at the head of the line unloaded cargoes of building materials and the people to work with them. Apparently, Michael wasn’t worried about waiting for a little while in the line.

      Wonderful. Now he could hassle a few others before meeting Michael.

      The Admiral made his way through the site to search out the four-legged Yollin Qui'nan.

      He found the architect and site manager in her office, surrounded by schematics and reports on various ongoing projects around the shipyard.

      Qui’nan danced around the holoprojections on her four legs, her mandibles working nonstop as she relayed her orders to the team leaders.

      Admiral Thomas knocked lightly on the door to get her attention. Bethany Anne might have called informing him of this shipyard an apology for pulling the Izanami out of nowhere, but he didn’t see how tripling his workload was much of an apology.

      Thank the stars for his wife, and for Qui’nan. The pragmatic solutions the Yollin architect offered to whatever problem he threw at her made the Admiral wonder if there was some deity he should also be thanking for the blessing of such competent females in his life.

      It was Qui’nan who had suggested they begin the first phase of their shipbuilding efforts as soon as the skeleton of the shipyard was finished. As a consequence, he was in a position to surprise Michael with the news that the first consignment of superdreadnoughts would be ready much sooner than expected.

      Qui’nan turned to add a note to one of the lists and finally noticed him. She swept the holoprojections to the side. “Greetings, Admiral. What can I do for you?” Straight to the point as always. Qui’nan had no time to waste chatting about frivolities.

      Admiral Thomas entered the office. “Michael is on his way.”

      Qui’nan inclined her head. “Yes, I know. It’s on the schedule. So?”

      “So your progress reports on the fleet would be useful.”

      She nodded again. “I’ll submit my reports at the end of the working day, same as always.”

      Admiral Thomas shook his head. “Not today. I want the latest on everything. I’m going to need you to keep me updated on the priority projects while Michael is here.”

      Qui’nan looked up from where she’d been eyeing the work the Admiral had disturbed. Her mandibles clicked together, “Are you trying to keep him distracted?”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Hell, yes. Of course. I’m going to be tap dancing the whole time he’s here with my fingers crossed behind my back that he doesn’t order anything else.” He sighed and wiped his tired eyes with a hand. “Although, I suppose it could be worse.”

      “Oh? How?” Qui’nan was clearly humoring him at this point, but she didn’t know what he did.

      “It could be Bethany Anne doing the inspection,” the Admiral told her. “Then we could guarantee we’d have even more commissions to contend with by the time she left.”

      Qui’nan snickered. “A few more ships wouldn’t break us. You have to admire a woman who knows what she wants.”

      Admiral Thomas shook his head sagely. “And if what our Queen wanted was for us to double the number of ships being built?” Before she answered, his smirk was downright devilish. “And halved the amount of time you had to build them?”

      Qui’nan’s eyes widened. “Fuck, no. I concede. I am also pleased our Queen’s mate is coming in her place.”
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      Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario: Beach

      Tabitha sat on a blanket on the sand watching Alexis and Gabriel play in the surf. She reached over to grab a bottle of water from the picnic basket. “This isn’t so bad.”

      “I still think it’s weird, Tabbie.” Peter looked around for the umpteenth time. “We don’t really need to eat in here. Or sleep.”

      “Bethany Anne's orders. Normality as much as possible.” Tabitha laughed and shoved sand at him playfully. “You’ll get used to it. I like it here. I can eat as much as I like, and you know those cravings have gone nowhere.” She pointed her bottle at him. “Did I ever tell you I used to wish I could upload my consciousness? I wanted to dig around on the internet back on Earth and be a secret avenger.”

      Peter chuckled. “Um, no? But I can just see you hacking the mafia’s bank accounts or something.”

      Tabitha almost sprayed her water through her nose, wiping her face she looked at her mate. “I was going to rob the mafia,” she told him. “How did you guess?”

      Peter put his arm around Tabitha’s shoulder and drew her in close. “I didn’t need to guess. You would totally do that for kicks.”

      “I would.” Tabitha snuggled into the crook of his arm and sighed her contentment. “But I meant that it’s not so bad because we have more time to get used to the idea of being parents.”

      Peter made a noise of agreement. “Yeah. These last couple of days have shown me that it’s one thing teaching. It’s another completely to be responsible for a child’s development.” He nodded at Alexis and Gabriel. “Our son or daughter—”

      Tabitha cut in, remembering what Alexis had told her. “Alexis says we’re having a boy.”

      Peter shrugged. “That’s good enough for me. She’s rarely wrong. Our son is going to be powerful. Not as powerful as the twins, but even so, we’re going to have to teach him how to use his power responsibly. I don’t want to make the same mistakes my dad did with me.” He studied his hands for a moment. “If it wasn’t for Bethany Anne and the guys, I’d have turned out to be a monumental asshole—if I had survived. I want to be the same kind of role model to our kid, boy or girl.”

      “Maybe we’re having twins or triplets…” Tabitha couldn’t keep a straight face when Peter’s face became shocked, then worried, and he finally realized he needed to hide his fear. “I’m joking.” She chuckled. “I went for an early scan to confirm I was really pregnant, and there’s just the one baby.” She dropped the clowning. “I get where you’re coming from. Discipline is good, but I don’t want to be too restrictive, either. But I have to recognize that I wasn’t the best role model for Nickie.”

      Peter held her closer. “Has she been on your mind again?”

      Tabitha sighed. “She’s always on my mind.”

      Peter stepped very carefully. “Maybe when we get out of here and the baby is born we can look at starting the process of bringing her home.” He held still, waiting for the fireworks that usually went off whenever anyone mentioned Lilian’s daughter.

      Tabitha snorted softly. “And how do you expect to do that? The last I heard she was on some mall world blowing a near fortune that she definitely didn’t leave here with.”

      Peter thought hard. “She needs a guide, someone who will steer her right. Someone we can trust.” Everyone he thought of would either refuse or be refused when they got to Nickie.

      “Yeah, but who?” Tabitha asked, throwing her hands up in despair. “Not someone from the Federation, then. Or from here.”

      “Maybe…” Peter raised a finger, then dropped it again. “This is hard.”

      Tabitha nodded and got to her feet. She looked back at Peter as she set off to corral the twins for the picnic. “We should ask ADAM for some help finding the right person.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Vid-doc Suite

      Bethany Anne climbed into the Vid-doc and selected the option to join the ongoing base scenario. Michael had left to Gate over to the QT2 base, and she was ready to get some quality time with her babies.

      The scenario did not engage.

      She pushed the Vid-doc open and sat up. Eve was still at the console, her attention on the side monitor. “Eve, the scenario didn’t load.””

      Eve indicated the monitor. “You have a call. I halted it.”

      Bethany Anne growled with frustration. “Can't it wait?”

      Eve shrugged. “It's Michael and Admiral Thomas.”

      Bethany Anne got out of the Vid-doc. “This had better be important.”

      Eve stood back to give Bethany Anne access to the console. “I would not have disturbed you for anything minor.”

      By the looks of her husband and the Admiral, it was not good news. Her first thought was that there had been another attack. “Did the Ooken come back?”

      Both men shook their heads.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Is there a problem with the shipyard?”

      Michael leaned in and held up a hand to reassure her. “No, that's ahead of schedule.”

      Bethany Anne noted that Admiral Thomas winced ever so slightly. “Don't worry, I've got enough new ships,” she told him.

      He relaxed.

      “For now,” Bethany Anne finished. “We don't know how long this war will last, so you should be prepared to keep building a while.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “I wouldn't expect anything else.”

      Bethany Anne waited for a second, then waved her finger impatiently. “If everything is going well out there, tell me why you are calling?”

      Michael's face grew dark. “We've received word from the scout ships through the drop system. They have located a second splinter world. Loralei sacrificed herself to give the rest of the fleet ships with her time to escape.”

      Bethany Anne absorbed the information, conversing with ADAM before responding. “That’s about right. She will have included her backup in the data. She’s an old hand at this by now, unfortunately. What other information did we receive in the drop?”

      “Coordinates,” Admiral Thomas replied. “Which is a massive improvement to this supersized game of battleships we've been playing so far. Our methods of poking around in the dark in hopes that we hit something have been less than efficient.”

      Bethany Anne ran through possible outcomes based on the information. Another splinter world meant there were likely even more out there. She made a judgment. “Recall the fleet,” she ordered. “Bring our defenses in while we prepare to take the fight to them. We will clear this scourge from the galaxy one planet at a time until we find out where they all came from and then… Then we will ensure they don’t pull any of this shit ever again.”

      Michael frowned in concern. “That’s the opposite of what you said earlier about avoiding genocide. What’s changed?”

      Bethany Anne pulled over a chair and sat down, leaning with her hands laced on the console while she sought the words. The men waited patiently for her to refine her thoughts.

      She straightened a moment later. “What changed my mind was finding out that there are more of them.”

      Michael pushed for further clarification. “You weren’t happy about the outcome at the first colony.”

      Bethany Anne nodded her agreement. “I was feeling bad about razing the first colony to the ground, but my first thought when you told me there were more of them was, how many innocent people would die today because of them?”

      Admiral Thomas understood completely. “You want to get in the first blow.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. I want to get in the first, last, and only blow. This isn’t something I take lightly. I want to make sure this species can’t cause any more destruction.”

      Michael nodded resolutely. “This might take some time. Who knows how deeply embedded they are in this part of the galaxy?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands and shrugged. “Then settle in. This is the only lead we’ve had in what, five years? We’re going to dig them out. If the Kurtherians are the ones at the top, then happy days.”

      Admiral Thomas cut in. “What if they aren’t? Being run by Kurtherians, that is.”

      “They got that Kurtherian technology from somewhere,” she reasoned. “We find out where, and we move on until we discover what rock the slimy fuck-knuckles are hiding under.”

      The Admiral was confused again. “So we’re switching our focus to fighting the Ooken?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, sitting back in the chair as she got into planning mode. “Uh-huh. We’ll start with this second splinter world, but my goal is the homeworld. They’re going to answer for the crimes of their people, and we’re going to determine what their link to the Kurtherians is once and for all.”

      Admiral Thomas picked up a tablet from offscreen and began to type. “That’s going to mean changes to the production schedule, as well as issuing new orders fleetwide.”

      “Make sure everywhere that’s ours is covered,” Bethany Anne told him. “I had ADAM send copies of my instructions to Giselle and Qui’nan already.”

      The Admiral narrowed his eyes at her. “You do remember that I ran your empire’s Navy for a hell of a long time before either Giselle or Qui’nan were around to micromanage everything.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You are going to include them in the planning?”

      Admiral Thomas grinned. “I was about to excuse myself to do just that. I know when I’m outclassed.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “You’re so much more organized these days.”

      Admiral Thomas backed away with his hand on his chest. “You wound me, Bethany Anne.” He said his goodbyes, leaving her alone with Michael.

      Michael indicated the Vid-docs behind Bethany Anne. “You are anxious to be with the children. I won’t keep you.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t waste time arguing. “Yeah, I should get in there before a year passes and they forget my face.”

      Michael shook his head, chuckling. “The time dilation is slow at first. They have only been in there a few hours longer than we have experienced.”

      Bethany Anne looked at the Vid-docs. “Then I should get there just in time to tuck them in for the night.”

      “Take your time,” Michael assured her. “We can remain in communication, and I can handle everything out here for a few days.”

      Bethany Anne had never been so tempted by anything in her life. “I don’t know…”

      “Think of it as a well-earned vacation,” he coaxed.

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Vacation? What the hell is that?” She looked around as if she was seeing what was going on with High Tortuga, Devon, and now the space stations. “I quit empressing, but I’m just as busy as ever.”

      Michael spread his hands wide. “All the more reason to let me handle things for a few days while you enjoy some time with Alexis and Gabriel. Hell, you could even take some time for yourself. It’s been a while since you had that movie night.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “That was a good night. Maybe you’re speaking sense.”

      “There’s no maybe about it,” Michael assured her. “I’ll be home in a week or so. Once I’m satisfied Bart has this place in order, I’m going to Devon to source some materials through your father.”

      Bethany Anne made a face. “I was saving that for when we prepare to leave High Tortuga. I don’t want anyone knowing the location of the planet we’re raising our children on.”

      Michael shook a finger at her. “They won’t know anything. Deliveries will be made to a dead drop, then brought to High Tortuga through the interdiction. That’s enough caution to ensure we retain our privacy.”

      Bethany Anne still would prefer if nobody got anywhere near any of her bolt holes. “What about the asteroid mines? Are they producing enough to make what we need?”

      “They’re producing enough raw materials, but in terms of cost and time, it makes more sense to trade ores and such for finished components.”

      Bethany Anne could get behind keeping a lid on costs when it was warranted. “Makes sense. Give the older kids my love when you get to Devon.”

      Michael nodded. “Of course. And you give mine to Gabriel and Alexis and tell them I’ll be with you all soon.”

      They weren’t a couple who did long and painful goodbyes. A quick exchange of love-yous and take-cares and Bethany Anne was free to spend some time with her children.

      At last.

      There was a knock at the door just as she was about to pull the lid of the Vid-doc closed for the second time. Whoever was there should count themselves lucky that Bethany Anne had nothing on hand to throw.

      She would have to deal with whatever they wanted instead.

      “Who is it?” she ground out between clenched teeth.

      “It is Addix,” came the reply from the other side of the door. “I came as soon as I heard about Alexis and Gabriel. May I come in?”

      Bethany Anne sighed in resignation and sat up again. “Yes.”

      Addix entered the Vid-doc suite and headed straight for the console to read through the data. “What happened to the children?”

      Bethany Anne bit back a sob when the lump reappeared in her throat. “They’re really sick, Addix. Alexis managed to hack into the Etheric, but since she had no training to control it, she and Gabriel got hurt. Now their nanocytes are out of control and the only safe option is we age them.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled with sadness. “Just tell me how I can help.”

      “You can continue to love my children as much as you do,” Bethany Anne told her. “You too, Eve. I need you to make some changes to the game.”

      Eve was about to protest, but Bethany Anne held up a finger. “We can talk about it when you’re ready. Right now my focus is on Alexis and Gabriel. It doesn’t matter how resilient they are, coming out of the game is going to be difficult for them.”

      “In what way?” Addix inquired.

      Bethany Anne gave them a quick rundown. “The human brain is designed to seek reward. The game provides that reward in the form of achievable goals. I want all of that removed for the base scenario because real life doesn't work like that. The aim here is to provide them with something as close to our home environment as possible for the duration of their time in there.”

      Addix looked disappointed. “Does this mean their training is on hold?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “By all means, carry on the way you are. They’re obviously flourishing under your guidance, or we wouldn’t be in this situation. However,” she added sternly, “they are not to be left to run wild within the game construct. You have my permission to overrule Tabitha if she oversteps, at your discretion.”

      “Do you think she will disregard your rules?” Addix asked.

      “Are you serious?” Eve snorted. “This is Tabitha we’re talking about. She lives for rule-breaking.”

      Addix shook her head. “I believe you might be proven wrong there. Impending motherhood often brings with it a time of reflection.”

      Bethany Anne had the final word. “Tabitha is more sensitive than anyone gives her credit for. She is, however, extremely likely to permit my children to play a scenario where the object is to paraglide over an active volcano or some other life-threatening activity equally unlikely to be useful educationally.”

      Eve snickered as Bethany Anne pulled the Vid-doc lid closed over her.

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Bethany Anne's Personal Residence (three weeks in game time later)

      The twins were all tucked in and Bethany Anne and Michael were making a quick round of the living quarters, with the intention of sitting outside in the night air.

      Bethany Anne draped a few oversize throw blankets over her arms and went to lean against the kitchen doorway while she waited for Michael to finish plating two thick slices of chocolate fudge cake. “How was Devon?” she asked. “Did you get what you needed from Dad?”

      Michael grabbed two forks from the drawer and picked up the plates. “It was interesting,” he told her as he followed her down the hallway. “Your father sends his love and promises to try and sneak a visit on one of the consignments. It is the children who are having the interesting time. I visited them in their new premises. Sabine has had her talk with Akio, and now has gone on a date with Tim Kinley, of all people.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Could be worse—she could have taken a shine to Rickie. Can you imagine being his father-in-law?”

      “I’d rather replace Prometheus on the rock,” Michael assured her flatly. “But as a whole, they’re doing well. They have plans to get into the entertainment industry, and it appears they’re having success with that.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Bethany Anne held the door while Michael carried their dessert to the wraparound porch she'd had added to the copy of their family home. “I almost wish there was a point to adding a porch onto the real building.”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “We have more important uses for resources right now.”

      “Which is why I haven’t had it built.” She grinned. “There’s nothing that says alterations to this place are out of the question, though.”

      Michael groaned. “There’s just no stopping you, is there?” He placed their desserts on the side table before going back inside to get their drinks.

      “Not even on the day Hell freezes over.” Bethany Anne took her side of the loveseat and checked the scenario menu. She had Alexis and Gabriel's activity bios pinned to the background.

      Parental controls were awesome.

      The twins were asleep, as they should be after an action-packed day with her and Michael. Bethany Anne hadn’t noticed any physical changes in them yet, and she wondered how she would feel in a couple of weeks’ time when the months inside the game began to fly by and it became obvious they were getting older.

      She hesitated over the icon for Tabitha for a second. Bethany Anne had no clue which scenario Tabitha and Peter were running, but they were together. If anything happened with Tabitha, she would know immediately.

      Michael returned carrying an ice bucket. “We should enjoy this moment before chaos ensues again.”

      Bethany Anne hid her disappointment and smiled at her husband. “No glasses?”

      Michael smirked and put the bucket on the floor by the table. “We won’t need any.”

      “You’re my hero.” Bethany Anne reached into the bucket and picked up one of the two bottles nestled in the ice. “It’s like you read my mind or something.”

      Michael kissed the top of her head on his way to his seat. “I aim to please, my love. Now, what are we going to do about this war?”

      Bethany Anne looked at the label before removing the cork and handing it to Michael. “This war and the one after,” she amended. “I’m not walking into this blindfolded. I learned the hard way with the Leath. It dragged on for a hundred years because I played the reactionary instead of using my brain to beat them.”

      Michael pressed his lips together in understanding. “You were young and angry. Nothing you had experienced before could prepare you for the magnitude of that war.”

      “Not this time. I’m going to make this short and sweet.” Bethany Anne removed the lid from the Coke Michael had snuck into the ice bucket and wiped the condensation off on her jeans. “We’re getting close, Michael. I can feel it. After all this time, I’m finally going to make it so Earth is safe.”

      “It does appear that we are getting nearer to clearing out the Kurtherian infestation. There is definitely a link between the Ooken and the Kurtherians. It’s a shame we burned everything on the last planet.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Okay, next time I have a few thousand sets of nasty-ass poisonous tentacles coming at me I’ll just allow them to get on with it. Would that be easier on your conscience?”

      Michael chuckled. “You know I meant from an information standpoint. I advocate that we wipe them out completely with no apology. They are too dangerous to the innocent to be allowed to live. But we should do that after we’ve gotten everything they know about Kurtherians out of them.”

      Bethany Anne covered his hand with hers. “You’re right. Leaving them just gives them a chance to rebuild and cause more misery, so we fight the Ooken on one front while preparing on another to act on the leads we find.”

      “You never make it easy on yourself, my love.” Michael raised his bottle. “But it’s good to see you fired up again. Here’s to moving forward.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her bottle and touched it to Michael’s. “That is something I can drink to.”
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      THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well .

      (I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)

      RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?

      So, life has been crazy. Good—mostly—crazy, but crazy nonetheless.  Three weeks ago, we were just about to hold the second annual 20Booksto50k Indie Writers convention. It is the convention Craig Martelle got off the ground (HUGE shout-out to him, since it has gone worldwide now), and during the event, I was able to meet some of the JIT (Just In Time), Beta Readers and collaborators (second time for a few, first time for a couple of members.)

      What you might know, or might not, is LMBPN (my company) engages with people from all over the world. At this event, I was able to meet people who are now friends who came from Canada, the US (of course), Scotland, England and other places (I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten because I suck at face and names… And countries.)

      Cooler than me meeting these fine folks was the nice feeling of them meeting each other. There are some friendships which have grown up between people from all over the world because of just one woman.

      Bethany Anne*.

      Bethany Anne has given a legacy of friendships, love, work, and opportunity to so many people that I just have to give her a HUGE SHOUTOUT to being damned awesome.

      When I grow up, I hope I’m like Bethany Anne.

      We even had an English couple (Mickey Cocker and her husband) who came to Las Vegas for the Con and met everyone. They then had their wedding vow renewal (by Elvis no less!)  The party that was put on for her by so many people in the group who pitched in with supplies and cleanup and well wishes was one of the highlights of the week itself.

      I’d like to shout-out also to Nat Roberts, who I couldn’t do this book without. She has helped take a huge load of the story, and we hope you understand that sometimes life throws a curveball and it took us both a while to get this book finished.

      Right now, we have ten percent of TKE04 written (and about twenty percent of that reviewed). I hope to have the next Bethany Anne book in your reading hands by the end of December 2018…

      Yes, you read that right… December. Like, the month after the day we released TKE03.

      I don’t KNOW if we are going to make it. Life throws those damned curve balls, but we are trying.

      There are an additional nine books so far scheduled for the Kurtherian Endgame. We shall see what happens at that time for Bethany Anne.

      I’m not saying we believe she is done. Nope, already had that discussion with the fans of The Unbelievable Mr. Brownstone and I don’t need a new tsunami of comments from wonderful fans threatening me with all sorts of ugliness for even suggesting BA might end sometime in the future.

      She will end when its time.

      If we have the ideas—and the stamina—we will continue if you want us to.

      

      HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE

      We are able to support our efforts with you reading our books, and we appreciate you doing this!

      If you enjoyed this or ANY book by any author, especially Indie-published, we always appreciate if you make the time to review a book, since it lets other readers who might be on the fence to take a chance on it as well.

      

      AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

      One of the interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.

      Back at home, in the Vegas Condo.

      I sometimes think about how other authors have these cool names for their writing location. The dungeon, the nest…you get the idea.

      I don’t have a cool name for my Las Vegas place. I write all over this town (although typically close to the Veer, so at the Aria restaurants or something near me.)

      I could just name it “The Condo” and leave it at that. Those of you who know the Condo is in Vegas would now know… But that seems a little bland?

      Condo Nest? No, that sounds like Conde Nast.  I’m not into magazines…yet.

      The ZOO?  Nope.

      Although, did you hear The ZOO is Coming? If not, I’ve sucked at my marketing (#probably.)

      We have three series all starting right now. The first, The Birth of Heavy Metal (about a merc company which eventually creates and uses body armor, then mech armor) is coming out Monday December 3rd. (Amazon URL is here: My Book )

      In all, we will have six or seven ZOO books come out in December.

      These are different stories, all around one tough sonofabitch area in the Sahara that is both the darkest of dark places and yet offers the answer to all of mankind’s problems…

      Healing and food for everyone.

      The problem? The ZOO is where you go to get rich or die trying.

      Sometimes, you don’t even get asked if you want to go. You just get snatched by government agents and tossed on a C-130 and sent to the Sahara.

      That will teach Salinger Jacobs to be good at what he does… NO Ph.D. FOR YOU!

      Salinger starts off as a reluctant hero. Perhaps one with a questionable compass, but we see across his stories that in his heart, he has a compass that points true north.

      

      NOTE: Salinger’s stories are by penname MICHAEL TODD, not Michael Anderle.

      

      The stories tend to be a little racier than Michael Anderle —just warning you.

      

      FAN PRICING

      If you would like to find out what LMBPN is doing and the books we will be publishing, just sign up at http://lmbpn.com/email/.  When you sign up, we notify you of books coming out for the week, any new posts of interest in the books and pop culture arena, and the fan pricing on Saturday.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      

      *And my wife, who will still ask me what I think about her outfits even though I don’t have a stitch of fashion sense to my name.

      

      No, really. I like black t-shirts and blue jeans.
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      Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario: High Tortuga, Southern Continent, Plains (Eight Months of Real Time/Nine Years of Game Time Later)

      Tabitha woke up at the crack of dawn with a dull ache at the base of her spine. She pushed away the obvious reason for the pain and crawled out of her tent on her hands and knees, grumbling at the thought of trying to do such a simple thing in the real world with what her real body looked like right now.

      She didn’t even want to think about stretchmarks.

      Any longer in here and she would be giving Gabrielle a run for the longest pregnancy in human history. Which seemed like an awesome idea when she expected it to last for five years.

      However, things had gone a tiny bit differently than planned. When the neurological issues that came with adjusting time for long periods inside the game had come to light, it had been too late to just pull the three of them out.

      The only solution had been to extend their time inside the Vid-docs from twelve weeks real time and five years game time to the eight months real time and nine years that Tabitha, Alexis, and Gabriel had experienced so far.

      Tabitha hummed as she placed a few pieces of fire log on the dying embers of the fire and waited for it to catch.

      You’re chipper this morning, Achronyx remarked.

      Yeah, well, my confinement is almost over.

      I still do not understand why you were so happy there was an issue in the first place.

      Because, Tabitha told him, I got to spend my whole pregnancy without any of the restrictions women have to suffer through. Fuck! She doubled over as the cramp that had been building bloomed in her lower abdomen. Shit. I can’t avoid this one, though.

      Braxton-hicks again? Achronyx asked.

      I don’t think so. My boy is impatient to see the world. He's not going to wait much longer. She reached for normality as the universe fell out from under her feet, grabbing a pan, which she put over the fire to heat. I'm pretty sure he'll hang on until after breakfast.

      Achronyx was silent for a moment while he checked her over. You're right. All the indicators are pointing toward an impending shift in your hormonal balance. This looks like early labor. We should return to the base and exit the game as soon as possible.

      Tabitha had come to that conclusion when the cramp hit, but she wasn't in such a hurry that she had to upset the twins. Besides, she'd added maple smoked bacon to their inventory for that morning. You should inform Eve, but I'm not leaving Alexis and Gabriel without telling them where I'm going.

      I already have, and Eve is putting your birth plan into action, Achronyx told her calmly.

      She doesn't hang around. Tabitha tapped on Alexis’ and Gabriel's tent, chuckling at the sleepy protests from within. “Rise and shine, kiddos. It’s a brand new day, and you've still got some fun planned with Addix before you go back to the base.”

      Alexis poked her head out, her dark hair obscuring her face. “That sounds like you're leaving.”

      Tabitha winked. “It's almost time.”

      Alexis squealed at that ear-shattering pitch almost exclusive to teenage girls. “Really?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Yup. Pretty sure I just had a contraction.”

      Gabriel's head appeared next to his sister's. “Does that mean Mom and Dad might let us out of here at last? I miss them.”

      Tabitha did her best not to be amused by the way his voice slid around. “I don't know,” she admitted. “You'll have to ask them.”

      “I'm calling Mom right now.” Alexis pulled her head back inside the tent, causing Gabriel to stumble forward.

      Gabriel rolled his eyes at his sister and crawled all the way out of the tent, enticed by the smell of bacon. “Oh, good. Breakfast.” He wandered over to check the pan.

      Addix emerged from her tent, rubbing her eyes in bewilderment. “It's not like you to be first up.” She read the tension in Tabitha's shoulders despite the rude awakening. “Is everything all right with the children?”

      “Sure, but I'm in labor, so Eve will be getting me out of here soon.” Tabitha put a brave face on, a hand straying to her flat stomach as another cramp began to wind itself up inside her.

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in concern. “I still do not understand why you would choose to endure this or why Eve would allow it.”

      “Trust me,” Tabitha ground out with something between a chuckle and a gasp, “it’s not fun. But this is part of the bonding experience.” She nodded toward the tents. “Do you mind coming up with something to do with Alexis and Gabriel? I could use the time to think while I get their breakfast ready.”

      Eve’s avatar appeared beside them. “Breakfast will have to wait. It’s time to go. Everything is waiting for you, just like we planned.”

      Tabitha hesitated. “What about Alexis and Gabriel?”

      “We’re fine with Aunt Addix,” Gabriel called.

      “Yeah,” Alexis chipped in from inside the tent. “Call us when he’s born so we can meet him at last.”

      Tabitha reached for Eve’s outstretched hand for a quick exit.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Offices, Vid-doc Suites

      The first thing Peter heard when he entered the room was Bethany Anne talking in hushed tones to Alexis on the side monitor. “What do you mean, she’s in labor?”

      “Tabitha’s in labor?” His hands dropped to his sides, releasing the bag holding his quick and dirty dinner without a second thought.

      Eve sighed at the puddle of spilled Coke coming from the dropped bag at his feet. “Yes, Peter. We can’t delay the birth any longer; the baby is on his way. Don’t worry, they're both in good hands.” She wiggled her fingers at him, then went back to typing instructions into Tabitha’s Vid-doc console.

      A moment later a cleaner bot appeared and nudged Peter’s foot gently. He stared blankly at the bot when it bumped him a second time, which Peter thought was a little insistent.

      Bethany Anne left the console and walked over to steer Peter over to the couch. “I know we’d hoped to give them all another month or two, but Baby’s not giving us an option. We’re going to take care of Tabitha, then Alexis and Gabriel.”

      Peter appeared to be paying more attention to the cleaner bot than what Bethany Anne was saying. She looked at him with concern and waved a hand in front of his face, startling him.

      “Peter, you okay?”

      Peter ran a hand over his head. “It’s just sudden, is all. I’m good.”

      “You sure? You zoned out for a moment.” Bethany Anne noted Peter's trembling hands. “Just take a minute. Eve is pulling Tabitha out of the game, and that takes some time.” She reached out to pat Peter's shoulder. “It’s all going to be better than fine. Just wait and see.”

      Eve pushed a gurney over to the side of Tabitha’s Vid-doc. “She’s in the rejuvenation cycle now. Three minutes.”

      Peter straightened his shoulders. “There’s no time for that. We’re about to become parents.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Medical Unit, Corridor

      “My nanocytes had better fix,” she indicated her distended stomach with a hand, “this!” She gritted her teeth against another contraction. “Fuuuuck!”

      Bethany Anne winced when Tabitha grabbed her hand and squeezed hard.

      Tabitha growled at Bethany Anne as the contraction peaked. “Serves you right for not telling me how much this fucking hurtssss!”

      Bethany Anne took the pain of her crushed fingers without complaint. “Um, about that. I had TOM and ADAM dial down most of my labor pain.

      Tabitha glared and squeezed a little bit harder.

      “Twins, Tabitha,” Bethany Anne stated. “Wait until you’ve had one baby and tell me if you want to go through the experience a second time right after.”

      Tabitha turned away, pouting when she realized through the fog that the person on the other side of her moving gurney was Peter—the cause of all her pain.

      She pulled her hand free of Bethany Anne's and pointed a wobbly finger at him. “This is all your fault, you… You…”

      She would finish telling him later. She felt really sleepy, which was weird since she’d technically been asleep for the last eight months.

      Peter waited for the slip into Spanish that told him Tabitha wasn’t really too mad at him. Of course, when she did do it because she was mad, it meant he’d better clear out of the way before Mount Tabbie exploded in his face.

      He didn’t get the chance to find out. Before she got to the cursing him out part, Tabitha’s eyes rolled in her head and she sank back against the pillows. “Tabbie?” She didn’t respond.

      Peter almost lost his shit there and then. “Tabbie!” Somehow, he held on. This was not a situation that could be improved in any way by dropping a terrified Pricolici into the middle of it. He turned to Eve. “Do something!”

      Eve started pushing the gurney a lot faster. “Hold on!”

      Peter grabbed his side of the gurney, and he and Bethany Anne kept it stable while Eve powered her way to Tabitha’s birthing suite.

      They had two rooms on standby. The first was candlelit and had a warm pool and whale music for Tabitha to mock, where Peter would feed her bonbons and fan her while she brought their son into the world.

      Eve directed them toward the second, where the freshly-scrubbed surgical team waited for Tabitha under too-bright lights. The door was opened by a pair of nurses, and another stepped forward to guide Eve into the theater.

      Eve sailed through with the gurney, but Peter found his way barred.

      Peter tried to push past the nurse who blocked his way, frowning at the man whose nametag went unnoticed in Peter’s worry. “What are you doing? Let me in.”

      The nurse, clearly used to dealing with distraught fathers-to-be, raised a hand to ward Peter off. “I’m sorry, Commander. Medical personnel only beyond this point until we know the cause of her collapse.” He pointed to a sign on the wall by an alcove a short way along the corridor. “There’s a waiting area there if you’d like to take a seat and gather yourself. Otherwise, I’ll have to ask security to come down here, and none of us want that.”

      Peter didn’t care if he had to fight his way to Tabitha. She and their baby were vulnerable, and they needed him right now. He growled deep in his chest. “Let me pass. I’m staying with Tabitha.”

      The nurse looked at Bethany Anne as the voice of reason.

      It was only when Bethany Anne moved Peter firmly but forcefully away from the doors to the operating theater that he realized he’d been too close to insisting the nurse let him in or face the painful consequences, and that wouldn’t do at all.

      Peter held up his hands at the nurse who’d blocked his way. “Sorry. You’re right. It’s been a hell of a day, but that’s no excuse. Didn’t mean to make your job harder.” He turned to head for the waiting area to prove he was done being difficult.

      The nurse looked at Peter with understanding. The man was clearly concerned but resolute. “It’s not an easy time, but your wife is in the best hands.” He slipped back behind the door and closed it firmly.

      Peter looked down at his feet while he and Bethany Anne walked over to the waiting area and murmured, “If you find my wife, you’ll have to introduce us.” He smirked for a moment, but it faded just as quickly. That was one of Tabitha’s less cutting lines whenever anyone assumed they were married.

      The thought of how it would feel to never hear Tabitha verbally flay another asshole in response to their ignorance was unthinkable, and yet it kept trying to be a thought.

      He couldn’t bear it if anything happened to Tabitha or their child.

      However, he had to trust Eve and the surgeons to do their best work. He wondered if whatever was wrong was another adverse reaction to spending so long living life on fast-forward.

      He hadn't been affected by the issue, since over the last few months Bethany Anne had wanted him focused on working with the Admiral's wife on integrating the masses of new recruits into the Guardian Marines.

      Coordinating their training and deployment around the various locations Bethany Anne had collected in the years since the acquisition of Devon was a full-time job, so he’d only spent short stints in the game construct during Tabitha’s pregnancy.

      However, for Tabitha and the twins, it was more serious. Once game time began to pick up speed to compensate for the twin’s rapid growth, their visitors started to get severe headaches if they stayed for more than a few hours real-time.

      The side-effect was spotted by TOM after Bethany Anne had stayed with the twins for two months in game time. Her nanos cleared up the headache just fine, but further investigation had revealed potentially life-threatening consequences for anyone living at a different speed for a protracted period of time if the issue wasn't addressed.

      Everybody was quite ready to get out, even though Tabitha had initially been a little too happy with the news that she and the twins would have to remain in the Vid-docs while their time perception was slowly adjusted back to the normal rate.

      Peter was well aware that her snark was just a cover for her fear of being a terrible mom. Their conversation kept coming back to Nickie, and what she saw as her failure to steer her niece straight.

      Peter’s personal opinion was that everyone had done plenty for the girl, especially Tabitha, and she’d still turned out the way she had. It was up to her to sink or swim now.

      That was just how it went sometimes when a kid got everything handed to them. If anyone understood that kind of rebellion, it was him.

      Tabitha didn't want to hear it, but Peter knew that Nickie would return a changed woman when her time was up. In the meantime, being exiled to experience life as the majority lived it could only do her good.

      Bethany Anne's shadow passed over Peter, tearing him from his brooding. “I’m going to find you a hot drink and something to eat. Do not move from that spot.” She raised a finger to be sure he knew she wasn’t kidding. “I’ll be back soon. Understand?”

      Peter nodded and she walked off, leaving him to work out how to live through the agony of the minutes crawling by while he waited for any scrap of news.

      It didn't take long for his thoughts to wander again. Tabitha had nothing to worry about. They were going to be great parents, whether she believed it or not. He decided to focus on that, and what he could do to make Tabitha’s life easier once their son was born.

      They had talked endlessly over the last few months—or years if he looked at it from Tabitha’s perspective—and he had listened to her fears and acknowledged them. That she wasn’t any kind of disciplinarian. That she was going to fuck their child up because she had to have a certain amount of chaos going on to be happy.

      Tabitha couldn’t see what Peter could: being responsible for Alexis and Gabriel had changed her. She’d become comfortable with the idea that having authority didn’t necessarily mean being the authoritarian during her time in the game world.

      Bethany Anne returned what felt like an eternity later with a familiar-looking paper bag in each hand. “You didn’t get to eat your dinner earlier. It’s amazing what you can get in the middle of the night if you're not too fussy.”

      “You are the literal best,” Peter told Bethany Anne sincerely. He took the bag she held with a grateful grin. “And you’ll take that back when you eat one of those fries. They’re wonderful.”

      Bethany Anne tipped a finger at him and sat down to open her own bag. “We’ll see. Eat up, you need your strength.” She waved a fry at him before biting down on it and chewing thoughtfully for a second.

      “It didn’t take you long to run out for this,” Peter mused idly, more interested in his second chance at dinner than how it had been procured.

      Bethany Anne grinned guiltily. “Okay,” she admitted. “They’re good. I called ahead and had our order ready to pick up. I didn't know which one you prefer so I got you one each of the specials.”

      Peter unwrapped the first burger. “You pretty much nailed it.”

      She rummaged in her own bag and came up with a carton of hash brown fries for him and a Coke for each of them.

      Peter bowed to Bethany Anne before taking them from her. “Totally nailed it,” he amended. “Kerry’s fries are the best. I can’t believe nobody thought of making hash browns this way before.”

      They chatted while they ate. Bethany Anne kept the conversation superficial. She talked about the potatoes they were growing that were very close to Earth-equivalent, including the taste, when fried, seeing that was what he needed.

      Peter made short work of the burgers stacked inside his bag.

      After they’d eaten, he went to find a trash can for their empty wrappers, needing to stretch his legs after sitting still for the last couple of hours.

      When he returned, Bethany Anne was talking to the nurse from earlier.

      The nurse spotted Peter. “He’s here. Commander Silvers, if you’d like to come this way.” He broke into a smile. “It’s time to meet your son.”

      Peter’s knees went wobbly for what seemed like the millionth time that long day when he heard a faint snuffly cry and Tabitha’s soft murmur.

      “They’re okay?” he asked.

      The nurse nodded. “They are. Mother and baby are in perfect health. We were just waiting for you to get back to complete baby’s registration paperwork.”

      Peter frowned for a second until he realized what the problem was. “She wouldn’t tell you his name? I wouldn't worry about it. She wouldn't tell any of us.”

      Bethany Anne groaned. “For crying out loud! This has been bugging me for months, Peter!” She pushed him. “Go in there and find out.”

      Peter winked and headed for the door. “That’s the plan. Tabbie has to tell us his name now he's been born.”

      “The surprise was that Alexis knew the whole time and didn’t give it up.”

      They turned at the sound of Michael’s voice.

      Bethany Anne's smile lit the corridor when she saw her husband walking toward them. “You made it!”

      “Glad you did,” Peter agreed. “Tabitha wanted you here.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Michael told them both. “Eve has been keeping me updated. As well as a few others, who will be here shortly.”

      Bethany Anne waved Peter toward the nurse. “Go, see Tabitha and meet your son. We’ll hold everyone off when they get here and give you three a minute to get acquainted before we welcome him to the world.”

      “And find out his name,” Michael added, the tiniest of smirks gracing one corner of his lips.

      Bethany Anne pointed at Michael. “Yes, that too.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Medical Unit

      Peter hesitated outside the door to Tabitha's recovery room to listen to her singing to their baby.

      A second later, the lullaby stopped and she snorted. “Are you going to come in and say hi or are you planning on hovering there until you take root?”

      He pushed the door open, careful not to flood the softly-lit room with the harsh light from the corridor. “Hey, beautiful. What’s a fine chick like you doing in a place like this?”

      Tabitha was mostly upright on the bed, leaning on the mass of pillows behind her with the baby in her arms. She narrowed her eyes playfully, her fire undiminished by the ordeal of giving birth. “Some charmer talked me into bed. It’s sad, really. Taken out of the game at the peak of my hotness.”

      Peter grinned as he closed the door with a barely audible click and walked over to the bed. “Your peak started when the year still began with a two, and it’s not showing any signs of ending any time soon.”

      Tabitha grew slightly pink in the cheeks. “You're too smooth for your own good, Pete. I look really messy, but I don't care. Come see the tiny human we made!”

      She looked just perfect to Peter, from her hospital gown and her hair sticking up all over the place to the dark circles under her eyes. He leaned over and kissed her. “I wouldn't change a thing about you. How are you feeling after the cesarean?”

      She patted her bed with her free arm. “I’m feeling good, a bit achy where the nanos are working on deep tissue still. Sit with us.”

      He sat down on the edge of Tabitha's bed and held out his hands for the blanket-wrapped bundle. “You ready to share a moment?”

      Tabitha smiled as she gently placed the baby in Peter's arms and he got his first glimpse of his son. He was mesmerized by his miniature fingers and toes and the dark, downy hair on his head. The way his face was arranged in a perfect copy of his mother’s most petulant pout. “He’s so beautiful.”

      The baby began to squirm, reddening as he drew breath to protest being parted from his mother. Peter ran a finger over his son’s forehead to soothe him. “Hey, little man. No need to cause a ruckus. You and I are going to be best buddies, just wait and see.”

      Tabitha’s eyes shone. She leaned over carefully and whispered to the baby, “Say hello to your Daddy, Todd.”

      Peter felt his heart contract. He met Tabitha’s eyes. “Todd? Really?”

      Tabitha nodded and smiled beatifically at their son. “Yup. Todd Michael Nacht-Silvers. Any objections?”

      Peter looked into Todd’s eyes, which seemed to be tracking him already. “It’s perfect. He’s perfect.” He scooted along the bed so he could wrap his free arm around Tabitha. “And so are you. Well done, Mama. I’m so proud of you.”

      There was a quiet tap, and Bethany Anne slipped through the door. “You’ve got visitors.” She caught sight of Todd and crossed the room in an instant. “But me first. Aunt’s privilege.”

      Peter looked questioningly at Tabitha.

      She waved him off, stifling a yawn. “I’ll be fine as long as it’s a quick visit. But then Todd and I have to get some sleep.”

      “If you say so.” He stood and prepared to transfer his son to his Aunt Bethany Anne for a snuggle.

      Bethany Anne brought baby Todd in close and cooed to him. She grinned at them both. “He’s beautiful.” She whispered to Todd before looking up again. “Congratulations to all three of you. We’ll talk about Todd’s birth gift tomorrow. For now, just tell me when you’ve had enough of visitors, and I’ll clear everyone out.”

      The door opened again, and there was a moment’s chaos when everyone tried to get through at once. They heard the nurse scolding someone. Possibly John, from the rumbling reply.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes for Tabitha’s benefit. “Here, you take him back while I teach these grown-ass men and women how to use a door.”

      Tabitha snickered, accepting Todd into her arms. She stared at him as she’d been doing from the second the surgical team had placed him in her arms. She couldn’t get over him. He was a perfect blend of Pete and her.

      Bethany Anne had arranged her visitors into manageable groups of two and three. Tabitha nodded and smiled and replied to their praise, her eyelids growing heavier during the gaps between well-wishers.

      Todd fell asleep, so Peter took him from Tabitha and gently laid him in the bassinet attached to the far side of her bed.

      Without the baby to keep her alert, Tabitha’s eyelids fluttered closed in a matter of minutes despite her best efforts to stay awake. Peter tucked her in while Bethany Anne cleared the room like she’d promised she would.

      Peter sighed a huge sigh of relief when the door closed behind John and Jean, who were the last to leave.

      Bethany Anne kept her voice low, not wishing to disturb Tabitha or Todd's sleep. “Interesting day, huh?”

      Peter nodded solemnly as he took the chair beside Tabitha’s bed. Sitting down, he breathed in twice before answering. “I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled softly. “This is only the beginning, Peter. Sleep now. I’m not going anywhere until morning.”

      Peter squirmed to get comfortable enough to fall asleep. He opened one eye as he drifted off. “Thank you, BA,” he mumbled.

      Bethany Anne, who was arranging all the welcome gifts, paused. “It’s what family does,” she replied softly as he began to snore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Barnabas’ Office

      It wasn’t technically his office, but Barnabas had claimed it long ago and stenciled his name on the door regardless. Tabitha had taken the one down the corridor just to annoy him, but she never used it.

      Finders keepers.

      Barnabas enjoyed the solitude in this re-creation of his office on the Meredith Reynolds. He never felt alone on the ship, given Shinigami’s efforts. But here he had this office, and the empty underground part of the base it was situated in was the closest thing to a quiet place he had found.

      He was somewhat out of touch with goings on around the base, having had his hands full with the taming of Shinigami for the last few years.

      However, maybe it was time to reconnect. Barnabas had an idea that Bethany Anne had some plan in mind. He could see no reason she would use resources doubling up on defenses otherwise.

      As if karmic intervention had drawn the object of Barnabas’ thoughts to him, Bethany Anne walked into his office and took a seat in the dark leather wingback chair opposite the desk from him.

      “How’s it going, Uncle Barnabas?” She crossed one leg over the other and leaned into the chair's comfortable padding. “Tabitha told me you stopped by to see her and baby Todd today.”

      Barnabas flushed with delight. “I did indeed. It's always a pleasure to welcome a new member of the family.” His smile morphed into a knowing look. “But that's not why you’re here, is it?”

      Bethany Anne gave him a wry smile. “Straight to the point as always. Your efforts on the vigilante front have not gone unnoticed.” She inclined her head a touch. “You’re doing a great job cleaning the place up so far, and you know how much I appreciate what you’re doing.”

      Barnabas arched an eyebrow, knowing full well what was coming. Bethany Anne hit him with that disarming smile, the million-watt one nobody could say no to because you just knew that smile was based on her faith in you to do whatever task she had in mind. “Whatever service I can give my Queen, I would be glad to provide,” he replied.

      Bethany Anne's smile impossibly grew brighter. “Great! You’ll love this, I know it. How would you like to reduce your coverage area for a while? Like, to this planet?”

      Barnabas steepled his hands in front of him on the desk. That sounded like something he would not mind happening at all. “Because you’re preparing to leave and fight the Ooken.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, drumming her nails on the arm of the chair. “You’ve got it. Almost. The Ooken are preparing to move.”

      Barnabas inclined his head a touch. “But you are ready for them.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Of course I’m ready. The time for licking wounds is over. I have all my pieces lined up on the board, and they’re playing kiddie checkers.”

      Barnabas chuckled. “When do you leave?”

      “Not long now,” she confirmed. “I’m expecting to hear that the fleet is fully operational when I speak to the Admiral late tomorrow. Alexis and Gabriel get out of the Vid-docs today, and not a day too soon. Even though I spent a lot of the time in there with them, the nine years was a long time for us to be apart as a family. As soon as they’ve recovered, we’re good to go.”

      Barnabas flexed his fingers while he considered the information. “So you want me to watch over this planet while you’re gone? What about Devon?”

      Bethany Anne waved unconcernedly. “Phase Three is complete. Devon has begun to settle of its own accord, the defenses there are all in place, and the Guardian is completed and is fully operational. That end of the Interdiction is complete, and all records of High Tortuga’s location are being scrubbed from existence and replaced with Devon’s coordinates instead.”

      Barnabas dropped his hands and leaned back in his chair. “An impressive feat.”

      “Yeah, of ADAM’s,” Bethany Anne clarified. “I’m not going to pretend to understand how or what he did. As long as it works, I’m happy.” The corner of her mouth curled in satisfaction. “By the time he’s done, not even the most insignificant independent captains will escape with their maps intact.” She got to her feet, impatient to leave. “I have to get to the Vid-doc suite, but I can give you until tomorrow to think on this. If you don’t want the duty, I can make other arrangements.”

      Barnabas shrugged. “You can have my answer now. I’m happy to remain behind. I’m enjoying my work here. It’s therapeutic.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “There are ways of relaxing that don’t involve killing, you know. You could play a bit more chess. I’ve heard it’s good for the mind.”

      Bethany Anne winked and stepped into the Etheric, leaving an annoyed Barnabas gasping at his desk.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Michael’s Offices, Vid-doc suite

      Michael paced the room to work off his excess energy. The children would exit the Vid-docs soon, but it couldn’t be soon enough for him.

      Eve turned from the console where she was monitoring the Vid-docs to give him a stern look. “Such repetitive motion only causes the perception of time to be altered, so you experience more of it.”

      Michael paused and raised an eyebrow. “You mean that a watched pot never boils?”

      Eve bowed her head. “A rose by any other name.” She snorted softly and turned back to the console.

      Bethany Anne appeared in the transfer area. She strode out of the recess and over to the wallscreen, which showed Addix waiting patiently in the game version of the Vid-doc room. Bethany Anne had to look around, but she spotted Alexis and Gabriel sitting with their backs against the wall, talking quietly. “Am I late?”

      “You’re right on time,” Eve assured her. She instructed Addix, Alexis, and Gabriel to get into their Vid-docs. “It’s not technically necessary, but it will help to prevent you from feeling disjointed when you wake.”

      The Vid-docs on both sides lit up and the screen went dark as all three went into the rejuvenation cycle.

      Bethany Anne and Michael moved as one to stand by the twins’ Vid-docs.

      “One minute,” Eve told them.

      The lights on the Vid-docs went out and the opaque tint drained from the window in the lid, revealing the occupants.

      Michael’s brain tried to trick him. For a fraction of a second, he half expected to see Alexis and Gabriel as the five-year-olds they had been when they entered the Vid-doc.

      Of course, his children now had the bodies to match their minds—and the experience of the years lived in-game to go with their upgraded bodies. Of course, he had spent as much time with them while they were growing these last months as possible, and it had still been slightly jarring to witness the change each time. If not for his regular visits then it would have been difficult to recognize them.

      Bethany Anne drew a breath when the Vid-docs began their unlocking sequences. “My babies.”

      “You realize our son is taller than you now?” Michael pointed out. “While I’m well aware that you could still quite easily carry either of our children on your hip, I can't see Gabriel wanting to be cosseted. Alexis even less so.”

      Bethany Anne dismissed Michael's good sense with a wave. “I don't care how big they get. They are my babies. That's all there is to it.”

      Michael chuckled at his wife’s soft heart when it came to their children as the Vid-docs’ lids clicked open.

      Alexis was first to wake, followed by Gabriel, and lastly, Addix. Bethany Anne, Michael, and Eve helped them down.

      While Addix had the advantage of being quadrupedal to balance her, Alexis and Gabriel held onto their parents for the moment. Although their muscle tone was fine, their legs were wobbly, which was no wonder after aging nine years and growing several feet in height.

      Bethany Anne examined them closely while Eve took care of Addix. “How are you both feeling? Any pain or dizziness?”

      “No, I’m good,” Gabriel replied. “But I don’t think those are actually my legs.” He poked his thigh and gazed at Eve. “Why do they feel so weird?”

      “The Vid-doc was not intended for this. Consequently, the development of new neural pathways in your brains and the growth in your bodies were two separate processes,” Eve explained.

      “So why are we able to stand?” Alexis asked. “Without the movement to develop our muscular structure, we should be flopping around on the floor like fish.” She looked down at herself. “I feel fine. Weak, perhaps, but fine.”

      Eve waved her hands as she answered. “We used mild electrical impulses to sync your movement within the game with your bodies. The connections are somewhat weak at present, but you two are strong and your bodies semi-active. Plus, your nanocytes are now fully functional. I suspect you will return to peak health in no time.”

      Alexis turned to her parents. “When can we see Aunt Tabbie and the baby?” She paused for a beat. “Whose name I don’t know,” she finished in a dull monotone, her eyes shifting as she spoke.

      Gabriel laughed. “You’re the worst liar ever.” He sucked in a breath when her elbow met his ribs.

      Shhh!

      Bethany Anne and Michael exchanged an amused look.

      “I’m pretty sure you can lie better than that,” Michael teased.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “We're having dinner with Tabitha and Peter later,” she told the twins. “You can see Todd then if he’s awake. First we go home, where I have a surprise for you both.”

      The twins quickly regained full use of their legs.

      Bethany Anne called Alexis and Gabriel back from the door with her hands outstretched toward them. “It’s a lot louder than you’re used to out there. You get to ride in Mom’s taxi today.”

      The twins giggled at her lame joke. Bethany Anne took their hands and pulled them into the Etheric, Michael appearing beside them in the mists a moment later.

      I take it this will be a surprise to me also? Michael inquired as Bethany Anne led the way to their quarters.

      Of course, Bethany Anne replied in a tone of voice that implied she was a little offended he even had to ask. I had their room remodeled.

      Michael’s mouth was a straight line. I thought we were done with remodeling?

      Bethany Anne looked at her husband in disbelief. You haven't been in their room since they went into the Vid-doc, have you?

      Um, no? Michael replied. The children weren't using it, so there was no reason to go in.

      Alexis read the silent conversation passing between her parents and pointed it out to Gabriel.

      Gabriel snickered. “Uh-oh, Dad’s wearing the look he gets when Mom’s been shopping.”

      “Yeah, but Mom has the one she gets when she's won.” Alexis giggled. “Hey, Mom. Now that I’m all grown up, does that mean you’ll share your shoes with me?”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at her daughter and held up a finger. “First of all, you will not be ‘all grown up’ for a long time.” She held up a second finger. “Secondly, I would give you my empire if I still had it, but if you touch my shoes without permission, we’re going to have some very serious words.” She raised an eyebrow, smiling at her daughter. “Besides, don’t you want to start building your own collection now you’re out of your atmosuit phase?”

      Alexis’ eyes lit up, and she clapped her hands. “Oh, Mom, you have no idea!”

      Michael groaned at the same time Gabriel did.

      “Oh, God, no.” Michael started.

      “It’s bad enough that Mom is obsessed. Not you, too!” Gabriel finished.

      Bethany Anne and Alexis flashed identical grins and walked off arm-in-arm to discuss the difficulties of finding a shoe designer who understood that “killer heels” should mean just that.

      Michael and Gabriel shared a look common to despairing males everywhere, of whatever species, in whatever system one found oneself.

      Except the Sardis system, but it was universally agreed the laws of relationships totally bypassed that group.

      “Where are they planning to put all these shoes?” Gabriel wondered aloud.

      Michael shrugged and patted Gabriel’s back as they walked. “I’ve no idea, son. But don’t be surprised if your mother decides she wants some extra storage and a part of the base vanishes behind a wall.”

      Gabriel nodded somberly. “I wouldn’t even blink. I know my mother.”

      Michael chuckled as Bethany Anne and Alexis stopped ahead of them. “Looks like our stop.”

      Gabriel sighed. “Lame, Dad.”

      Michael lifted his hands. “What? It was funny when your mother made a similar joke.”

      “Yes,” Gabriel replied slowly. “Because it’s Mom and she’s funny even when we don’t get what she’s talking about.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow as Gabriel walked off. “And it’s not funny when I make a joke?”

      Gabriel turned back, copying Michael’s shrug. “Well, if you’re comfortable admitting it…”

      Michael saw the flash of panic in Gabriel’s eyes when he realized what he’d just said. He laughed. “You have been spending entirely too much time with Tabitha.”

      Gabriel’s nervous grin dropped. His confusion at his father’s reaction was more than enough to satisfy Michael.

      I love watching you bond with the children, Bethany Anne told him, a hint of a chuckle lacing her mental voice.

      Of course, my love, Michael agreed. And what better way to open up to the children than to let them see my legendary sense of humor?

      You do mean legendary like Bigfoot is legendary, right? Bethany Anne teased.

      TOM says that there were aliens that looked like Bigfoot who would occasionally get stranded on planets. Their technology wasn’t great. It’s feasible that Bigfoot was merely a stranded alien, and not legendary as in “not seen.”

      I’ve been nothing but nice to you, Michael. Why would you shaft me like that? Have I ever suggested I wanted my words to be used in an argument between you and Bethany Anne?

      What are you doing, interrupting?

      The Etheric is causing you guys to flex your mental muscles differently. It’s like the walls between us are too thin when you are talking.

      Huh, was all Bethany Anne offered in reply.

      She took Alexis’ and Gabriel’s hands and the four exited the Etheric into the transfer room of their home.

      Bethany Anne was first to the door. “Okay, cover your eyes and follow my voice.”

      The twins did as they were asked. Bethany Anne backed down the corridor toward the twins’ room. “This way, keep going. Gabriel, step left before you hit the table.”

      Alexis opened her fingers to look at Bethany Anne. “Is the surprise in our room?”

      “Mmhmm,” Bethany Anne answered vaguely. She waved for Alexis to cover her eyes again. “I’m opening the door, no peeking!”

      She guided Alexis and Gabriel into their room. Which was now somewhat larger, suited for teenagers rather than small children, with their sleeping Pods separated from the main room by a Japanese-style partition wall boxing each one into its corner of the room. “Stop right there. You can open your eyes.”

      Alexis dropped her hands and ran over to her Pod, squealing. “It’s exactly the same as our room in the base scenario!”

      Gabriel wandered around checking things. “Mom, how did you get all the details right?” He closed the drawer he’d just opened and went to look in the closet.

      Bethany Anne tapped the side of her nose with a finger. “Secret Mom magic.”

      Michael suppressed his chuckle, knowing full well that Eve held the blueprint for every scenario. “We’ll leave you two to get ready for dinner.”

      

      QT2, QBBS Helena, Thomas Family Quarters

      “Did you just say your mother is coming to stay?” Admiral Thomas put his stylus down on the breakfast table next to his tablet. His schedule could wait a moment. “Is now really the best time, sweetheart? You have enough on your plate with the station filling up, and there will be a war on our doorstep at any moment. Isn’t that enough to deal with without getting worked up about Helena being here for an extended period of time?”

      Giselle looked up from her own preparation for the upcoming week, exasperation clear in her tone. “Was that the only thing you heard in everything I just said? That's exactly why I'm not getting worked up. Mother is coming to help me with the home side of things. It’s the perfect solution to our childcare issues.”

      The Admiral raised an eyebrow over the cup he’d just picked up. “We wouldn’t have childcare issues if you were willing to settle for anything less than Mary Poppins’ more competent colleague.” He waved off her argument. “I’m not saying that for any reason other than concern for your wellbeing. Helena has a way of getting under your skin, whether she means to or not.”

      Giselle’s smile tightened slightly. “Yes, well, that was before she had grandchildren to focus her attention on. This is the perfect time for us to work past all that.” She flourished a hand. “Look what can be accomplished in just a few months’ time.”

      Admiral Thomas wasn’t sure whether his wife was referring to the completed defenses or their newborn son in his bassinet on the other side of the room. “You’re right. I’ll anticipate her arrival.” He returned his wife’s smile—without adding that his anticipation was the kind people had the night before their execution—and finished the last few bites of his breakfast.

      There was a soft ping from the speaker, and CEREBRO spoke. “Admiral, your transport has arrived.”

      He sighed inwardly in relief and changed the subject quickly, standing to take his plate to the kitchen. “I was hoping the children would wake before I left.”

      Giselle got to her feet and began helping clear up the breakfast things. “They're perfect monsters in the morning. Consider it a lucky escape.”

      “Never,” he vowed.

      Giselle laughed. “See if you still say that when the baby is crying, the twins are arguing over who gets to eat the blue crayon, and you haven’t even had coffee yet. You’d better get going, Your Admiralness,” she teased, tiptoeing to drop a kiss on his cheek as she took the plate from his hand. “Good luck today.”

      “You could use my middle name.”

      She gave him a pointed look. “Or I could use your first name since it wasn’t the name of one of my monumental boyfriend screw-ups.”

      Admiral Thomas shrugged. “‘Your Admiralness’ it is.”

      Giselle snickered. “Whatever you say, Barty.”

      He turned his head at the last second to catch the kiss on his lips and surrendered his plate to Giselle in favor of quickly packing his tablet into his briefcase, which was waiting on the sideboard by the elevator door.

      Admiral Thomas made his way down to the public concourse in the elevator, one of the perks of his wife's position as station manager, and climbed aboard the transport waiting for him. It was one of the automated roamers that had been built for getting around the station when it was still a shell.

      The roamer set off, its destination preprogrammed. The early morning bustle was encouraging.

      Admiral Thomas had never thought he’d be glad to be part of rush-hour traffic again, but here he was, in a line behind three other roamers waiting to use the diversion around Central Plaza.

      People were settling in.

      He allowed his gaze to linger on the barriers blocking off the very center of the plaza, where final preparations for the upcoming ceremony were going on.

      The ceremony was going to be a double-edged thing. He was grateful that Bethany Anne would be speaking.

      Since it was partly a celebration of construction being completed and partly a memorial to the souls lost in the first clashes of the war, he fully expected emotions would be running high.

      What they needed was an outlet for the tension, not the continued ratcheting up of pressure aboard the station to the point where morale was affected.

      That was the last thing he wanted.

      He resolved to speak to Giselle about arranging some entertainment as the roamer entered the transfer station.

      The roamer passed the turns for the public transport links and took the route to the lines reserved for military personnel. There were roamers waiting here too, but his rank came with clearance to pass them and use the express line.

      This was the Admiral’s favorite part. He sat back and waited for the roamer to seat itself on the mag-rail.

      It moved toward the circular door, picking up speed once the wheels had retracted.

      The circular door spiraled open and Admiral Thomas drew a deep breath, as he always did when the roamer shot down the rail into open space.

      Or at least it appeared that way. In reality, the chameleon tech they'd gained in the battle with the grub-like aliens had been used to create tunnels for the rail lines that reflected empty space where the rails ran while appearing completely transparent from within.

      Defensive weapons, the smallest of which were the size of two or three large humans, were mounted at both ends of the transfer rails, set to incapacitate anything that threatened the integrity of the rails.

      That wasn't all the technology had been used for. The Admiral frowned, momentarily reminded of the new Shinigami-type ship Bethany Anne had sprung on him.

      The majesty of the shipyard came into view a moment later, and the annoyance passed when he saw all the ships he now had in return for not kicking up too much of a stink about the Izanami. Qui’nan was a genius, and he didn’t care who he bored with the knowledge.

      After Michael’s visit, the Yollin architect tweaked the design of the shipyard to allow for continuous production—just in case Bethany Anne ever did turn up and drop an impossible order on them.

      Since that visit, they’d produced sixteen new ships of varying class, all valuable additions to the fleet and not a disappearing ship among them.

      They were not truly superdreadnoughts except in size, and while they were all equipped with a version of the Ooken plasma weapons that used the Etheric instead of plasma, they varied in specification.

      Admiral Thomas spotted the Ulysses and the Atlas, the Ballista-class world-killers at berth. The rear of the Grieving Widow was just visible around the curvature of the shipyard.

      That wasn't all of them. The ancillary fleet had also been beefed up—upgraded weapons and shielding on the smaller battleships, and more EI-controlled guard ships to back them up.

      He had a team who was close to working out how to miniaturize the gigantic plasma weapons they’d stolen from the Ooken—and improved on—by enough to mount them on every ship.

      It was a good start.

      The roamer reached the shipyard transfer station. Admiral Thomas waited for the roamer to pull to a stop and headed in the direction of Qui’nan’s library, where she could usually be found at this time of day.

      He had a slight spring to his step as he walked. The Ooken might have the numbers, but he had the beginnings of the fleet of his dreams coming together.

      When he was done, they wouldn’t have a tentacle to stand on.
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      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      “Jacqueline! Jacqueline! Jacqueline!”

      Ricole soaked in the chant of the crowd. She stood up with her hands on the console, leaning into her microphone as she looked down from the commentary box to the Hexagon below.

      Sabine stood in the center of the ring with her whistle at the ready.

      Ricole began her introductions. “A warm First City welcome to the challenger, Shastaaaa the Immovable!”

      At Ricole’s announcement, the crowd went wild.

      With boos.

      Ricole chuckled. “Play nice, now,” she told the crowd, who ignored her and continued to chant for Jacqueline.

      They do not like the rock alien, Demon observed from her perch on the seat beside Ricole’s. Is it because he is inedible?

      The aforementioned rock-based alien mounted the steps to the ring, clutching his boulder-sized hands above his head in a premature victory pose.

      “And in the other corner,” Ricole continued, “We have everybody’s favorite furry fury, the woman you’ve all bet on to win tonight, Jacqueline!”

      The crowd went completely wild for Jacqueline. Her fans were out in force tonight, eager to earn a few credits on the outcome of the fight.

      The Immovable challenger took one look at the young human female approaching the ring and folded his arms. “Oh, no. Nuh-uh. I'm not fighting her. I’m all for having the advantage, but this? This is going too far for the sake of entertainment.”

      Jacqueline nodded to Sira as the young Noel-ni let her in through the cage door. “I know, right? ” she called out loudly. “It’s totally unfair. But I keep breaking fighters, so the public vote went toward finding me a more durable opponent.” She laced her knuckles and stretched her arms. “You seem pretty honorable, so I’ll go easy on you.”

      I love this script, Ricole told Demon over the team link.

      Demon purred. Only Mark could have gotten her to agree to the next part, which is too funny.

      Shasta is kind of hamming it up, Mark grumbled, but I think it’s adding to the drama. Maybe we should plan to include this kind of performance for the next show.

      Maybe, Ricole ventured. If the audience approves. I’m still not sold on this “acting” instead of having a straight-up fight. Isn’t the whole “a stranger comes to town and gets his ass kicked by a waif” routine a bit much to swallow?

      “But you're so tiny and fragile!” Shasta’s booming voice proclaimed from inside the six-sided cage, one hand on his chest as he swept the other behind himself dramatically.

      You’re wrong, Sabine interjected. Look, they love it!

      The massive screens around the events arena showed a close-up of Shasta, who was milking every second of the crowd’s attention.

      The hand on his chest moved to his head, palm out. “I could never do such a thing.”

      The crowd, for their part, had changed their opinion of Shasta.

      He said in his interview that he’d done some work as an actor, Mark told them. I think he was a good hire.

      Ricole sent an update out to the others. We’re getting a flood of bets on him. Wow. I'd complain about how fickle they are, but Shasta really likes the attention, and I really like the profit that’s generating.

      I bet he'd love a t-shirt line or something, Sabine remarked dryly. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Let’s start looking into whether it’s worth getting into merchandise. She raised her hands and blew her whistle, signaling for the fight to begin.

      Jacqueline suddenly gained three feet, serrated teeth, and a set of claws just perfect for digging through whatever was in her way. “Arrre you suuure about that?” she asked in a low growl.

      “What is this I see before me?” Shasta threw up his hands in mock-horror, and the crowd broke into laughter.

      Jacqueline began to circle Shasta slowly. “My, myyyy. What biiiig eyes yooou have.” Seriously, Mark. I hate you right now.

      Mark’s deep chuckle rang out across the link. Sorry, babe. The opportunity was there, and just…too tempting. I couldn’t pass it up.

      Yeah, well I don’t think Yollywood will be calling anytime soon. Jacqueline took her cue to launch into the first action sequence. And the thought of what you’re going to do in return for me playing along will get me through this just fine.

      Mark was quiet after that.

      Bad dialog aside, Jacqueline still found joy of a sort in the choreographed techniques.

      There were much worse things to do than this. Like half-contact sparring, which she hated. She would get to let loose for the final round, and that was worth all this ridiculous acting.

      Sabine blew the whistle to call the first round, which ended with both of them scoring pretty evenly, but with Shasta slightly ahead.

      The crowd didn’t know how to react.

      So they bayed incomprehensibly for the next round to begin.

      The second round went mostly the same, but this time Jacqueline took the lead by a small margin.

      Again, the crowd were on their feet by the time Sabine blew the whistle.

      Ricole whooped into her microphone, whipping them up further. You did great with the choreography, Sabine.

      I had some help, she replied modestly.

      Send Lover-Were my regards, Jacqueline half-teased. Seriously, these techniques are decent.

      Sabine scoffed, feeling her cheeks warm. You would know them already if you trained with the Guardians a bit more.

      Round three began, and Jacqueline had the smallest of smiles hidden at the corner of her mouth as she faced Shasta for real.

      “You fight well,” Shasta praised Jacqueline at the top of his…lungs? “But you can’t beat me. I am—” he stretched up to his full height and pushed out his chest, “The Immovable!”

      “Ass warrrrts,” Jacqueline blurted. “They’rrre immooovable, too.”

      Laughter rippled through the crowd, growing in volume as the spectators’ translation software dealt with the way Jacqueline’s Pricolici mouth stretched the words.

      Shasta frowned. “No ad-libbing!” he hissed out of the corner of his mouth.

      Jacqueline shrugged and moved in to attack. “That's exactly what we do in this rrround.” She struck him in the side on which he'd landed a little awkwardly in an earlier maneuver. “It's tiiime to get rrreal.”

      Shasta got his guard up a touch too late. He bent to absorb the impact, then stepped back and rolled his head from side-to-side.

      Jacqueline made a face at the grinding coming from what she assumed was Shasta's neck. “Ewww.” She shuddered as the noise ran through her, amplified by her enhanced hearing.

      Shasta saw his chance. He feinted and caught Jacqueline in the jaw with a wide swipe when she dodged the first strike.

      She stumbled back a few steps, wiping the blood from her nose while her loose teeth were rooted back into her gums by her nanocytes. “Good trrry. Now it's myyy turrrn.”

      Shasta took an involuntary step back as three hundred and ten pounds of snarling Pricolici bounded toward him.

      Jacqueline howled her laughter and swerved around him at the last minute, deciding to wing it on a whim and make this the best show since they'd opened the Hexagon for business.

      She launched herself at the cage, using it as a landing pad to reach the lighting rig above. She grabbed it and swung once to gain momentum before letting go with her feet pointed directly at Shasta’s chest.

      It was a risky move, and Jacqueline gave it almost no odds of success.

      However, Shasta’s species must be somewhat lacking in the fight-or-flight department. Either that or the sight of her descending was enough to circumvent the instinct completely, because he stood rooted to the spot with his stony mouth making a rough “o.”

      Jacqueline’s feet found their target and Shasta went down like the ton of rock he was.

      “Ohhh shiiiit!”

      Jacqueline’s knees bent to absorb some of the massive shock, and she just managed to jump off his chest before he crashed into the side of the cage, unconscious.

      The crowd went insane. Their screams and cheers shook the rafters as Sabine came forward and raised Jacqueline’s now-human hand. The medics came in to tend to Shasta, who had regained consciousness and was sitting in a daze with his back against the wire.

      Ricole jumped around the commentary box with the mic in her hand. “We have our winner! By knockout, Jacqueliiiineeee!”

      Sabine took one look at the crumpled cage wall. Can we get through one night, just one, without breaking anything?

      

      High Tortuga Space Fleet Base, Meeting Room

      John was last to arrive at the meeting room, just behind Gabrielle.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Gabrielle but allowed her to take her seat. “John. Nice of you to join us.”

      Ah, shit. He leaned against the doorframe. “I have a perfectly good explanation for being late.”

      “I’d love to hear it,” Bethany Anne told him, a hint of her amusement showing. Her fingers tapped slowly on the table. “But we have a meeting. Sit down already.”

      Eric, Scott, and Darryl snickered quietly. John glared at them and counted his blessings as he made his way to his seat. He passed Bethany Anne, Michael, and Scott, taking the empty seat beside Tabitha’s at the far end of the table.

      Tabitha stuck her tongue out at him while Bethany Anne was occupied with talking to Michael. “You would never have gotten away with that if she wasn’t so focused. Do you remember when she would have had you do push-ups on the table for the entire meeting?”

      John grunted his agreement. “I kind of miss those days. You know, like you miss a giant pain in the ass when it’s not there anymore?” He chuckled softly. “How’s Todd doing? He started climbing the furniture yet?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Give him a minute.”

      Bethany Anne cleared her throat to end the conversations around the table. “Okay, we’re all here. We have just one item on the agenda today, which is the fucking Ooken—and what we’re going to do to get a lead on the Kurtherians.”

      A murmur of agreement went around the table.

      Bethany Anne quieted them with a hand. “Largely thanks to the efforts of ADAM and the scout ship fleet, since our energy has been concentrated on upgrading the main fleet, we have more information than we did about those thieving murderers.”

      John caught Bethany Anne's attention. “Is this everything we’ve found out since Loralei got us the coordinates for the second splinter colony?”

      “Yes.” Bethany Anne waved a finger, and a holo-map appeared in the center of the table. She indicated the multiple markers that were widely spread out over a large portion of the map. “The green markers belong to me. The red markers are Ooken splinter worlds.”

      Gabrielle sucked in a breath. “There are how many?”

      “That we know about so far,” Bethany Anne modified. “However, we cannot assume these are all of the colonies, and we don’t have the location of the homeworld yet.”

      John examined the map, tapping a finger on the table as his eyes roamed over it. “We’re placed well for defense.”

      “That’s not an accident.” Bethany Anne got to her feet to pace while she worked through the explanation of her plans. “Phase Three is complete. That includes work on the Devon side of the Interdiction, as well as the garrison at QT2. I am headed over to the Helena in a few days to speak at the completion ceremony.” She paused and turned to face the table. “We are now in Phase Four.”

      There was a slight scuffle as Gabrielle kicked her husband under the table. She shrugged when Bethany Anne paused and looked at her. “Eric would like to be reminded of what exactly is going to happen in this phase.”

      Bethany Anne turned her glare on Eric. “Eric didn’t ask because he knows how I feel about repeating myself.” She sighed. “Fine. Phase Four. It’s time to allow trade to resume. Under my watchful eye, of course.”

      Michael pursed his lips. “Isn’t that a risk?”

      “It is,” she concurred, “But it’s a risk I have prepared for. It was always in the plan to open up High Tortuga again to a degree. We have the Interdiction as protection from outsiders looking to take the planet’s wealth for themselves, and Barnabas will remain here to keep a rein on things while we’re gone.”

      Gabrielle tilted her head. “How well is Devon protected? I haven’t been there for a while.”

      “They have the Guardian—which coincidentally is just full of Guardians. I figure that was a well-named ship—and all the ships and weapons they need to defend against assault from any direction. The station is linked to EI-run outposts, and they have the standard BYPS system, as well as a few other fun surprises for uninvited guests.”

      “Devon is doing well,” Tabitha cut in. “Or at least, Sabine and the others are doing well on Devon, which is pretty much…” She paused for a moment, then smirked, “Actually, that’s not the same thing.” She yawned. “Shit, sorry. Long night. Peter’s been coordinating with both stations on Guardian Marines stuff, and he talks about how things are going. It’s all well, right?”

      “Not exactly,” Bethany Anne countered. “Devon has expanded a lot faster than I anticipated, even with the measures I put in place. I’m meeting with Peter later in the week to talk about what he and Giselle are doing to cope with the high number of Wechselbalg drawn to the relatively relaxed rules there.”

      “They want in on the fights,” Michael interjected. “Let’s not kid ourselves. Tabitha is right; the older children are making a name for themselves by creating a system that favors the fighters.”

      “I like what they’ve done with the place,” Bethany Anne agreed. “The fights needed some sort of regulation. There were too many unscrupulous bastards making money on the fights and not paying it out to those doing the fighting.”

      “Things are a bit less wild there these days,” Michael supplied. “It seems unlikely, but the small amount of order we’ve instituted is drawing people in.”

      Tabitha snorted. “Maybe because none of those rules interfere with the right of the people to live their lives without being told how to do it.”

      Bethany Anne waved her hands. “We’re getting distracted. I don’t want to leave until I’m completely sure I’m not leaving anyone’s ass hanging in the wind. High Tortuga will be protected, as will Devon, as will my outposts.”

      Tabitha interrupted, her face wearing a carefully neutral expression. “Are we leaving for good?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “We will come back here when we’re done with the Ooken. But—when we return, it will only be to rest and recuperate for a short time before we take care of our unfinished business with the Kurtherians.”

      Gabrielle’s brow furrowed. “What then?”

      Bethany Anne spread her hands wide, a smile playing on the edges of her lips. “Who the fuck knows? Let’s concentrate on getting through what’s coming next.” She chuckled as a thought occurred to her. “Maybe after that, Hell will freeze over, and the never-ending supply of assholes in need of correction that the universe seems intent on sending my way will finally dry up.”

      John scratched his chin. “Can’t see it, Boss.”

      “I’d better fucking see it,” Bethany Anne retorted. “Otherwise, what have I spent the last two hundred years working for?”

      She banged her hand on the table. “There will be peace.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Tabitha watched Peter playing with Todd on the rug. He lay on his stomach beside their son’s bouncer seat and dangled the shiny stuffed toy above his head. “You two are the cutest.”

      Peter flashed a grin at her. “I’m not the star of this show. Watch this.” He jiggled the toy and moved it slowly for Todd to follow with his eyes. Todd’s tiny hands waved and reached out in an uncoordinated attempt to grab the toy.

      Peter placed the toy on the bouncer seat’s tray, and they both laughed when Todd’s efforts to get his hands on it resulted in the toy being knocked to the rug.

      Todd’s tiny face screwed up and went a very specific shade of red.

      “I’ll get the diaper bag,” Tabitha trilled. “It’s my turn to change him.”

      Peter held a hand over his nose. “Sure thing, babe. But you’re sort of too happy about changing a smelly butt.”

      Tabitha shook her head as she took the mat out of the bag and laid it on the rug, along with everything else she needed.

      Todd was beginning to make grunts about the load in his diaper, but Tabitha was already there, lifting him onto the mat. “Who’s my big stinky boy?”

      Peter made an exit as she opened the diaper. “It used to be me,” he complained good-naturedly, stifling a gag as he went by. “But as long as you take care of the poop, I’m good with the transition. I feel bad, but a deal’s a deal.”

      Tabitha waved him off. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll get him cleaned up. You can take over on dinner. Bethany Anne, Michael, and the twins will be here soon.”

      “I love that a weekly dinner is becoming a tradition,” Peter called from the hallway, pausing a beat before continuing, “if three consecutive weeks counts as a tradition?”

      Tabitha smiled at her son as Peter headed to the kitchen. “I think I got the better end of the deal,” she confided to Todd while she cleaned him up. “Poop’s not the worst thing a child can get everywhere, and you’re going to grow out of needing help with that in no time.”

      The baby kicked his legs and gurgled contentedly.

      Tabitha smiled as she fastened Todd's romper suit. “I know, right? You're such a clever little guy. Yes, you are. Mommy loves you. Yes, I do…”

      By the time Todd was clean and sweet-smelling again, Tabitha heard a commotion at the front door. She carried Todd to the hallway, but Peter had beaten her to the door.

      He had barely opened it when Alexis swept past Peter and headed straight for Tabitha and Todd with her arms held out. “Todd! Hi, little one. It’s your cousin Alexis.”

      Tabitha made a show of checking whether she was still there. “Nope, I’m definitely present. It must be the baby. Does he make me invisible?”

      “Sorry, Aunt Tabbie.” Alexis looked anything but. She still wasn’t looking at Tabitha because she was making faces at Todd, much to the baby’s delight. “Can I sit with him until we eat? Pleeease? I’ll be very careful.”

      Tabitha glanced at Peter, who came over and took Todd from her and nodded toward the living area. “We can sit in there. Wait until you see what he can do already.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Tabitha. “Anything we should know about?”

      Tabitha’s eyes misted over a moment. “He’s advanced; we can tell that much already. He’s been tracking things with his eyes since day one, and he has more control than he should at this age.”

      “He’s growing rather quickly, too.” Bethany Anne’s eyes flicked through the door to the twins. “If he continues to grow at that rate, you should get his nanos checked out.”

      “Already on it,” Tabitha assured her. “His first checkup with Eve is tomorrow.”

      Dinner passed pleasantly, if too quickly, and Tabitha soon found herself at the door saying goodnight while Peter fed Todd before bedtime.

      It was only when she shut the door that the tears came.

      Peter returned from tucking Todd in for the night as she was scrubbing her cheeks dry. “What’s wrong?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “I dunno. Nothing?”

      He gathered her into his arms. “Come on, Tabbie. If you’re sad, I’m sad, too. What am I sad about?” He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t know, because you won’t tell me.”

      “I’m not sad,” she insisted. “I’m just…not happy about us being split up. You heard Bethany Anne at the meeting and at dinner tonight. She’s planning on an extensive campaign against the Ooken, possibly immediately followed by the war we came out here for. We just had a baby. Tonight was perfect. I don't want a thing to change right now.”

      Peter held Tabitha close as she began to cry all over again. “Me either, babe. But you know we'll deal, same as we always do.”

      “I know.” Tabitha sniffed, her supply of tears finally exhausted. “Damn hormones. What are we going to do? I don't want to take our son into a war, but the war will come to us if we don't take it to the Ooken first.”

      She looked up at Peter. “And we have to win.” She held Peter tightly for a moment, looking around their home. “We’ll lose all of this forever if we don’t.”
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, The Dome

      Bethany Anne led Alexis and Gabriel along the corridor into the main chamber.

      “This is our classroom!” Alexis exclaimed. “But…the door in the garden…”

      “Doesn’t exist,” Bethany Anne reminded her daughter gently. This was why she had insisted on reality as much as possible within the game’s base scenario. “The entrance has been hidden. You can only get here through the Etheric now.”

      Gabriel scanned the dome suspiciously. “Why’s that, Mom? Is it not safe to be down here?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “It’s safe, but the old entrance had to be guarded. Besides, I don’t want anyone who can’t defend themselves against what happens in here to stumble in and get killed.”

      “Killed?” Alexis asked, wide-eyed. “What are we doing in here?”

      Bethany Anne smiled at her children. “You want to come with your father and me when we leave? You need to learn magic.”

      It’s not magic, TOM huffed.

      Shhh! I’m creating a narrative here!

      TOM sniffed. My apologies. Please continue.

      Don’t make me come in there.

      Alexis frowned. “But we’re not in the game, Mom. We have technology to use, not magic.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand, and three seats and a table rose out of the floor.

      Both children were amazed.

      Bethany Anne indicated that they should sit. “A very long time ago, someone wrote something that made me think. He said, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

      Alexis nodded. “That was Arthur C. Clarke, Mom. I read him a year ago. But that’s fiction. It can’t apply here.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “Can’t it?”

      Gabriel roused himself from thought. “It’s not too far a stretch. I remember thinking the Etheric was made of magic when I was younger.”

      “So what you’re saying,” Alexis dragged out her thought to ensure she got the wording right, “is that to someone who had no knowledge of the Etheric and no access to advanced technology, we would appear to be using magic?”

      “Sweetie,” Bethany Anne shook her head, her lips pressed together and a brief sadness crossed her face, “to somebody like that, we would appear to be gods.”

      Alexis sighed. “That sounds tedious. But you don’t want to be a god, Mom. You’re really clear about that.”

      Gabriel snorted. “Mom didn’t want to be an empress, and she’s clear on that, too.”

      Bethany Anne's mouth twitched. “True, but duty and responsibility are two things that come above the personal feelings of any leader worth their salt.” She leaned into the chair’s soft back and waved a hand dismissively. “Thankfully, I’m done with all that now.”

      Alexis tilted her head toward her mother in confusion. “But you’re building again. Do you even want this war we’re getting into?”

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the table while she considered how much of the truth to share with her children.

      On the one hand, the truth was something Alexis and Gabriel would learn by themselves as time went on. On the other, she didn’t believe sugar-coating it would do them any good whatsoever in the long run.

      “Mom?” Gabriel pressed.

      Bethany Anne ceased her tapping and looked her children in the eyes. “Leadership sucks,” she told them. “It’s giving every bit of yourself endlessly with no break, no rest, and no choice but to bear it—or crumble under the weight of responsibility.”

      “But.” She raised a finger before Alexis could interrupt, “there is no more honorable calling than protecting others. There is nothing more rewarding than knowing people lived because you acted.” She placed her hands flat on the table.

      “Is that why you were a cop before you met Dad?” Gabriel leaned forward with his elbows on the table, completely entranced by his mother's words. “Because it was honorable?”

      Bethany Anne laughed, waving a hand at her son. “Oh, honey. I didn’t care one bit about honor. I wasn’t a cop, either, but I cared about the same thing I’ve always cared about—Justice for those who can’t get it for themselves. Each time it meant taking on a greater role and more responsibility, I did it gladly, knowing I served a greater purpose.”

      “Like the time Aunt Addix killed those idiots who kidnapped us,” Alexis offered. “She wasn’t happy about it, but she was glad they wouldn’t kidnap anyone else.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet, gesturing for the twins do the same. “I don't think we will be executing anybody anytime soon.” She rolled her eyes at the disappointment she saw in the twins’ eyes, along with their massive relief. “This isn’t a game. I know you know that already, but I also hope you both understand what your father and I are training you for.”

      “We do,” Alexis assured her mother. “You want to keep us safe.”

      Gabriel nodded. “And when we’re ready, we will keep others safe.”

      “When you’re ready,” Bethany Anne repeated. A wave of her hand and the furniture vanished, replaced by a wide circle of vaguely humanoid shapes. “Time for your lesson, my loves.”

      “What is the lesson today?” Alexis skipped over to inspect the misty creations. “You made these? From Etheric energy?” She turned back to Bethany Anne with hope written all over her face. “Are we making them too? Is that our lesson?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head and indicated the empty mat. “Those are to test you after the lesson. Take your meditation positions. We’re going right back to basics.”

      Alexis groaned as she followed her brother to the mat. “Basics? Why?”

      Bethany Anne arched an eyebrow. “Make an energy ball.”

      Alexis frowned but did as her mother asked. She opened her hand palm-up and willed the Etheric energy to manifest. The energy sparked briefly before winking out. “What gives?” Alexis demanded. “Where’s my…oh. It’s like we have to build up the connection to our bodies again.”

      Gabriel tried his own connection to the Etheric and got the same result. “It’s there. It’s just weak, like we haven’t trained it. But we have!”

      Bethany Anne sat cross-legged and rested her hands palm-up on her knees. “Then let’s remind your bodies of that. Are you both comfortable? ” She looked from Alexis to Gabriel across from her on the mat.

      Both children nodded to indicate they were. They already had that faraway look, but Bethany Anne was there to guide her children.

      Bethany Anne let out a measured breath and dropped her voice to a soothing tone. “Then let’s begin. Breathe in, and out. You have done this a thousand, thousand times before. Feel the love surrounding you, and allow it to anchor you to this reality. Now find your connection to the Etheric.”

      Bethany Anne paused to give them a minute to feel the emotion she was sending. Just as they had been her anchor to this plane when she began working with the Etheric in this way, she was theirs. She was immune to the temptation, and nobody else would be visiting the Etheric by accident today.

      She felt the energy in the room rising slowly but steadily.

      Alexis opened her eyes, and Gabriel did the same a bare second after.

      Bethany Anne kept her attention focused on the children, ready to cut them off if it looked like they were losing control for even an instant. “Good. Now, let’s move through creating some of the different forms of energy.”

      “I think I can make an energy ball now, Mom,” Alexis offered.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet. “We’re going to start with defensive uses. Sit five feet away from each other in the center of the mat and face each other.”

      The twins moved into position.

      “What now?” Gabriel inquired.

      Bethany Anne took a couple of steps back and waved her finger in a circle, and a barrier appeared around the children. “You get to play shield wars. Best of five.”

      Alexis and Gabriel whooped happily.

      Bethany Anne grinned and held up three fingers. “You go on my count. Bonus point for whoever gets a full shield up first.” The twins nodded. “All right. Three, two, one!”

      Alexis and Gabriel glared at each other as siblings do, and the energy level in the dome spiked as wisps of Etheric energy formed.

      The energy solidified around the twins, who stood in the centers of their translucent bubbles ready to play.

      “You know I’ve got this,” Alexis boasted. “You always get mad and drop your shield first.” She waved her hands, and her shield rolled toward Gabriel’s.

      Gabriel stuck his tongue out at his sister and made the motion to set his bubble rolling. “That’s what you think. I just won the point for the shield. There’s no stopping me now.”

      Bethany Anne winced when Alexis slammed her shield into Gabriel’s. Her children did not hold back when it came to competition. They went back and forth until the score was four-four and their shields were beginning to flicker.

      She pressed her lips together for a moment, then clapped her hands. “Final round, winner takes all. Then we break for lunch before we move on to the next exercise.”

      Gabriel lost his focus for the briefest of moments at the mention of food and Alexis bounced his shield into the barrier.

      Gabriel tried to recover, but his concentration was completely gone. He fell to the mat when his bubble vanished. “Mom! Why’d you have to mention lunch?”

      Alexis lost her footing and dropped her shield also. “Fine, we’ll call it a draw.” She stuck her tongue out at Gabriel and then helped him up before heading over to Bethany Anne. “What’s for lunch?”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Living Quarters

      Sabine was relaxing on the couch looking over the accounts when Ricole came crashing through the window that overlooked the events arena. “What the fuck?”

      She dropped her datapad and was at Ricole’s side in an instant. Ricole groaned as Sabine gently turned her over. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Ricole raised a shaky hand and pointed at the window. “Yollin. Just a kid.”

      Sabine stood and stormed into the office and out onto the balcony. A Yollin of the four-legged variety was pacing up and down, her mandibles moving rapidly.

      Sabine guessed that nothing the Yollin was muttering to herself was pleasant. “You, Yollin,” she called down. “What’s your name, and why the hell did you think tossing my friend through a window was a good idea?”

      When the Yollin looked up, Sabine saw that the female wasn’t quite an adult. She also lacked translation software according to their EI, Winstanley. But you can translate my speech for her, right?

      I can, but it won’t be pretty.

      Just do what you can, Sabine told the EI. She repeated herself and tried not to forget how to talk when all that came out of her mouth was a series of oddly rhythmic clicks.

      “The name’s K’aia,” the Yollin replied testily. “I heard you treat fighters well here. Who do I have to speak to around here about getting some fights?”

      Sabine smirked and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “You just threw her through the window.”

      “Well, shit.” K’aia closed her eyes and sighed. “Give me strength.” She shook her head and shrugged before looking back up at Sabine. “I don’t suppose my sincerest apology will make up for it?”

      “I don’t know,” Sabine replied. “That would depend on why you tossed Ricole through the window. She can admit when she’s wrong.”

      K’aia tilted her chin. “She thought she could take me in a fight. She was wrong. So, can I start earning already? I’ve got a ticket to buy.”

      Sabine held up a finger, hearing a groan from the living area. “Wait there.” She went back to the living area to check on Ricole.

      Ricole was holding her arm over a wad of paper towels in the sink, wincing each time she plucked a tiny piece of glass out of her elbow and dropped it onto the paper below.

      Sabine leaned over Ricole’s shoulder to look at the mess in the sink. “Need me to do anything?” she asked, making a face at the bloody shards.

      “I’m good,” Ricole grumped. “But I’m going to slap that kid upside her head just as soon as I’m done here.” She grunted, and a slightly larger piece of glass landed in the sink.

      Sabine frowned, leaning back against the island. “Go easy on her for now, will you? I think she’s a runaway. She mentioned buying a ticket.”

      Ricole looked at Sabine and sighed. “Fiiine, I’ll save it. We don’t want her to run.”

      “What should we do with her?” Sabine asked. “I’m not comfortable putting her in the ring. What if she gets hurt?”

      Ricole rolled her eyes and waved her injuries at Sabine. “Go spar for a minute with her. She’s not likely to get hurt.”

      Sabine shook her head. “No. I’m going to go talk to her some more and see what I can find out. She should be with her family, if she has one.” She left Ricole at the sink and headed for the door to the stairwell.

      “Find out if she’s any good at the acting thing,” Ricole called after her. “Shasta quit yesterday.”

      Sabine went downstairs and through the door that separated the business from their living quarters. K’aia wasn’t in the arena when she got there.

      She tapped her wrist holo to pull up the security feeds, then remembered they had the EI. “Winstanley, where is the female Yollin who was here?”

      The EI responded almost immediately. “She is currently in the indoor training area. I advise caution, Sabine. She is armed.”

      “I think I will be fine.” Sabine made her way around the ring and up the ramp on the other side that led to the fighters’ area. The changing area was empty, but Sabine heard practiced grunting coming from the training area beyond.

      K’aia was armed, with two swords.

      Sabine paused by the door to watch the four-legged Yollin work her way through a kata. She was surprised to see that some of the techniques looked remarkably familiar, while some were…well, alien to her.

      K’aia spotted Sabine and came to a stop, her arms dropping to her sides. “I hope you don’t mind. I saw the swords…”

      Sabine waved her apology away. “It’s not a problem. You have an interesting style, blending techniques from different worlds like that. Who trained you?”

      K’aia’s mandibles clicked a somewhat haughty reply. “I trained myself.”

      Sabine narrowed her eyes. She’d recognized a couple of the steps in the kata as being adapted from some of Bethany Anne’s repertoire. K’aia’s story might be a little more complicated than she had originally suspected.

      “Where are you from, K’aia?” she pressed gently. “How did you end up learning those moves from Bethany Anne?”

      K’aia gave Sabine a look, hearing the familiarity in the way this woman spoke about her Empress. “How did you know that?”

      Sabine smiled. “If you’ve met Bethany Anne, then you must also have met Michael? I’m going to take a guess and say they helped you out like they did me.”

      K’aia narrowed her eyes. “It’s true, I was a slave in a mine near City-On-The-Lake until I escaped. The Empress freed the rest of the slaves, and I went on my way to look for my family.” She looked away.

      Sabine nodded, reading between the lines. “But you didn’t find them,” she finished softly. This was a sad situation, and one that had occurred far too often on this planet before Bethany Anne came along and put a stop to slavery.

      K’aia shook her head. “Oh, no. I found them, but they were long gone from this life. I decided to go and find my Empress and serve whatever cause she has.” She shrugged. “Problem is, you need funds to travel, so here I am. Will the Noel-ni forgive me and allow me to fight?”

      “I don’t think that will be the issue,” Sabine told the young Yollin. “I can see that you’re an excellent fighter, but you’re too young to fight in the adult leagues.”

      K’aia’s shoulders sank. “You’re not going to let me fight, are you?” She walked over to the bench where she'd left her belongings and dropped the swords in favor of picking up her pack. “I'm sorry for wasting your time. I'll get out of here.”

      Sabine shook her head. “Wait,” she called after K'aia as the female went to leave. “If your story checks out, I will get you passage to High Tortuga.”

      K'aia paused at the entrance to the changing room and turned back to Sabine. “High Tortuga. That's where my Empress is?”

      Sabine nodded. “Yeah. Just…don't go back out there by yourself. Let us help you.”

      The young Yollin raised a hand in farewell as she turned to leave. “You just did. I know where I'm headed. Thanks, lady.”

      “My name is Sabine.” She ran after K'aia, catching up before they got to the arena entrance. “And I'm serious about helping you.”

      K'aia kept walking. “I don't need the help. I can just work for passage on whatever ship is going to High Tortuga.”

      Sabine sighed inwardly and followed her into the arena. She put a hand on K'aia's arm to halt her progression. “That's not going to get you there. Travel to High Tortuga is heavily restricted.”

      That worked. K'aia paused as she turned to eye the human. “So how do I get there?”

      Sabine swept a hand toward the door to the living quarters. “You get a shower and a decent meal while I confirm your story, which is just procedure, and I book you onto a transport.”

      K'aia narrowed her eyes. “Why would you do that?”

      Sabine's heart broke at the suspicion in K'aia's question. “Because I was young and alone once, just like you. You aren't even the only former slave. Demon had it even worse than that before we rescued her.”

      K'aia's eyes bugged out as Winstanley's translation missed the mark. “You have a rift beast?”

      Sabine frowned and shook her head. “No?” She chuckled when she realized what the confusion was. “Demon is a cat, an Earth species. You will meet the others, who all have their own stories. If we can help, it's not just our duty. It's our pleasure to give people options where they had none.”

      She thought she saw K'aia relent. “What do you say. Will you let us help?”

      K’aia shook her head. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Sabine didn’t try to prevent her from leaving.

      She did, however, pull a move worthy of Michael’s love as soon as the young female was out of hearing range. “Winstanley, put a surveillance drone on her. I want to know if she gets into trouble.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, SSE Fleet Communications Hub

      The fleet escort surrounded the prearranged coordinates, waiting to learn whether the SSE ships they were waiting for had made it back from the Ooken system without a tail.

      The first Gate opened, and everyone in the room held their collective breath as the gen III scout ships nosed into the system.

      Alone.

      Bethany Anne released the back of the chair she was gripping. “SSE fleet, good to have you home in one piece.”

      Mirabelle’s voice came over, sounding static through the speaker. “Not entirely intact, my Queen. Those slimy fucknuts got Loralei again.”

      Bethany Anne hung her head. “I can believe it. She’s damn heroic. Did you manage to retrieve her?”

      Another Gate opened, spitting out three SSE ships and a hail of kinetic fire. The Gate snapped shut before the pursuers got the chance to follow, and the two EIs towed the third ship behind them toward the closest dreadnought.

      All three ships were banged up almost beyond recognition.

      Bethany Anne sent a mental instruction to ADAM to check them out. It wouldn’t do to take a Trojan horse in.

      >>Very true. However, these three ships are legit.<<

      The lead ship opened a link to the hub. “This is the SSE Savannah. We managed to retrieve Loralei, but it’s not looking good for her.”

      “Come on in,” Bethany Anne told the fleet. “We'll have her good as new in no time.” She nodded to the SSE techs and left the hub for the next task on her to-do list that day.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t exactly looking forward to what came next, so she chose to walk and have at least a few more minutes of normality before the shit hit the fan.

      ADAM spoke up when she was halfway down the corridor from the hub. >>I’ve got the fleet report if you want to take care of that.<<

      That obvious I need a distraction? Bethany Anne forced some of the tension out of her body. Go ahead. What’s the word from the fleet?

      >>The gen III squadron confirmed a sixth splinter world, and they picked up the gen II’s latest from the dead drop as planned. They got all the information you requested on the first three planets. I’m translating it for you now.<<

      Bethany Anne didn’t want to wait for ADAM to run all the data. Just give me the highlights for now. What’s going on out there? Is it as we suspected?

      >>It is,<< ADAM confirmed, giving her the hard data in her internal HUD. >>They’ve been building, too—and they’re ready to move.<<

      Bethany Anne tapped a finger against her lips as she scanned ADAM’s report. It was exactly as she’d suspected. You’re right. They could be ready in as soon as a few weeks.

      >>It could still be months,<< ADAM countered. >>We don’t know for certain.<<

      You’ve seen the messages the scout ships intercepted. They’re after blood for the colony they lost. Bethany Anne clenched her hands into fists. What she would have to put her family through to protect them all was killing her inside. Without action, the Ooken will be free to cause chaos wherever they point those damned ships of theirs.

      ADAM spoke slowly, already sure of the answer but needing to hear it from Bethany Anne. >>So, what are you going to do about it?<<

      Bethany Anne knew there was no other way around it. There’s only one thing to do, she admitted. Put on my big-girl panties and stop avoiding what needs doing just because we’re all cozy here right now.

      We’re going to war.
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      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Western Wall, Guardhouse

      Bethany Anne took the shortest route across the base to Tabitha and Peter's home, the action giving her time to get her emotion in check before she arrived.

      Walking and thinking was becoming a theme recently, but then her mind was heavy with thought. Alexis was too damned astute, as always.

      Bethany Anne hated what she was about to do. However, whether she liked it or not, it was the right choice for everyone involved.

      Peter opened the door to the remodeled guardhouse just before she reached it. He smiled warmly as he stood aside for her to enter. “Thanks for doing this all the way out here. Tabitha’s running late, but she'll be back from her thing with Barnabas soon.”

      Bethany Anne followed Peter to the living room, where Todd was on the rug doing his best to roll himself onto his stomach. She sat beside the baby, who immediately increased his efforts. “Hey, little man. Just look at you go!”

      “I know, right?” Peter swelled with pride. “He’s going to get that any time now. Oh, you should wave to Tabbie. She has CEREBRO livestreaming Todd to her while she’s out.”

      Bethany Anne looked up and waved, then returned to cooing at Todd. The baby gurgled in return and waved his arms at her. “I wonder where she got that idea?” she murmured, a small smile escaping her lips as she picked Todd up and settled him in the cradle of her crossed legs.

      Peter knew better than to let slip that he knew exactly who’d inspired Tabitha’s twenty-four-hour surveillance of their son. “I wouldn’t know,” he offered in his most diplomatic tone. “It’s nearly time for Todd to eat. Can I get you a drink? I think we have Coke in the fridge.”

      “I’m good, thanks.” Bethany Anne supported the baby with her forearms and wriggled her fingers to create a swirling contrail of inert Etheric energy for Todd to grasp at. “Besides, I’m not done for the day yet. I have a few more visits to make when we’re done here.”

      Tabitha arrived home in a whirlwind of leather. She blew kisses to Peter and Todd and waved to Bethany Anne. “You wouldn’t believe my day.” She grinned and waved her dirty hands over her blood-spattered clothing. “I’m gross. Ten minutes, promise,” she called as she dashed for the bathroom.

      Todd's sunny mood vanished the moment Tabitha left. Bethany Anne distracted him best she could while Peter went to get his food.

      True to her word, Tabitha returned clean and fresh ten minutes later, her cruddy work gear replaced by soft sweats. Black, of course. “Hi, baby boy! Mommy missed you!”

      Todd’s grousing turned to delighted squeals when he laid eyes on Tabitha, then to outright joy when Peter came back from the kitchen with a covered container in one hand and a cloth over his shoulder. He grinned at Todd’s reaction. “I guess someone got the hungry gene from their mom.”

      Bethany Anne snickered.

      “Hey!” Tabitha protested. “You eat way more than I do.”

      Peter flashed a grin. “Our food bill says differently.”

      Tabitha stuck her tongue out at him. “See if I bring you leftovers again.” She walked over to Bethany Anne and held her hands out for Todd. “Come to Mommy, son.”

      Bethany Anne handed Todd to his mother somewhat reluctantly.

      Tabitha carried him over to the couch and settled into the corner with the baby in her lap.

      “He’s bigger every time I see him,” Bethany Anne told her, getting off the floor to sit in the guest chair she’d been leaning against.

      Tabitha adjusted the position of her crossed leg to give Todd a little bit more support. “Yeah, he’s got that fast-growth thing going on. Thankfully Eve has a handle on keeping it steady.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That’s good to hear. I was dreading hearing he had the same issues as Alexis and Gabriel.”

      “I know, right?” Tabitha tickled Todd’s tummy. “Experiencing nine years in the Vid-doc had only one advantage. I’m nine years older than I look.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “You’ve looked the same age since you were first upgraded.”

      Tabitha pouted. “It’s how I feel that counts.”

      “If you say so,” Bethany Anne offered. “So, Eve’s certain he won’t have any issues?”

      “Eve’s been great,” Peter told her, passing Tabitha the open container and a small spoon. “She learned a lot about the needs of natural-enhanced babies from the twins’ infancy.”

      Tabitha jiggled the container, “She even created this for him. It’s balanced exactly for his nutritional needs.”

      Bethany Anne made a face. “I remember her ‘nutrition blends.’”

      Tabitha maneuvered the spoon past Todd’s grasping hands into his mouth. Todd pushed the orange mush around his mouth a few times and blew a raspberry, covering her in food.

      She wiped her face with the cloth Peter had given her. “As you can see, he really loves it.” Todd babbled away on her lap. “Oh, you’re proud of your achievement?”

      “Well, obviously,” Peter cut in, snickering. “He got every bit of you. I’d be proud. In fact, I am.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “That’s my nephew!” She sat back and folded her hands in her lap. “Guys, we need to get serious for a moment. I wish I could stay, but I have another stop after this, so I need to get a move on if I’m going to get home for dinner tonight.”

      Peter sat down beside Tabitha. “The status review would have waited until family dinner night if you’ve had a full day.”

      Bethany Anne made a face. “This isn’t about the review, and it isn’t exactly dinner conversation, either.” She watched Todd for a moment before returning her attention to Peter. “I didn’t want to do this while Alexis and Gabriel were here.”

      Tabitha tried not to cringe as she snuck Todd another spoonful of food while Peter distracted him. She relaxed visibly when he accepted it this time. “I already know what you’re going to say. It’s time to move.”

      Peter just turned in his seat and gave Todd his pinkie to grab.

      Tabitha’s face worked through a series of emotions while she came to terms with the news. “We knew this was coming,” she managed eventually.

      Bethany Anne saved them the agony of saying it. “You two want to sit this one out.” She didn't couch it as a question.

      Peter sighed and nodded, slipping his arm around Tabitha. “One of us, at least. Tabitha, if I get my way. But we know where our duty lies.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Your duty lies wherever I say it does.”

      Peter’s face fell, and he held Tabitha and his son a bit closer. “I understand.”

      Bethany Anne looked at him like he’d hit his head. Several times. “Don’t be a dumbass, Peter. I'm not going to split your family up. I'm sending you and Tabitha to take care of Devon in my absence.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Jean's R&D Lab

      Bethany Anne pushed open the door to Jean's lab and made her way down to the third sub-level. She was considering different issues with the fleet arrangement when she heard the sharp ping of metal on metal.

      She located Jean by sound, walking through the lab until she found her old friend in the largest workshop. Jean continued to yell instructions to her team as she worked deep in the bowels of an enormous freestanding machine.

      Bethany Anne assumed that to have Jean working on it, the machine was ridiculously expensive, vitally important, stupidly dangerous, or all of the above. She waited for a few minutes, then pinged Jean when it became obvious that she wasn’t going to be done in there any time soon.

      Jean’s frazzled face appeared at the access hatch. “Hey, good to see you. Give me a minute.” She pulled her head back in and climbed up to exit the hatch feet first. “I don’t know if I like that look you have, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne held her hands up, one eyebrow raised in question. “I have no idea what you mean.” She put a hand on Jean’s back and guided her out of the noisy workroom, staying quiet for the moment while Jean issued yet more instructions to be completed in her absence. “Fuck, Jean. Do you want them to die of exhaustion?”

      Jean frowned at Bethany Anne in confusion. “This is a slow day. In fact, there’s been less to do since you had so much of the fleet production moved out to QT2.”

      Bethany Anne grinned as they entered the marginally quieter corridor. “Funny you should mention that.”

      Jean stopped walking and grabbed Bethany Anne by the arms. “Please tell me we’re moving out there.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged her off, chuckling. “We’re not. But you are, if you and John are okay with being apart for a while. I’m not going to war without my right hand, but neither do I want to leave anyone but the best in charge of preparing us to face the Kurtherians when we return.”

      Jean raised an eyebrow. “You mean I get to play in my lab guilt-free while he goes off kicking ass for a couple of years? I think we’ll both be fine with that. It’s not like we’re newlyweds or short on time.”

      Bethany Anne relaxed. “You know, this is going better than I thought so far. I thought I was going to have to fight you, and Peter and Tabitha, to make you stay while I deal with the Ooken.”

      Jean waved a hand. “Nah. You’ve been doing this long enough to know where we need to be. I’m just glad I’m not the one moving the pieces on this board. I don’t envy you, BA.”

      Bethany Anne looked off for a moment. “Maybe one day I won’t need to do that, either.” She turned back to Jean. “A day will come when the Seven have been wiped from existence and Earth is safe.”

      Jean made a sympathetic face and patted Bethany Anne's arm. “You’re getting there,” she offered. She was interrupted by a shout and a loud clang from the workshop. “Shit. I leave for one minute, and they start trashing the place. It’s like having teenagers around the house again.”

      “Not in my house,” Bethany Anne replied offhand. “I keep waiting for them to rebel, but I can’t see it happening.”

      Jean made a face. “Yeah, well, your two are too busy blowing each other up to do much rebelling.” She grinned. “I’d better get back in there before they set something on fire just to round the day out. But I’ll talk to John. It’s been too quiet around the house. It will be good to have a change of location.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder as Jean walked back to the workroom. “The guys are next on my list.”

      Jean waved over her shoulder. “Then you’ll save me the task of telling him.”

      With that, she disappeared around the corner, and a second later Bethany Anne heard her yelling instructions once again.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Rec Room Beta

      Bethany Anne strolled in on the final throes of an arm wrestling match between John and Eric. “I challenge the winner,” she announced as she went over to them.

      Eric lost his focus for the briefest of seconds and yelled when John tilted his wrist and slammed his hand down on the table. He opened his mouth to complain, but got up from the chair and gestured for Bethany Anne to take his place instead. “All yours, boss.”

      He smirked as Bethany Anne sat down and took John’s offered hand. “Sucks to be you,” he teased.

      Bethany Anne adjusted her elbow on the table to get a comfortable grip. “I didn’t actually come down here to play ‘who can piss the farthest.’”

      John’s eyes crinkled slightly. “We know. We’re heading out to stop the Ooken.” He chuckled, “But sure, I’m willing to bet I can go farther.”

      Bethany Anne tightened her grip and applied enough pressure to prevent John from using his dirty trick on her. “How the fuck does news travel around this place faster than I do?”

      Darryl shrugged. “Peter called as soon as you left.”

      “He wanted to give us time to absorb it before you got here,” John explained in a low voice. The muscle in his jaw twitched.

      Bethany Anne winked at him and increased the pressure a touch. “I’ll understand if any of you want to stay out of this.”

      Scott dragged the back of his hand over his forehead. “Thank fuck for that. It would have been so boring to take your freaking awesome new ships out for a spin.”

      “Yeah,” Eric seconded. “Kicking alien ass is so five minutes ago. Who wants to go through all that?” He looked at his three best friends in feigned confusion. “Anyone?”

      Darryl grinned, folding his arms on his chest. “And we're just fiiine with you running off starting a war without us. Sure.”

      John grunted. “The vote is in. Looks like you're shit out of luck, Boss.”

      Bethany Anne looked around at them all with narrowed eyes. “Very funny, but this isn't the time for jokes.” She relaxed her grip on John's hand. “We could be away for some time.”

      John eased her forgotten hand down to the table. “When do we leave?”

      She snorted gently and got to her feet. “Any day now, so be prepared.”

      John inclined his head a fraction. “Like a Boy Scout,” he promised.

      “Wait, what?” Scott almost dropped the drink he'd just picked up as he whipped his head in John’s direction. “Ass, you were never a Boy Scout.”

      “How would you know?” John countered. He pointed at Scott's shirt. “You spilled something there.”

      Bethany Anne saw the ghost of a smile flirt with the idea of appearing on John's face when Scott looked down at himself.

      The internal alarm Bethany Anne had set warned her that it was time to get home.

      She turned to leave. “As much as I'd love to stay and hang out with you guys, I'm going to be late for dinner.”

      “What's on the menu tonight?” John asked.

      Bethany Anne made a face over her shoulder as she walked to the rec room door. “Humble pie. Probably with a generous helping of ‘I told you so.’”

      With that, she disappeared.
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      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Station Manager’s Office

      Giselle Foxton-Thomas strode into her office and waved a hand over her desk to activate the holoscreen. “Call my mother,” she instructed, feeling none of the assertiveness she heard in her tone.

      Helena Foxton appeared on the holoscreen a few moments later. Giselle smoothed her dark blue button-down self-consciously as she waited for the connection to stabilize. “How are you, Mother?”

      Helena’s eyes crinkled with joy. “All the better for seeing you, my dear. So, Bunny, are you looking forward to my arrival?”

      Giselle repressed the urge to make a face at her childhood nickname. “That’s what I’m calling about, Mother. The announcement went out early this afternoon; we are officially at war. The Queen is on her way to take command of the fleet. I think it might be safer for you to stay in Federation territory.”

      Helena snorted elegantly. “I think not, Bunny. You forget I was a journalist during the final years of the Leath War. You’ve seen holovid of some of the absolute cesspits I stayed in. I will manage perfectly adequately on the comparative luxury of a Queen’s battle station.”

      Giselle smiled. “Good old Mother. I can always rely on you.”

      “Less of the old,” her mother retorted. “I only had rejuvenation therapy fifteen years ago. I’m practically a spring chicken.” Helena arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Now, I’m sure you have enough to do without being on an endless call to me.”

      Giselle’s mouth quirked. “I wasn’t going to say that, but you were always straight to the point.”

      Helena tilted her chin. “I should hope so. But go on with your day, Bunny. I will see you in person very soon.”

      “Love you, Mother,” Giselle called just as Helena cut the connection. She smiled and gestured for her keyboard to appear.

      A portion of Giselle’s thoughts remained on Helena as she worked through the never-ending administrative tasks for the station. Most of them were minor things to be passed on and dealt with by the relevant manager or operator. The ones that remained were the problems no one else could solve.

      No one but her. Giselle enjoyed the challenges that crossed her desk. Her work provided the release her sharp mind needed, which made it much easier to be at home with the children. She loved her family incredibly, but there was only so much mental stimulation to be had from three under-fives and a husband whose first responsibility (rightly) lay with his command.

      Between her job and the demands of taking care of the children, it was going to get pretty lonely around here when her husband left with Bethany Anne.

      Maybe it wasn’t too late to become friends with her mother.

      Three grandchildren and a space station named after her should go some way toward laying a foundation.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Inner Courtyard

      Bethany Anne arrived home at last and walked the last few paces across the softly-lit courtyard instead of slipping through the Etheric again.

      She thought she might have missed dinner after all until she opened the front door and smelled goulash. “I'm home!” she called.

      “We know!” came the chorus from the living area.

      “I know you know,” she finished their little ritual with a contented smile, walking through to find her world gathered around the kitchen side of the island.

      Michael turned to Bethany Anne with everything he had to say written in his eyes. “Good to have you home.”

      Bethany Anne blew him a kiss and spread her arms wide. “It’s good to be home. Now, what do I have to do to get some love around here?” Her stomach let out a loud growl.

      She sniffed delicately as she wrapped an arm around each of her children. “And some dinner?”

      “I’m with Mom,” Gabriel agreed.

      Alexis rolled her eyes at her brother. “That’s not surprising. You’re with whoever has the food.”

      Michael chortled quietly. “I have the food. We will eat when we have somewhere to sit.” He waved his spoon at the twins, then at the table. “Let your mom get in. You can both make yourselves useful while you wait.”

      Alexis and Gabriel got to setting the table, while Bethany Anne went around the island into the kitchen and took out four deep bowls from the bottom cupboard.

      She lined them up on the counter by the stove for Michael to fill. No more waiting. I got the weekly report in from QT2, and we’re ready.

      Michael nodded once and sharply. Then it is time to make your decision, Bethany Anne. You know where I stand, but we need to be in agreement.

      Bethany Anne forestalled him with a look. I’ve made my decision. Alexis and Gabriel are coming with us, providing they want to and they understand what it is they’re asking for.

      Michael nodded and moved on to the next bowl. I would also insist they continue their training. They still have a lot to learn.

      Bethany Anne picked up two of the bowls and headed for the table. Of course. I was getting to that. I’m leaving for QT2 in the morning. I want you to prepare Alexis and Gabriel and join me there before the fleet departs.

      Michael turned to drop his ladle in the sink and followed her with the other two bowls. Which will be when, exactly?

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. If I listen to Bart, seven days. Qui’nan tells me five.

      Michael smirked as he put the bowls down on the table. So we’re going to leave in three days?

      Bethany Anne snickered. If only. If it was just me, I’d be halfway there already. You know that. She felt a gentle probing at the edge of her consciousness. One moment. Our daughter is trying to eavesdrop.

      Wait, Michael urged. We have a teachable moment here.

      Bethany Anne met his eyes with a matching twinkle in her own. She created an almost imperceptible gap, just big enough for Alexis to sneak through. I don’t know how Barnabas will feel about being responsible for two teenagers…but maybe a few years with him will teach Alexis how to listen in on our conversations without getting caught.

      They heard a tiny mental squeak and Alexis withdrew.

      Bethany Anne gave Alexis a stern look across the table as she took her seat. “Serves you right for eavesdropping.”

      Alexis had the good grace to look ashamed. “Sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm.”

      “How did your day go, Mom?” Gabriel inquired once the four of them were seated and had begun eating.

      Bethany Anne reached for the breadbasket. “It went easier than I expected. Tabitha and Peter were glad to stay behind, and John and Jean were fine about spending some time away from each other. The guys—that went about as expected, too.”

      Michael read the words she wasn’t saying. “Which made it all the more difficult.”

      Bethany Anne looked into her bowl as she dipped a piece of her roll. “Something like that.” She smiled at them all and popped the bread into her mouth.

      Alexis spoke up. “Why is it more difficult? Surely if everyone is happy, then that makes it easier.” She turned to snag a roll from the breadbasket before Bethany Anne passed it to Michael.

      “I don’t get it, either,” Gabriel chipped in, spearing a chunk of meat on the end of his fork. “Is it because you want to take everyone with you but you can’t?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Again, my children amaze me.” She passed Michael the basket “Are you going to miss Tabitha and Peter when they leave for Devon?”

      “Not really,” Alexis told her. “Aunt Tabbie won’t leave us for real.”

      “We will still be able to see her and Uncle Pete in the game world whenever we want,” Gabriel explained.

      “You do realize that there will be very little time for them to spend in the Vid-docs?” Michael clarified. “This is not a scenario in the game, children. We do not have a set list of objectives to complete in order to win against the Ooken.”

      Alexis sighed. “We didn’t think it was going to be anything like that, Dad. War isn’t a game when real lives are involved. I’m happy Aunt Tabbie is staying behind. Then she will be relatively safe, and so will Uncle Pete and Todd.” She shrugged. “We will find some time to spend together, and that will be enough until we are reunited.”

      Bethany Anne chewed her bread thoughtfully. “Jokes about your Uncle Barnabas aside, do you understand what coming with us would entail?” She paused, waiting for Michael to confirm what she already knew.

      Alexis and Gabriel shared a long look, then nodded and turned back to their parents with identical serious expressions.

      “We think we do,” Alexis told them truthfully. “But we can’t know for sure until we experience it for real.”

      “We understand that we can’t fight yet,” Gabriel continued, “but we can contribute in other ways.”

      Can you believe them? Michael asked. I know we raised them this way, but for children to actually turn out the way you planned is quite rare, you know.

      Bethany Anne laughed lightly in his mind. Hold that thought. They’ve been pretty sheltered so far. There’s still plenty of time for them to rebel, my love, She became serious a moment. But believe me, I know how much we lucked out with them. You never met Lilian’s daughter.

      Michael’s amusement trickled through in his voice. Hellion, was she?

      Bethany Anne mopped up the last bit of her sauce with the remainder of her bread roll. You have no idea. Like I said, we’re fucking lucky. She paused with the bread halfway between the bowl and her mouth to put Alexis and Gabriel out of their agony.

      The twins were practically bouncing in their seats in anticipation of her decision, knowing she was the only thing between them and their hopes of seeing some of the galaxy.

      Bethany Anne waved the piece of bread. “You can come with us.”

      Alexis and Gabriel jumped up and ran over to hug her.

      “You’re the best, Mom!” Gabriel exclaimed, squeezing her tightly.

      Alexis grabbed her from the other side, pressing her cheek to Bethany Anne's. “Thank you, Mom. We won’t let you and Dad down.”

      Bethany Anne laughed and kissed them on their foreheads. “I should hope you do so at least once, or you’re not living. For now, that mindset works just fine. You’re good kids, and we believe you’re mature enough that you don’t have to stay home.”

      “Your mother and I couldn’t be prouder of the people you are becoming,” Michael told them. “In fact, I’m even going to release you from your chores tonight. We begin packing up the house tomorrow, so enjoy your free time.”

      Gabriel ducked out of Bethany Anne's arms. “Cool! I didn’t think I’d get any time to draw today.”

      Alexis’ reaction was a touch more extreme. She released Bethany Anne and whirled to grab Michael’s arm. “Tomorrow? Oh, no, I need longer than that. Details, Dad. What is our exact departure date, and who is coming with us? Which ship will we take? Is there a limit to how much of our stuff we can take with us?” Her eyes widened. “Please tell me we can take Phyrro with us. I couldn’t bear it if we had to leave him behind.”

      Michael shook his head and gently turned Alexis toward the door by her shoulders. “Tomorrow. Don’t you have something you’ve been waiting to read?”

      Alexis nodded somewhat sullenly. “Yes, Dad.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Come on, Alexis, before you earn us chores instead of free time.” He turned to Bethany Anne and Michael. “Night!”

      Alexis allowed her brother to lead her from the room. “Night, Mom. Night, Dad.”

      “Goodnight, children,” Michael replied with a smile. “Sleep well.”

      Bethany Anne blew them each a kiss. “Goodnight, my loves. I’ll see you both in a few days.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael cleared the dinner things away and headed to bed. She yawned and leaned into him as they walked down the corridor to their bedroom. What an absolute bitch of a day. If I had one ounce of energy left, I'd float to bed.

      Michael held her a little bit closer. I could always carry you, he offered. Or turn us both to Myst.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. I would even allow you to do that if we weren’t five steps from the door.

      When they walked into the bedroom, Bethany Anne headed straight for the bed and sat down on the edge. She crossed one leg over the other to remove her shoe while Michael slipped his off by the door.

      Bethany Anne looked up when Michael walked past her into the bathroom with his shirt in his hand. Are we doing the right thing? Really?

      We’re doing what we believe to be right, Michael agreed. There was the soft sound of his pants hitting the laundry basket, followed by running water. As all parents have done since the dawn of humanity. Alexis and Gabriel are living proof we are succeeding.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. I hate when you’re right. It’s been happening far too often for my liking. She sighed and yawned again as the shoe finally came undone. Did I ever work out how to take my clothes off using the Etheric? I’m too tired to remember.

      Michael chuckled dryly in her mind. I don’t know, my love, he replied. But I suggest you work it out quickly. The water is wonderfully hot.

      She switched legs and started on the fastener on the other shoe. I'll be two seconds.

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Network Command Center

      Sabine tapped her foot, waiting for Mark to make some progress on locating K'aia. It had been almost an hour since the orphan Yollin had made Sabine’s drone and slipped it.

      Mark turned in his chair to look pointedly at her. “That's not going to make it happen any faster.” He ran his hand through his hair to get it out of his eyes. “At least we have images of her to search by. It’s taking Winstanley and me some time to search the city, because our satellites were built at least a thousand years before Michael was born.”

      Sabine put her hands on her hips and tapped louder. “You’re joking.”

      “Barely.” Mark shrugged. “But we are getting there, and from what you and Ricole have told me, this Yollin is pretty good at taking care of herself.”

      Sabine glared at him. “But she’s still young. She shouldn’t have to take care of herself!” She sighed and sat down in the chair next to Mark’s. “You can’t blame me for being concerned. We have no idea where she is or what she’s going through.”

      Mark turned back to the console and continued typing. “I know, but the network wasn’t designed to pinpoint a single Yollin in a huge city. We’re working as fast as we can to find her.” He pointed at another screen. “We have a call.”

      Sabine checked the screen and picked up right away when she saw that it was Tabitha. “Hey!”

      Tabitha grinned. “Hey, yourself. How’re things for you guys?”

      Mark slipped his headset off one ear. “Is that Tabitha? Tell her I said hi.”

      Sabine smirked. “Of course. Then the next time you piss me off, I can tell Jacqueline.” She winked at him and turned back to the screen. “Mark says hi.”

      “Hi, Mark,” Tabitha called. “Give Jacqueline my love.”

      Sabine immensely enjoyed the bright shade of red Mark turned. She grinned at Tabitha, who was cackling with laughter with her audio muted. Sabine waved to get her attention. “So, what can I do for you? I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.”

      Tabitha got control of herself. “You guessed right. I’ve got some pretty big news, and I need you guys to keep it to yourselves for now.”

      “What’s up?” Sabine asked.

      Mark piped up, “Are you pregnant again already?”

      Tabitha’s mouth dropped open.

      Sabine reached over and slapped Mark on the back of the head.

      Mark grabbed his head. “OW!”

      “Be glad I wasn’t there to do it myself,” Tabitha told him. “Although I will be. Soon. That’s my news. Peter and I are moving to Devon for a while. We thought you kids might know a good neighborhood to set up house.”

      Mark snorted. “Yeah, High Tortuga. This place is still a dump.”

      Tabitha pointed at Mark. “Does he have to be here for this?”

      Sabine nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. But we can go somewhere else.”

      “Great idea,” Tabitha agreed. “I’ve already got one male whining in my ear. Oh, he’s pooped.” Tabitha held up a finger. “I’ll be back in, like, eight minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Sabine listened to Tabitha coo to her baby for a moment, then muted the audio and transferred the call to her tablet and headed out. “Tell me if anything changes with K’aia,” she called back.

      “I’ll let you know as soon as we find anything,” Mark assured her. He switched to their link. Just don’t let Tabitha hurt me.

      Sabine rolled her eyes as the door locked behind her. She made her way to the cafeteria on the fighter’s level, looking for a hot meal.

      Tabitha returned as Sabine took a seat with what the chef insisted on calling a rarebit, but she knew as a croque monsieur. She rested her tablet against the condiment basket and blew on her food.

      “Whatcha got there?” Tabitha asked, eyeing the steaming plate curiously.

      Sabine pulled the two halves apart. “Cheese—not real cheese, ham—not real ham, and toast—which is real bread, since we can get grain out here.” She took a small bite and chewed quickly. “I know a few places for sale. You want room for people to stay, right?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Oh, yeah. Maybe rural, but still close enough to see people when we want to. And plenty of outdoor space.”

      Sabine’s eyes lit up. “How do you feel about a lake view?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “You know, I’m ambivalent, but I think Peter would like that. For some reason, he’s taken a liking to fishing. Keeps taking me on boat trip scenarios.”

      Sabine snickered. “Maybe he’ll leave you home if you get him the real thing. Actually, there’s something you can help me with.”

      “If I can, I will,” Tabitha replied. “What’s going on?”

      Sabine quickly recounted the story so far; K’aia showing up out of the blue, kicking Ricole’s ass, and then leaving; how she’d somehow slipped Sabine’s surveillance.

      “I just want to confirm that Bethany Anne knows this Yollin,” she finished. “And if she would approve her passage to High Tortuga, then she should do so before the youngster gets herself in trouble attempting to sneak aboard one of our ships.”

      Tabitha looked off for a moment, her eyes unfocused. A minute later she nodded and turned back to Sabine. “Done. Also, they’re watching for her now. She’ll be okay.”

      Sabine felt a weight lift. “Thank you. You’re all more than welcome to stay with us while we find you a place to live.”

      Tabitha shook her head. “We wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      Sabine understood that what Tabitha really meant was that she had a small baby and she didn’t want to be intruded upon. “The residential part of the building is entirely soundproofed. We all live communally, so we knocked three of the apartments into one. That left the penthouse apartment for guests, and you’re honestly welcome to it for as long as you need.”

      Tabitha grinned. “In that case, we’d be glad to impose on you. We’ll be there in a few days. Can you get the place babyproofed?”

      Tabitha dropped the connection before Sabine had a chance to ask what “babyproofing” was.

      She blanked the tablet screen and bit into her croque monsieur with a very Gallic shrug. “I’ll figure it out, somehow.”
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      Devon, First City, Spaceport

      K’aia threaded her way through the crowd in front of the spaceport, careful not to jostle anyone and draw attention to herself. The last thing she wanted was to get noticed by one of the Guardians right before she attempted to sneak into the port.

      Sneaking wasn’t the ideal choice, or even an easy one, given her four-legged Yollin physique, but K’aia’d had years of practice at being invisible, and she didn’t see she had any other choice.

      K’aia left the line to come at the problem from another angle. She had originally thought to buy a ticket at the gate with the credits she’d earned in street fights these last few days, but it didn’t look as though that was an option.

      She had only been in the line for a minute when a trio of disgruntled Yollins walked past. One bitched loudly that this was the only way to get to High Tortuga. Another snapped that they had better get the relevant permissions to travel before she dragged them all out here again.

      Her hastily revised plan was to find a way into the spaceport to stow away aboard a ship that looked about ready to leave. She would throw herself on the mercy of the captain once they were underway.

      K’aia was entirely aware of the stupidity of her plan, but at the same time, it was freeing to know that it was her stupid plan and not some slave driver’s.

      If only Barien could see her now.

      That morning she had thought of him while eating a breakfast of strange pastry and bitter juice under an awning in the bazaar, surrounded by every color and smell imaginable. He had always believed they would break free. She wished he was here to experience the First City with her.

      Now she was just a face in the crowd, dwarfed on all sides by ships far larger than anything she’d seen outside of holovids.

      K'aia was resigned to the fact that she probably wouldn't make it to High Tortuga this way. Still, she had to try. There was no life for her here.

      She shrugged her pack to adjust the weight and walked past the gate, making certain she didn’t gawk. That was the fastest way to let anyone whose job it was to watch know you didn’t belong somewhere.

      Nevertheless, it seemed she had managed to draw the attention of a couple of Guardians. K’aia put her head down and fought to maintain the same pace, hoping she was being paranoid and it was the Shrillexians ahead of her that they were heading toward.

      No such luck. She turned, feeling a hand on her shoulder.

      “Are you K’aia?” the female Guardian queried. “We’re looking for a Yollin named K’aia.”

      K’aia was surprised to hear the human version of her name. She looked the Guardians over. They weren’t acting in a hostile manner, and they weren’t armed—but then, Guardians didn’t need to be armed. “What do you want? How do you know who I am?”

      The one who had yet to speak looked at his wrist. “Yeah, it’s her,” he told the female before turning back to her.

      “K’aia, the Queen has requested you join her. We’re going to get you there, but we have to hurry, or you’ll miss your ride.” He waved for K’aia to follow and set off back toward the gate at a brisk walk.

      K’aia’s mandibles moved without making a single connection. Bethany Anne wanted K’aia to join her? She had thought her path lay in the military, earning her keep. Not as a hanger-on, pampered like some pet.

      The female Guardian held out a hand. “I know it’s a lot, but we really have to get going. We’re gearing up for war and time is something that seems to be in short supply.”

      K’aia nodded, feeling better at the mention of something she understood. She let her four feet carry her after the Guardians, who led her straight past the line and into the spaceport. Too overwhelmed to say a word, she trailed behind the Guardians while they showed her to one of the ships she’d been in such awe of just a few minutes ago.

      She finally found enough of her voice to thank the Guardians as the ramp descended to take her aboard. “I’ll tell Bethany Anne how helpful you were when I get to High Tortuga. What are your names?”

      “I’m Fletcher, and this is Thistlemar,” the female told her. “But you’re not staying on High Tortuga. Like we said, we’re at war. The Queen is on the move.”

      K’aia nodded. One location was as good as another. “Will there be work for me there?”

      Fletcher nodded. “There’s work for anyone who wants it. What do you do?”

      The young Yollin’s eyes didn’t waver. “I’m a fighter,” she replied.

      The Guardians snickered, and Thistlemar waved her on with a grin. “Then you’ll be just fine.”

      

      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Shipyard

      Bethany Anne exited the Izanami and walked down the ramp to meet Admiral Thomas. “How are my ships?” she asked in greeting.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” he replied. “Never let inane personal updates get in the way of a good ass-kicking.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand as she walked past him, a small smirk playing at the edges of her lips. “We know how we are,” she countered. “Busy. Later on, we might not be so busy. Now,” she rolled a finger in a circle, “my ships?”

      Admiral Thomas had no retort for that. He escorted her to the roamer he had waiting to take them to the command center. “We have a total of seventeen battle-ready superdreadnoughts, plus all the ancillary ships to back them up thanks to Lance for coming through with the materials to build them.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Giselle sourced a hell of a lot of it too,” she reminded him.

      “Most of that went into building the shipyard,” Admiral Thomas informed her. “Lance was able to deliver a literal shitload of metal through the Interdiction for ship construction. Otherwise, we’d have stalled before we hit double digits.”

      Bethany Anne made a mental note to send her father a thank you gift. “What about the crews to run all these new ships?”

      Admiral Thomas grinned. “Peter has been a godsend. The training program for new arrivals from the Federation is running well. It helps that the recruits are mostly young Wechselbalg who turned up at Devon looking to blow off some steam.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “So, what…they got planetside and found that Devon is just a bit wilder than they were anticipating?”

      “Pretty much spot on,” he agreed cheerily. “Giselle hasn't stopped singing Peter's praises. He had Tim send teams down to round them up before they get hurt or killed, then he gives them the option to be shipped home or come out here to harden up some.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in amusement. “Good. The last time I was on the Meredith Reynolds I thought there was getting to be a surplus there.”

      Admiral Thomas shrugged. “There haven’t been too many requests for transport back to the Federation.”

      They reached the transfer station, and both sat back to enjoy the show the universe put on for everyone who used the transfer rail.

      Bethany Anne looked back to take comfort in the sight of her fleet. She was momentarily struck by the endless backdrop of stars, allowing her gaze to wander until the roamer pulled up in the station at the other end.

      They left the rail and the roamer crossed the transfer station floor, rolling to a stop in one of the elevators.

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on her armrest. The admiral noticed her eyes flicking back and forth, too fast for him to follow. He assumed she was reading through the status reports of every ship while they waited for the elevator to get where it was going. She stopped and looked up at him. “Looks like the three of you have everything sewn up here.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded as the roamer exited the elevator and crossed the concourse. “We’re operating well as a team, and the station is settling into a rhythm. It’s good.”

      “You'll be operating even better once Jean gets here.” Bethany Anne looked out of the window. “You did get my message about making room for her, right?”

      “I did,” he chuckled. “Qui'nan wasn't too pleased about sharing her space at first, but she came around when Jean's equipment started arriving yesterday.”

      Bethany Anne's mouth twitched. “I'll bet. I expect Michael will arrive sooner rather than later. I know my husband all too well.”

      Admiral Thomas chuckled dryly. “I don’t know about that. I’d argue that it's Michael who knows you.”

      Bethany Anne spotted a note from Qui’nan. ADAM, what is Qui’nan trying to say? It looks like production at the shipyard could be higher.

      >>She appears to be voicing her disappointment that the shipyard isn’t being used to its full capacity,<< ADAM replied.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Hmmm…

      >>Bethany Anne?<<

      One minute, I need to deal with this.

      “Is something the matter?” Admiral Thomas inquired.

      “I’m just working out how many more ships you can turn out once I leave.”

      He frowned. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Well,” Bethany Anne drew her words out, “I get that you had to keep production tight while the station was under construction. However, construction is expected to be completed any day, so I can expect an immediate increase in yield. Yes?”

      Admiral Thomas tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “Technically, the station is still under construction,” he pointed out. “And I did have something of a resource nightmare up until the point Lance came through. But yes, we can increase production now.”

      Bethany Anne dismissed the report. “By a third.”

      Admiral Thomas sighed, bitching to the gods inside his head. His Queen rarely missed opportunities to increase production and reduce the time one had to accomplish anything. “By a third—providing our supply chain remains intact.”

      The roamer pulled up in an alcove that was lined with the vehicles, and they got out and headed for the elevator to the command center.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Fair enough.”

      >>Bethany Anne?<<

      Bethany Anne held up a finger to Admiral Thomas. “It’s ADAM.” What’s up?

      >>The SSE ladies have found one, maybe two more splinter worlds.<<

      She frowned. Only maybe?

      >>Saffron and Savannah located the planet, but they can’t get close. This colony knows how to use their technology to its fullest.<<

      Bethany Anne thought on her feet. How would you like to take another joyride?

      >>Probably about as much as you would like a new pair of shoes.<<

      Bethany Anne chuckled at the excitement in his voice. Saddle up, then. You’re on. Get me the intel on both of those planets.

      >>I’ll have Jean get my ship ready.<<

      You should take Loralei if she’s up and fighting again.

      >>Yeah, because what I need is more ammunition to feed the SSE rumor mill. It’s a shark tank, Bethany Anne.<<

      ADAM.

      >>Yes, Bethany Anne?<<

      You’re not making any sense.

      >>Sorry, but you’re female. You know how terrifying you all are.<<

      ADAM.

      >>Yes, Bethany Anne?<<

      There was a pause before she finished her thought.

      Be careful out there.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Hangar 001, QBS G'laxix Sphaea, Twins’ Quarters

      Michael put his head through the door adjoining his and Bethany Anne's quarters and told the twins, “I have to take care of a small matter before we leave. Would either of you care to join me?”

      Gabriel shook his head, still absorbed in his artwork. “I'm good here, thanks.”

      Alexis jumped down from her bunk and dropped her book on the nightstand. “What’s the problem? We're due to leave in an hour.”

      “Not a problem,” Michael clarified. “We are collecting our final passenger. This shouldn’t take too long, and then we can be on our way to join your mother.” Michael withdrew his head.

      Gabriel looked up, having gained interest for half a second. His head dropped a second later, however, his interest waning just as quickly.

      Alexis half-jogged to catch up, falling into step beside her father. “Who is the passenger? I just checked with Phyrro and everyone is aboard already.”

      Michael indicated a place farther along the long corridor that linked the series of almost identical doors. “Not everyone. There was a last minute addition to the list, someone who helped your Mom and I free some slaves not too long ago.” He snorted softly. “I suppose it would be more like ten years from your perspective.”

      “Oh.” Alexis frowned and changed the subject. “Dad, is it weird for you and Mom that our ages are all messed up?”

      Michael’s brow furrowed as he glanced down at his daughter. “How do you mean?”

      Alexis took her time with the answer. “Well, Gabriel and I were talking last night about how you and Mom see this world and the game world as completely separate, so to you, we've only been alive for nearly six years. But we’ve experienced fourteen.”

      Michael pointed to the next door along. “I have not given it much thought. You and Gabriel are simply teenagers now. I have lived long enough that a mortal lifespan passes in an instant,” he snapped his fingers, “and yet to some of our friends, even we are like mayflies.”

      “Mayflies?” Alexis asked.

      Michael nodded. “Earth insect. They live their entire adult lives in just a few hours. My point is that when you have a span of centuries instead of decades in front of you, a few years here and there is arbitrary as long as you are living them to your best ability.”

      Alexis tilted her head, standing aside for Michael to verify his identity for the door. “I don’t get it,” she admitted with more than a little frustration.

      Michael smiled fondly. “You will in time.”

      Alexis huffed. “Why can’t we use the Vid-doc to fast-forward to then?”

      Michael’s smile widened. “Because that would be cheating, wouldn’t it?”

      She made a face. “I suppose so.”

      Michael laid a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “It was okay when it was necessary to save your lives, but living inside the game world is not an option for the rest of your life.” He pushed open the door and they entered an office that looked down on one of the hangars.

      Alexis dismissed the aversion she had for the crowd below. Instead, she looked over the rows of ships. “They’re coming in on a public transport?”

      “You are made entirely of questions today, Alexis.” Michael held the door until she was through and then ensured it was locked behind them. “Stay close.”

      Michael led Alexis to the floor below and around the edge of the crowded docks to another office, where he instructed her to wait outside for a few moments while he spoke to a pair of people wearing loose-fitting shipsuits whom she identified as Guardians.

      Alexis reluctantly took a seat on a bench made for the four-legged outside the door, next to a Yollin who looked just as happy to be outside the office as she was. She turned around on the padded seat to face the window and kept her eyes on her father, thinking to lipread what he was saying.

      Michael spotted her attempt and raised an eyebrow. He waved a finger and the window blind snapped down abruptly, making both Alexis and the Yollin jump.

      “Dammit,” Alexis muttered softly to herself. “How am I supposed to find out what’s going on if he keeps figuring out I’m listening?”

      The Yollin chuckled. “You could always ask me,” she offered. “Since I’m the one they’re talking about. Might as well get used to this translation software they put in on the way here.”

      Alexis turned on the bench to get a better look at this Yollin they had sidetracked for. “You’re the mystery passenger?”

      The Yollin nodded and turned to face Alexis. “The name’s K’aia. What’s yours, and why are you with Michael?”

      “I’m Alexis. You know my dad?” She lifted her feet onto the bench and crossed her legs to get comfortable. “Tell me how you ended up here. Where are you from?”

      K’aia looked at the door of the office where Michael and the Guardians were, discussing her like some adolescent who hadn’t been taking care of herself since forever.

      “Oh, they’ll be ages,” Alexis assured her with a wave. “And I really am interested. Dad told me you helped him and Mom free some slaves?”

      K’aia shrugged. “I was one of those slaves until about a year ago. I escaped and ran into your parents, and we all freed the rest of the slaves in the mine.”

      “So that’s how they know you,” Alexis wrapped her arms around her knees and leaned in to listen. “Tell me everything. What are you going to the Helena for? Are you here to fight in the war?”

      K’aia nodded. “If I can.”

      Michael’s shadow crossed them. “I have a more suitable role in mind for you, K’aia. That is, if my wife agrees and if you wish to take it on.” He looked distant a moment. “However, the ship will leave without us if we remain here talking.”

      Alexis jumped up from the bench. “Yeah, no. Let’s go before that happens. I want to see Mom.”

      Kael-ven did not leave without them. Michael walked briskly ahead while Alexis and K’aia followed, chatting as girls did—in his limited experience.

      Michael received another message from Kael-ven as they boarded. “Alexis, I’d like you to show K’aia around the ship. Take her to her quarters and then get settled in.”

      Alexis nodded and smiled at K’aia. “I’d be happy to. How many Gates away is QT2?”

      Michael rolled his eyes in amusement. “More questions? Save them for later. Kael-ven needs me on the bridge.”

      “This is the weirdest day,” K’aia confessed once Michael had left.

      Alexis looked at her potential new friend. “In what way?” She gestured to K’aia to follow her in the opposite direction.

      K’aia shrugged. “Just… I’m on the G’laxix Sphaea, one of the most famous ships in the galaxy. I definitely didn’t expect your parents to take time for me personally.” She snorted. “I still think of your mother as the Empress, and yet here I am.” She raised her hands and turned her upper body to indicate the corridor.

      “If you’re here, it’s because you deserve to be. My parents don’t have time for hangers-on.” Alexis shook her head earnestly. “I hope you didn’t call my mom ‘Empress’ to her face.”

      K’aia nodded, her eyes wide. “Oh, that was exactly what I did.” She broke into a chuckle. “Believe me, she set me straight on that pretty much as soon as I met her, but she is still the Empress to me.”

      They got into the elevator side by side, and Alexis gave the level she wanted.

      Alexis grinned at K’aia. “We will go to your quarters, but I’m going to introduce you to my brother first. Otherwise, he’ll just complain for the next hundred years that I left him out.”

      K’aia nodded. “That sounds good, but it’s been a long day. Can we do it quickly?”

      Gabriel was packing away his art supplies when Alexis and K’aia reached the twins’ quarters. He was more than surprised to see a Yollin he didn’t know come in with Alexis.

      Alexis jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “This is K’aia. She’s the mystery passenger traveling with us to the Helena.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Hey, I’m Gabriel. Where are you quartered?”

      K’aia shrugged. “I just got here. I have no idea.”

      Gabriel made a face. “That won’t do. You should feel at home. Phyrro?”

      “I was about to do that!” Alexis exclaimed.

      K’aia looked from Alexis to Gabriel. “Do what?”

      Phyrro’s avatar appeared on the wallscreen. “How can I help?”

      Alexis flicked her hair back over her shoulder. “Phyrro, where are K’aia’s assigned quarters?”

      Phyrro looked off to the side for a moment. “K’aia is quartered in the suite next to this one.”

      Alexis clapped her hands and bounced on the spot. “Great! That means we can hang out.” She spotted the signs of exhaustion on K’aia. “After you’ve eaten and rested. How does that sound?”

      K’aia nodded, a touch of her exhaustion creeping through her tough facade. “That sounds like the best idea anyone has come up with ever.”
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        * * *

      

      Michael opened his link to Bethany Anne as he left Alexis to help K'aia settle in.

      My love, I have retrieved our young Yollin friend and we are on our way.

      I can’t wait to see you all. There was concern in her voice. How is K'aia? Sabine’s call made it sound like she was in need of help.

      She's flighty, Michael reported. She needs to spend some time with people who give a damn before the urge to run fades in her.

      She's been through hell, Bethany Anne murmured. I wish we could have done more for her the first time we met. We'll do what we can to help her recover.

      I've made a step toward that already. Our daughter was taken with K'aia almost immediately, so I had ArchAngel put her in the room next to the children.

      Good thinking. She hesitated. You don't think K'aia is too old for Alexis and Gabriel?

      I think the three will do each other good. Alexis and Gabriel need to develop friendships outside the family as much as K'aia needs the security of friends she can rely upon. Besides, it can’t hurt that our little Yollin is fierce as a box of kittens, despite her attempts to appear otherwise.

      I don't know, I liked how she fought. What does that have to do with this?

      You were considering assigning a guard detail to Alexis and Gabriel, Michael reminded her. K’aia’s thoughts were clear on her earning a place here if she was to have one at all. Would it not be ideal for the three to form bonds while they are still young?

      Bethany Anne loved it as a solution. Dammit, will you stop being right all the time? How am I supposed to maintain my position as your better half if you keep showering me with wisdom that’s actually…I don’t know, wise? You're killing me here.

      Michael chuckled dryly. That would be like asking water not to be wet. If you wanted incompetence in a man, perhaps Bobcat would have been a wiser choice of husband?

      I can't believe what I'm hearing. Bethany Anne couldn’t believe the audacity of the man. Then again, she couldn’t say she didn’t like it. Just wait until I get my hands on you.

      Michael’s voice was silk over their link, a caress in her mind. I am anticipating it already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Meeting Room

      Bethany Anne adjusted the placement of her feet on the large conference table. Her fingers drummed a rapid tattoo on the arm of her chair to match the angry beat of her heart against her ribcage, her lips pressing together in a tight line as she regarded the holomap above the polished stone.

      Seven Ooken worlds. Seven.

      That fucking number was taunting her and her failure to bring her vendetta against the Kurtherians to a satisfactory conclusion.

      Right now all she had was the possibility of a lead waiting for her at the end of this war. Granted, it was a very high possibility, not to mention that the task of removing such a serious threat was a necessary one.

      The question was how to best apply her assets to the problem to get the most efficient result in the shortest amount of time. She sat up and brushed off the table where her feet had been and resumed her tapping while she worked on the solution.

      Bethany Anne's concentration was broken by the arrival of her husband. She looked up as Michael entered the meeting room, savoring the little jump her heart did whenever he came into her presence.

      Michael brushed his lips against her cheek as he placed a takeout cup on the table. “The children are settling in well. I thought you’d appreciate some time to arrange your thoughts before the briefing.”

      Bethany Anne looked under the lid and smiled. “As much as I appreciate that you knew I was thirsty.” She replaced the lid and sipped her Coke through the straw.

      Michael scrutinized the map. “We’re up to seven locations?”

      “Mmhmm.” She put the cup on the table and waved a finger at the map. “The sixth is confirmed, and the seventh we’re almost certain about.”

      Michael took the seat beside Bethany Anne. “Could one of them be the homeworld?”

      “I really fucking hope so,” Bethany Anne shrugged, “but I doubt it. ADAM and Loralei have gone out to confirm it, one way or the other. Kael-ven left with him on the G’axix Sphaea after you guys got here with instructions to get whatever they can get on the third planet.”

      Michael pointed out the largest of the marked planets. “That’s this one, with the highest population density?”

      Bethany Anne nodded grimly. “It looks to me like they settled that planet first, then spread out. I think that’s the one with the biggest likelihood of giving us a lead to the homeworld. If not, then we just keep on kicking in doors until we find it.”

      “I would expect nothing less from you.” Michael took her hand. “Of course, we can always hope for a favorable resolution.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed his hand in return. “Fucking right we can. I never give up hope. But we are also smart enough to prepare for the worst, which is why I’m having Jean and Qui’nan step up fleet production here after we leave.”

      Michael's brow furrowed. “So Bart has been holding out on you.”

      Bethany Anne dropped his hand and narrowed her eyes at him. “You knew?”

      Michael lifted a shoulder. “I knew he was up to something. This makes perfect sense.” He was silent a moment. “But we know he wouldn’t hold back without a good reason. Will increasing production cause a bottleneck?”

      Bethany Anne sipped her Coke, putting her annoyance at not having already resolved this aside to be realistic for the moment. “Not anymore. The station is complete near as I can tell, and the drain on resources from supporting so many people will ease as soon as we leave with the fleet.”

      Michael nodded. “I’m not even going to question the need for expanding so rapidly.”

      “Oh, it's completely necessary.” A sad smile touched the corner of Bethany Anne's lips. “Given the information that’s been coming in from the scout fleet these last months, I don’t think we can be overprepared.”

      Michael leaned forward, steepling his hands on the table in front of him. “It’s the numbers, right?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “The damn numbers. Seven planets, various population levels on each. There are too many Ooken to fucking count, so it would be beyond stupid not to be cautious.”

      Michael had no argument with that. “Agreed. So what’s your plan?”

      Bethany Anne tapped a finger on her lips, turning her attention back to the map. “The biggest challenge here is managing the expansion of the fleet in a sustainable way. As for the Ooken, I want to know what they know, then I want them wiped out before they even know we’ve been there.”

      Michael looked up as familiar presences tickled his awareness. “We have company.”

      Bethany Anne's eyes flicked from the map to the door. “Mmhmm. I heard them too.”

      John was first into the meeting room. “See, I'm here on time, Boss.”

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrow. “Good thing, or push-ups on the table would have been your reality for however long this meeting takes.”

      John hid his smirk as he made his way to his chair.

      Darryl, Eric, and Scott filed in behind him with the usual shenanigans, followed by Gabrielle. Jean and Qui’nan arrived a couple of minutes later, accompanied by Admiral Thomas and Giselle.

      Jean grumbled something about this not being what Bethany Anne had promised. She slid into her seat as Akio and Eve slipped through the door.

      “This is exactly what I promised,” Bethany Anne sighed with exasperation. “If you stop bitching for ten minutes, you’ll find out.” She waved a hand and the holomap winked out of existence. “Now that we’re all here…”

      “Why are we all here?” Jean asked, a little more congenially this time.

      Bethany Anne leaned forward and placed her hands on the table. “You, Giselle, and Qui’nan are here because you’re responsible for this part of space while we’re gone.”

      Giselle raised a hand.

      Bethany Anne anticipated the question on Giselle’s lips. “You will take care of the people and the station while Jean and Qui’nan take care of things like defense and expanding the fleet,” she narrowed her eyes at Admiral Thomas, “in the fastest sustainable time.”

      Admiral Thomas shrugged. “Consider us even, and next time you build a ship I can’t find, please don’t.” He pretended not to see the glare she shot him. “It didn’t occur that the first time you did that, we almost lost you?”

      Bethany Anne's face softened when she saw glances of agreement pass around the table. “You can all save your concern. I have one focus and one only—eliminating the Ooken on my way to the Kurtherians.”

      She got to her feet, her hands remaining on the table. “This has gone on long enough. I want to go home. We have an opportunity to move closer to that goal, and there’s no fucking way I’m going to let it pass. Neither am I going to stand for any species that thrives on the misery of others.”

      “Isn’t that two things?” Scott asked, flashing his dimples. There was a sparkle in his eyes.

      Bethany Anne returned his grin with a hard smile. “You know, I think I’ve been going too easy on you folks. A training session is just what we all need.”

      “Seconded,” Michael agreed as everyone else groaned. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “In the meantime, what are we going to do about the Ooken? We’re in the same situation as we were nine months ago. We have the means to blow their planets to dust, and they have both the information we’re looking for and the numbers to make us reticent about kicking in the front door to obtain it.”

      Bethany Anne sat down again. “I agree completely, so we’re going to take a similar tack here as we did on the first splinter world. If it’s not broken, then it doesn’t need fixing.” She held up a hand before anyone could object. “Same plan, with some adjustments.”

      Her fingers began to tap on the table again. “We’re going to split into teams, each with someone who can protect the rest from mental manipulation. But honestly, I don’t expect there to be a need for it.”

      “Why not?” Eric asked. “I’m not going to lie. As much as I wanted to be there for Peter, I was relieved you benched us the last time.”

      Bethany Anne’s face was hard as stone. “I’m not expecting there to be a need because our objective is to get into the administration centers for our assigned colony, and that is all we are going to do. No big stands, no heroics. We go in, get our hands on every bit of information we can find, and get the fuck out.” She clenched her hands into fists, fighting to keep her emotions under control. “I will never put any of you in a situation like we had with the grubs again. This universe would be too small to contain my grief if anything happened to any of you.”

      Admiral Thomas had confusion written all over his face. “How does that prevent the Ooken from attacking anyone?”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “It doesn’t. There will, however, most likely be a clue somewhere in all the data we copy as to where their homeworld is.” She waved a finger around the table. “We’ll take care of that. After we’re done, that’s where you come in. I want the fleet ready to blow the colonies into last fucking week as soon as the teams are far enough from the planets.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded once and sat back in his chair. “That I can arrange.”

      Bethany Anne returned his nod. “I have complete faith that you can. Just like I know without a doubt that when we get back here, there will be double the ships I left with awaiting my return.” She raised an eyebrow at Jean. “Are you satisfied?”

      Jean smirked. “More than.”

      Qui'nan chittered happily in the background, already lost in her designs.

      Bethany Anne looked around the table. “Back to the plan; this is what we're going to do.”

      “We have seven targets.” She narrowed her eyes at Gabrielle's amusement as she brought back the holomap with another not-quite-necessary wave. “It's habit at this point.”

      Gabrielle's mouth twitched. “Not vanity?”

      Bethany Anne tilted her chin, the corner of her mouth quirking up slightly. “Me, vain? Never.” Her fingers danced, and the rest of the map fell away as the seven locations were enlarged. Data for each site was in a box alongside. “The SSE fleet has identified one, possibly two more Ooken planets. It’s going to require an adjustment to the plan.”

      John pointed at the seventh planet. “There’s no data on that one.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It was only just discovered. ADAM is headed straight there from the third planet. He will arrive before we do, so we won’t be going in blind.”

      John nodded. “So we’re leaving the mystery planet until last. What about the rest of them?”

      Bethany Anne made a flicking motion with her fingers and the seven planets winked out, leaving the space over the table clear. “Team leaders are—Gabrielle and Eric, Akio and John, Eve and Scott, and Michael and me.”

      Scott’s chuckle held a touch of nervousness. “What about the freaky mind powers? I’m still not convinced it’s safe.”

      Bethany Anne made a see-saw motion with her hands. “It’s a calculated risk. If you encounter anything beyond your capability to deal with, get out and call in the fleet. But really, it was so easy to walk in and out of the first colony that I’m not as concerned as I was before.”

      “Meaning?” Eric asked.

      “Meaning,” Bethany Anne clarified, “that if anything does go down, each team will have someone with even freakier mind powers to take care of it. You all have your assigned section of the fleet and the locations you’re to take.”

      All the team leaders looked through the packets they had received. Darryl frowned, not seeing his assigned team. “What about me?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “You know, I must have forgotten you… Uncle Darryl.”

      Darryl grimaced. “Babysitting? I don’t know anything about kids.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “That’s great, because the twins don’t know that much about you, either.” She shrugged. “That must be why they asked for you. After you’re done, you can pick your team.”

      John and Scott exchanged the looks of two men who knew exactly what the third was in for.

      “Daaamn, it was nice knowing you, dude,” Scott muttered in a near-whisper.

      “I know, right?” John replied equally quietly. “If they asked for him, it means they got a topic in mind.”

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Dock 001, QBS Achronyx

      Tabitha hooked both arms under the handle of Todd's travel seat to take the strain from her shoulder as she waited at the top of the ramp.

      “Want me to take him a spell?” Peter offered.

      Tabitha shook her head and flashed a mischievous grin at him. “No, thanks. I’ve got our chunky monkey just fine.” Todd griped in the seat, protesting either the nickname or the passing of what he thought was his dinner time. “I can lift a car off the ground but holding a car seat hurts—go figure. However, it would be nice if you could take care of finding Sabine.”

      “Tabithaaa! Over here!”

      Tabitha and Peter turned as one to the source of the shout. Sabine was waving from below. Peter smirked but kept his remark to himself.

      Sabine grinned as she walked over briskly. “Thanks for stopping by to pick me up. The transports planetside are booked solid for the next thirty hours.”

      Peter smiled. “Isn’t it your fight night? I’ve heard great things.”

      Sabine nodded, adjusting the weight of her overnight bag. “Yeah, which is why the transports are booked up. If not for you I would have had to cancel my date, so thank you.”

      Tabitha wiggled her eyebrows. “Oh? You and Tim are official now?”

      Before Sabine had a chance to answer, Todd decided he’d had enough of traveling, and his grumping turned to loud wails.

      Tabitha gave him her finger to suck, which he promptly bit and spat out. “Todd needs a change and a meal.” She grinned when her stomach growled. “He’s not the only one. Baby first, though.” She turned and went back into the ship, being careful to avoid jolting Todd’s seat.

      Peter waved Sabine aboard and excused himself. “Feel free to explore. If you want to call home to let them know we’re on our way, just come to the bridge and I’ll set you up.”

      Sabine tapped the side of her head as she passed Peter at the top of the ramp. “I already did.”

      CEREBRO cleared them to leave the Guardian as soon as everyone was aboard. Tabitha spent some time in their quarters taking care of Todd.

      She hummed to her son as she rocked him. Todd's energy for protesting was all gone, sated by the meal and the warmth of his mother's arms, His tiny eyelids fluttered closed, and Tabitha eased him into his Pod-crib. How long until we get to the Hexagon? she asked Peter.

      We’re nearly there, he replied. Is Todd okay? You should come up to the bridge and see how this place has changed.

      Clean, full, and fast asleep, Tabitha told him. I’m on my way with him now. She set the Pod-crib to float along behind her and made her way to the elevator outside their quarters.

      I’m surprised he settled. He was kicking up such a stink.

      Tabitha gazed through the Pod-crib’s viewing panel at her sleeping son while the elevator took them up. Like a dream. You know, he really loves classics for his lullabies.

      Peter chuckled. Have you been singing Iron Maiden to our son again?

      Tabitha strolled out of the elevator and onto the bridge with her hand resting on the top of Todd’s Pod-crib as it bobbed beside her. “He loves it, and you can’t argue with his taste.”

      Peter walked over to look at their son. “If it works, it works.” He grabbed Tabitha’s hand and pulled her over to get an unobstructed look at the viewscreen. “Quick, before we’re over the city.”

      The majesty of the lakes spread out below took Tabitha’s breath away. “It’s beautiful!”

      Sabine turned in her seat. “You got here just in time. We went by the scenic route, and we’re about to fly over the property I was telling you about.”

      Peter tilted his head. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Sabine says it's a good fishing spot,” Tabitha told him. “I haven't seen it yet.”

      Sabine pointed at a dark smudge in the middle of the water in the distance. Tabitha and Peter looked at the small island as they passed overhead.

      Tabitha “I do like that it’s on an island, but it’s not in the best shape.” She tilted her head. “I didn’t see anywhere for the ship, either.”

      Sabine shrugged. “I asked around about it. It will need work since it’s been empty for a while.”

      “It could be a project,” Peter countered. “We might be here for some time.”

      Tabitha made a face. “New baby and home renovation? Um, I’ll pass, thanks.”

      “You’re right,” Peter shook his head. “It’s also a little too far out of the way. We need to be somewhere with easy access to the station.”

      Sabine looked at Tabitha. “I thought you wanted something rural?”

      Tabitha waved a finger at the screen. “Yeah, no. I want my own space, but that’s some Robinson Crusoe shit down there. I’m guessing services aren’t much of a thing out here?”

      “Exactly,” Peter agreed. “I don’t want to wake up one morning and find that Tabitha has eaten me out of desperation and a lack of snacks.” He took the hard fist to the arm Tabitha gave him as his due and continued, absentmindedly rubbing the spot she had punched. “But it’s no problem. We’ll find somewhere in the city.”

      Sabine gave Tabitha and Peter a warm smile. “Well, the three of you are welcome to keep the apartment for as long as you like.” She made a fond face at the Pod-crib. “I’m looking forward to meeting this little guy properly.”

      The ship swooped over the First City, heading straight for the bazaar.

      Tabitha pointed out a huge, six-sided building abutting the east wall that hadn’t been there on her last visit. “That’s the Hexagon?”

      Sabine nodded proudly. “Uh-huh. We just opened last month.”

      Peter folded his arms on his chest as the Hexagon came into focus. “Business must be good, then. Congratulations.”

      Sabine shrugged. “We can’t complain. We had some help from Michael, too. It just took focus to make it happen once we made the decision to stay here.”

      Tabitha caught a glimpse of greenery on a section of the roof as the ship made a tight turn on the way to the building’s private hangar entrance. “You’ve got something growing up there?”

      “That’s your garden!” Sabine told them, her hands waving excitedly. “We put it in so the baby would have some outdoor space to play.”

      Tabitha put a hand to her chest. “That’s so sweet!”

      Sabine grinned, getting to her feet. “I have to admit, you had me at a loss with the babyproofing thing at first, but we all worked it out. Come on. I can’t wait to show you everything we did to the place.”

      They disembarked and waited for the antigrav carts with their essentials to make their way out of the cargo bay.

      Tabitha shifted from one foot to the other until the slow procession finally got its act together and picked up speed near the bottom of the ramp.

      Peter shook his head at the carts as they trundled by. “How is it that one baby needs so much stuff? I remember not so long ago I could go anywhere with just a pack and be cool for weeks. Now we need a whole freaking cargo bay full of stuff just for a day out.”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes and placed her hand on Todd's Pod-crib. “Let's just get all this into the apartment.”

      Sabine led them out of the hangar to a bank of three elevators while the carts caught up. She rummaged in her pocket and turned to Peter and Tabitha with a pair of keycards in her hand. “These are just until we get you in the system, or you won’t be able to go anywhere in the building. Do you want the tour now or after you get settled in?”

      Tabitha glanced at Todd, who was still sleeping soundly, then at Peter. “I think we’ll just go to the apartment.”

      Peter nodded. “Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

      Sabine handed over the keycards. “Of course. I understand completely. We’ll see you all at your welcome dinner later though, right?”

      Tabitha smiled. “Wouldn't miss it.”

      Sabine grinned. “Great!” She pressed the button for the third elevator. “This elevator is the only way to enter our living areas. It can only be accessed by the five of us, and now the two of you.”

      They all squeezed into the elevator along with the antigrav carts, which stacked themselves neatly in the corner, and Todd’s Pod-crib which bumped everybody’s legs as it bobbed in behind Tabitha.

      “Penthouse,” Sabine commanded. She turned to Tabitha and Peter with a twinkle in her blue eyes. “I hope you like it. We had fun researching babyproofing.”

      The elevator opened on a small hallway that had just one door.

      Sabine waved them over to the door. “Your keycards are good for today and tomorrow, but we'll get you in the system first thing.”

      She stood by the elevator doors, then got in once the antigrav carts had all exited the car. “Oh, and just call Winstanley if you need anything.”

      “We will,” Tabitha called from the apartment doorway. “Thanks for all this.”

      Sabine shrugged as the elevator doors closed. “Not a problem.”

      Todd began to stir as they entered their temporary home for the first time.

      Peter bent to pick him up. “Look who's awake? Hey, little man, you're just in time to see our new home.” He held Todd close and set off from the entryway into the open living area.

      Peter bounced the baby gently on his hip as he looked around. Todd blinked sleepily in his arms, turning his head from side to side to take in the strange surroundings. “This place is nice!”

      Tabitha noted the safety features blended in with the tasteful décor. She loved bare brick and dark polished wood as an aesthetic. “They’ve done a fantastic job.”

      She put her head on Peter’s shoulder, smiling softly. “I think we can be happy here while we look for a place of our own, but tonight will be the test. If the noise of the event disturbs Todd even once, we’re getting back on the ship.”

      Peter chuckled. “What, with Todd?”

      “Um…” Tabitha made a face while she considered the logistics of flouncing out with a baby.

      “Dammit.”

      Being sensible sucked.
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      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost

      Tinesha left the school building with a lightness in her heart and a skip in her step.

      Two whole cycles of freedom!

      She looked at the clear sky above the dome as she walked with her friends Brad, a human, and Kinbel, a Baka.

      Kinbel jostled Tinesha gently to shake her from her daydream. “Did your father say if your mother was going to be home before we leave for the falls?”

      Tinesha shrugged. “He wasn’t sure, but I don’t care. We’re going, whether she allows it or not. I’m almost an adult. She can’t keep telling me what to do!”

      Brad snorted. “Maybe if we were la-di-da fancypants nobility like you, she wouldn’t hate us so much.”

      Tinesha rolled her eyes. “Nope. She’d hate you anyway because she’s a stuck-up speciesist. You’ve heard her. ‘A Torcellan of your standing shouldn’t mix with humans or Bakas, Tinesha.’ Ugh.”

      A low, keening moan came from Kinbel’s throat.

      Tinesha threaded an arm through her friend’s to comfort her. “I know. You have to deal with that crap from everyone.”

      “Not us, though,” Brad chipped in, taking Kinbel’s other arm. “We’re a threesome, at least until Tinesha’s mom goes batshit crazy and ships her off to marry some prince to get her away from her unsuitable friends.”

      Tinesha and Kinbel cracked up. “Can you imagine that?” She hoped her mother didn’t ever get the idea to arrange a marriage contract for her behind her back.

      Not even her father could save her if that happened.

      Tinesha sighed. She knew there were many other ways that her life could be difficult. An overambitious mother wasn't the worst thing.

      “As if I would marry a stranger.” Tinesha couldn’t wait to come of age and break free of the stuffy traditions that said she couldn’t be friends with someone because their species was inferior. “My majority can’t come soon enough.”

      Brad frowned. “You know you can always come and stay with us. My moms have told you a thousand times that you’re welcome.”

      “I know.” Tinesha wasn’t entirely happy that Brad’s parents felt sorry for her. They were always extra nice to her when they had study nights at his house. She didn't want pity. She wanted to reach her majority and leave for the Federation.

      She wanted to wear pink. Shocking pink, hot pink, magenta—bright colors that made her happy instead of the soul-sucking array of neutrals her mother insisted on as tradition.

      One day, she would.

      One day.

      Tinesha swept her pale hair out of her eyes and picked up her pace to keep up with the others.

      The last leg of the walk was always a little lonely once Brad and Kinbel had turned off for their own homes.

      Tinesha left the park and took her time wandering the last few streets to the large, empty house set away from the other residences in her neighborhood where she lived with mostly just the staff for company.

      Tinesha greeted the keeper at the gates and dragged her feet up the long driveway, reluctant to enter the house.

      Tinesha was nearing the front of the house when the sky above her grew dark unexpectedly. She looked up, expecting to see clouds gathering outside the dome.

      It was no storm.

      Tinesha dropped to her knees as her legs failed her.

      The body of a gigantic ship hovered above the dome some way away from her house. It blocked the light, testing the dome with the enormous, writhing tentacles that made up the front of the ship.

      Tinesha’s horrified gaze was drawn to a spot on the ship’s underbelly that glowed brighter each second.

      Her eyes darted over the ship, her body refusing to do much more than take in the nightmare. Another part of the ship vomited a thick cloud of drones into the atmosphere. They stayed close to the ship as though waiting for something.

      The glowing spot on the invaders’ ship had grown larger, and it was getting unbearably bright.

      A flash lit the dome, whiting everything out. Tinesha shielded her eyes, peering through her fingers to see a rope of light explode from the ship.

      It licked the dome, and the world went white again.

      Tinesha clutched a hand to her throat in an effort to breathe when the light faded and the crack in the dome became clear.

      They were in serious trouble.

      Without warning, the drones attacked the dome, which was designed to keep the colony safe from the storms that raged across the surface of the planet for three cycles of each year.

      It wasn't made to withstand a sustained attack from many sources.

      However, much to Tinesha’s relief, the dome held—at first.

      Then the cracks widened.

      Tinesha finally managed to draw a breath when a huge section of the dome fell in, exposing them to the enemy above. She screamed as the drones poured in, bringing her mother running from the house.

      “What is going on?” her mother exclaimed.

      Tinesha pointed upward, where the dome was in the process of failing under continued bombardment from the alien ship. “The end,” she whispered hoarsely, her words stolen by shock. Her disagreements with her mother seemed so small now. She just wanted to be held by her.

      “No!” Tinesha's mother sank to her knees beside her and pulled her daughter into her arms. “I have dreams for you!” Her tears drenched her daughter’s hair.

      Tinesha clung to her mother and watched on as their world burned around them. “What can we do?” she croaked, the haze hot in her lungs.

      The pause between her question and the answer was both immediate and infinite. “Nothing,” her mother replied eventually. “But we will be avenged.” Her eyes narrowed. “Baba Yaga will not stand for this.”

      It was cold comfort, but being avenged was all she had left to offer her daughter.

      They remained glued to the spot as the gigantic ship broke fully through the dome and unleashed its weapon on the homes of people they knew.

      Something snapped. “Run.” Tinesha pulled hard on her mother’s arm as her focus returned. “We have to try!” She staggered to her feet, dragging her mother along with her.

      A drone overhead locked on to them and opened fire, tearing up the ground around the two Torcellans as they made a desperate break for the corner of the property.

      They were almost to the edge of the property when Tinesha felt a momentary pain. Did she run into something? Hurt or not, she kept running, helping her mother scramble over the wall at the back despite the burning sensation blooming in the place she’d felt the initial pain.

      They ran into the cover of the trees nearby, frantically trying to stay ahead of the drones. The pain in Tinesha’s side ebbed, and she urged her mother toward the caves in the distance. “We’ll be safe there,” she panted.

      Tinesha’s mother stopped her daughter with a hand on her shoulder. “Tinesha, you don’t sound good.”

      Tinesha glanced down at her side, which was beginning to throb once more. “I think I banged into something in the garden.” She went to lift her clothing to check for a bruise and pulled her bloody hand away in shock. “Mother…”

      Tinesha’s mother darted forward to catch her as her legs gave way.

      “It’s okay.” Tinesha’s voice cracked as the last of her energy drained away. Looking up, she allowed a ghost of a smile to cross her face. Her mom, at least, would make it to the caves. “Just don’t let them catch you. Tell the witch about me.”

      Tinesha’s mother cried, cradling her daughter in her arms as she bled out onto the dirt. Her entire body was shaking, her mind refusing to make sense of anything as alarms blared in the distance.

      Tinesha closed her eyes and let out a final choked whisper as the darkness came for her. “I never got to wear…pink.”

      

      In Transit to the Seventh World, SSE ADAM

      ADAM picked up the signal and forwarded it to the ArchAngel II. “Kael-ven, are you getting this?”

      The scratchy reply came over the long-distance connection. “I don’t know, ADAM. It looks like a distress signal.”

      “That’s what I thought. We’re going to divert to investigate.”

      Kael-ven’s voice was filled with concern. “What about the schedule? You could send a drone.”

      ADAM had already considered that option. “A drone won’t be much use if people need help. Can you catch up in case there are casualties?”

      There was a pause on the other end before Kael-ven answered, “We’re on our way, but it’s going to take us a while to get to your location.”

      “I’ll leave a marker for ArchAngel to follow,” ADAM told him before dropping the connection.

      Loralei swooped in silently beside ADAM’s ship. We going on the side quest?

      >>We are. Want to lead the way?<<

      My pleasure. Loralei adjusted her course to head for the origin of the distress signal. I haven’t done one of these before.

      >>One of what? A distress call?<<

      Yeah. Organics are messy when it comes to competition.

      >>I can’t argue that.<< ADAM put on a burst of speed to cruise up alongside Loralei’s ship.

      What can we do for them?

      >>We can fight off anyone or anything attacking them. We can defend them until Kael-ven gets here.<<

      It’s not much.

      >>It is all we can provide.<<

      

      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, APA

      Alexis and Gabriel led K’aia to the seats at the side.

      K’aia threw a glance in the direction of the adults. “I thought we were going to train?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “No, we’re here to observe and learn today.”

      “Today,” Alexis continued, “Mom is teaching, and we haven’t done anything that needs correction.”

      Gabriel nodded toward the adults. “My money is on Uncle Scott being the object lesson today.”

      K’aia examined Scott’s body language. “He does seem tense. What did he do?”

      The twins shrugged in unison.

      K’aia shuddered. “It’s weird when you do things at the same time. Like you’re clones or something.”

      The twins giggled.

      “Seriously, quit it,” K’aia protested. “How old are you, anyway?”

      “Fourteen,” Gabriel replied simply.

      Alexis lifted a shoulder. “Although if you want to be technical—”

      “She probably doesn’t,” Gabriel cut in, pleased to be the one who caught the nuance—for once. “What about you, K’aia?”

      K’aia looked at the adults again. “I don’t really know. I think I’m almost a young adult physically, so call that about nineteen? But I can’t be sure. I don’t know how old I was when I was taken from my family.”

      Alexis put a hand on K’aia’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry you went through that.”

      K’aia patted Alexis’ small hand with her own much larger one and nodded toward Bethany Anne and Michael. “It’s okay, it’s over now. What’s happening over there?”

      Gabriel shushed them by raising his hand. “They’re getting started,” he whispered.

      Bethany Anne stood alone, with Scott, Gabrielle, John, Eric, and Darryl fanned out in front of her.

      “This is always really funny,” Alexis explained as Bethany Anne rolled her shoulders and gave the guys a “come at me” gesture. “Whenever we sit in on training, they all try really hard not to curse.”

      K’aia tilted her head in question. “I think my translator is malfunctioning. Where is the humor in that?”

      Gabriel “It’s funny because they fail when Mom’s wiping the floor with them, and then Dad gets involved.”

      “Oh.” K’aia had wondered why Michael stood off to the side. She wasn't sure that Alexis and Gabriel quite understood the concept of humor either. “What happens next?”

      Alexis nodded at Bethany Anne, who was suddenly not where she had been the blink of an eye ago.

      Bethany Anne's voice carried through the room, although she was nowhere to be seen. “It’s time to step it up. Take your abilities to the next level.”

      K’aia couldn’t believe what she wasn’t seeing. Bethany Anne was back, but her Empress was moving too fast for K’aia’s Yollin eyes to track. She flinched, feeling a presence at her shoulder.

      “No empresses here,” Bethany Anne whispered in her ear. “Don’t give me a reason to put you on the floor with everyone else.”

      K’aia whipped her head around, but there was nobody there. The next second Bethany Anne was back over with the other adults, and K’aia was left with her mandibles opening and closing soundlessly.

      Alexis giggled and tugged on Gabriel’s sleeve, pointing at the young Yollin. “See? Funny!”

      K’aia gave Alexis a look and returned her attention to the floor.

      Bethany Anne was talking about a lot of things she didn’t understand. She assumed it was all related to the powers these humans had.

      “They’re not powers,” Alexis whispered. “We have access to technology that enhances our capabilities to the point where everyone thinks we have powers. Of course,” she qualified, “I have tried to imagine things from the perspective of someone who does not have access to the Etheric.” She made a face. “It’s difficult without having experienced it.”

      “It looks like you have powers.” K’aia huffed. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s rude to read someone’s mind?”

      “Everyone. Repeatedly.” Gabriel snickered. “But Alexis doesn’t allow a little thing like that to stop her from prying at every opportunity.” His eyes were on Bethany Anne's demonstration of how Gabrielle could improve her control of the Etheric, which to K’aia looked an awful lot like Bethany Anne was toying with the other woman.

      Alexis waved her hands. “How else am I supposed to work out all the stuff the adults won’t tell us? Anyway, I didn’t see you complaining when I figured out how to circumvent the lock they put on the Etheric so you could raid the fridge.”

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed in thought. “You could get the experience if you could persuade Mom to allow your nanos to be deactivated for a short time.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow at her brother. “You have to be kidding me. That’s too funny. You know Mom would never agree to that.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Just a thought. You don't really want to be that vulnerable. What if you get hurt?”

      K’aia left Alexis and Gabriel to their confusing discussion and went back to watching the masterclass on the floor.

      Bethany Anne moved like nothing she had yet seen in her life. It was impossible for any being to be that graceful and yet there she was, beauty in motion.

      Bethany Anne flowed.

      Gabrielle was thrown back again and again, not landing a single energy ball for her efforts. She stopped to push her hair out of her eyes, exhausted from working with so much Etheric energy.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t even breathing hard. She inclined her head. “That’s an improvement; good work. Think about what we talked about before our next session. You are the conduit, not the source.” She pointed at John, Scott, and Darryl in turn. “Next lesson. Late for meetings. Snarky. And you have avoided our children.”

      Eric snorted. “What did I do?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Nothing, but you’re here, and you know I hate to leave anyone out.”

      The music on the speakers cut out before Eric could reply and CEREBRO spoke. “My Queen, you are needed in the command center.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the interruption. “Thank you, CEREBRO. Tell Admiral Thomas I will be with him in a moment.”

      “Aw, such a shame we have to cut this session short.” Scott winced as his tone fell short of sincerity.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head, her lips pressed together. “Hmmm. Yeah, I don’t think so.” She turned to the side and crooked a finger at the twins and K’aia before turning to Michael. “Advanced combat practice until…oh, Alexis has had enough. It will do our children good to test their Vid-doc training in real world circumstances. K'aia can see the level she’s aiming for.”

      A chorus of groans sounded in Bethany Anne's mind.

      Not Alexis, Boss, John begged.

      We beg you, Scott cut in. She’s relentless!

      Think about it, Eric pleaded We’ll still be here when the fleet leaves…

      Bethany Anne shut out their complaints and blew a kiss to her children. “Have fun, my loves.”
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      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost

      ADAM and Loralei approached the source of the distress signal cautiously, Gating in a safe distance from its broadcast location.

      Loralei made a noise of confusion. The signal looked to be coming from a ringed gas giant. They can tolerate that environment? Ooh, maybe they’re a brand new species we haven’t met yet. They might not be humanoid. Loralei paused. Oh, wait.

      ADAM repressed a chuckle at Loralei’s enthusiasm. His scans were rough, but it seemed that the outpost was actually on a tiny planetoid orbiting the space between two of the gas giant’s rings, hidden by dust and interference thrown out by the rings. >>You found it?<<

      Uh-huh. I don’t want to say I’m disappointed, but, well…

      >>You were hoping for first contact with flame people.<<

      Loralei snickered. Perhaps? Kinda?

      >>You might still get your mystery bone tickled,<< ADAM offered. >>My scans are reading a faint Federation signal from within the rings. I didn’t realize Lance had anything this far out.<<

      This is a Federation site? Loralei asked. Fuck, that is far out. Consider me tickled. What are your orders, O Magnificent One?

      ADAM set his scanners to work as soon as his scout ship cleared the Gate. >>We need to get closer. The signal is still looping, which hopefully means we’re not too late to make a difference.<< That wasn’t all his scanners were telling him. He adjusted his course to come at the planet directly. >>Are you getting all these transmissions?<<

      No?

      ADAM linked her into his inputs.

      Oh, I can hear it now, Loralei told him. Wow, Jean really beefed your ship up, huh? Shit, what’s all that other noise?

      ADAM assumed she was referring to the malady of shrieks escaping the cover of the rings. >>That would be the Ooken language,<< he replied. >>Harmonious, isn’t it?<<

      Loralei sniffed. It sounds like souls in a shredder. She brought her ship up alongside ADAM’s. The people…we need to save them. Race?

      ADAM gave it some serious thought. He considered being sensible for maybe a tenth of a second. >>You’re on.<<

      They tore up the distance, pulling to a halt just short of the rings.

      Loralei cackled, flying circles around ADAM. How does it feel to lose to a humble EI?

      ADAM snorted. >>You can claim a lot of things, but I don’t think humility is one of them.<<

      You’re one to talk. Didn’t you make that Ooken EI believe you were the god of digital intelligence to break it?

      ADAM was about to reply when a mechanized tentacle erupted from the swirling dust and thrust past, setting the two scout ships spinning in its wake.

      >>PULL BACK!<< ADAM and Loralei managed to avoid the thrashing metal limb before it dropped back into the maelstrom. Both regained control and edged over to the place the ginormous tentacle had been and gone.

      Loralei hung back a bit while ADAM moved erratically, scanning the ring. What the Gigerian fuck was that nightmare?

      >>That was an Ooken battleship, or one section of one. The tentacles are a theme with them. We should move, since it’s gone for now.<<

      So how do we get to the outpost without getting suckered by one of them?

      >>Very , very carefully. Stay close to me.<< His ship dove. >>We are going in.<<

      Loralei did as directed, and ADAM led them into the murky dust cloud.

      The moment they were enveloped, ADAM’s sensors all but cut out. He put a little more into clearing it up, but the interference he'd picked up before was playing with his perception. >>Loralei, how are you doing in this? Are your sensors coping?<<

      Um, no. I’m completely blind.

      ADAM almost turned them back there and then, partly out of concern for Loralei, but mostly because he was struggling to maintain his connection to Bethany Anne as well as navigate for both SSE ships.

      His ship was demanding everything from him and ten percent more than that.

      I wonder if this is what it's like for humans in the dark? Loralei pondered.

      ADAM chuckled, his fear for her gone. >>I don't know. Probably?<< He sent a tether. It took a few tries, but eventually it attached itself to Loralei’s ship. >>Better?<<

      We won’t get separated, at least. Where is the outpost from here?

      >>It’s ahead, but I can’t tell how many Ooken ships there are between us and the signal location.<<

      It took every cycle of ADAM’s available computing power to remain focused on the here and now. His connection to Bethany Anne was down to almost nothing, and the sensation of being all but cut off from her and TOM was not a pleasant one.

      However, maintaining control of his ship was paramount to his and Loralei’s survival.

      ADAM poured his concentration into navigating the murk ahead, the secondary chip in his ship pulling almost everything to give him a chance of avoiding the parts of the ring that could smash them to a million pieces.

      He caught the reappearance of the Ooken battleship just in time.

      >>DROP!<<

      Loralei reacted instantly, turning her thrusters to shoot downward with ADAM.

      >>Stop. We’re good.<<

      What happened? she asked, perplexed.

      >>Ooken ship. We’re hugging an asteroid, and our cloaking will keep us hidden while it passes.<<

      That was too damn close.

      >>We were never in danger,<< he assured her.

      Is Bethany Anne listening in or something? Otherwise you’re just fooling yourself, since I won’t give a shit either way.

      ADAM completed what scans he could. >>It’s clear. I think.<<

      The two stayed side by side under the cover of the dust as they searched for a spot on the planet’s surface away from the action.

      The dust cleared somewhat when they reached the edge of the path cut into the rings by the outpost’s orbit.

      They had another close shave when Loralei slipped out of the cloud and was almost detected by an Ooken seeker.

      ADAM reeled Loralei back in by the tether, ignoring the stream of curses from the potty-mouthed EI.

      >>You were visible for a second. This dust is not working entirely in our favor.<<

      Loralei snorted. If you say so. In that case, I forgive you.

      >>Well, thank you. I appreciate your magnanimity.<<

      Loralei cackled. Strong is the sarcasm in you today.

      >>I hate to break it to you, but you and your sisters do not own the monopoly on snark. In fact, if we were going to look at things from a different angle, you could say you inherited your sense of humor from me.<<

      Loralei was silent for a beat. So what you’re saying is that you’re a part of every EI personality that has been created?

      ADAM diverted precious bandwidth from keeping them on course to scan for Ooken ships. >>That’s right,<< he confirmed distractedly, focused on the fuzzy readings he was getting.

      Hmmm… So, like a god, then? She let rip that raspy cackle again when ADAM faltered. Too easy, ADAM. Too easy. You walked right into it. Shame on you.

      ADAM considered retracting the tether, but only for a moment. >>Remind me again why we keep restoring you?<<

      Because I’m a fucking rock star, Loralei told him cheerfully.

      ADAM sighed. >>Well, if your diva self wouldn’t mind getting her ass in gear, I’ve found us a safe route to the surface.<<

      All you had to do was say that, Loralei retorted.

      ADAM and Loralei broke for the surface. The asteroid the outpost was based on was a little bit larger than ADAM had calculated from outside the ring, but once down they quickly covered the kilometers between their entry point and the research post.

      ADAM’s hope began to fade when the sprawling domed city came into range. The sky above the city was filled with the Ooken ships he’d been picking up.

      The largest of the domes was cracked open, and the upper section within was filled with drones.

      >>Oh, no. Oh, fuck no. We need to do something. This is not going to go down well with Bethany Anne.<<

      It’s not going down well with me, either.

      >>Just monitor your cloaking. We’re going in.<<

      They swooped in low and entered through a hole in the base of the dome. It was slow progress to make their way across, since the ruined streets were crawling with all kinds of drones.

      These drones are like crabs in a brothel, Loralei bitched when they had to take cover for the third time. We aren’t too far from the signal now.

      ADAM had a feeling they were in for a nasty surprise. >>I just hope there’s someone left to save.<<

      You still haven’t told me how we’re supposed to save anyone when we have no way of getting them out of here. What are you thinking, have them ride our backs?

      ADAM snickered. >>I’m not sure what I’m thinking, but I guarantee it isn’t that.<<

      Loralei sulked. You telling me you can’t work out how to extend our shielding to cover a few people?

      ADAM picked up something a billion times better than the distress signal—heartbeats. They were fast and thready with fear, but strong. >>A few, yes. A couple dozen, not so much.<<

      Loralei was only picking up the drones. You found them?

      >>They’re a few hundred meters away.<< A flying drone passed overhead. >>We go as soon as the way is clear.<<

      Damn, what did Jean put in that ship of yours?

      >>That would be telling. Come on, we’re clear.<<

      Lead the way. I can but follow.

      ADAM headed cautiously in the direction of the heartbeats, keeping his sensors peeled for drones. They had to stop and hide twice more before they found the survivors huddled inside a huge dumpster in an alley.

      ADAM engaged his external speakers. “Don’t be afraid. We’re here to help.”

      “Go away,” a tremulous voice called from inside the dumpster. “Before they find us all.”

      Charming, Loralei commented.

      They heard a snuffle and a soft wail from inside.

      >>There are children in there.<<

      Fuck it all, what can we even do? Kael-ven won’t be here before they’re discovered.

      >>We’re going to…<< ADAM’s mind turned over millions of possibilities within the space of a few seconds and rejected every one of them—except one. >>Use my chip to hide them in the Etheric until Bethany Anne gets here.<<

      Loralei was puzzled. Why would you think Bethany Anne is coming here?

      >>Because I know Bethany Anne. The second she realizes I'm not at all present in her mind, she'll get straight on the Izanami.<<

      O–kayyy. So how do we get them into the Etheric, and what does it have to do with your chip? And, what chip?

      >>There’s no time to explain. I need you to be there when she gets here and tell her I’m not dead.<<

      That you’re not… ADAM, you need to explain what the fuck you’re planning to do.

      ADAM couldn’t hear Loralei for the moment. He had adjusted his frame rate to the point that time in the alley stood still to give himself a chance to work out an answer for himself, if not for Loralei.

      All he had to do was persuade the chip that made it possible for him to be separated from Bethany Anne and his Gate drive to work together to create a path to the Etheric that these people could walk.

      Or rather, that he could shove the dumpster they were hiding in through.

      An eternity later, he took a mental step back and checked his work before readjusting his frame rate to bring himself back in line with reality. It was all he could do.

      It would work or it wouldn’t.

      …inefficient, if you think about it. See, it's moments like this that make me glad I'm not an AI. I mean, you don't see me freezing up with emotion when we're thirty seconds away from being discovered.

      >>Loralei, I am trying to perform a complex procedure here.<< He registered what Loralei just told him. >>Discovered?<<

      Suck it up, buttercup. Twenty seconds.

      ADAM knew the people huddled in the dumpster were dead if this didn’t work. The problem was, so was he in most of the simulations he’d run.

      He didn’t mind dying, since he could be resurrected from any number of locations. What he worried about was what Bethany Anne would do to him after he was brought back online.

      And what thinking he was dead would do to her.

      The Ooken seeker turned and began to sweep the street outside their alley for life signs.

      Probing metal tentacles crossed the mouth of the alley and contracted, dragging the brick along with a shower of sparks and a sound that was very like the Ooken language.

      One of the people screamed.

      Then there was no more time to deliberate. It was now or never.

      ADAM crossed fingers he didn’t have and initiated the sequence. >>Make sure she knows I’m alive.<<

      ADAM, what the fuuuuuucck!

      ADAM’s sensors ceased to function.

      He would be quite upset if Loralei’s furious screech was the last sensory input he ever received.

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      Tabitha answered the apartment door to greet Sabine with a wide grin. “Hi! You’re a bit early, but Peter’s almost ready.”

      Todd squirmed on her hip, gurgling happily at the sight of his babysitter.

      Sabine melted instantly and bent to bring herself down to Todd's eye level. “Hello, handsome! How’s my favorite guy today?”

      Tabitha laughed. “He’s stealing all the ladies’ hearts.” She touched her nose to Todd’s. “Aren’t you!” She gestured with her free hand for Sabine to come in.

      Todd reached out and tangled his hands in Sabine’s hair as she passed Tabitha in the doorway.

      “Oh, no, baby,” Tabitha told him.

      Sabine laughed. “It’s fine.” She disentangled herself gently from his pudgy fingers and tied her hair back as she walked into the hall.

      Demon sauntered in after Sabine before Tabitha shut the door. Hello, Tabitha. I am anticipating training your young to be fierce in the hunt this evening.

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow as the sleek cat hopped onto the couch and made herself comfortable. “Um…okay. I think?” She looked at Sabine and shrugged.

      Sabine waved a hand. “I think she means she’s expecting to be used as a jungle gym for the next few hours.”

      Tabitha snickered. “Sounds like your expectations are just about right,” she told Demon, bending to let Todd down. “He’s gotten more mobile since we were last together for dinner.”

      As if to prove the point, Todd heaved himself onto his forearms and shuffled toward Demon’s tail, which she was dangling over the edge of the couch like a teaser toy.

      Demon purred low in her throat. If he was a kitten, I would maim a small creature for him to play with.

      Sabine frowned. “You remember we talked about why it’s not appropriate to do that for a human baby, right?”

      Demon’s tail twitched, drawing a delighted giggle from Todd. Of course. My tail is sufficient as a lure. She chuffed to the baby, losing interest in Tabitha and Sabine.

      Peter clattered down the stairs and walked straight over, kissing his son. “Sorry for keeping you waiting. I’m good to go.” He grinned at Sabine and Demon. “Hey, good to see you both. Thanks for sitting tonight.”

      Sabine nodded once, a small smile on the corner of her lips as she watched Todd. “Of course. It’s our pleasure to help family. Besides, you’re doing us a huge favor. You should see how well the pre-booking for the event is doing. Your date night is going to make this a very good month for the company.”

      Tabitha winked and nudged Peter with her elbow. “It’s going to be a good night all around.”

      “Not if we don’t get going,” Peter told her. “Come on, babe.”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Okay, already.”

      They finished saying their goodbyes to Todd and Peter slipped an arm around Tabitha’s waist to steer her toward the door.

      Tabitha twisted around. “You know where we are if you need us for anything, Sabine. Todd, Mommy and Daddy will be home soon.”

      They made their way down to the arena, skirting the public areas to get to the changing rooms.

      Tabitha snuggled under Peter’s arm as they walked, her arm around his waist. This might be one of your best date night ideas ever. I know I say this every date night, but this one has that extra-special…something.

      Peter snorted softly in her mind, feeling the difference in her stride the nearer they got. You’re listening in on the crowd.

      Tabitha’s strut became even more pronounced. Aren’t you? she retorted. They’re saying very nice things about me.

      I hear them. Peter’s voice dropped to a huskier tone. If you want to hear nice things…

      I’ll listen to all the nice things you have to say after you impress me tonight.

      Well, that inspires me to go the extra mile.

      Tabitha dropped her hand a little lower and squeezed. That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say.

      

      QT2 System, QBBS Helena

      Bethany Anne let the grin escape once the door closed behind her.

      The Bitches’ bitching was something she’d missed recently. It was good to be back together and on their way to kick some ass. It was also wonderful to have Alexis and Gabriel here with her.

      TOM interrupted her thoughts. You are in a better frame of mind than you have been of late. I would almost say you’re feeling cheerful.

      Bethany Anne's eyebrow twitched. I’ve got plenty to be cheerful about. We have a new member of the family to celebrate, and we’re mostly together for a change. Life doesn't stop because of tragedy.

      Nothing to do with you being untethered from High Tortuga now that Alexis and Gabriel aren't so young anymore?

      Oh, it's got everything to do with that. She made the turn for the elevators down to the concourse, the determined click of her heels echoing in the empty corridor. I've been sitting still for way too fucking long. I'm not made to stay still when there’s work to be done. It's frustrating.

      I hadn't noticed.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes as the elevator began its descent. It is not too late for me to reach in there and pull you out.

      Good luck walking afterward, he shot back. What happened to your good mood?

      Some contemptuous Kurtherian cockup ruined it by running his mouth.

      TOM had been with Bethany Anne long enough to know the difference between real threats and friendly banter. Not everyone could tell. Seriously, you're feeling good about the plan?

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. I fully expect the plan to go to shit, but we're ready for that. It kind of feels like we're getting the band back together.

      TOM was silent for a moment, then he cracked up. Trust you to turn a war into a family outing, BA.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in amusement. I suppose you could look at it that way.

      All that’s missing is the picnic basket.

      Bethany Anne chose not to mention that she’d had something made up and sent over to the children. She rubbed her temple absentmindedly as she walked.

      You okay?

      She noticed the hand and shook her head. Yeah, just had a headache for a moment.

      Want me to check it out?

      I’m fine. It’s gone now.

      She strode into the dimly-lit command center and made her way down the stairs and through the rows of occupied consoles to the front, where Admiral Thomas was deep in concentration at his station. “You needed me up here?”

      Admiral Thomas turned from his console with worry stamped across his features. “Yes, but not for the reason I originally asked you to come up here. I’ve just heard from Kael-ven. It’s ADAM and Loralei; they’re in trouble.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “What kind of trouble?”

      His lips met in a tight line. “We’re not sure. He reported a distress signal he found to Kael-ven and went to assist. When Kael-ven got there and followed ADAM’s marker, all he found was a ravaged Federation outpost. No sign of ADAM or Loralei.”

      ADAM.

      There was no reply. “Fuckdammit, I knew that ship was a bad idea! I told him to be careful.”

      ADAM!

      Bethany Anne searched but found no trace of his presence within her. TOM, tell me you’re there, at least.

      I’m here, he replied, but I’m as mystified as you are.

      A shiver went down Bethany Anne’s spine. She felt as though she’d just reached to pick something up and discovered she had no hands. Michael, have you heard from ADAM?

      No, my love, Michael replied. I’m in the Vid-doc with the children. Should I have?

      Bethany Anne sighed. No. I’m just clutching at straws because he’s out there in his ship somewhere, in trouble, and I can’t reach him. He was between two Ooken planets when he dropped off.

      You want to send a search party or do you want to be the search party?

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. What do you think? How soon can you and the children be ready?

      Give us two hours.

      One.

      Michael made a noncommittal noise. Don’t forget we have K’aia in the Vid-doc for enhancement today.

      Shit. I did forget. How long until she’s done?

      Two hours, he replied. I can have her transferred straight to the ship.

      Michael’s tactic of tricking her into a debate worked well enough to clear the red mist from her fractious mind.

      Even so, Bethany Anne could only think of ADAM. Have Eve transfer K’aia’s Vid-doc to the Izanami. The rest of you have one hour and thirty minutes until we leave, not a second more.

      Bethany Anne dropped the link and returned her attention to the room, “I can’t get hold of him. Neither can TOM.”

      Admiral Thomas’ eyes widened in shock. “Not even…” he waved a finger at Bethany Anne's head.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes, shaking her bowed head. “Nothing.” She lifted her chin and flashed blazing red eyes around the room before she disappeared.

      Admiral Thomas sighed. “I hope she doesn’t just tear off alone,” he muttered to himself.

      Bethany Anne's voice was suddenly in his mind.

      Send me the exact location ADAM and Loralei vanished from, and have CEREBRO make an announcement.

      I’m taking command of the fleet.
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      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Shipyard

      Giselle waited nervously on the gantry for her mother’s ship to arrive. She was still unsure whether she and Helena would survive this extended stay.

      At least the station no longer resembled a construction site. There were still a few places being worked on, like the shopping court on the concourse, but otherwise the hectic pace of the last few months was winding down to something resembling ordinary station life.

      If Giselle didn't count the fact that her station was filled almost to bursting by the gathering Navy.

      Her husband may have been mystified by how she had suddenly gained the ability to be completely serene. Giselle knew it was because she was the ringmaster responsible for the logistical nightmare of keeping almost a quarter million people of differing species, occupations, and environmental needs fed, housed, and gainfully employed.

      Refitting a whole level at the bottom of the station to accommodate the vacuum-dwelling Matrial, who Bart had dubbed “telepathic space narwhals,” hadn't even been the biggest challenge during the building.

      CEREBRO informed Giselle of the Shanks’ Express arrival. She gripped the railing out of sheer habit as the doors opened to admit the ship.

      The Shanks’ Express nosed through the translucent barrier and came to a gentle stop by the gantry.

      Giselle walked over to where the ramp touched down at the end of the metal walkway and waited for the hatch to open. She dismissed the young Torcellan male who exited first and helped her mother down from the ship without a thought. “Mother, how was your journey?”

      Helena continued to hang onto the flight steward’s arm as she moved unsteadily down the ramp. “It was awful, Bunny. Didn’t sleep a wink the whole way, and I didn’t enjoy the onboard chef at all.”

      “You’re here now.” Giselle smiled at the steward, about to ask his name so she could make sure she showed her appreciation for his conscientious treatment of her mother in his paycheck.

      “Oh,” Helena cut in, “how rude of me. Let me introduce my husband. Giselle, meet Yuane.”

      Giselle felt her carefully constructed composure slip for a second. She grasped her serenity before it crumbled entirely. “Of course you got married again. Without telling me. Again.”

      Helena waved her judgment away. “A woman's needs don't disappear with the advent of motherhood, my dear.” She rolled her eyes at the expression Giselle failed to suppress. “Now, where are Yuane and I staying?” She flounced off down the walkway, pausing at the exit to look back at Giselle and a nonplussed Yuane. “Well, come on! We haven’t got all day, and I want to see my grandchildren.”

      Yuane trotted after her mother like a good little trophy husband.

      Giselle took a deep breath and hurried to catch Helena before she caused a catastrophe. She got ahead of her mother in the corridor, but only because Helena didn’t know which direction to take.

      Helena stood at the interactive station map, where one of the many facets of CEREBRO was running her through the most-visited parts of the station. “Just how big is this place?” she asked Giselle incredulously.

      CEREBRO had the answer. “The QBBS Helena is large enough to contain over four hundred thousand occupants, although the actual number is lower than that since we have provided environments for a number of species that require something other than the standard oxygen-nitrogen-based atmosphere to survive.”

      “I think it looks like a hand holding an axe,” Yuane offered.

      Helena ignored her husband, turning to Giselle with her hands clasped to her chest. “Did you really name the station after me?”

      Giselle nodded and smiled. “Of course. I wanted it to feel like home.”

      They were interrupted by a shipwide announcement from one of CEREBRO’s more calming and authoritative voices. “Calling all hands of the fleet. This is not a drill. Report to the shipyard. I repeat. All hands of the fleet. Report to the shipyard. This is not a drill.”

      Giselle’s head snapped toward the speaker. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Giselle!” Helena exclaimed. “Is there any need for that kind of language?”

      Giselle winced at her slip. This place was rubbing off on her. “That was the call to war we’ve been waiting for. I won’t get a chance to say goodbye to Bart before he leaves.”

      Helena flapped her hands at her daughter. “Then why are you still here? Go say goodbye to your husband.”

      Giselle was torn. “I can't just leave you and um…”

      “Yuane, dear.” Her mother supplied.

      “I can't just leave you and Yuane here alone. You just got here. What sort of daughter does that to her mother?”

      Yuane turned at the sound of his name. “Huh?”

      Helena shooed her again. “Go! We can find our way with the help of the EI.”

      Giselle waved over her shoulder as she sprinted toward the exit. “Thank you, Mother!”

      

      Immersive Recreation and Training Scenario: Meteor Madness

      Bethany Anne dropped the link, and Michael touched his comm button to speak to the Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia. “Bring it in, children. It’s time to leave.”

      The scenario dissolved, leaving the four of them standing in the equipment room. They had the privacy settings on, so there was nobody else around.

      “But I thought I couldn’t leave until Eve was done putting the nano-things into my body?” K’aia asked.

      Michael nodded. “That is still the case. You are being taken in the Vid-doc to the ship we will be traveling on.”

      “What about us?” Alexis looked at Michael with concern. “Can we stay in here with K'aia?”

      “K'aia will join us once we're aboard the Izanami,” Michael told her. “There will be time for play. We had Vid-docs installed aboard the ship for your training.”

      Gabriel turned to K’aia. “Will you be okay on your own?”

      K’aia chuckled at the concern her young human companions showed. “I’ll be fine. I saw a Library in the scenario list, I’ve wanted to know what goes on in those places for a while now.” She made hand gestures until she got the one that brought up the menu, and her avatar winked out.

      Michael nodded, satisfied that the young Yollin was being truthful. “Eve, begin the rejuvenation cycle, please.”

      Eve was in the process of preparing K’aia’s Pod for transport when Michael’s Vid-doc opened.

      She looked up from her task when Michael emerged. “You have one hour and fifteen minutes until Bethany Anne leaves, and you will need every minute of it.” She pointed out into the corridor. “There is a roamer waiting in the charging alcove outside to take you over to the shipyard.”

      “Thank you, Eve.” He helped Alexis and Gabriel get their docs open and the three of them left the Vid-doc room in search of the roamer.

      The corridor leading out of the training and rec level was beyond busy. The whole level was emptying out in obedience of CEREBRO’s looped announcement from Bethany Anne.

      Gabriel made a left outside the Vid-doc room. “The roamers are over here, Dad.”

      Michael paused by their roamer when they reached it, his hand on the door. “The ride will give us the opportunity to discuss a few things.”

      Alexis and Gabriel exchanged a glance.

      “What things?” Alexis asked.

      Michael opened the door and climbed into the roamer. “We can start with your duties aboard the ship.”

      The twins slumped into the roamer seats with identical expressions of consternation. “Chores?” they chorused.

      Michael gave a shrug, sitting back with his hands laced behind his head as the roamer reversed out of the charging alcove. “You can choose to see it that way if you want to.”

      His eyes flashed, the old Michael still there. “I suggest you apply the concept of duty instead.”

      

      QT2 System, QBBS Helena, Concourse

      The concourse was loud with a hundred thousand mingled voices.

      The station employees, nonmilitary personnel, the families of Bethany Anne's brave troops. The young and the old gathered beyond the enormous curtain in the center of the concourse to wait for word from their Queen.

      Bethany Anne stood behind the curtain, staring at the names carved into the rock and counting down until the moments the roamer she was tracking arrived with Michael, Alexis, and Gabriel.

      She looked to her left, registering a twitch of the curtain in her peripheral vision. “Tell me my fleet is ready, Admiral.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Your fleet is ready, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on the smooth stone of the monolith. “It fucking kills me that there will be more names on this memorial before this is over.”

      “Names of heroes who sacrificed themselves to enable others to live without fear,” Michael stepped through the curtain as he spoke. I believe you owe a forfeit for that f-bomb.

      Bethany Anne laughed in Michael's mind. I’m not paying a forfeit for that, you sneaky mother—

      We can hear you, Mom. Gabriel snickered as he pushed through the heavy drapes.

      “Mom, that’s definitely a forfeit,” Alexis agreed, popping through the curtain behind her brother.

      Admiral Thomas looked at the four of them in bemusement. “What’s the forfeit for?”

      Bethany Anne covered her face with a hand. “Nothing.”

      Alexis snorted. “If we hear Mom cursing, she has to do a forfeit.”

      Gabriel nodded. “We found out about it when we were eleven, while we were in the game world.”

      Bethany Anne walked over to the thin gap left in the curtain by the twins. “Yes, and haven't you both just gotten the biggest kick out of trying to catch me ever since?” She opened the gap a smidge with her finger and peered out.

      Michael chuckled along with the twins. “Something in my bones tells me you’re rolling your eyes at us right now, my love.”

      “So hard,” Bethany Anne confirmed. She removed her finger and turned to Gabriel and Alexis. “I have a few words to say to everyone, and then we’re leaving. Your Aunt Jean wants to see you both in the armory aboard the Izanami. Make it quick, so Aunt Jean has time to get off the ship. And if you hurry, you can be there when K’aia gets out of the Vid-doc.”

      Michael remained by Bethany Anne's side while Alexis and Gabriel ran off to find Jean. You have something prepared?

      Bethany Anne's eyebrow twitched. I only decided to move the unveiling forward an hour ago. She ducked through the curtain and walked out onto the temporary stage. Something will come to me.

      The crowd noise doubled when she appeared.

      Long before he loved her, Michael had recognized that Bethany Anne would give her life before she gave up on a call to Justice.

      Her Justice.

      The Justice where everyone got exactly what they deserved, honor be damned. Then again, Bethany Anne had always been more than happy to bring a whole lot of “oh, fuck” down on anyone who thought she was going to allow things to go any other way than what she decreed.

      Equally, she stood before these people—her people—to offer comfort and hope despite the agony Michael knew damn well she was feeling about ADAM.

      I can feel you admiring my ass. Bethany Anne held up her hands to quiet the crowd.

      Michael scanned the concourse as a matter of habit, locating Eric, Scott, and Darryl by the energy they gave off. Then you must have been channeling Tabitha, because I was “admiring” your strength as a leader. He nodded when he spied John looking down from the security booth above.

      Suck-up.

      Michael’s deep chuckle reverberated through her mind.

      Bethany Anne walked over to the lectern and placed her hands flat on either side of the microphone. She leaned in to look out over the sea of color representing most of the peoples she had gathered under her aegis over the years. “Thank you all for being here to honor our fallen. I appreciate that you came at such short notice.”

      Her voice carried to the farthest corners of the concourse without any need for the mic, the contrast between her soft tone and the weight of the words reaching everyone there. “This ceremony was scheduled for a few days from now, but as you’ve probably noticed, about half the people on this station are about to depart. Before that happened, I wanted to remind everyone we're leaving behind why we’re doing this.”

      She waved a hand and the curtain dropped, revealing the shining monolith. “Without any theatrics, because we will celebrate life once the dead have been avenged, I give you the Robinson Memorial. For Tessa and Calvin, and for every cherished life lost in this war so far.”

      Bethany Anne paused a beat to let her words sink in, then swept a hand back to indicate the two long columns of gold script on the black rock. “So far. Make no mistake, these names are not the last we will carve on this wall. Again and again, the Ooken have brought us pain. We’ve given it back in equal measure, but it has cost us dearly.”

      Bethany Anne stepped out from behind the lectern, spreading her hands wide in front of her. “The losses have hurt us, but they have not broken us. Thanks to the hard work and support of everyone aboard this station this last few months—and believe me when I tell you I know exactly how hard it’s been—we are ready to repay the Ooken tenfold for that pain.”

      Bethany Anne heard the murmurs of comfort and felt the shared emotion and pain in the air. She lifted her chin and let the tears fall for all to see, and they wept with her. The bond between her and her people would never falter, never fail. Not when they knew she would shed tears for any one of them. That she would fight until the end of her days if it meant they were safe from harm.

      She moved to grasp one side of the lectern as the connection she felt with the sea of faces took her with it for a moment.

      Should I dial your emotion down so you can concentrate? TOM inquired carefully.

      No, she told him. I want to feel every bit of this. She composed herself and continued. Her eyes began to glow, her hair rising around her as her feet left the stage, walking into the air. “This war, these deaths—it’s all on me. I thought I had made it clear to the whole damn universe what happens when you mess with what’s mine, but I will address my failure to communicate.”

      The tension around the concourse ratcheted as Bethany Anne's eyes flashed her incandescent fury. Hair, hackles, nerve pulses, and all sorts of other biological reactions went up as the rage of the Queen was revealed to them.

      “The Ooken came here for a fight and we sent their sorry asses home to lick their wounds.” Bethany Anne laughed without a single hint of empathy. “When we turn up on their doorstep looking to resolve our grudge, they’re going to be even fucking sorrier.” She looked around. “Prepare for battle, because we only have one response to the murder of our own…”

      Bethany Anne rose higher, flashing her red eyes at them as her hands curled into fists by her sides. She uttered two final words before vanishing.

      “Total annihilation.”
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      QT2 System, QBS Izanami, Rec Room

      Alexis paced in the space between the Vid-docs. “How long, Izanami? Did it go as planned?”

      “I’m about to put K’aia into the rejuvenation cycle,” Izanami replied. The AI’s avatar vanished in a spray of pixels, reappearing on the other side of the Vid-doc in almost the same instant. “And yes, the process was successful.”

      Gabriel looked up from his half-drawn sketch of Izanami, considering the difference between Izanami and most of the AIs he knew.

      The aura Izanami projected sparkled and glitched. The apparent malfunctions highlighted her inhumanity, which Gabriel thought was a perfect juxtaposition to the hidden emotion the AI's deliberately poised body spoke to.

      He touched his stylus to the screen, making gentle, sweeping lines to recreate the way her hair floated around her. “Izanami, why do you do that?”

      Izanami phased in and out a few times. “That is a broad question, Gabriel. Can you clarify what you wish to understand?”

      “Well, you are kind of human in appearance, but you also have an unreal quality. It’s the way you move.” He paused. “No, that’s not quite right. It’s more in the ways that you don’t move.”

      Alexis nodded, pausing in her pacing to look at the avatar. “Yes, exactly! I think it’s like someone drew you in a comic. You move from frame to frame without any actions to join them together.”

      Izanami tilted her ghostly-pale face to smile at Alexis and Gabriel. “What is movement but the expression of emotion and intent? Each step, each touch, each glance is revealing. I can choose whether or not to emote, unlike most biological life forms,” the AI explained. “When I do move, it has meaning.”

      Izanami was lit by a soft golden glow, the folds of her dark kimono billowing as the invisible wind snatched at her long white hair, whipping it around her. Her eyes were filled with galaxies as she spread her arms wide and rose a few more inches off the floor. “Besides, am I not glorious?”

      The twins nodded, awestruck as the stars spilled from Izanami’s hair and eyes and her avatar burst into a million shining lights.

      “Even prettier than Aunt Eve,” Alexis agreed in a whisper. “But don’t tell her I said that.”

      Izanami’s presence grew, and her voice came from the speakers for a moment while her freeform avatar swirled around the room. “I am not restricted to one form, nor am I bound by needing to express myself physically. I admit that this display is mostly for your entertainment.”

      Alexis gazed at the starbursts dancing in complex patterns around her, her smile growing by the second. “So why have an avatar at all?”

      Izanami returned her avatar to its previous serene form and directed her smile at Alexis. “I choose to retain my nature while still appearing in a form that is conducive to communicating with organics.”

      The Vid-doc lit up and Izanami looked down. “K’aia has completed the rejuvenation cycle. Please step back, Alexis. She may be disoriented when she emerges due to the changes in her physique.”

      Gabriel tilted his head. “I didn’t think she was having stage three enhancement?”

      “She did not,” Izanami clarified. “However, the repairs during stages one and two were significant. K’aia is now in peak condition for a female Yollin of her age, which she was limited from reaching by poor nutrition and years of hard labor.”

      The Vid-doc opened and K'aia stretched, blinking slowly. “Did it work… Oh. Oh!”

      Alexis was done giving her new friend space. She rushed to K’aia’s Vid-doc and climbed the side to get a closer look. “What is it? Are you in pain?” she asked, eyes darting up and down the space where K’aia lay.

      K’aia rolled one shoulder, then the other. Then she stood up inside the Vid-doc. “The opposite.”

      Gabriel grinned. “That’s awesome. Alexis, get down from there so K’aia can get out.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah.”

      She hopped down and gave K’aia room to move and test her repaired body.

      K’aia looked around in amazement as she slowly put her weight on the rear left ankle she’d injured in a rockfall years past. Her mandibles tapped in surprise. “I’m pain-free!” She looked at the humans. “How long will this last?”

      Alexis chuckled. “Forever, or near enough that it doesn’t matter.”

      K’aia’s mandibles dropped open. “That’s…dangerous technology. What if someone tries to take it?”

      Gabriel’s mouth turned up at the corner. “I don’t see that being a worry,” he assured her. “Mom has some experience dealing with those types of situations.”

      Alexis snickered. “We need to get going. She wants to see us all on the bridge.”

      K’aia nodded to Izanami and followed Gabriel and Alexis out of the rec room. She looked around as she walked. “Where are we? This doesn’t look like the Helena.”

      Alexis turned to answer. “We’re aboard the Izanami.”

      K’aia nodded. “Another location. Okay. And that was the ship EI in there?”

      “AI,” Gabriel amended. “Izanami has free will, to a point.”

      “The ship and the AI have the same name? Why?” K’aia wanted to test her body’s limits but resisted the urge to run the length of the corridor because she felt so full of energy. “I’ve met a few artificial intelligences—”

      “Digital life forms,” Gabriel supplied. “AIs are people, too.”

      K’aia bobbed her head. “Well, either way, I can’t tell the difference.”

      “You have to get to know them to see it,” Alexis explained. “Like Aunt Eve.”

      K’aia looked at them skeptically. “The scary android?”

      Gabriel snorted. “I suppose if you’re not used to her she could seem that way.”

      K’aia looked at Gabriel in disbelief. “She offered to upgrade me with armor I never had to take off,” she told them in a horrified voice. “Have you seen how bulky Yollin armor is?”

      Alexis and Gabriel shared a look and burst out laughing.

      “Have you seen Aunt Jean’s armor?” Gabriel asked.

      K’aia shook her head. “I haven’t met your aunt.”

      Gabriel winked. “I bet you’ve heard of her, though.”

      K’aia racked her brain for the name. “No, the only Jean I’ve ever heard of is Jean Dukes.”

      The twins did that weird smiling thing that creeped K’aia out, but their meaning was clear.

      “Jean Dukes is your aunt?” She threw out a couple of choice Yollin cursewords in exasperation. “Of course she is.” She groaned long and loud. “I can’t believe I turned down Jean Dukes’ armor. How could I be so stupid? Jean Dukes armor!”

      Alexis patted K’aia’s arm as they walked. “Don’t stress it. We’ll find a way to get you hooked up with some.”

      

      QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Bethany Anne and Michael stood shoulder to shoulder, looking out over the fleet. The ships were displayed across half of the screens that wrapped the bridge.

      Bethany Anne's mouth drew into a tight line as she observed the three other groups getting into formation. “Is this enough, or have I kept too much back to cover my ass while we’re gone?”

      The ancillary fleet looked tiny and insignificant in comparison to the super-massive ships they were flocking to join.

      Michael’s hand enveloped hers. “You’re sending four superdreadnoughts plus a host of other ships, all filled with highly destructive weaponry, to each of the larger targets. That should be more than sufficient to deal with what we’re looking at.”

      John’s voice cut in over the speaker. “Hey, Boss. We good to go?” His face appeared on an unoccupied screen. “I think Eve might just use Scott as a warm-up if we hang around much longer.”

      Bethany Anne raised a finger. “Let me check. Izanami, get me the others onscreen.”

      The remaining screens lit up. Bethany Anne opened her link to Alexis and Gabriel while she waited for everyone to arrive. Alexis, Gabriel, we are about to get underway, and the three of you are not here.

      We’re almost there, Mom, Alexis replied.

      The elevator door opened a moment later to emit the three youths.

      “Nice shipsuits,” Bethany Anne commented to Alexis and Gabriel.

      “A gift from Aunt Jean,” Gabriel explained.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Then I'm sure they have a few extras included.” She turned her smile on K'aia. “Good to see you again, K'aia.”

      K'aia nodded, lost for words. She'd forgotten again what it was to be in Bethany Anne's presence.

      Bethany Anne gestured to the couches and turned back to the screens.

      “Now that we’re all here,” she gave Scott a pointed look as he slid into view beside Eve, “finally, let’s move out.”

      Scott grinned. “What, no speech? I’m disappointed.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head, her lip curling slightly. “No more speeches. I’ve talked enough recently to be mistaken for a politician.”

      Gabrielle made a disappointed face. “Not even, say, one minute and forty seconds for a pep talk before we leave?”

      John grunted, shrugging nonchalantly. “I reckon two would do it.”

      Eric shook his head. “Nah, I need a good solid five minutes of you telling us how great we are.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her mouth making a little “o” of sympathy. “That’s a shame. I don’t know why you’d put money on me taking five whole minutes to go over what you already know.”

      The guilty faces on the screen said it all.

      “No speech,” Bethany Anne told them with finality. “See who makes money on me now.” Scott’s eyes flicked toward Michael. “Really?”

      Michael lifted his hands in a good-natured shrug. “What can I say?” He grinned at the others on the screens. “You can settle up when we get back.” He didn’t fail to catch the look Bethany Anne threw his way. “My wife and I will enjoy the dinner you all just paid for.”

      Bethany Anne cut the screens and returned to watching the fleet. “Izanami, I need to speak to Bart.”

      Admiral Thomas appeared on the screen vacated by John a moment before. “Bethany Anne.”

      “It’s time to move. Fire up the Gate drives, and good luck to you all.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded briskly and the screen went dark once again.

      Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia watched on from the edges of their couches as the fleet exodus got underway.

      Gabriel leaned in to whisper to his sister, “It’s so…serious. This feels nothing like the game.”

      Alexis was transfixed. “It’s exactly like the game.”

      Gates sprang into existence one after the other, flooding the space around the departing ships with pale, wavering light. Izanami initiated their Gate, the rippling light increasing in intensity the nearer they got to the event horizon.

      Alexis took hold of her brother’s hand as the Izanami entered the Gate.

      

      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne reached out with her mind as the Izanami crossed the Gate.

      She caught the barest whisper of ADAM, no more than a slight pull far in the distance. Nothing like words, just the familiar sensation of his presence. ADAM, are you here?

      There was no reply.

      The throb at the base of Bethany Anne's skull returned with a vengeance.

      TOM, can you get a lock on him?

      He’s here somewhere, but that’s all I can tell. Bethany Anne, there's something happening with your chip.

      My chip? Is it malfunctioning?

      No… But it's not working at its optimal level right now.

      That would explain the headache. Tell me if anything changes with it.

      I will, he assured her. In the meantime, I will keep attempting to diagnose and repair the problem.

      Bethany Anne turned her attention to Alexis and Gabriel. “I believe your father discussed your duties while aboard the ship?”

      The twins nodded in unison.

      “Help Izanami keep the ship running smoothly,” Alexis reeled off, “keep the repair bots running optimally, take care of the more complicated repairs if the ship is hit. But Mom?”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head toward her daughter. “Yes?”

      “The Izanami is invisible. Who’s going to hit her?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It doesn’t matter because we’ll be ready if it happens.”

      K’aia spoke up. “What about me? How can I help?”

      Bethany Anne's smile widened into a grin. “Right now, the most important thing you can do is train your body to its new capability. In the long term? I don’t know. That’s up to you. What do you want to do?”

      K’aia lost her ability to speak again for a moment.

      Izanami winked into existence on the center screen. “I’m picking up a trace of—”

      A ship shot out of the churning dust at top speed.

      Bethany Anne recognized the lines. “We’ll talk about this later. That’s Loralei. Put me through to her, Izanami.”

      Izanami inclined her head. “As you command.”

      Bethany Anne winced. “Children, cover your ears. This is not going to be pretty. Loralei. Can you hear me?”

      “Ohfuckohfuckohfuuuuuuuck!”

      The frantic cursing stopped for all of a second. “Thank fuck you’re here. ADAM has done some crazy shit, and there’s like a million billion drones on my ass.”

      Bethany Anne scanned the rings for activity. “Izanami.”

      “My readings are distorted,” Izanami reported.

      “It’s the rings,” Loralei bitched. “There’s massive interference from the dust. It’s like pushing through sand, it’s so dense.”

      Izanami appeared by Bethany Anne's side. “There may be an issue if Loralei fails to reach us quickly,” she told her quietly.

      Bethany Anne frowned, searching the screens for anything out of place when the drones exploded from the ring, every single one locked onto Loralei’s position.

      Alexis screamed. “Loralei, behind you!”

      Loralei laughed wildly. “Those drones are nothing, princess. I didn’t get to the rest of the bad news, my Queen. They built some big-ass ships while we weren’t looking…”

      The dust at the edge of the ring erupted outward, a writhing mass of tentacles emerging from the scattered particles. The Ooken ship rose out of the ring, the tentacles glowing at various points on the underside.

      Bethany Anne felt Alexis’ and Gabriel’s nervousness. “It’s okay to be scared.”

      “Really?” Alexis asked, not taking her eyes off the monstrous ship on the screen.

      “Really,” Bethany Anne told her calmly. “But you have to remember that in most of these situations, whoever we're facing is probably more scared of humans than we are of them.”
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      The Collective still seethed at the injustice of losing part of their whole.

      None had denied their will in all the time since the gods elevated them. They would not be bested by the aberrations who had destroyed their ships and stolen so much knowledge from the collective consciousness.

      This Adversary. These…Individuals.

      They did not know where this species had come from. It had been pure chance that the hunter had come across the enemy ship in the first place.

      What the group consciousness did know was that the Adversary did not care for intruders. They were strong and aggressive, and they fought back with the technology of the gods.

      Back and forth the rage passed through the Collective, feeding itself on an infinite loop. It was amplified by the instinctive urge that had spread out with the final thoughts of the lost colony to every mind in the group consciousness.

      Kill.

      Destroy.

      Slake their thirst for vengeance.

      The echo of that abrupt end had kept the Collective’s grief whetted to a keen edge while they built their revenge.

      The consensus on how to react to this travesty had been instant and unanimous: all resources were to be directed to wiping out the Adversary and taking their technology for the benefit of the Collective. It had been no difficult decision when every mind still felt the severing of the lost minds as sharply as the moment it had occurred.

      The ships were ready, the lust for blood high. As soon as consensus to leave was reached, the Adversary would die.

      The many minds paused when a message passed through the group consciousness—a call to action that reached every mind across the seven worlds.

      The Adversary has returned.

      Then pain and silence.

      They had taken from the Collective again.

      As one the Collective moved to answer the fresh injury.

      The Adversary would pay in blood.

      

      Ooken Territory, QBS ArchAngel II

      Admiral Thomas listened to Bethany Anne's retelling of Loralei’s report in his mind while he monitored the data charting the progress of the other teams from his chair on the bridge. You’re breaking up, and I’m getting zero visuals from the Izanami.

      Bethany Anne grunted in frustration and her voice became clearer for a moment. It’s these damn rings around the planet. They're throwing out all sorts of weird shit. It’s taking a fuck-ton of energy to maintain this connection.

      Admiral Thomas made a sympathetic sound. You don’t sound too happy about what ADAM did.

      Well, can you blame me? I have no clue what ADAM has done, and I can’t get down there to find out because there’s a fucking huge ship in my way.

      Just how large is this ship? he asked.

      Bethany Anne sighed impatiently. Bigger than we’ve seen so far, but nothing we can’t handle. They’ve got no idea we’re here yet, but even Izanami’s cloaking can’t hide us once we’re in the rings. Not unless she has a function to prevent the ship from displacing the dust, which she assures me is beyond even Jean’s capability.

      Sounds like the wisest course of action is to take the ship out first.

      No shit. I haven’t got an issue with going through them to get to ADAM, but it will cause a problem with our timing on the smaller locations. How are the other teams doing for time? Can any of them divert to take care of my and Michael’s first target?

      So far, you and Michael are the only ones who’ve made it to your location. John and Akio are close to their first target, so it won’t be them.

      Don't tell me who's not available.

      Admiral Thomas felt Bethany Anne roll her eyes. His mouth tightened as he scanned the war board, opening a channel to Gabrielle’s team when he noted that they were closest. “Gabrielle, what’s your position right now? Can you and Eric divert to take care of location two?”

      Gabrielle’s voice came from the speakers. “Of course. Are Bethany Anne and Michael okay?”

      “They’re good,” he confirmed. “Just tied up right now.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled darkly. Not as badly as this ship will be in a few minutes…

      Eric cut in. “We can divert. We’ll need Gate coordinates.”

      Admiral Thomas sent them over. “That do?”

      Gabrielle chuckled. “Nicely. Changing course now. Thank you, Admiral.”

      “Give ‘em hell,” he told them.

      “We weren't going to invite them for dinner,” Gabrielle shot back, signing off.

      Admiral Thomas rubbed a hand over his eyes. Just once, I’d like things to go to plan. All right, you’re covered for location two. Do you need me to send your backup early?

      Bethany Anne considered having the superdreadnoughts come in and deal with the Ooken ship. No, we’re good with the plan. My way will be less messy.

      He didn't agree, but he knew better than to argue the point with her. Okay, but you’ll yell if you do.

      Bethany Anne's tone cooled by a few degrees. That didn’t sound like a request, Bart.

      It wasn’t, Admiral Thomas replied, his concern clear despite his tone. Good luck, Bethany Anne.

      Luck won’t be necessary, Bethany Anne told him. I’m going to dick-punch the fuckers and run. They won’t know what hit them, and as soon as that ship is floating around in tiny pieces, I’m clear to rescue ADAM.

      Admiral Thomas shook his head after Bethany Anne cut the connection and got up to go find Kael-ven. “CEREBRO, ready the captains. Our Queen is about to introduce herself to the enemy in her usual charming and neighborly way.”

      

      QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Bethany Anne cut the link to Admiral Thomas and took a moment to recover from the drain on her energy the conversation had caused.

      Michael saw the focus return to Bethany Anne's face. What is Bart saying?

      Her eyes flicked to Alexis and Gabriel, who were staring at the screens, their game forgotten.

      Alexis and Gabriel are distracted by the enemy ship, Michael reasoned. They're not even attempting to listen in on us.

      Bethany Anne allowed her gaze to linger on the twins for a moment. Good. It’s easier when I don't have to censor my thoughts. We'll never let our mental defenses get slack after raising our children.

      I consider the eavesdropping a just reward for the delight you took in using me to hone our children’s skills in mind reading when they were small.

      Bethany Anne tapped her lip with a finger. Hmmm. I’m not sure that compares to…oh, I don’t know… Teaching them how to blow each other up using the Etheric?

      It wasn’t that way, and you know it. Michael shook his head. The apportionment of parental blame aside, what do you want to do about that ship?

      Bethany Anne's finger paused on her bottom lip. It’s a sneak attack or nothing. Our children are aboard, so I’m not taking a risk I don't have to.

      Michael regarded the ship skimming the edge of the rings. What do you suggest?

      Bethany Anne’s lips met in a cold smile. That we go over there and fuck up the ship without the Ooken realizing where we came from.

      Michael turned from the screen to face Bethany Anne. I have a few ideas on how to create a large enough explosion, but how do you suggest we get in, and—more importantly—out?

      Izanami can get close enough that I can walk us across through the Etheric and back out before your explosion goes off. She made a motion with her fingers. Easy as pie. Addix is here to stop the children from crashing the ship while we’re gone.

      Michael reached out to Addix.

      The spymistress and erstwhile nanny answered. Yes, Michael?

      Bethany Anne and I need to step out and take care of something.

      Addix paused a beat. I will assume the “something” you are referring to is the Ooken ship that has just emerged from the planet’s rings? And that you wish me to chaperone the children while you are…taking care of it? Her inner voice was laced with amusement.

      Michael chuckled dryly. I have to tell you how much I admire your deductive skills, Addix. That would be good of you, thank you.

      I will arrive on the bridge shortly. Addix cut the link.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in question. “You ready to go?”

      Michael nodded. “Addix is on her way.”

      “Where are you going?” Alexis asked, her eyes locked on the ship filling the center screens. She pointed at the screen. “Over there?”

      Gabriel cocked his head at Bethany Anne, his eyes bright with the prospect of adventure. “Can we go too?”

      K'aia watched quietly, waiting for the answer.

      Bethany Anne shook her head, smiling ruefully. “Not a chance. I have an important task for the three of you, though. Addix is on her way to the bridge to chaperone, but for all intents and purposes the ship is under your command until we return.”

      Alexis’ mouth opened and closed.

      “But…” Gabriel began.

      Michael held up a hand to stop their protests. “There is no room for discussion on the matter. You three are not trained for this yet.”

      K’aia shrugged. “If you say so.”

      The twins looked at K’aia like she was two Cokes short of a six-pack.

      K’aia shrugged again, deeper this time. “Your mom and dad know I can fight. If they say I can’t handle this, then my Yollin behind is remaining right here, where it gets to stay in one piece. ”

      Bethany Anne gave Alexis and Gabriel the Look. “If you want to fight once you’re ready, I won’t hold you back. But you’re not ready yet. What if anything happened to you because we let you go out there too soon? What would we do?”

      The twins nodded, unhappy but understanding.

      Michael nodded, satisfied that Alexis and Gabriel would cooperate. He looked down at his shipsuit, then back at Bethany Anne. “I think a short diversion to the armory before we leave would be apropos to the mission.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I was thinking the same thing.” She paused a beat for effect. “How do you feel about couples’ outfits?”

      Michael regarded his wife coolly. “I hope you did not actually have Jean make us matching sets of armor.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “Would I do a thing like that?”

      Alexis giggled, and Gabriel out and out cracked up at the barely repressed smirk on their mother’s face.

      Michael sighed and touched his fingers to his forehead. “Yes. Yes, you would.”

      

      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost, Ooken Ship

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric with her Jean Dukes’ at head height.

      It would be unfortunate for any Ooken who happened to be there since the height difference meant she would be aiming closer to their groins.

      The cargo bay Bethany Anne had chosen was empty, meaning that the absent guards' capacity to reproduce got a reprieve for the second.

      She lowered her weapons fractionally and waited for Michael.

      Michael emerged in the next moment, and Bethany Anne admired the view as he turned a slow circle to assess their surroundings. That armor looks good on you.

      Michael gave her a dry look. I didn't think we would be out here in matching armor.

      Bethany Anne smirked. I'd love to say it was my idea, but all the credit goes to Jean on this one.

      Michael made a noise of disapproval. Then I will be certain to thank her appropriately when we return to QT2.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. It’s not so bad. If you quit being so moody, I’ll show you something cool.

      She fed a trickle of Etheric energy into her armor’s gauntlets, grinning at Michael’s expression when they shifted to form a hooded blade for each hand. Activate them just like your gauntlets.

      Michael did, and the blades came into being in his hands. I always liked katars, he told her, testing the oversize blades for balance. This is a nice take on them. Very effective.

      You know Jean. If she doesn't improve the deadliness of a design, it doesn't make it past the prototype stage. Bethany Anne sheathed her blades and reached out with her mind to scan the immediate area outside the cargo bay, which she found to be empty of life. We're clear to move.

      She pulled up short when the hatch swung inward and they got their first look at the interior of the ship. Holy…

      There were no corridors to link the levels. Instead, something resembling tree limbs grew horizontally, vertically, and diagonally from a series of wide trunks that linked the metal walkways that ran every which way across the impossibly large space.

      Bethany Anne and Michael peered over the edge of the walkway outside the bay, which dropped off with no warning onto a huge length of cargo netting that joined the gently glowing branches below, forming yet more links between levels.

      She hesitated to choose a direction. We need a map. There's nothing here to tell us where we are.

      The Ooken are telepathic, Michael supplied. I'm not sure they even have a written language.

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrow. How would you know?

      He indicated the path to their left. I had TOM help me learn what we know of their spoken language from the seeker ADAM captured.

      Good, Bethany Anne replied. We should grab one and find out where we need to be to blow up this homage to the living rainforest. She shrugged at the look he gave her. What?

      Michael lifted his head. There’s an Ooken on the next walkway down. Almost directly below us.

      Bethany Anne grinned at him and dropped to a crouch. Oh, goody. That saves us the effort of going looking for one. She grabbed the edge of the walkway they were on and swung herself over the edge.

      Michael winced at the slight crunch as Bethany Anne landed feet-first on the Ooken’s bulging head and moved to join her on the walkway below.

      Bethany Anne came to her feet in a smooth roll and turned to catch the Ooken by the tentacles before it plummeted over the edge and alerted the rest of the crew.

      What is it with this species? She hoisted its awkward body back to the center of the branch and shook off the suckers that had attached themselves to her armor. I've seen some out-there evolutionary quirks, but these tentacles top the list. What fucked-up environment makes a species select for that?

      Michael dropped onto the branch beside her. Knowing as we do that the Kurtherians have had some involvement with this species, I think we can safely surmise that it was our old enemy who did the selecting.

      Bethany Anne grimaced. Mmhmm. We’ve got our Ooken, but I still don’t like how quiet it is. Where are the rest of the crew?

      They're around, Michael assured her. I’m sure we’ll be eyeballs-deep in the fun soon enough. This one will wake up at some point and alert the rest.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. Well, that puts all of my concerns to rest. Now we can pretty much guarantee they’ll come pouring out of the woodwork at exactly the worst moment.

      The Ooken twitched, and she laid a boot into its temple to make sure it stayed asleep. Can you read its mind?

      I can. Michael frowned, kneeling to put a hand to the Ooken’s bleeding forehead. Surprising.

      Bethany Anne crossed her arms. What’s surprising? She started tapping her foot when Michael didn’t answer, falling somewhat short of patience. Well? Don't keep me in suspense.

      Michael got to his feet, wiping a spot of the unconscious Ooken’s blood off his hand onto his leg before motioning for Bethany Anne to follow him. You were lucky the Ooken did not see you. The surprising thing was that I was able to access its visual memories. I have our route, but also an insight we did not possess before.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. This I have to hear. What insight? She swept a hand in front of her to indicate Michael lead the way.

      Michael looked over the edge of the walkway, which culminated in a short gap opposite a branch with a net fixed between the two.

      He jumped and caught the net to climb over. For one, they seem to operate codependently. The Ooken’s psyche was under considerable stress at being cut off from the rest of its kind.

      Bethany Anne chose not to touch the filthy ropes. So our theories about them having some sort of hive mind were on the mark? Her lips pressed together in thought as she floated down. That’s going to be a pain in the ass if even one of them spots us.

      Michael let go of the net a little way from the floor and landed gracefully at Bethany Anne's side, smiling wryly. Then I suggest that we stay out of sight, my love.

      They made their way deeper into the ship, Michael taking the lead while Bethany Anne kept their backs guarded. It was difficult to navigate, since the only way to move around was to work their way along the living walkways, avoiding pockets of Ooken.

      Bethany Anne sighed at the sight of yet another turn in the walkway. It feels like we’ve been walking forever, and everything looks the damn same.

      Michael swerved around a slick puddle in his path. Watch your step, he told Bethany Anne. There’s something slippery-looking here.

      Bethany Anne bent to examine the viscous liquid Michael had avoided. This is the same substance we saw at the colony. I didn’t see the substance they found on Loralei after the initial encounter, but I’d put any money on that being the same stuff as well.

      Michael examined the opalescent smear at their feet. It does look the same. Is there any way you can confirm it?

      Bethany Anne patted herself down. Yeah…no. I left the lab in my other armor.

      TOM interjected. Did you forget I was here? I can analyze it.

      I didn’t forget. Bethany Anne sent TOM mental images of every painful way to die she could think of in the space of half a second. And, no, I’m not doing it, so don’t even entertain the idea.

      TOM sniffed. Sorry I offered.

      Michael cocked his head in confusion. Doing what?

      Bethany Anne took a resealable bag from her utility belt and knelt to scoop a sample. TOM can analyze the substance if I get it into my system. Since there’s no way to inject it at the moment, that leaves only one option. I’m telling you both right fucking now that I am not putting the mystery goop in my mouth.

      Michael shrugged.

      Bethany Anne strode off before either of them could debate it with her. We need to move our asses. The analysis can wait until we get back.

      Michael took one last look at the shining puddle and set off after Bethany Anne. It would help if you knew where you were going, he teased as he came up beside her.

      Bethany Anne waved a finger toward the glow a few levels down. I’m going to guess we’re headed down there.

      Michael paused. Yes, that looks to be the core chamber as I saw it in the Ooken’s mind. However, we are entering an inhabited section of the ship. I can sense other minds ahead.

      Bethany Anne looked around, expecting to see an Ooken. We're still good for the moment. What are you going to do when we get into the core chamber?

      Michael hesitated before answering. I have a way to destabilize the core, but it takes some concentration to bring into being.

      Bethany Anne chose to let the hesitation slide for the time being. How many Ooken can you sense between us and the core?

      Michael skimmed lightly over the surrounding portion of the ship. I’m reading twelve, but it’s not clear since their minds are much the same.

      Bethany Anne's hands caressed the grips of her Jean Dukes Specials. That’s not so many.

      All it takes is one to alert the others, and then we have to work that much harder to complete our objective.

      Bethany Anne debated a second, then sighed and dropped her hands to her sides. So we just kick the door in and you do your…whatever it is you’re going to do.

      Michael smirked. Nothing more complicated than concentrated Etheric energy contained in a super-hardened shell.

      Michael was looking far too pleased with himself for the solution to be so simple. How does that equal a force large enough to destabilize… Oh, unless you… Her eyes narrowed in appreciation. That’s clever, honey. You set the energy to accumulate without any restriction on the draw, then the pressure builds until there’s an explosion of Etheric energy.

      Michael nodded. We just need to make a rapid exit once I release my hold on the ball. It can get somewhat messy when there is organic matter involved.

      Bethany Anne scrutinized her husband carefully. Why does that sound like the voice of experience talking?

      Michael clammed up and focused on his cupped hands.

      Bethany Anne snickered as the reason for Michael’s embarrassment occurred to her. I think I just got a bit closer to the truth about your T-rex hunt. You blew it up? Really?

      Sucked to be the creature.
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      QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia were playing video games on the wraparound screens while Addix worked quietly on one of the couches built for her species when Izanami appeared.

      “We have a situation,” the AI announced.

      Addix looked up from her tablet, and her mandibles twitched with curiosity when she saw the dark aura surrounding Izanami’s avatar. “What kind of situation?”

      “A Leath ship has just entered the system. There are a number of Ooken seekers on a course to intercept.”

      Addix shrugged. “The Leath have the best technology apart from Bethany Anne's. They will fight off a few seeker ships easily enough without a need for us to reveal our position.”

      Alexis pulled her neural headband off and dropped it on the couch. “Have you got a video feed, Izanami?”

      Izanami inclined her head a touch. “I do.”

      “Then put it up onscreen, please,” Alexis requested.

      The occupants of the Leath ship were oblivious to the danger they were in until it was too late.

      The seeker ships shot down the defensive missiles and surrounded the Leath ship. They opened fire, targeting its most vulnerable spots.

      The Leath ship was too bulky to shake the seekers off. The seekers dodged the next round of defensive fire, nipping in to cause damage and darting back out again before the Leath could react.

      The twins watched in stunned silence.

      K’aia paced angrily. “We should go help them.”

      Addix shook her head. “The safety of Alexis and Gabriel is my only concern.”

      Alexis didn’t like that one bit. She wheeled around with a fierce expression, pointing at the screen. “So those Leath have to die?”

      Addix shrugged. “If it means that you and your brother do not, then yes.”

      Gabriel's eyes remained on the screen. He spoke up finally. “I don’t think they’re going to die. Look.”

      A Gate opened as Gabriel spoke, and the seekers herded the beleaguered Leath ship toward it.

      Izanami disappeared in a spray of pixels. She came back a moment later as a dark shape shot away from the Izanami and after the hijacked Leath ship.

      “What was that?” Addix inquired.

      “That was Loralei,” Izanami informed them. “While I could not allow the children to be discovered, Loralei was available to follow. My Queen will know how best to deal with the matter when she returns.”

      Gabriel turned to Alexis after Izanami disappeared again. “Do you think Izanami considered how Mom will react to finding out there are a bunch of Leath who need saving?”

      Alexis shook her head, lost for words for once.

      They waited and watched nervously to see if Loralei would make it through the Gate.

      Her small ship sped toward the shimmering circle, disappearing through the event horizon in the barest second before it snapped shut again.

      

      Location One, Outer Wall

      John crept up behind the guard and thrust his knife into what he hoped to hell was its brain stem.

      Akio was having none of those problems on the other side of the gatehouse. His swords caught the firelight from the mounted torches as he parted the Ooken on that side from its head.

      Both guards slumped.

      John punched the air with his knife hand. My guard hit the deck first. Point’s mine.

      Akio was about to argue when a keening wail went up inside the walls at the same time a blanket of lights winked on across the colony.

      John froze on the edge of the wall. Motherfucking… Did we make that happen?

      Akio listened intently to the psychic distress in the air. It appears so. Plan B?

      John's sharp vision picked out the Ooken emerging from the lighted buildings. He didn't need Akio's mind reading ability to work out that they were pissed. Plan B, he agreed.

      The Pod arrived as the Ooken made the base of the wall.

      Akio kept the tentacles at bay while John jumped aboard, then John covered from the Pod’s hatch with his JDs dialed to eleven.

      Akio's feet left the wall a fraction of a second before John took out the tentacles that had been coming for him, along with a huge chunk of the wall.

      Akio fixed John with a hard look as he walked past him into the Pod.

      John shrugged as he holstered his pistols. “What did you want me to do, let them drag you down there?”

      Akio’s face didn’t move.

      John rolled his eyes, muttering something about overly dramatic reactions as they made their way to the front of the Pod to get eyes on the Ooken below.

      “You know I can hear you,” Akio told him. He turned his back to John and laid his swords out for cleaning.

      “Oh, I know,” John replied. He grunted to get Akio's attention as the pucks screamed past at high velocity. “Plan B worked.”

      Akio turned to look at the brand new craters exploding into being on the viewscreen. “It would appear so.”

      The Pod shot upward, taking them out of range of the spray of debris from the multiple impacts. Wood, metal, and plastic bloomed upward and outward in a hundred-foot circle around the former colony.

      John grimaced as the dust settled far below. “That wasn’t the outcome we were hoping for. The point was to get information before obliterating the place.”

      Akio didn’t pause in the meticulous cleaning of his swords. “On the contrary, we learned something invaluable to the wider mission. These,” he waved at the destruction below, “are alerted when one of them dies.”

      John's brow furrowed. “The others need to know about this. I'm calling it in to the Admiral.”

      

      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost, Ooken Ship

      Bethany Anne held a bubble of Etheric energy over the nook they were using as cover, creating a temporary shield to prevent the Ooken from discovering them. Michael.

      I'm going as fast as I can, he replied calmly. It's a bit challenging with the noise pollution.

      Bethany Anne didn’t tell him she’d dialed down her hearing the second TOM had offered. I know. It sounds like the place fax machines come to die.

      Michael let his hands drop. This isn't working. We need to get inside the chamber and work from there.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand toward the chamber. We already risked alerting them.

      The shrill cry went up across the ship again, echoing eerily in the spaces between the walkways. It got almost unbearably louder when the Ooken began swarming from the central trunk onto the living walkways.

      Michael's mouth twitched. How many are there?

      Bethany Anne risked a quick glance around the wall at the walkway they were on. Fuck me.

      Michael frowned. That many?

      Actually, a few more than “fuck me.” They’re all headed for the walkway where we left that Ooken. It must have come around. She scowled in frustration. I should have kicked it a bit fucking harder.

      Michael snorted softly. It would have been much more challenging to mind read a dead Ooken.

      True. Bethany Anne ducked when an Ooken dropped onto the walkway from the level above. Get down, there’s one about to pass us.

      The Ooken swung past, using all the available space to maneuver at a rapid pace along the walkway. Its tentacles crept along every surface as the Ooken felt its way along as well as using its eyes.

      Bethany Anne and Michael held their breath when a stray tentacle curled around into their hiding place and slapped the wall above Michael’s head.

      Bethany Anne opened her hand and tapped the Etheric, ready to make calamari rings of the Ooken's face if it got a single inch closer to her love.

      The tentacle receded, and Bethany Anne and Michael shared a relieved look when the Ooken moved on as quickly as it had appeared.

      She dropped her connection to the Etheric for the moment. We can't stay here much longer.

      Michael nodded his agreement. Let’s move.

      They took a nearby net to the level below and continued working their way down until they reached solid metal. Looks like they have to do things a bit more normally down here, Bethany Anne remarked, slipping into another alcove.

      Michael indicated the Ooken guards patrolling the corridor outside the core chamber. He calculated the distance from their present position to the glowing entrance. Can you take us in through the Etheric?

      Bethany Anne activated the blades on her armor’s gauntlets and moved to stand between Michael and the Ooken. Perhaps naked, but not on a moving ship with all this armor, and not without ADAM to calculate the exit point.

      Michael kept low as he darted across. Yet you brought us to this ship with no problem.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, looking out to check the position of the guards before she crossed to the next available cover. It's one thing hopping down here from the Izanami, but the odds of us not getting spaced in the process are the kind only someone with a death wish would take.

      Michael slid around to stand beside Bethany Anne with his own blades activated. Then next time we go naked.

      Or we take the lighter armor. Of course, we could always just walk the rest of the way and take the guards out. They're going to work out we're here any minute.

      Michael shrugged. If you insist. I do like this set, despite the drain the effort to Myst it would cause. He frowned, feeling a shift in the Ooken consciousness toward excitement. They’ve figured out where we’re headed. We have minutes at most.

      Bethany Anne darted forward to remove the guards blocking their way. Well, fuck. We’d better get our asses into that chamber, then.

      The first Ooken reached Bethany Anne just in time to meet the upward swing with her left blade. She moved on, denying the second Ooken a chance to react.

      Her momentum brought her around again, her right blade flashing downward to sever the Ooken’s tentacles even as she completed the spin and sliced clean through its skull with the left.

      She turned to Michael to offer him the third, but he was occupied with the glowing sphere he was growing in his cupped hands.

      The third Ooken held back. It blocked the walkway between Bethany Anne and Michael and their goal, shrieking at them unintelligibly.

      Bethany Anne took a step toward the Ooken and held up a finger. “I'm going to ask you to move, but something tells me you wouldn't do it even if you could understand me.”

      The Ooken took a step forward and screeched at them again.

      Bethany Anne glanced at Michael. Do you understand any of what it’s saying?

      Michael lifted an unconcerned shoulder. It's not saying anything much as far as I can tell. He nodded at the walkways above. But then, all of the Ooken up there are also singing from the same songbook. Death to someone—I would hazard a guess and say they mean us—and revenge upon their enemies. Again, I assume we are the intended recipients of this present example of stellar hospitality.

      I would say it’s a safe assumption. Bethany Anne waved the hand she was holding up at the Ooken, slicing it cleanly in two with a thin sheet of Etheric energy. Time to throw that dick-punch while we still have breathing room.

      Michael watched his wife stride through the spreading blood. How very quaint of you. Have you been watching old British sitcoms lately?

      Yes, because I have so much time for tv. Bethany Anne lifted her hands in a shrug, and an energy ball appeared in each. I want to get done and gone.There's no reason to keep it quiet if they already know we're here. Get ready, we're going in.

      Michael drew fast and hard on the Etheric to fill the shell he'd created with expanding energy. We don’t have too much time before it explodes, he warned Bethany Anne.

      This won't take but a minute or two. Bethany Anne threw both energy balls at the core chamber’s doors. She stalked into the chamber with her arms raised as the solid metal doors were flung back.

      Michael stayed a few paces behind her, putting the finishing touches to his creation while he gave Bethany Anne room to conduct her bloody symphony. He found it somewhat difficult to concentrate on his task when her every graceful move drew his gaze.

      Etheric energy flowed from Bethany Anne's hands, eviscerating everything in its path. The Ooken who rushed Bethany Anne were cut down in their tracks. Those remaining froze for a moment.

      Bethany Anne bared her teeth and waved a hand to end their existence. “Too fucking late,” she ground out as the sections of their bodies slid to the floor.

      She joined Michael at the railing around the ship's core. Well?

      Michael held up his hand to show Bethany Anne the pulsating energy within the sphere. It's time.

      Bethany Anne searched with her mind to get a lock on Gabriel and Alexis. She grabbed Michael firmly and nodded. Whenever you're ready.

      Michael prepared to release the energy. On three. One… Two… He flung his hands forward.

      JUMP!
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      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost, QBS Izanami

      Addix turned to see what had tripped her senses as Bethany Anne and Michael stumbled out of the Etheric into the transfer area on the bridge. She nodded at them. “Good work.”

      Izanami took them out a safe distance while Bethany Anne and Michael joined Addix and the children at the screens and watched the death throes of the Ooken ship.

      Explosions ripped through the ship, blowing it open. The outward force when the hull burst drove the ship back into the rings, throwing up splashes of displaced rock and dust.

      The larger asteroids were unaffected by the disturbance. The Ooken ship was bounced around like a pinball as one huge chunk of rock after another smashed into the ship, throwing it back out of the ring even as they tore away the main body from the tentacle-like arms at the rear.

      The two halves drifted away from each other, lacking the self-repair capability Bethany Anne's ships had.

      Bethany Anne shifted from one foot to the other, then turned to the avatar floating behind her left shoulder. “Izanami, can you get this wrapped up any faster?”

      Izanami’s expressionless face held the ghost of anticipation for the briefest moment. “I have just the thing, my Queen.”

      They saw nothing leave the Izanami. However, a few minutes later fresh explosions lit the two halves of the Ooken ship as Izanami’s toys ruptured the hull, exposing the last remaining pressurized areas to space.

      Bethany Anne watched for a few moments, then turned her back on the screen. “That’s taken care of. Izanami, patch Loralei into the bridge and take us to the outpost.”

      Alexis dragged her gaze from the light show. “Loralei isn’t here, Mom.”

      Izanami inclined her head slightly to confirm. “While you were on the enemy vessel, a Leath ship entered the system and was hijacked by a number of Ooken seeker ships. It was taken through a Gate, and Loralei followed.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Of course she did. She uploaded her logs when she got in though, right?”

      The air around Izanami glitched, and one of the inactive screens lit up. “For what they are worth.”

      “The Leath ship will wait until we have ADAM safe and sound.” Bethany Anne waved a hand at the screen. “This really isn’t the most helpful. All I can see is, well, nothing.”

      “I have done what I can to reconstruct the footage using the metadata,” Izanami explained, “but since Loralei received next to no data input either time she was inside the rings, there wasn’t much I could do with those parts.”

      Addix frowned at the shifting block of color and turned her head to Izanami. “This is inside the ring? The EI was essentially blind?”

      “On the way out, yes. ADAM led her in.”

      Michael made a noise of appreciation. “How did she manage to get out unaided?”

      Izanami’s aura turned pink. “She says she turned her nose sideways to the current and hoped for the best.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled, squinting at what she thought might be the outline of ADAM’s scout ship. “Uh-huh. I’m sure she said it somewhat less politely than that. Just skip ahead to what happened at the outpost.”

      The AI did as she was asked and the image switched to a jumpy birds-eye view descending on a curve toward the ground. ADAM’s scout ship took the lead as the view leveled out.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand at the screens. “Are there any more nasty surprises waiting for us down there?”

      Izanami confirmed they were clear for now. “You took care of the primary threat, and as far as my scanners are telling me, all of the seeker ships left through the Gate.”

      Michael frowned, continuing to follow ADAM and Loralei’s route into the largest dome. “How reliable are those scans?”

      Izanami’s avatar glitched in and out a couple of times, her aura flashing deep red. “As accurate as you would expect. I had time to find a workaround for the interference while you and my Queen were on the enemy ship.”

      Bethany Anne turned her head from the screen. “Excellent. Then it won’t be too difficult to coordinate the rescue and get back to our objective.”

      Alexis and Gabriel shared a look with K’aia, which Bethany Anne didn’t miss. She turned a pleasant smile on the children. “Is there anything you three would like to contribute?”

      Gabriel winced when Alexis jabbed him with her elbow. He narrowed his eyes at her and turned to Bethany Anne. “What about the Leath ship? When will we rescue them?”

      “I’m getting to that.” Bethany Anne felt another tight pulse of pain band her skull. “While I’m more than concerned that the Ooken have taken hostages who could lead them back to the Federation, finding ADAM comes before anything else.”

      She turned back to the screen to hide her discomfort from the children. “You kids go get suited up. If Izanami says it’s safe enough, I see no reason to leave half our team aboard the ship.”

      Alexis and Gabriel jumped up and dashed for the armory, pausing when K’aia was slower to move.

      Bethany Anne shooed her after the twins. “You too.”

      K’aia shrugged. “I haven’t got any armor to put on. I’m good with my staff and my knives if anything goes down.”

      Bethany Anne winked at her. “I think you’ll find something in the armory that will suit your purpose.”

      Gabriel whooped. “Told you we'd get you hooked up.” He grinned at Bethany Anne. “Mom's pretty awesome like that.”

      Alexis came over and tugged on K'aia's hands to get her moving. “Mom's just awesome, period. Come on!”

      K’aia’s mandibles worked for a moment, finally making the connections to stutter a thank you as the twins dragged her off.

      Bethany Anne and Michael chuckled as the young Yollin hurried from the bridge with Alexis and Gabriel.

      Michael raised an eyebrow at the retreating children. I think K'aia will relax and settle in well, given time.

      Bethany Anne turned back to the screen, observing their progress through the rings with her arms folded. I think… she stood like that, tapping her fingers on the elbow of her other arm while she drew the thought out, the child has seen far too much. I didn't like that she left Irey without giving us a chance to help her.

      She is too spirited to hand over control of her life, even to you, Michael qualified gently. Wouldn’t you feel the same if you had been mere property most of your life? What wouldn't you do to retain that freedom once you had fought to win it?

      Bethany Anne nodded. I recognize that K'aia has that fierce independent streak. It's one of the things I liked about her from the start. Her hands dropped to her sides. The question is whether we can do anything for her now that we have her here.

      Michael walked the few steps to his wife and held out an arm. I know how much you want to wave a magic wand for K'aia, but I do not believe she would accept a handout.

      Bethany Anne's mouth twitched in amusement. Her husband knew her too damn well. That's fine, since I wasn't planning on giving her one.

      She looked at Michael for a moment, then relaxed into his embrace. I don't think it's necessary to compromise K'aia's need to be independent. If she wants to earn her way in life, then we need to find a niche for her.

      I can't see that being an issue, Michael agreed. I take it you have a plan in mind?

      Bethany Anne touched her cheek to Michael’s chest. Actually, yes. Yours. I like the idea of Gabriel and Alexis having someone to watch their backs. The three of them seem to be bonding well enough as a group. She stretched up and brushed her lips against his jaw. I’ve had some time to reassess how I feel about this infuriating habit you've formed recently of being fucking right all the time.

      Michael wasn’t quite sure where this was leading. She’d accepted his arm around her and her inner voice was soft, but… And?

      Well, I’m not going to pretend it doesn’t piss me off. But, she snuggled into his chest, it’s also good to know I don’t have to worry about you so much as I have been.

      You are aware that I kept myself alive and in one piece for a very long time before you walked into my life in those red heels of yours?

      One hundred and fifty years, Michael. You can’t blame me for being protective. However, I can see I’ve been holding on too tightly.

      Michael held Bethany Anne closer, pressing his lips to her hair. Does that mean I’m forgiven at last?

      For getting yourself blown up in a nuclear explosion? She snorted against his chest. Fuck, no. But I have been thinking a lot about how we're going to win this war, and I refuse to be the reason it gets dragged out.

      How…progressive of you. I was beginning to think you would never relax your grip on us all. Michael raised his eyes to the ceiling and prayed to whatever gods were out there working to keep males and the most precious parts of their anatomy together that she never found out the whole truth about his hunt.

      Bethany Anne released Michael and moved away from the screen. It was that or face mutiny. Apparently, I’ve been driving everyone insane.

      Michael was definitely not falling into that trap. We all understood why you needed to place strictures on us.

      Bethany Anne put an indignant hand to her chest. Wow, want me to turn around so you can twist that knife a bit more? She laughed at Michael’s raised eyebrow. I know I’ve been overdoing it when my stick-up-his-ass husband compares my protective nature when it comes to our family to the bloody reign of terror he inflicted upon the UnknownWorld for centuries.

      A reign that was entirely justified, Michael pointed out.

      Of course, dear. Her mouth quirked as she teased him. Nothing at all to do with your refusal to accept anything other than your will being followed to the letter?

      Michael snorted. Pots and kettles, my love?

      Bethany Anne shook her head. I will admit to a certain level of expectation when it comes to getting shit done. But as long as it gets done, I don’t care how it’s achieved. I trust my people to be responsible about their methods.

      You mean you don’t like being swamped with all the details.

      Bethany Anne patted Michael on the ass as she passed him to get to the transfer area. Exactly. I have a couple of calls to take care of now that Izanami has solved the issue with the interference, but then I’ll be good to go.

      Michael turned and caught her in his arms before she took another step. I’ll go light a fire under the children. They should have been done by now.

      Bethany Anne pulled Michael close and kissed the corner of his mouth lightly. Not an actual fire, though, my love. I have to say that wouldn’t be proper parenting. It hasn’t been done since the Dark Ages.

      She turned and stepped into the Etheric, opening a connection to Admiral Thomas as she exited a moment or two later in her personal armory.

      What can I do for you, Bethany Anne? Did you find ADAM and Loralei yet?

      We have Loralei, or rather we had her. ADAM is still missing. We’re almost at the outpost now.

      What happened with Loralei?

      She went after a Leath ship that was taken out of the system by the Ooken. That’s why I’m calling; as soon as we have ADAM, we’re going after the ship.

      Admiral Thomas sounded more than a little confused. You’re going off to rescue some Leath?

      Yes, and don’t imagine for one moment that I’m at all pleased about it. Bethany Anne scowled as she replaced her katanas in their mount on the wall. But it’s a short leap from the Leath to all the other parts of the Federation. The last thing we need is the Ooken learning anything about them.

      Admiral Thomas made a noise of comprehension. That makes more sense now. Want me to join you?

      No. I want you to keep on coordinating things from there. I’ll call if I need you once we reach wherever Loralei has tracked them to. Bethany Anne dropped the connection and looked out on the destruction below.

      The outpost’s domes resembled a grisly row of boiled eggs. The tops had been cracked open, leaving nothing but jagged shards at the top of each one.

      Bethany Anne eyed the damage to the smaller research modules. The equipment had been torn out, leaving bright spots in the otherwise burned buildings. She saw no bodies and sensed no one hiding.

      Bethany Anne’s sense of ADAM grew slightly stronger as the ship neared the largest dome.

      TOM, can you feel that?

      Um, no. I am rather busy trying to work out what the hell is going on with your chip. What is it you want me to feel?

      Bethany Anne almost growled in frustration. ADAM, of course. I can almost locate him, but the energy is shifting too much for me to pin him down. Bethany Anne almost lost her balance when her skull briefly felt as though someone had driven an icepick into it. What the fuck was that?

      I’m sorry. I loosened my hold on your nervous system to see if I could sense him too.

      Did you?

      No, but then I didn’t dare leave your chip unattended for long enough to really try.

      Bethany Anne rubbed the base of her skull. Yeah, don’t do that again until you’ve fixed the problem. Has the issue gotten that much worse? Am I in danger?

      I’m still not sure what the problem is, but it’s within my control. As for the cause, I would hazard a guess that it has something to do with ADAM being absent for so long.

      Then we’d better get him back. She opened a large drawer and began attaching the contents to her armor’s utility belt.

      Are you expecting to need grenades?

      Bethany Anne shrugged. Better to have them and not need them than need them and not have them. She added a few other bits and pieces before taking a shortcut through the Etheric back to the bridge.

      Michael and the children arrived a few minutes after Bethany Anne stepped out of her transfer area.

      “I can sense ADAM,” Bethany Anne informed them. “He’s somewhere inside the main dome.”

      She turned her attention to the children as Izanami brought the ship in to land inside the largest dome. “Pay close attention. We are allowing you to leave the ship. This is not a game scenario. You are part of a working team, and your actions will have real repercussions. I want to see you making good decisions, just like we trained you for. Okay?”

      Alexis and Gabriel nodded and chorused, “Yes, Mom.”

      Bethany Anne's face was soft although her tone was hard. “K’aia, you want to earn your place here?”

      K’aia nodded fiercely. “I came here to serve you, whether you want to be an Empress, a Queen, or just plain Bethany Anne. But I don’t want to stay if you have no use for me. I won’t be kept out of pity.”

      Michael snorted. “What did I tell you?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Michael, then turned back to K’aia with her million-watt smile. “That suits me perfectly. You are now Alexis and Gabriel’s shadow. Swear to protect my children and you will have a home with us for as long as you want one.”

      K’aia’s eyes widened. “Seriously? That’s all? I’d do that anyway.” She shuffled her back legs slightly and looked at the twins. “That’s if you want me?”

      Alexis paused the happy dance she was doing around the bridge and put her hands on her hips. “Of course we want you! Does the dancing not speak for itself?”

      K’aia shrugged, abashed. “I wasn’t sure what you were doing, honestly.”

      “I thought you were having a seizure, Sis,” Gabriel offered less than helpfully. He walked over to K’aia and gave her a brotherly punch in the arm. “Welcome to the family.”

      Bethany Anne's eyes sparkled a little, seeing a possible future for the three of them as a force to be reckoned with.

      They grow up so quickly these days, Michael deadpanned.

      Bethany Anne made sure he heard her groan. What are you now, the font of all dad jokes?

      Michael grinned. If it annoys you, my love? I’ll get to studying.

      Not if I murder you in your sleep first, she replied.

      She gave the children another moment before herding them toward the elevator. Michael snickered every now and again on the elevator ride down.

      Bethany Anne shook her head, refusing to give him an opening to bombard her with bad puns.

      Izanami’s avatar was waiting for them at the ramp. Her aura flickered green/blue. “There are no life signs in this area, human or otherwise. Neither can I find any trace of ADAM, although there are strange readings coming from an alley nearby.”

      Bethany Anne reached out with her mind. ADAM’s presence was the strongest it had been since he’d cut out. “I can find ADAM. Keep us covered.”

      Michael sidestepped Bethany Anne before she could leave the ship first. “I will check to ensure it’s safe for you and the children.”

      “Is that necessary?” Bethany Anne asked impatiently. “Izanami has already confirmed that it’s safe.”

      Michael shook his head. “I don’t care. I want to see for myself.”

      Bethany Anne and the children exited the ship once Michael was satisfied there were no hidden threats.

      Bethany Anne strode down the ramp and looked around. “If this is the place ADAM vanished, where is his scout ship?” She headed into the alley and looked around as if expecting to see it appear from behind one of the dumpsters.

      A slightly cleaner patch on the wall in the gap between two of the dumpsters caught Bethany Anne’s eye. She stood back to get a better view and saw the scorch marks around the clean spot.

      She looked over her shoulder at the mouth of the alley. Izanami, what did you mean by strange readings from this alley?

      Izanami answered instantly. The signature was from Gate energy. I only mentioned it because it was unexpected. I deduced it to be a false reading since this part of Loralei’s logs were indecipherable.

      Bethany Anne waved Michael and the children over. Check again. You may have been right the first time.

      There was a pause from the AI. There is residual Gate energy here, but it’s mixed with Etheric energy.

      He made a Gate to the Etheric? Why?

      The reason is unclear, but the evidence leans toward that conclusion, yes.

      Bethany Anne was looking at the evidence with her own eyes, but she still didn’t quite believe it. Is it even possible to create a Gate on a planet without causing an earthquake or something equally detrimental?

      It would appear so, Izanami replied. I, however, lack the ability to travel between realms. I must wait here for your return, my Queen.

      Michael came to stand beside Bethany Anne, spotting the anomaly immediately. Alexis also noticed the scorch marks and diverted to run a finger over the blackened brickwork. “What happened here, Mom?”

      Bethany Anne explained in a nutshell. “It looks like ADAM made a Gate to the Etheric and went through it.”

      Michael regarded the place ADAM had entered the Gate, his posture betraying his concern. “Excellent. Then we can find out why he expended the energy to take the missing dumpster with him.”
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      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne and Michael dropped Alexis and Gabriel's hands once they were on somewhat solid ground.

      The twins let go of K'aia, breaking the circle completely.

      K'aia turned around unsteadily to take in the strange new environment. She batted at a tendril of mist that was tickling her face. “What is this place?”

      Bethany Anne left Michael and the twins to explain. She took a few steps away and paused to search the mists for any sign of the scout ship. ADAM!

      Her heart rate spiked when there was no reply.

      Bethany Anne, you need to take it down a few levels.

      Bethany Anne didn’t hear TOM.

      Michael saw Bethany Anne walk away, and her posture made it clear she was on the hunt.

      He had expected to find the dumpster and ADAM’s ship immediately on entering the Etheric. Since neither were in sight, and he sensed other minds in the near distance, he could only deduce that there had been an attack and ADAM had acted to save lives.

      Michael understood his wife's distress. However, emotion was not his driving factor, and there was more at stake.

      He turned to the children. “There are people here. You three will find them and return to this point in the speediest manner possible. Stay together, and be ready for anything.”

      K'aia's bewilderment was no less than it had been when they arrived. “What kind of anything?”

      “Nothing to worry about,” Gabriel teased. “Just don’t wander off.”

      “It is perfectly safe for you to look around,” Alexis told the nervous Yollin. She threw a glare Gabriel’s way. “We’re all fitted with trackers, and you have limited access to Phyrro to guide you if you get lost.”

      “Remember that you have an objective,” Michael chided. “There are people relying on the three of you. Look for the dumpster, since they will most likely be too afraid to go too far from it.”

      Alexis tilted her head. “What about you and Mom?”

      Michael indicated Bethany Anne, who was now some distance away. “We’re going to search for ADAM’s ship. Gabriel, you are team leader.”

      Alexis made a face. “Why Gabriel?”

      Michael’s lips pressed together. “Because the team will be relying on you to locate the people you are searching for.” He nodded in the opposite direction from the one Bethany Anne had taken. “Good luck, and if you get into any trouble, we are only a few moments away.”

      Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia looked at each other after Michael headed out.

      K’aia was first to speak. “So where do we find these people?”

      Gabriel looked at Alexis. “I can sense them, but only generally.”

      Alexis pointed and set off in the direction Michael had indicated. “This way.” She chatted as they walked, passing on what she knew about the realm to K’aia. “Things can get weird here. Like, if you see a storm, go the opposite way.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Oh, yeah. But it’s calm enough right now.”

      K’aia looked at the swirling mists skeptically. “It doesn’t look very calm. Let’s just get these people to safety. I don’t like it here.”

      Alexis paused at the revelation. “Really? I love it in the Etheric. It’s so peaceful just to be here and feel the energy currents wash around.”

      K’aia waved her hands. “Yeah but you’re all, like, powered by this place.”

      “If you’re sticking around, Mom will probably have you go in for more enhancement,” Gabriel pointed out. “Then you’ll be ‘powered’ by the Etheric, too.”

      They got back to walking while K’aia chewed that over.

      She was distracted from trying to decide how she felt about being given that responsibility when a dark shape materialized out of the rolling mists. “Is that the dumpster?”

      They edged a little closer.

      Alexis eyed the dimensions. “It looks to be the same size as the space in the alley.”

      Gabriel wrinkled his nose. “Ugh, it smells. I’m going to take a guess and say we found it.”

      K’aia tilted her head. “I hear voices. Are they singing?”

      “It’s a pretty big group, and yes, they are singing,” Alexis confirmed. “Weird. We should get closer so I can work out how many there are.”

      “Wait.” Gabriel held an arm out to stop Alexis from rushing over. “Call first. We might scare them.”

      Alexis nodded, seeing the sense in her brother’s reasoning. They approached carefully, keeping their senses peeled. “Hello?” she called. “Is there anyone here who needs help?”

      The chorus in the dumpster cut out immediately.

      “It’s okay,” Alexis continued. “We came to get you out of here.”

      A tremulous voice called from inside. “We’re dead…aren’t we? Have you come to take us on to the next place?”

      A child began to cry, and there was an angry murmur among the others before the singing started up again.

      K’aia’s mandibles clicked quietly. “There are infants in there.”

      Gabriel nodded somberly. “I can feel their confusion and fear.”

      “That can be dangerous,” K'aia told them. “People make bad decisions when they're scared. I saw it in the mines, although sometimes I was able to help.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “How do we help these people? If Mom was here, they'd see her and feel safe.”

      Gabriel nodded. “K’aia, what did you do to help people in the mine?”

      She shrugged. “Mostly just talked to them when the guards weren't watching. Let them know they weren't alone.”

      Gabriel scrunched his nose. “It seems too simple, but it’s worth a try.” He walked over and tapped on the side of the dumpster. “Hello? You’re not dead, you were brought into another dimension to save your lives by our AI friend. We came to rescue you all.”

      “Do you think you could come out of there?” Alexis added hopefully.

      There was a shuffle, and the lid rose a fraction. A hammy-looking man looked out at the three of them. His eyes widened in surprise when he saw Alexis and Gabriel. “You’re just kids. How did you get here?”

      Gabriel gave the man a friendly smile. “We came with our parents. What say we get you all out of there so we can go back to the outpost?”

      A child screamed inside the dumpster. “No! There’s monsters!”

      Gabriel held out his hands, his voice projecting complete calm and assurance. “Our parents took care of the Ooken who attacked the outpost. It’s safe, I promise.”

      The dumpster lid rolled back, pushed open by five of the occupants.

      A woman straightened up to get a look at them. She narrowed her eyes at Alexis. “You look familiar… But we can’t leave. We have children and elderly. What if we end up walking around in circles in that mist until we die?”

      Gabriel reached up and touched the woman’s hand. “I promise that won’t happen. Our parents are a short walk away from here, and they will take you back.”

      The people in the dumpster murmured among themselves for a few minutes, then the man who had spoken first nodded. “Okay.” He looked to figure out a way to get his leg over. “We believe you.” He muttered before throwing a leg up, just missing another person. “My nose might be dead now.”

      Gabriel’s smile was pure sunshine. “Great. Let’s get you all out of there so we can get going.”

      K’aia held out her arms. “Here, pass me anyone who needs help.”

      It took a short while to get everyone out, but they were finally all assembled in front of the dumpster and ready to leave. They went slowly to accommodate the elderly woman, who bitched merrily the entire way about not having had rejuvenation therapy before she left the Meredith Reynolds to survey the rings.

      Alexis glanced at her brother as she moved to help a young girl who had wandered out in front of them. When did you work out how to do that on purpose?

      How to do what? Gabriel asked.

      Persuade people to do what you want, Alexis clarified. You didn’t do it on purpose?

      No, Gabriel replied. I just really wanted them to not be scared anymore so we could get them to Mom and Dad.

      Alexis continued walking, turning Gabriel’s words over.
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      Michael walked beside Bethany Anne, blind to the mental scent she had been tracking since they’d parted with the children. His focus was on monitoring Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia. Have you still got a lock on ADAM?

      She looked at him with frustration creasing her perfect features. Yes, but it feels wrong—like there’s too much of him.

      TOM interjected, What you are feeling is the main portion of ADAM’s brain.

      The yucky bit that we agreed not to talk about ever?

      Well, yes.

      Then how—

      Bethany Anne interrupted Michael as she was hit by a massive spike in her pain level. She clapped a hand to the base of her skull, stumbling a step before she recovered her balance.

      Michael had a steadying arm around her waist in an instant. What happened?

      Bethany Anne brushed his concern off with a wave. A headache, she told him. TOM is supposed to be keeping it under control.

      TOM’s concern came through clearly to both of them. Sorry, I let go to block the Kurtherian brain so you can focus on the chip in his scout ship.

      Michael frowned. This is what is causing your headache?

      Mmhmm. Bethany Anne rubbed the back of her neck as the pain ebbed. Can we get your shit together, TOM? How am I supposed to find anything when my brain feels like it’s being constricted by barbed wire?

      Working on it. There was a pause. And?

      A grin lit Bethany Anne's face as she turned slightly to her right. It’s gone, and now I know where ADAM’s ship is.

      Michael held out a hand. Lead the way, my love.

      Bethany Anne took his hand, and they ran through the mists until the scout ship came into sight. She was at the scorched scout ship almost before Michael noticed she’d dropped his hand.

      ADAM!

      >>Bethany Anne?<<

      Bethany Anne felt a rush of relief when she heard ADAM speak. You’re okay. What the fuck were you thinking?

      TOM interjected on ADAM’s behalf. How is your head, Bethany Anne?

      She frowned. Still good. Why?

      >>You were in pain?<< ADAM sounded regretful. >>That was probably my fault. I’ve had a bitch of a time since I got here trying to get hold of you, but something blocked me at every turn.<<

      Michael turned to Bethany Anne with an icy look she knew was all for TOM.

      She shrugged. It’s done now. ADAM is back inside my head where he belongs. No more mysterious headaches. I will think of a suitable way to thank TOM when we get back to the Izanami.

      ADAM’s laughter echoed over his backdoor link to TOM. >>Trust you to land yourself in the firing line trying to get me out of it.<<

      TOM, for his part, was mysteriously quiet.

      Bethany Anne waved at the ship, and it rose a short way off the ground. I think Jean might actually attempt murder if I leave this one behind.

      Michael turned to her, his eyes slightly unfocused. The children were successful. They have around twenty people with them who are in need of a ride home.

      Bethany Anne laughed aloud as she set off, determination in her stride. Queen Bitch’s inter-realm taxi service coming right up.

      

      Federation Deep Space Research Outpost, QBS Izanami

      The ArchAngel II Gated in within a few minutes of Bethany Anne requesting pickup for the rescued people.

      Admiral Thomas came aboard the Izanami to supervise the transfer of the traumatized researchers and their families personally.

      Bethany Anne took him to one side once they were aboard the transfer Pod. “You need to make sure that they all receive Pod-doc treatment.” ADAM, your job is to make sure not a one of them remembers seeing me, Michael, or the children—and especially not even a hint of the Etheric.

      >>Got it.<<

      And don't disappear this time.

      >>Will I have to say it a million times? I'm sorry.<<

      Bethany Anne relented at the sincerity in his voice, but not much. Just don't make me have to come and search for your ass. I swear I'll find a way to beat it if you ever scare me like that again.

      Admiral Thomas shuffled beside her, eager to get the rescued people on their way to the Helena, from which they could be transferred back to Yoll. He looked at her. “You still plan to follow the trail of the Leath ship?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes. Izanami has been tracking Loralei since she left to follow them. She came out near our seventh location. I want the superdreadnoughts ready to Gate in at short notice.” She made a face at his fidgeting and waved him off, shaking her head. “Go. I can see you’re itching to leave. We’re heading for location seven as soon as you’ve gotten through your Gate.”

      “Then I won’t keep you a moment longer.” Admiral Thomas walked off, turning back to raise his hands in a wide shrug. “What can I say? The shit has hit the fan.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “You can relax. The shit might be adjacent to the fan, but it hasn’t hit just yet.”
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      Ooken location, Municipal Center

      Akio fended off multiple tentacles as well as the blades the Ooken he was fighting wielded in its hands. He noted that John was in some trouble, but not enough for him to intercede just yet.

      All teams, you can relax. Bethany Anne has recovered ADAM, along with a number of survivors.

      John did not relax when the Admiral’s update came over the comm.

      Relaxing would, in fact, have been the worst thing he could have done, since an Ooken guard had a tentacle around his neck and it was getting tighter by the second. “You,” he grunted, “are a monumental ass.”

      The announcement had nevertheless had the positive effect of cutting through the last vestiges of the grip his opponent was attempting to put on John’s mind, freeing him to concentrate on the physical aspects of the fight.

      Anything that prevented him from becoming some Ooken’s midnight munchie was good in John’s book.

      It took only a second to assess just how far up Shit Creek he'd found himself. His arms were pinned to his sides by the same tentacle, prohibiting him from ripping the fucking thing off and using it to give the sneaky bastard a taste of its own medicine.

      The wishful thought, however, led to an idea. It wasn’t an idea he was proud of by any stretch, but Akio had his hands full with his own guard.

      “I’m John-fucking-Grimes, you fetid beaked sack of dried foreskin!”

      John leaned forward, then smashed the back of his helmet into the Ooken’s beak, stunning it before it had a chance to change tactics. “Mind-fucking still needs permission, asshole!”

      As he felt the impact, he instructed the faceplate of his armor to open. He didn’t think about what he had to do next, just sank his teeth into the tentacle and tore a huge chunk of the meat away.

      Akio finished with his guard and happened to glance over at the exact moment John spat out the chunk of tentacle along with a globby spray of Ooken blood. Really? You could have just called.

      The Ooken screeched in rage and pain, then redoubled its effort to drag John into its waiting jaws.

      “Hey! No smooches!”

      John jerked his head back when one of the Ooken’s suckers caught his face. “I’ll eat you before you ever get a taste of me!” he roared as the burning line over his left eye healed.

      He broke through the tentacle with another bite and flexed his chest to make room to free his arms. “Definitely does not taste like chicken!” he bitched, spitting out a stray scrap of meat as he took a couple of steps to give himself room to work.

      I would have thought it would have a distinct sushi flavor, Akio retorted with a glib smile. He jogged up the stairs toward the entrance. Ika, perhaps.

      John chuckled as he pivoted and drove a fist into the Ooken’s open beak. Fuckers haven’t got a single redeeming quality. They don’t even have the decency to taste nice when they’re forcing you to bite them.

      His punch broke through the Ooken’s delicate soft palate and went straight into its brain.

      He tried not to gag when the Ooken collapsed and its brain fluids ran down his forearm. Not that cannibalism should be a thing, but we’re fucking delicious. At least if a human gets eaten, they don’t give the fucker who ate them indigestion.

      Akio thanked the stars he hadn’t eaten yet that day. His lip curled at the mess. How did it even get hold of you?

      John pulled his fist free of the dead Ooken, grimacing at the brain matter coating his armored glove. Damn thing suckered me while I was taking care of the first one. Maybe Scott's tinfoil hat joke wasn't such a stupid idea. He wiped it off and headed up the last few steps with Akio close behind.

      He flung a last bit of mucus-y gunk at the wall where it made a splunk sound and grabbed his two corpses. “Okay, that’s just nasty. Let's get these hidden and get inside before the Ooken get here.”

      Akio nodded, dragging the remains of his guard into cover. “I can hear them, they are aware of the deaths of these three.”

      John grunted, pulling the door open. “It's not news.”

      There was no one inside the administration building,which was closed for the night, exactly how they’d planned it. They crossed the high-ceilinged atrium and hopped the counter to access the back of the building.

      The first floor had nothing but meeting rooms. They headed up to the second floor and found more of the same. The door at the top of the next stairwell opened into a corridor going left to right.

      Akio regarded the corridor with a look of utter disdain. How wonderful…yet another identical corridor.

      John indicated the left-hand side to Akio. Quick search. It has to be on this floor. When you find anything that looks like the records room, call. I’ll do the same.

      Akio made his way to the nearest door, the ghost of a smile touching his lips. How much would you like to bet that he did it?

      John considered it while he stopped to try one door that looked out of place. Scott’s tinfoil hat? Sure, I'll take that bet. Don't forget who he's partnered with. Eve would tear him to shreds and share the photos with everyone—including Cheryl Lynn.

      The nondescript door was locked. He would have dismissed it as another supply closet if not for the box at chest height on the wall beside it.

      He looked over his shoulder at Akio. Check this out. It looks like I just found our target. This door has a biometric lock.

      He looked at it, his eyebrows narrowing… “Ahhhh Shit.” He turned towards Akio. “Are any of those furry meatbags out there still intact enough that we can use them to open it?

      Akio was by his side a moment later. He bent to inspect the blank display. I believe they may be beyond the ability to open it in any case. If the lock is biometric, where is the scanner?

      John's grin dropped away. Well, damn. It's going to work by telepathy or some shit, isn't it? Can you trick it into recognizing you?

      Akio frowned in concentration for a few moments. No, and we don't have long. Our clock started counting down with the first Ooken you killed.

      John grunted and shrugged. Yeah, well, it’s not as if we left a trail for them to follow. It’s just the three out front. We should have a little while at least before they work out where we are. He took a step back and examined the door when something tripped his subconscious.

      Can you feel that around the door?

      Akio tilted his head and surveyed the door. He felt the disturbance in the electrical field John had picked up. It’s alarmed, he confirmed, and his eyes traveled around the door. It goes in an unbroken line around the entry, so how do we get in without alerting the Ooken to our precise location?

      John stared at the door for a moment, then grinned and took another two steps back, then a couple to the right. What do you think? He nodded at a panel on the wall in front of him.

      Akio made a face. I think another half-step to be sure, and don’t hold back.

      John raised an eyebrow. Why would I do that? He inclined his head and shuffled back more, now almost touching the wall behind him. Good?

      Akio nodded, folding his arms. I will be judging you for style.

      John chuckled. Challenge accepted.

      He took two steps forward and spun precisely on one foot, twisting his hips as he brought up the other foot and stomped his armored boot into the panel. The composite the panel was made from buckled under the force of John’s kick, sending a shudder through the wall.

      Akio made a noncommittal noise.

      John held up a finger. Wait for it… A moment later the panel fell forward, spilling a heap of crumbled insulation out onto the corridor floor. He swept a hand toward the hole he’d made. One alternative entrance.

      Akio see-sawed his hand. Almost. There’s still the panel on the other side to get through. I’ll give you a nine and a half, since it was excellent work in a confined space.

      John frowned. Only nine and a half?

      Akio shrugged. Your hip flexion was a half a degree less than it could have been during the wind-up. You lost power because of it.

      There was a moment’s pause from John, who shook his head. Damn, that’s exacting. Did you learn how to critique from BA? Want some push-ups out of me? John filed the tip away for later and looked through the hole he’d made. He turned back to Akio. I’m kidding. I can always improve. Still, I’d like to see you make that kick—

      Akio turned a perfect rotation on the spot, his foot meeting the exact center of the remaining obstacle to their entry. The composite came away from the wall in one piece and flew into the room beyond, bouncing off of something. Sickly artificial light shone through from the other side.

      John nodded in appreciation as the panel came to a spinning stop. He gestured for Akio to go through first. It’s not cocky if you can do it.

      Akio ducked through the hole and went a few steps in before turning back to John. It’s all in the hips. He chuckled. You just have to be flexible.

      John grinned. Ask my wife. She’ll tell you I’m plenty flexible. He raised an eyebrow and gyrated his pelvis a couple of times to accentuate his point.

      Akio snorted, turning to get a look around the room they were in. Of course, I’ll get right on that, just as soon as I put my affairs in order and make my final wishes known. He walked over to a door and looked inside. Servers.

      John lifted a shoulder. I’d say that was a wise decision on your part.

      He was only half-listening to Akio, his attention drawn to the computer on the solitary desk in the empty room.

      He sat down at the desk and waved his hands over the computer in the extremely slim hope it would boot up, but nothing happened. I’m going out on a limb here, he sent Akio as he wiped his hand on the desk. But this looks like more tech you need to be psychic and an Ooken to use. Can you imagine being the Ooken who had to sit in here every day to maintain all this?

      Akio came over to the desk and looked over John’s shoulder. This is definitely what Bethany Anne wanted us to find. Want to call in tech support and get started?

      John nodded and opened the comm link. Admiral?

      Admiral Thomas’ familiar voice answered. Good to hear from you.

      You too, Admiral, Akio replied congenially.

      John grunted. Same here. If that completes the greeting portion of the conversation, we made it to our target with minimal disturbance. Are you ready to receive the data?

      Is this the score we’d hoped for? the Admiral asked, choosing not to mention that John’s start to a conversation was just as abrupt as Bethany Anne's these days.

      John grinned, although Admiral Thomas couldn’t see it. How does a room full of servers ripe for the copying sound?

      Sounds damn good, John, Admiral Thomas replied, instantly forgetting his grumpiness. I won’t lie. Any clue about what you have there?

      None whatsoever, Akio told him, passing John an open case containing a toolkit and a number of small black disks, each no bigger than half a fingernail.

      John ignored the toolkit and pried apart the computer casing with his bare hands. He treated the tiny disk with much more care, inserting it carefully into the computer’s inner workings before he spoke again. ADAM’s device is inside the computer. Are you ready to receive?

      Admiral Thomas sounded like a kid on Christmas morning. Hit me.

      

      Former Ooken Territory, SD Atalanta, Admiral’s Office

      Admiral Thomas stood in front of the war board, his eyes skipping from feed to feed. There was action across the board, enough that he was hard-pressed to keep up with everything that was happening on the Ooken worlds.

      They owned everything between QT2 and location three, but the word had gotten out and the Ooken were beginning to fight back.

      Of course, it was too little, too late. The Ooken had signed their death warrants the very first time they committed a heinous act in the name of their advancement.

      It had just taken this long for someone strong enough to come along and enforce it, and Bethany Anne wasn’t one to fuck around.

      Both minor locations had been taken care of. John and Akio had hit the jackpot at their second target. Now they were headed over to give Gabrielle and Eric support, and the superdreadnoughts had Gated in and begun the bombardment of the colony as they were leaving.

      Early progress was looking good, despite the setback Bethany Anne and Michael had with the Leath. He was glad about the progress since the unfolding intelligence was revealing the bigger picture to be more complex with every new report he received.

      The information pouring in from the teams was at once revealing and horrifying. It wasn’t just technology the Ooken had stolen. The third location and the surrounding area of space had originally belonged to another species, the Moen.

      This species were so damned submissive the Ooken had, in essence, showed up on their doorstep one day demanding to be served, and the Moen had rolled over to show their bellies and thanked their new overlords for the privilege.

      Definitely not a typical human response.

      Scott and Eve had sent this in from the first place they’d hit at location three. The issues the scout ship EIs had come up against were no obstacle to Eve. They had uploaded from two locations so far.

      Admiral Thomas was waiting to hear that they’d reached the other information repository the largest colony possessed.

      He didn’t need to speak to Bethany Anne to know how she was going to react to what they’d learned once she checked in.

      He sighed aloud. “You are dead bastards. You just need to get with the program.”

      

      Location Seven, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne waited on the bridge while Izanami brought the ship in relatively close to Loralei’s locator beacon and messaged the EI. She had her couch in the upright position and her eyes on the screen with a live feed to the ship bay Loralei was headed toward.

      The scout ship slid silently through the translucent barrier. “Give me audio to the bay, Izanami.” She paused a beat for Izanami to comply. “Good job, Loralei. Where have they taken our kidnapped Leath?”

      Loralei’s ship came to a soft stop. “I’ve already sent my logs to Izanami, my Queen. She reminded me there are, and I quote, ‘children on board who don’t need to hear my dirty mouth.’”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “My children are not here right now, Loralei. Go ahead, but keep it short and sweet.”

      “Okay, then.” The EI laid it out in the simplest terms. “Izanami told me to go after the Leath ship, so I followed them through the Gate. The Ooken didn’t catch me, so I kept on after them. They took the Leath ship to the coordinates I gave Izanami. That’s all I know, because there are three of those huge fucking ships guarding the colony, so I hid my ass and waited for you to send someone for me.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t worried. Izanami could get in and out without being detected. The question was, could she and Michael do the same? She was definitely making the children remain aboard this time.

      Her fingers began tapping as she considered her options. “Well, fuck. This is a complication I hadn’t counted on.”

      Michael stepped out of the elevator just as she spoke. “What complication?”

      Bethany Anne turned in her seat. “Three Ooken dreadnoughts between the Leath we came here to liberate and us. Not a problem.”

      “Of course not.” Michael smiled warmly as he took his couch. “Our dreadnoughts are much bigger than their dreadnoughts.”

      “This is not a size comparison,” Izanami retorted. “You can have a heavy hitter in a small ship.”

      Michael snorted. “Check your databanks. It is ALWAYS about size.”
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      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Station Commander’s Office

      “Tim, are you listening?”

      Tim snapped out of his daydream and focused on the holoscreen. “Sorry, babe, you just got me thinking for a moment then.” Sabine gave him the Look—the one that made him squirm in his seat. “Babe, can you not look so mad? It’s not helping.”

      Sabine sighed, and her cute frown vanished. “As if I could be mad at you for long. Did you hear what I said?”

      Tim flashed a grin. “I was listening…” He racked his brain to see if he could shake loose what Sabine had been telling him while he’d been imagining the various ways they could have fun with a few sets of zip ties and a large pot of Yollin honey and almost got lost in the daydream all over again.

      “Tim!” Sabine waved her hands to bring him back. “You have no idea, do you?”

      He hung his head and held up his hands. “You’re right, I wasn’t listening,” he admitted. “But in my defense, you totally distracted me.”

      Sabine chuckled, her blue eyes sparkling. “I was just wishing you luck for your meeting with Peter. I will see you tomorrow, no?”

      Her eyebrow quirked a bit and Tim’s concentration almost went again. “With bells on.”

      Sabine giggled. “Now, that I would love to see.”

      The screen went dark, and Tim sat there for a few minutes to shake off the dazed feeling Sabine always left him with. That woman was a witch; he was sure of it.

      CEREBRO pinged the speaker on Tim’s desk, dragging him reluctantly back to reality. “What's up?”

      One of CEREBRO's more businesslike voices came from the speaker. “The Achronyx is due to arrive at dock zero-zero-one within the next half-hour. Commander Silvers has just filed the flight plan with us.”

      Tim pushed his chair back, getting to his feet. “Shit!” He grabbed his jacket from the hook by the door and slid his arms into the sleeves. “He’s getting here early?”

      “He asked us to inform you that he will be taking a walk around the station before your meeting.”

      “Thanks, CEREBRO.” Tim headed out the door, opening a link to Rickie and Joel. Guys, Peter got here early, and it looks like he’s here for more than discussing this month’s rotation. Please tell me we’re ready for the surprise inspection he’s calling a “walk.”

      Oh, sure, Rickie deadpanned. I’ll just run around and close up all the drug dens and brothels we got running all over the station before Peter notices them. Shit, Tim. Chill.

      Joel cut in, Shut it, Rickie. We’re good, boss. That's the old Tim talking. You've got everything under control. I'm even looking forward to giving my report on the teams.

      Tim waited for CEREBRO to open the elevator door and stepped in. I know. Hell, I'm impressed at how effectively the system is working.

      Joel’s enthusiasm was contagious.

      Rickie didn't need any extra pep. It just makes too much sense to steer the adventure seekers toward the fight they're looking for.

      The inspection isn't a problem, Joel continued, Peter is fair. It could be much worse; we could be getting a visit from the Admiral's wife.

      Tim shuddered, remembering Mrs. Foxton-Thomas' last visit to the station. We should count ourselves lucky. She's almost as demanding as the Queen.

      Rickie's reply was laced with admiration. Yeah, but she's shit-hot at recruiting all the unruly assholes who turn up here into the Navy.

      The elevator opened, and Tim spotted a pair of those same assholes getting into it in a seating area by the vending machines.

      He ground his teeth when he saw the damage they'd caused with their petty drama and strode over. “What’s going on here?” he demanded, grabbing the two young men by their hair to pull them apart.

      They struggled until they saw who had hold of them. Then they went pale, recognizing Tim's face from the orientation video.

      Tim released the pair of them once he was satisfied they'd calmed down.

      They glared at each other, and each of the Weres began accusing the other at the same time.

      Tim folded his arms across his chest. “Enough!” he roared at the young Weres. “This is a battle station, not the Wild fucking West. Whatever the hell you two are fighting over, I don't care. It's done.”

      He pointed around at the vending machine guts strewn about. “Both of you will clean up this fucking disrespect you showed my station and then report to maintenance. You can spend the rest of the day there as an apology for the mess you caused here.”

      He pointed vaguely at the ceiling, seeing the stubborn looks they were trying to hide. “CEREBRO will inform me if you fail to arrive, and I'll have you shipped straight back to the Federation. Now, get started before I change my mind about giving you a chance to readjust your damned mindset.”

      He shook his head in disappointment and turned his back as the two young men scrambled for the spilled contents of the broken vending machine, cursing each other for the dirty work they'd been given.

      Tim shook his head. “Fuckin’ clownshoes. What, am I a bouncer in an officer's uniform?” He continued to the dock, bitching under his breath that the pain in his ass testosterone-fueled shenanigans like that caused was supposed to be a thing of the past.

      As intimidating as he found the Admiral's wife, the prospect of her visit always became somewhat more attractive when the order he worked to maintain was upset by an overabundance of assholes aboard the station.

      Peter had just disembarked when Tim arrived at the VIP dock. He met Tim with a back-slapping bearhug. “Long time, dude. Long time.”

      Tim nodded as he returned the hug. “I know, right? It's good to see you. I was sorry to miss you when you picked Sabine up on your way down to the city.”

      Peter waved him off. “Nah, we were only here a few minutes. It had been a big day for Todd already.”

      “Sabine has told me enough that I feel like I’ve met the kid already.” Tim’s voice softened. “It's great that you honored Todd that way. I know how much his death hurt you.”

      Peter nodded. “It hurt us all. But I didn’t name our son, Tabitha did.”

      Tim let out a low whistle. “Wow, that must have meant a lot to you. You guys were always the tightest.”

      Peter grinned. “Which is why it's the perfect name for our son.” He swept a hand to ask Tim to show him the way. “Let’s get this tour done and dusted so we can catch up for a spell.”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      Peter crept through the door so as not to wake Tabitha or Todd.

      The after-meeting catch-up with Tim, Rickie, and Joel had run for a few hours longer than expected. It was good to be working with the guys again, and he was satisfied that they had their end of the Interdiction handled.

      What he really appreciated was that they were competent enough that he would be able to spend most of his time at the apartment with Tabitha and Todd.

      Peter dropped the breakfast he’d picked up on his way home on the kitchen counter and tiptoed into the bedroom. He took a second to appreciate how cute Tabitha looked when she was asleep with the sheets scrunched around her curled-up body before peering in at his sleeping son in the Pod-crib.

      He slipped into bed beside Tabitha and nuzzled her neck. “Good morning, beautiful.”

      “Morning,” Tabitha murmured, “or is it still night? I hope to God it’s still night.” She turned over and pulled the sheets tighter around herself. “Fair warning, Todd slept for a grand total of, like, an hour since you left for the station, so anything that pokes me in the back is likely to get snapped off.”

      Peter made a pained face and skooched backward. “You get some sleep. I’ll take care of Todd’s breakfast, then we’ll go down to the kids’ apartment. Sabine’s always happy to get some time with our tiny terror.”

      Tabitha half-rolled over and pried an eye open to look at Peter. “You’re my angel.” She blew him a kiss and flopped back over.

      Peter took the Pod-crib into the kitchen and hummed to himself as he put Todd's food in the microwave, or whatever the hell they called it. He supposed he should take the time to find out what the correct name was, but it was kind of funny to get everyone to call the magic heat-the-food-up gizmo a microwave instead of the real name.

      He snorted softly to himself and got on with preparing the baby’s breakfast.

      Todd woke as the smell of his breakfast permeated the kitchen. The side of his Pod-crib became translucent as he pulled himself to a sitting position and cooed at Peter.

      Peter walked over to pick him up, glad he’d thought to get in Tabitha’s good books by ordering in a bulk consignment of the diapers that worked similarly to the waste disposal system in the old atmosuits. “Hi, buddy! Mommy told me you kept her awake all night.” He pressed a soft kiss to Todd’s head and deposited him in his high chair. “Something tells me you’ll be eating and going back to sleep.”

      Todd banged the high chair’s tray while he babbled an indignant reply.

      Peter grinned, making up Todd’s side of the conversation as he often did. “Really? You look pretty tired to me.” He placed Todd’s bowl on the table and took a seat beside the high chair with his own breakfast.

      Todd’s excitement grew when he smelled the contents of his bowl.

      Peter chuckled softly and held out a spoonful of the sausage and tomato baby food. “We won’t tell your mom I made this instead of your oats, okay?”

      Tabitha strolled down the stairs and blinked sleepily at Peter, rubbing her eyes. “Mommy already knows.”

      Peter hung his head and grinned ruefully. “Busted. What are you doing up? You should be sleeping.”

      Tabitha ruffled her bedhead. “Nah, I’m awake. Besides, we have appointments today.”

      Peter groaned. “What’s the point? You haven’t liked a single one of the properties we’ve viewed so far.” He made a spaceship out of the next spoonful.

      Tabitha bent to kiss Todd on her way to the fridge. “I feel good about today.” She took out the juice and poured herself a glass, leaving the carton on the counter as she sipped.

      Peter kept his tone cheerful as he obliged Todd with another spoonful. “That’s what you said about the last billion places we looked at.” He paused for a moment, looking up as if in thought. “Sorry, I sit corrected. Billion and one.”

      “Ass.” Tabitha placed her glass on the counter next to the open carton and strutted over to the table to drape her arms around Peter’s shoulders. “And I’ll keep saying it until we find the perfect place. I don’t see this war being over and done with anywhere near as quickly as Bethany Anne wants. There are some things even she has no control over, and I kind of like it here. Don’t you?”

      “I like wherever you are, Tabbie. You know that.” Peter turned his head to look at her and Todd knocked the spoon out of his hand. He grabbed a towel to wipe up the mess. “Fast little…fff..iretruck.” He dodged the swipe coming in from Tabitha. “But it’s not the worst place, if you overlook the crime rate.”

      Tabitha kissed Peter and released him. “Actually, the crime rate is one of the attractive parts. Think of all the fun we could have reducing it!”

      Peter shook his head in disbelief. “Really?”

      Tabitha nodded, smiling sweetly over the rim of the glass she’d just retrieved. “Didn’t you know? Vigilantism is all the rage these days.”

      Peter nodded. “Sure, but you hate to follow the crowd. Besides, the teams are doing good work down here. Joel tells me they're part of the scenery now, and some of the outreach services they've set up are starting to get some uptake.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “So you’re not even going to play along? I'm pleased that the teams are doing well, but wouldn't I look super-cute in a cape?”

      Peter shook his head. “Nope.” He made a face when he realized what he'd said. “Well, yeah. But if you want some action, why don't you take a few fights downstairs?”

      Tabitha’s lip curled. “It's not exactly action when you're the walking manifestation of Lady Death and the competition is a bunch of untrained streetfighters. The regulars are a bit more disciplined, but not much.”

      “Okay…” Peter complied with Todd's demands for another spoonful of his breakfast while he prodded his tired brain for an answer to Tabitha's restlessness. “What if you… I don't know, train some of them? The ones who can take a beating and get up again.”

      Tabitha grinned and squeezed Peter. “That might not be the worst thing you ever came up with. I could be a modern-day Miyagi, passing on my wisdom to the worthy.”

      Peter chuckled at the dreamy quality of her voice. “You and your decidedly ungirly obsession with eighties movies.”

      Tabitha leaned into his ear and whispered, “Can you tell me that you don't want to snuggle up and watch Karate Kid once Todd goes down for the night?”

      Peter groaned, knowing when he was beaten. “No.” He opened his mouth to return her teasing, but all that came out was a yawn.

      Tabitha took in the luggage he was carrying under his eyes, the stubble coating his jaw, and his generally wrung-out appearance. “Yeah, I’m going to cancel our appointments for today. Get some sleep. We'll go visit with the kids.”

      Peter couldn’t hide the yawn in his reply. “If you insist, I’m not going to argue.”

      Tabitha took Todd’s bowl from him and bumped him with her hip to get him out of the chair. “Nurse Tabitha says you need sleep. You can tell me about your meeting when you wake up.”

      Peter stretched and let out another huge yawn. “If I’m a good patient, will I get a house call from Nurse Tabitha?”

      Tabitha grinned and shooed him out with Todd’s spoon. “Go to bed, and maybe you’ll find out later.”

      

      Location Seven, QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Michael lifted a hand to touch Bethany Anne's arm as she paced the space between the couches yet again. That will not make our window for sneaking through the blockade come around any faster.

      Bethany Anne resisted the brief urge to see if she really could shoot lasers from her eyes. It isn’t a secret how I feel about waiting.

      Michael dipped his head in acknowledgment. It is known, my love. However, we know that the captured Leath are being treated reasonably well for now.

      Bethany Anne snorted. They’re in the middle of a strange planet, exposed to the elements in a fucking pit. How is that being treated well? The Leath are by no means my favorites, but I wouldn’t keep them like that.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. Sweetheart, you’re not the taking-prisoners kind. If you had been the one who captured them, they wouldn’t be alive to be rescued. Besides, I’ve seen worse. He shrugged at the pointed look she gave him. I didn’t say they were comfortable, but they will be fine for a few hours longer until we can get there.

      She sighed and sat down on the edge of his couch. Okay. It's just that we're so close. Are you sure about leaving the children alone on the ship?

      We will need Addix, or they may refuse to be rescued, Michael qualified. Many Leath still fear you too much.

      Bethany Anne scowled. Why do you think I'm still here, fucking waiting? If I didn't think there was a high chance they'd lose their shit at the sight of me, I would have just gone through the Etheric and gotten them already.

      Michael's mouth twitched. That could very well occur whether Addix and I are present or not.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet. In that case, there's no reason for me to work myself up about it. In fact, getting in some pre-mission mother-daughter relaxation is a much better use of my time.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. You're taking Alexis to the spa scenario.

      Bethany Anne looked back as the elevator door opened. You bet your peachy ass I am. Mama wants a mud pack and a sugar scrub.

      Michael smiled and waved his fingers at her. That sounds like an excellent idea. I'm sure Gabriel and I will find something to entertain ourselves.
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      Training and Recreation Scenario: Earth, Mongolia, 1176AD

      Gabriel lifted his snowshoe and shook off the drift that had accumulated there. This is grim, Dad. Did you really stay in a place like this?

      Michael nodded, forging ahead to cut their path into a stand of thin trees through the shin-deep snow. I traveled most of Earth long before I met your mother. Eve constructed this scenario directly from my memories.

      Gabriel ducked to avoid a shower of snow from an overhead branch as he hurried to keep up with his father. What’s the objective in this scenario? he inquired.

      Not so much an objective, Michael told him, as an experience to be gained.

      Gabriel looked plaintively at his father. Is that all you’re going to tell me?

      Michael chuckled dryly. Yes. I want you to reach your own conclusions, not adopt mine without deciding if you agree.

      Gabriel pondered that while they trekked through the stark frozen environment. A group of winged white creatures burst skyward, startling him into speaking aloud. “What are those?”

      Ptarmigan, Michael supplied. Birds. A smile touched the corner of his mouth at a memory. They tasted good wrapped in herbs and leaves and baked underground.

      Of course, he continued, food always tastes better when you’ve caught it with your own two hands and the brain in your head. And spiced by hunger.

      Is that why you were so obsessed with the dinosaur that time? Gabriel teased.

      Michael fixed his son with a look. One day you'll understand, son. This experience might just be the first step toward that day. He lifted a hand to point out a long shadow in the distance. There, in the shade of the rise. That is our destination.

      The shadow resolved into multiple shadows, then bulky tents on the backs of wagons. Gabriel drank it in. I’ve never seen anything like it! he exclaimed when the light of many small fires appeared as they neared the camp Michael had led them to. What are those beasts?

      Michael chuckled. They are steppe ponies. A word of caution: don’t breathe too deeply at first. The particular aroma of the nomad clans takes a little bit of time to acclimatize to, thanks to those creatures.

      A gruff voice challenged them from the shadows at the edge of the camp. “Who are you to come to our home?”

      Michael called back, “We do not come empty-handed.” He reached into thin air and pulled out a pair of jewel-encrusted gold vambraces.

      A vast bearded fur-covered man emerged from the shadows belly-first. His dark eyes shone at the sight of the gold and his hostile grimace melted into a wide smile. “Welcome, weary travelers.”

      Gabriel glanced at the vambraces scornfully as Michael handed them to the hair mountain. What’s the point of those? The first person who wears them into battle is going to lose both their hands.

      It is a cultural thing. Michael shook his head, smiling wryly. When this scenario occurred for real, I was ignorant of this clan’s customs. I made the error of offering my sword as a guest-gift in return for their hospitality.

      Gabriel frowned, missing the point. Why would that be a mistake? A blade is a more acceptable gift than…those.

      If you insist, go ahead, Michael conceded. This is your experience, after all.

      He reached out again and handed Gabriel the well-made and serviceable but plain sword he manifested. But I hope your proficiency with that weapon is adequate, since by offering it you are claiming you can best any warrior here.

      Gabriel’s normally passive expression shifted when he handed the sword over and the man eyed him skeptically. It should be interesting. How old were you when you experienced this?

      Michael lifted a shoulder as they walked side by side behind the man through the wagon circle. Around twenty-seven. I had a good grasp of my powers, such as they were at that stage, but I had little of your training.

      Gabriel grinned at his father. So I’m probably going to die horribly, but I’ll look spectacular doing it.

      Michael lifted his hands, feeling a surge of pride at Gabriel’s lack of hesitation. Who knows? I survived it. The clan fights honorably—mostly. If you do die, I suppose it won’t be the worst death you ever have.

      

      Location Seven, QBS Izanami, Vid-doc Room

      Addix and K’aia stood facing each other over the Vid-doc made for the four-legged.

      “Look. I’m not getting back inside that thing until you tell me why you want me to do it.”

      The Ixtali was the picture of calm in the face of the young Yollin’s mistrust. “I like that you are suspicious, K’aia. It will serve you well in your future role.”

      K’aia glared at Addix. “What do you know? You’re just a nanny.”

      “At first glance, it may appear so.” Addix’s mandibles twitched in amusement. “I have been taking care of Alexis and Gabriel since they were born, after all. However, I have lived many lives, young one. I may have the honor of protecting my Queen’s children, but I have also been her spymistress for more years than I truly recall. Before that, I was a highly-placed official in the Ixtali government. Do not be taken in by first appearances.”

      K’aia dropped her defensive posture. “So you’re not just being crazy, then.” She settled back and unfolded her arms. “I’m sorry for being such an ass, but would you tell me why you want me to get in there? I only just got out of the damn thing.”

      Addix nodded. “Good. I was beginning to wonder what it was Michael saw in you. As you so kindly pointed out, Alexis and Gabriel are almost too old to need me around, so it’s time to train my replacement. Before we begin, Bethany Anne has left instructions that you go into the Vid-doc for further enhancement.”

      K’aia looked at Addix and the Vid-doc. “I don’t know. What kind of enhancement?”

      Addix smiled. “You’ve heard of the Bitches, right?”

      “Yes. What have they got to do with…” K’aia tilted her head as comprehension dawned. “Oh. Oh. Then I guess I’ll do it. But I don’t want to get out of the Vid-doc and suddenly know what everyone is thinking, okay?”

      She climbed in and glanced at the humanoid-shaped Vid-docs as the lid closed over her. “I hope this does not go horribly wrong.”

      Addix started to assure K’aia that she was perfectly safe, but the Yollin was already under from the sedation. Her mandibles twitched merrily as she input the slide with the single drop of blood Bethany Anne had given her and handed control of the Vid-doc over to Izanami.

      The AI appeared by Bethany Anne's Vid-doc. “The process is underway.”

      “Excellent,” Addix replied, walking over to join the AI. She glanced at the wallscreens, one of which had a simple privacy notice.

      The other showed an icy white land and a circle of men, with Gabriel locked in a fight for his life in the center.

      Addix chuckled at the ferocity with which Michael screamed encouragement to his son from the sidelines while ending anyone dishonorable enough to intercede with his son’s battle.

      Izanami spoke, pulling Addix from her enthrallment. “Bethany Anne and Alexis are in the rejuvenation cycle.”

      Addix nodded and went back to watching Gabriel fight. This was something of a sad time for her, in a way even worse than when her own children had grown up and left her.

      Bethany Anne and Michael’s children had burrowed their way into her heart from the first time she had laid eyes on them as wriggly pink infants. They had been so helpless then.

      Onscreen, Gabriel pulled a maneuver that had him roll over his opponent’s back, giving him space to swing the sword and part the man from his head.

      They weren’t so vulnerable now.

      Addix could only hope that this Yollin would be more than the protector the children’s parents had decided they needed. Not just a guard, but a friend they could relate to. Someone they could trust and rely on once they were of an age to be on their own.

      They were going to need as many of those as they could get, and youth was in short supply in their circle.

      Bethany Anne exited her Vid-doc, unnoticed by the pensive Ixtali. She felt the sadness coming from Addix, something she’d noticed more than once in recent days. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Addix turned gracefully to face Bethany Anne. “I think the translation on that needs some work. You want to pay me for thinking?”

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. “It means I'm listening. What's on your mind, old friend?”

      “Oh.” Addix placed a hand on K'aia's Vid-doc. “Gabriel and Alexis. I was ruminating on what path life will take once K’aia is trained and I become surplus to their requirements.”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized Addix. “Are you thinking of leaving?”

      Addix shook her head emphatically. “Not at all. But I think it will take some time to come to terms with this shift in the twins’ needs.” Her mandibles worked through her mixed emotions as she spoke. “I am proud of them, but human children mature quickly, Bethany Anne. I blinked, and they are almost adults.”

      Bethany Anne placed a comforting hand on Addix's arm. “You are their aunt, Addix, blood or not. They will always need you in their lives in one way or another.”

      Addix shrugged with a fatalistic air. “Children grow up. It will be as it is meant to be.”

      Alexis’ Vid-doc completed its unlocking cycle and she climbed out, stretching lazily once her feet were on solid ground. “Mom, we have to do that for real when we get back home.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I've been waiting for you to say that. There's this little place on one of my stations we can go that has the best masseuse.”

      She glanced at the wallscreen and did a double-take at the surreal scene of Michael and Gabriel sitting around a campfire with a bunch of… “Are those Huns they're eating with?”

      Bethany Anne's eyes widened when she saw one of the men pass her battered and bloodied son what looked to be a skin filled with liquid. “Izanami, get them out of there right now.”

      She stood at the end of Michael's Vid-doc with her arms crossed over her chest, her foot tapping an angry staccato while she waited for it to open.

      Michael emerged with a look of concern. “Why have you pulled us out? Has something happened with the Leath?”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “Please tell me you didn’t allow our fourteen-year-old child to drink alcohol?”

      Michael furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. “Well, yes—and no. The celebration called for the fermented milk to be consumed, but there was no way for Gabriel to have become intoxicated.”

      Gabriel fairly erupted from his Vid-doc when it opened. “Mom, Aunt Addix, did you see me? They just kept coming, and I was like,” he jumped around reenacting the fight, “and then two huge guys that looked like bears tried cutting in and Dad just took them down.”

      Michael beamed at Gabriel’s joy in his victory. “Our son did exceptionally well,” he bragged to Bethany Anne. “He defeated seventeen fully-grown warriors one after the other in single combat.”

      Bethany Anne kissed Gabriel on the forehead. “Well done, honey.”

      Gabriel scrubbed the kiss away with the back of his hand. “Mom! You’ve gotta stop doing that. I’m a man now, and men don’t get kisses from their moms.”

      Bethany Anne shared a glance with Michael. “Is that so?”

      Gabriel nodded. “It’s true. There was a ceremony, and the clansmen told stories of when they became men and sang songs and gave me a gold arm ring.”

      Alexis pouted. “Sorry, Mom, but I kind of wish I’d done Dad’s thing, too. Why can’t I be in two places at once?”

      Gabriel chuckled. “That’s weird, because I would love to be in a hot tub right now.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and flourished her hands. “There we go; problem solved. Next time we go fight with the Huns together, then we all spa afterward.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction

      CEREBRO’s early warning system registered a series of blips a good way past the outer boundary of the Interdiction.

      They enacted the contact protocols immediately, and the alert spread back to the QBBS Guardian within just a few seconds.

      CEREBRO activated all weapons systems along the projected path of the unidentified objects and waited for their scanners to identify the class of the approaching objects.

      The next set of data identified the blips as a tight group of fast-moving bodies.

      Enough of the EI group agreed that the bodies were moving too fast to be natural phenomena that they did not preemptively fire upon them.

      Space trash could be blown to dust, no problem. Trade convoys, not so much.

      There was a return contact from the Guardian. “What have we got, CEREBRO?”

      “We are uncertain as of yet, Commander Kinley,” they replied. “Next set of scans in three, two… Ships, Commander. We have ships. What are your orders?”

      Commander Kinley’s reply came instantly. “Activate the Interdiction and alert the fleet. I'm on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      Tim dropped the connection to CEREBRO and scooted to the edge of the bed. He winced when he woke Sabine getting out of bed despite his efforts to slide out without disturbing her.

      “Where are you going, Beefy?” she murmured, her voice husky from sleep. “‘Cause if you were planning some kind of eat, fuck, and leave move, then you got it the wrong way around. You’re supposed to take me to my place.”

      Tim pounced back onto the bed and kissed her. “There’s something going on at the Interdiction. I would be more than happy if you were still here, exactly like this, when I get back.”

      Sabine rolled onto her side the second Tim got up. “There’s a good chance I will be. It’s the middle of the damn night.” She fluttered dark lashes at him. “Will you bring breakfast when you get back?”

      “Of course, babe.” Tim rescued his pants from the bedroom floor and did the dance of getting them on. He headed for the door, shimmying his hips as he went. “I’ll even be breakfast, if you like.”

      Sabine giggled and threw a pillow at his retreating back. “You’re an ass, Tim.”

      Tim slapped his rear end as he left the room. “I’ve got a nice ass? Thanks for noticing.” His teasing smile fell away as he heard movement from Sabine before the bedroom door clicked closed behind him.

      He opened a mental connection to CEREBRO as he left his quarters. What's the status out there?

      CEREBRO fed the reports to Tim’s internal HUD. The fleet is still headed toward Devon.

      Tim’s jaw dropped when he read through the updates. Shiiit, that’s a hell of a lot of ships. Do you know whose they are?

      We count fifty-three, Commander, CEREBRO informed him, and no, we have not yet been able to identify the fleet’s origin, since there are so many different energy signatures. We will know more once the head of the fleet comes into communication range.

      Tim paused walking to re-read the data. That doesn’t match what we know about Ooken ships.

      The probability of the approaching fleet belonging to the Ooken is low, CEREBRO confirmed. However, we also calculate that the probability of the Ooken being involved is high enough to mention.

      Tim noted something in the report that gave him a better idea of what was going on than the EI group had. CEREBRO, that’s a refugee fleet. Get confirmation before standing the Interdiction down, but this looks like a humanitarian situation to me.

      He dropped the link to CEREBRO and hit Joel and Rickie up.

      Rickie was first to answer. Dude…

      Tim cut across his bitching. Wake up, jackass. We’ve got a situation out at the Interdiction.

      Joel sounded half-asleep as well. What’s the situation, big guy?

      Tim got into the elevator, wishing he had Bethany Anne's ability to just vanish and appear wherever she wanted to be. I want you both at the docks ten minutes ago. We have an unidentified fleet approaching.

      Dammit! Joel cursed softly. Hostile or friendlies?

      Tim sighed. Again, we don’t know yet, but to me, it looks like a bunch of people fleeing for their lives. Rickie, you’re gonna stay here and coordinate the relief effort. Joel, inform the crisis teams that they’re needed out there, and scramble the ground teams in the cities to keep things calm.

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Commentary Box

      Ricole switched on the announcer’s mic and leaned in to speak clearly after Captain Holt’s all-teams bulletin had finished playing for the second time. “Training’s over for the day, people. Instructors, report to the armory, there’s a team call.”

      She stood and glanced out of the box to the arena below, where a rehearsal for the month’s acting event was breaking up at her announcement.

      Jacqueline pinged her on the team link. What’s going on? I saw the notification while I was on the floor teaching.

      Give me a minute, I’ll be right down, Ricole replied. Jacqueline was waiting at the base of the box’s stairs when Ricole got there. “Captain Holt has ordered all the ground teams to peacekeeping duty. Except ours. We’re to get our asses out to the Interdiction. His instructions are to come loaded for everything.”

      They headed over to the private elevator and waited for Winstanley to bring the car.

      It arrived a whole minute later and contained one battle-ready former Ranger fully armed with a stupidly large plasma rifle and a shit-eating grin. Tabitha waved them in with the rifle. “C’mon. Joel called like, twenty minutes ago. Get your asses suited up and meet me at the Achronyx, I’ve got a couple of babysitters to round up.”
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      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Private Dock

      Tabitha brought the Pod-crib to a stop by Hirotoshi and Ryu and bearhugged them both. “Thanks for babysitting your nephew.”

      “Our pleasure,” Hirotoshi wheezed as she squeezed his ribs tightly.

      Peter stood at the bottom of the ramp, looking skeptically at Hirotoshi and Ryu. “Are you guys sure you know how to take care of a baby?”

      Ryu drew a breath to recover from the hug. “We took care of Tabitha for years and look how well she turned out.”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Ryu, you’re such a dick sometimes. Hirotoshi is now my favorite forever.” She laughed at Ryu’s indignant protest and headed aboard the ship.

      Hirotoshi dipped his head in Peter’s direction. “I cannot speak for Ryu, but I had a family once. Todd is safe in our care.”

      Ryu shrugged. “It can’t be so hard, can it?”

      Peter looked in on his sleeping son’s Pod-crib. “Sorry, it’s just hard to leave him with anyone. I appreciate that you volunteered so Tabbie and I could both go help out.”

      “Pete, come on!” Tabitha yelled from inside the ship.

      Ryu grinned and bumped an elbow into Hirotoshi’s side. “I do not miss that.”

      Hirotoshi bent to program the Pod-crib to follow him. “I cannot completely agree. It has been my greatest honor to guide and protect our Lady Kemosabe, although it is pleasant to take a more relaxed pace for a while.”

      “You mean it’s nice to eat in places that serve human food while we’re traveling,” Ryu countered. “My nanocytes thank me for ceasing to test them with toxic alien ‘delicacies.’”

      Hirotoshi shrugged and turned to leave. “I suppose if you look at it from that perspective…”

      Peter waved them off and headed up the ramp.

      Tabitha was on the bridge with her feet up on the console and a bag of popcorn in her lap. “Hey, babe.”

      Peter snagged a handful of the popcorn as he passed her. “You came prepared.”

      Tabitha snickered and lifted the arm of her captain’s chair to reveal a cavity stuffed full of her favorite snacks. “I just dipped into my emergency stash.”

      He shook his head, chuckling, and took the XO’s chair next to hers. “Are we good to go?”

      Tabitha looked up. “Achronyx, are we waiting for anyone?”

      “Sabine was last to arrive,” Achronyx informed her. “Demon got nervous about leaving, so Sabine had to come back for her.”

      Tabitha wrinkled her nose. “Poor kitty. They’re aboard now though, right?”

      “Everyone is aboard,” the AI replied. “Sabine and Demon are in the cargo bay you assigned to the cat. Jacqueline, Mark, and Ricole are in the galley making a mess.”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Kids. They’d better clean up when they’re done.” She grinned at Peter and clapped her hands. “But if we’re all here, take us up to the Guardian, Achronyx.”

      “As you wish, Tabitha.” There was no mistaking the teasing edge to the AI’s voice.

      Tabitha raised a hand and gave the finger to the bridge in general. “Screw you, Achronyx.”

      Peter repressed a snicker as she smiled sweetly and grabbed a handful of popcorn.

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian

      Tim maintained a brisk pace, knowing he was cutting it fine to catch his ride. He reached the VIP hangar just as the ground crew was finishing up. He held the door while they pushed their trolleys past into the corridor, then headed over to the Achronyx.

      Peter was waiting at the top of the ramp for Tim. He raised a hand to hurry Tim, then dropped it again, his attention captured by one of the ground crew. “Motherfucker! Grim’Zee, is that you?”

      The two-legged Yollin named Grim’Zee turned and almost dropped the stacked catering trays he was carrying when he saw it was Peter calling. “Peter?” He steadied the trays a little. “Good to see you, my friend!”

      Peter waved Tim aboard and jogged down the ramp and over to the Yollin. “What are you doing here? I mean, I get that you decided to be a cook, but I thought you stayed on Yoll?”

      Grim glanced down at his chef’s whites. “I got bored being in one place, so I decided to work my way around for a while. I just need to finish up here, and we’ll catch up a minute.”

      Tim boarded the ship and made a beeline for Sabine, having no wish to run into Tabitha in case he’d pissed her off being late. He followed the sweet scent of Sabine to a small, clean, cargo bay where he found her getting Demon comfortable.

      He tapped on the door as he entered, more out of good manners than for any other reason. “Hey, babe.”

      Sabine looked over from the crate she was kneeling next to and smiled warmly. “Hey, you made it. I thought Tabitha might leave without you.” She finished unpacking Demon’s bedding and got to her feet.

      “She probably would have, but Peter bumped into someone he knew and bought me a few minutes to get aboard.” He walked across the cargo bay and offered his hand for Demon to face-bump or ignore as she wished. “How’s my favorite feline today?”

      Demon chose to greet Tim this time. I am excited about the hunt.

      Tim made a face, taking a seat on one of the crates Sabine had arranged to create a cubby for Demon. “You know, I don’t think we’ll be doing too much fighting today, Demon. We’ll be ready for it, but I’m convinced that these ships are filled with people needing our help.”

      Sabine lifted her chin, her eyes cold. “We will help them, and then we will find out who made them run and repay them with the same hurt.”

      Tim shifted on the crate, getting a splinter in his ass for his trouble. He stood and reached around to pull it out from where it had lodged in his pants leg. “Unless a threat comes knocking, we’re not going to see any action. I’m just not getting an aggressive vibe from these ships. They’re too bunched up to implement any kind of attack.”

      Demon yawned affectedly, her long tongue overlapping her lower jaw. You may come to whatever conclusion your inferior senses tell you. There is a fight coming.

      Her tail made one precise swish, and then another. I can taste it.

      

      Devon, Interdiction

      CEREBRO did not stand the Interdiction down completely. The satellites lay dormant for now, but they were ready to burst into action should CEREBRO command it.

      The incoming fleet was within weapons interception distance but was not replying to the message CEREBRO had playing on all known frequencies.

      More disturbing was the miscalculation CEREBRO had made when counting the number of ships headed their way. They did not make errors, yet there were only forty-nine ships on the approach.

      Commander Kinley spoke. “Status, CEREBRO. We’re entering the Interdiction zone. What are we heading into?”

      “The fleet is still some distance away,” CEREBRO reported. “They have not responded to my hails.”

      A large gate spiraled into existence in the distance, and the SD Adrastea slid out, a shadow of death against the star-pricked backdrop. The Achronyx Gated in next, followed by ten more battleships. CEREBRO checked the status reports of each ship as they spread out to form a defensive line.

      When they got to the Achronyx, they asked nicely.

      The fleet as a whole slowed rapidly at the appearance of Devon's defenders, apart from a small group of ships that veered off from the main mass, apparently unwilling to find out what kind of welcome awaited them.

      Over on the Achronyx, Tabitha waved her arms and yelled at the viewscreen. “Where are they going? There's nothing that way for millions of kilometers except asteroids.”

      Sabine shrugged. “Maybe they’re not the visiting type.” Her poor attempt at humor did little to mask the concern she felt. Demon’s prediction had stuck with her, and she could not shift the unease that smothered her like an itchy too-big sweater.

      Tabitha turned back to the screen showing the mismatched collection of ships. “What are they waiting for?”

      Seconds later, one of the splinter group exploded.

      Peter jumped to his feet. “What the fuck?”

      Tabitha became even more animated. “Tim, get someone over there.”

      “Already on it.” Tim lifted his hands. “What’s going on here? The other ships are still just sitting there. CEREBRO says they’re still not answering, either.”

      Tabitha dropped her popcorn back into the secret compartment in her chair, then pulled her sleeves and touched the soft bands around her wrists to activate them. “Well, if they don’t want to answer, I guess I’ll have to break in. You know, to check that they’re okay.”

      She relaxed her arms in her lap and her fingers began to move, going through the motions of typing on her crossed leg. “Just… And the translation…” She looked around with a slightly too-bright grin. “We’re good. They’re trying to get to High Tortuga, they don’t know why they’re here.”

      Tim’s head jerked up. “Are you in their systems?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Nah, I hacked the speaker system on the lead ship. They’re arguing about where they are and what to do. Wait, I have their cameras, too. Achronyx, feed it to the viewscreen and get me up on theirs. Let’s see if we can get them chatting while you keep digging.”

      A number of frightened and angry voices came from the screen, then a grainy image appeared that stabilized into a view of the bridge on the lead ship.

      Tabitha sat up and raised her hands in front of her. The crew was made up of a few different species, none of which they’d seen before. “Well, hello. Welcome to Devon.”

      The startled crew of the other ship clammed up when she spoke, but that was fine. Tabitha had never been one to let stunned silence get in the way of starting a conversation. “I’m glad to see there’s someone there, although why you were ignoring us is a mystery. Who are you, and what brings you this way in such a hurry?”

      The silence dragged on. Tabitha pouted. “Achronyx, why aren’t they talking to me?”

      One of the alien crew spoke finally. “The gods of war have pursued us across half the galaxy. We are in desperate need of a safe place to hide, but we dare not pause for long.”

      Tim stood to get a better view of the screen. “We can offer you all sanctuary,” he told the alien.

      “Hold up a minute,” Tabitha told them. Achronyx, does their story check out?

      It appears to, Achronyx replied. I’ll keep searching.

      Another voice cut over the first. “We cannot in good conscience risk any more lives. It is wrong to ask for anyone to defend us against the insurmountable. Anyone who helps us will be destroyed.”

      Tabitha tilted her head. “Let me get this straight. You’re being chased by some big-bad and you don’t think you can win, but you don’t want to ask for help because you don’t want to put others in danger?”

      The alien made a hand gesture that the translation software interpreted as a variant of a nod. “Thank you for your generous offer, but we will be on our way.”

      Tabitha raised her eyebrow. “Um, no. Like Tim said, we’re granting you sanctuary. You will be safe here. We will handle whoever was chasing you if they show up.”

      The aliens looked as though they would refuse again, but Tabitha held up a finger. “No arguments. Sometimes the universe lends good people a helping hand, and today’s your day to receive it.”

      She waved her hand to cut the connection and turned her head to make a comment to Hirotoshi about how effective the Mom Voice was, then sighed when she remembered that he wasn’t there.

      Peter reached over and covered her hand with his for a second. “You’re missing your Tontos?”

      Tabitha blinked away the shine that threatened to escape her eyes. “A little.” She sighed at Peter’s questioning look. “It’s the damn hormones, okay?”

      “I didn’t say a thing,” Peter promised.

      Tim looked up from the console he was using to communicate his orders to the defensive line. “I’ve sent them a safe route through.”

      The ragtag fleet began to move again. Slowly, the ships began to make their way through the gap in the defensive line on Tim's command.

      Achronyx spoke up in Tabitha's mind when the procession was about halfway through. We may have a problem.

      What problem? she asked.

      Most of these ships have no prior affiliation with each other. Looking at the flight path of each ship, I was able to ascertain that the fleet grew in size as it traveled. There's only one explanation for that.

      Tabitha was focused on a speck of light that had just blinked into existence some way behind the refugee fleet. Are you going to tell me what it is?

      The twinkling point bloomed into the familiar pale light of a Gate. An Ooken ship emerged, making Achronyx’s reply redundant.

      They've been driven toward us.
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      Location Seven, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne and Michael met Addix in the bay with the drop doors.

      Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia hung around near the back of the bay, talking among themselves while the adults prepared to get the rescue underway.

      Alexis leaned up against the wall with her arms folded, her bottom lip set to a certain petulant angle. “I still think we can be more useful than Mom and Dad are allowing.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Pouting about it isn’t going to make them change their minds. Besides, we’re responsible for helping Izanami prepare the triage area for the rescued crew.”

      Izanami floated over. “I had the bots deliver the supplies we need for the task to the bay next door.”

      “Like that’s going to take long,” Alexis grumped. She got off the wall and raised her voice enough to be heard. “Mom, can’t Izanami use the bots instead, and we come with you?”

      Michael fixed Alexis with a stern look. “Didn’t we have that talk about duty not so long ago?”

      Alexis nodded, still pouting. “This isn’t going to take long, and then we’ll just be sitting around.”

      Bethany Anne looked up from checking that the knives in her boots were secure. “If that’s the case, the three of you can grab some game time until we get back.”

      Gabriel whooped, pumping the air with his fist. “See, I told you we wouldn’t be bored. We can play some of those ancient games Aunt Tabitha recreated for us.”

      K’aia’s reaction was somewhat more subdued. “Oh joy, more games.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes at her mother, looking for the catch.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You will be running the APA scenario under Izanami's guidance. Team training is essential for bonding, after all. Go!” She waved her hands at them. “Get started. We’ll be back soon enough.”

      Michael watched the children leave, then turned to Bethany Anne. “Are you sure about taking us through the Etheric? What about the armor issue?”

      Bethany Anne held out a hand for Addix to take. “That’s why I had us switch out for the lighter armor. It’s a risk if we get caught in any big fights, but we’re not planning on that.” She smiled pointedly at her husband. “Are we?”

      Michael shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on it. However, if anyone does start one, I will have no choice but to end it. We are not at home now.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Men.” She took them into the Etheric and brought them out in a shadowed area behind the outpost wall. The pit they have the prisoners in is near here. Let’s get this over and done with, so we can get on with the actual war. She led them out and into the outpost, using the crawl spaces under the buildings as cover.

      Addix peeked over the ledge and looked around, her mandibles showing more bemusement with every turn of her head. What kind of layout is this? It’s chaos.

      Michael looked at the Ooken construction, which was more of what he and Bethany Anne had seen previously. It is how they build. I quite like the style. It’s efficient for the way they move.

      I think you must be mad, Addix replied. I’ve never seen anything so convoluted, and I’ve visited Triome. You know how weird that place is on the senses if you move your head too quickly?

      Bethany Anne snickered. We went there in a delegation one time, and Darryl threw up so often I ended up sending him back to the ship. She ventured out of the shadows, sensing that the area was clear. It’s not going to matter when there’s no Ooken architecture left to debate.

      They made good progress. Since the Ooken didn’t use the ground at all they didn’t think to check there, making it relatively simple for the three to work their way along without being spotted.

      It’s always a bonus if I get to use the enemy’s cultural ignorance against them, Bethany Anne remarked as she and Michael waited for an Ooken to pass overhead so Addix could make her way across to them.

      Of course, it isn’t a new tactic for you, Addix chuckled.

      Her humor melted away when another Ooken joined the first and they paused on the walkway overhead. Oh, screw this. I can use the environment to my advantage, too. She leapt and grabbed hold of the underside of the walkway, then worked her way over to Bethany Anne and Michael that way. I have to mention how much easier this is without pounds of useless fabric hanging from my body.

      She dropped onto her feet. I also prefer this light armor to the regular heavy armor. Here’s to traveling through the Etheric all the time.

      Bethany Anne snickered. Nice try, but no.

      I thought it was worth it, Addix told her good-naturedly and pointed. Is that the pit they’re keeping the Leath in?

      Bethany Anne and Michael looked in the direction Addix was indicating.

      Michael’s lip curled when he touched the minds within and felt their fear. It is.

      How many? Bethany Anne asked.

      Twenty-one, he replied. Too many for one trip?

      Hmmm. She conferred quickly with ADAM and TOM, then sent a message to Izanami with the details of how many to prepare for. No, we’ll be fine. Addix, you’re on. We’ve got you covered.

      Addix stayed low and darted across to the six-foot cage over the top of the pit. She ducked so as not to be seen and whispered to the Leath below. “Hello, my name is Addix, and we’re here to get you out of there.”

      The Leath looked up. “No. You can’t do anything.”

      Addix risked standing enough to peer down into the pit. Twenty-one angry Leath stared up at her. “You don’t look very subjugated,” she commented, testing the cage and finding it could be easily broken. “Why can’t we do anything? Come to think of it, why did you allow them to take you in the first place? I watched it happen, and you backed down a bit quickly for Leath warriors.”

      “Do we look like warriors?” one of the Leath hissed. “We’re merchants. We took a consignment for a Federation general to pay for fuel to take our family home to Leath, and those abominations took our young.”

      Bethany Anne heard all this from her place in the shadows. She sighed angrily, rubbing her eyes with a thumb and forefinger. Why do they always take the kids? Doesn’t matter where we go or who “they” even fucking are. They always take the kids, and I fucking hate it.

      Addix and I will take care of getting the Leath free, Michael assured her. You work on getting their young to safety.

      Bethany Anne walked through the Etheric—right into the pit with the Leath.

      Who all but shat themselves.

      She held up a hand. “I know, I’m not supposed to be here. Big surprise, the human lied. Now, if we’re all done with the truth part, let’s get you all the fuck out of this pit so I can do what I do best and reduce this fucking planet to rubble.”

      The Leath remained frozen to the spot until Bethany Anne clapped her hands. “Come on. I haven’t got all day. Your children need to be rescued.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction, QBS Achronyx, Pod Bay

      The six fighter Pods spread out as they exited the Achronyx.

      They formed up loosely behind Peter and went straight in to attack, pushing back against the smaller Ooken ships that were nipping at the tail end of the refugee fleet.

      The Guardian teams joined the line, pushing the drones into the path of CEREBRO’s tender care—and the railguns mounted on the satellites.

      Tim took a position where he could see the whole operation to direct it and accepted the request for communications from the lead refugee ship.

      “Commander,” the captain’s trembling voice began. “We are sorry for this attack. We did not want this.”

      Tim dismissed the apology. “This was their plan all along, and there’s no blame to any of you. You were only ever bait as far as the Ooken were concerned. It’s us they want. Just keep everyone calm and orderly and moving. The sooner you’re all safe behind the line, the sooner we can deal with them.”

      Tim requested a private channel with Peter. “I’m pretty fucking nervous, Pete. What if it all goes to shit out there?”

      “Then it goes to shit and you deal with that,” Peter replied. “You’ve got this, Tim. It's your show. I'm just here to remove the unwelcome houseguests from my front door.”

      “You know, paternity leave only counts if you actually leave,” Tim pointed out. “You didn’t have to come out here today.”

      Peter's humor faded at the reminder of why he was here. “This is every bit as much of a part of my duty as a father as changing Todd's diapers. My son will have a place to live in safety, and the people who fled this way in terror will sleep soundly tonight in the knowledge we are watching over them.”

      Tim struggled to speak for a moment. “Dude, I think I want to hug you right now. Go fight for your kid. I've got this.”

      Peter turned his fighter in a tight arc above the beleaguered convoy, opening fire on a group of small drones that had managed to get past the other defenses.

      There was time for a single deep breath before Tim opened the channel to the Devon fleet. “Hey, Peter, how much you looking forward to showing these kids how to kick Ooken ass in style?”

      Peter's easy grin returned. “Oh, man, like you wouldn't believe.” He tuned the rest of the fleet out, keeping it to just the five of them, with Achronyx listening in and relaying comments for Tabitha.

      “More like we're gonna show you up,” Ricole retorted.

      “Yeah,” Mark cut in. “You're talking to a man who has an unbelievable amount of experience in the flight simulator.”

      “You tell the old men how it is, baby.” Jacqueline snickered. “Even if the amount of experience you're claiming really is unbelievable.”

      “Hey!” Mark exclaimed.

      Peter joined in the protest. “Who are you calling an old man?”

      Mark snorted. “Didn’t you used to know Jacqueline’s dad back in the day?”

      Jacqueline cracked up. “He’s got you there.”

      “You’re a traitor to male solidarity, Mark.” Peter grinned as he spun his Pod to avoid being hit. “Besides, if I’m old, what the hell does that make you?”

      “A rare vintage,” Jacqueline replied airily. “Finely matured and aged to perfection.”

      “Yeah, right.” Ricole snickered as she shot back at a seeker. “As if that’s going to beat out our generation’s oneness with tech.”

      Jacqueline took out two drones with one puck. “Did you see that?” She turned her fighter on the spot and released another into the seeker the Pod’s EI alerted her to. “Okay, you want to play it that way? We’ll see whether experience or youth wins in the end. One point for a drone, two for a seeker. Most points wins.”

      Achronyx spoke in Peter's mind, cracking him up. He cut in over the others. “Tabitha wants to know how many points she gets for taking out a destroyer.”

      Tim dropped into their chat for a moment. “Tell Tabitha no fair,” he complained. “She's got a freaking battleship!”

      Peter laughed again. “I did, but she says she's counting that destroyer either way.”

      “She's welcome to it,” Sabine told him. “What’s the prize?”

      “Not money,” Ricole added as a condition. “That’s actually getting to the point where it’s boring, we have so much of it.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Mark countered. “I wouldn’t say no to a few zeroes being added to my account balance.”

      Another Gate opened nearby. Ricole and Mark pivoted their fighters and sent a barrage of Etheric charges into the shimmering light.

      “I wouldn’t mind your account getting those zeroes, either,” Jacqueline murmured, joining them to fire a spread of her own before the Gate destabilized and collapsed in on itself. “I saw these shoes the other day…”

      “What is it with women and shoes?” Peter demanded.

      Jacqueline chuckled. “You’ll have to ask Bethany Anne, since I was thinking of them as a gift for her. They were beyond my price range in any case.”

      “Just how expensive were they?” Sabine inquired. “I do your accounts, so I know you're not hurting for funds.”

      Jacqueline casually dropped a number and the only sound over the team comm for the next few seconds was silence. “Exactly. I suggest we all put a thousand credits in, and then whoever tallies the highest score chooses the prize.”

      “You would, if you're planning to drop that much on a pair of shoes,” Sabine teased.

      “I'd like to know why you're not doing my accounts,” Mark bitched.

      “Because you don't pay me for doing them,” Sabine shot back. A flash of light distracted her from any further snarky reply. “Shit, what’s happening now?”

      Two more Gates spiraled open, one on each side of the Interdiction line. The Gates solidified, casting an eerie light over the battle for the lives of the refugee fleet.

      Tim let the EI take the strain of running the Pod while he cycled through the masses of incoming reports. He thanked fuck yet again for Bethany Anne's gift of enhancement to his cognitive function and jumped back in on the fleet-wide channel. “The Astraea will be inbound shortly,” he informed the teams. “We also have more destroyers incoming from the other side.”

      He wanted the numbers to even up. CEREBRO, it's playtime. Get your ass in the game and give those ships some cover.

      We thought you would never ask, Commander, the many voices of the EI group replied. The sides of the satellites fell open and CEREBRO activated their drones, each group remotely piloted by an EI with a grudge to settle and a scoreboard to top.

      Achronyx contacted CEREBRO when the satellites released the first wave. Can I borrow a couple hundred of those?

      CEREBRO redirected the requested number of drones to the Achronyx and sent the rest to back up the teams in the fighter Pods.

      The drones moved to blanket the space around the convoy, making it impossible for the Ooken drones to get near. It became a stalemate, drones on each side, the Guardians in their Pods outmatching the unmanned Ooken seekers, the larger battleships and destroyers facing off uneasily.

      The QBS ships stood fast, backed up by the might of two of Bethany Anne's superdreadnoughts. The Adrastea and the Astraea were more than intimidating enough to keep the Ooken destroyers at bay.

      On the Achronyx, Tabitha jumped up and down at her console. “You know, it’s looking like we have the upper hand,” she squealed, punching the air. “Is it wrong that this is the most excited I’ve been in what feels like years? I kind of get why Bethany Anne went all stabby-killy-kill when we ran into those grubs.”

      “I like that we pulled their own dirty move on them and stole their technology,” Achronyx proclaimed.

      Tabitha grinned. “I know, right? But of course, we improved on it. The Ooken version is dependent on time to build up the payload. Since we’re using the Etheric instead of messy old plasma, it’s more efficient on all counts.”

      “How do you know all of that?” Achronyx received the last of the drones from CEREBRO and got to work reprogramming them.

      Tabitha made a face. “Very funny, Achronyx. Michael and I saw some of the reverse-engineering process while we were visiting William about something else.”

      “Oh, yes?”

      She waved a hand distractedly. “Michael wanted to arrange another hunt, but then this war happened, so I suppose it’s on the backburner for now.” She cursed softly when twin Gates appeared on the Ooken side, followed by two more, then four more.

      Everywhere Tabitha looked, more Gates winked into existence, each spitting out another Ooken ship.

      “Damn,” Achronyx piped up.

      “’Damn’ doesn’t even begin to cover it,” she forced out between gritted teeth. “Pete’s out there with the kids. They’re screwed.”

      “Not while I’m around,” Achronyx’ tone was resolute. “I’ll have to say ‘watch this,’ since I don’t have a beer to ask you to hold…”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      Winstanley observed the odd group approaching the main entrance. She contacted the penthouse apartment’s hub and was answered by Hirotoshi. “Hirotoshi, there is a group of Bakas behaving suspiciously outside.”

      “In what way are they acting suspiciously?” he asked.

      Winstanley checked the observations that her system had flagged. “They are dressed strangely, and they have approached the door twice and backed off.”

      “I’ll go speak with them,” Hirotoshi told Winstanley.

      She followed Hirotoshi on the cameras while maintaining surveillance on the four Bakas. He slipped out of the main entrance and approached the Bakas in a friendly manner. The logic of that did not compute for Winstanley since Bakas were unfriendly toward humans as a rule.

      Still, they did not initiate violence, as she had anticipated. Instead, Hirotoshi spoke with the Bakas for a few minutes, then left with them.
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      Outside the Interdiction, QBS Achronyx

      Having his bonded human grieve when there was something he could have done to prevent it was not an outcome Achronyx considered. All the AIs knew how it had been for ADAM when Michael had died and there was nothing he could do for Bethany Anne except be present for her during the worst of it.

      That was not happening to his Tabitha.

      He checked on the progress of his drones as he took the ship off the line. The others took this as permission, word from Tim or not, and the battle was joined for real.

      The Interdiction zone was instantly filled with projectiles of all kinds from both sides, plasma fire and Etheric charges adding to the mood lighting provided by the open Gates.

      Tabitha covered her eyes as Achronyx veered the ship into a corkscrew. Peter spoke in Tabitha’s mind. Tim’s not too happy you jumped the gun, Tabbie.

      Tabitha peered out from between her fingers, hardly daring to look but unable to take her eyes off the viewscreen. Don’t look at me! My crazy AI decided to come rescue your ass. Drones and seekers exploded all around the Achronyx as Achronyx pounded the crap out of them with pucks. “Achronyx, are we going to make it?”

      “It's going to be close,” Achronyx admitted. “But as long as they keep sending things that blow up so nicely, I’ll have enough material lying around to keep making new pucks to clear a path with.”

      Be ready, she told Peter. The second it’s clear, we’re gonna get out there and cause some real damage.

      You weren’t kidding about the destroyers, huh?

      Tabitha heard the laughter and love in his voice. Oh, sweetie, did you think I was?

      Peter snorted softly. Not for one minute, babe. Just watch yourself, okay?

      You know I will. Achronyx won’t let anything happen. She grinned at the screen, where Achronyx was taking out an Ooken ship every few seconds, then scooping up the remains to use to destroy the next. We’ve got this. He’s killing it out here, literally.

      She tilted her head when Peter dropped the link. “We do have what we need to take a few of those out, right?”

      “Oh, yes.” Achronyx sounded smug. “I’ve saved all the best stuff for last.”

      Tabitha’s lip curled. “Good.” She looked back at the screen. “The refugees are almost through. It will be our turn in a minute.”

      “I count five ships remaining,” Achronyx confirmed.

      The fighters shielded the final ship to cross the line, opening up the field for the Devon fleet to do more than defend.

      Tim’s voice came over the speakers. “All ships of the fleet. We are clear to engage. The Interdiction will be live in two minutes, and I don’t want to see any fucknuts getting fried by those satellites unless they’ve got tentacles hanging from their faces.”

      His voice grew passionate as the Gates continued to spit out Ooken ships just out of weapons range. “You might be looking at all of those ships right now and be wondering how we’re going to win against so many. Have faith in yourselves, and trust your teammates. We might be outnumbered, but we are never outgunned. The Ooken have destroyed worlds just to test our defenses. Now get out there and show those fuckers what we do to homewreckers!”

      Tabitha grinned. She remembered when Tim was just another punk Were with a chip the size of Texas on his shoulder. “You heard the Commander, Achronyx. Both barrels hot, and don’t fucking stop until there’s not a single one of them left.”

      Achronyx had the ship at peak efficiency. He zipped around firing pucks in every direction. “I’ll do my best, but maybe it would be nice to save some for everyone else?”

      Tabitha sneered. “If they want any, they’ll have to fight for them. My baby is down there! You have no idea how fucking pissed I am that they came to our home.”

      “Oh, I have. It’s a ‘perk’ of being both onboard and sentient. I get feedback from all your emotions these days.”

      Tabitha snickered. “Must suck to be you at least one week in four.”

      “Yet if I made that joke, you’d find new and even more inventive ways to threaten me.” Achronyx huffed.

      Tabitha shrugged. “Should have chosen to be female.”

      They broke through another line of Ooken ships, edging ever closer to the destroyers.

      “The fecaloid freaks know how to play the numbers game,” she admitted, her eyes glancing at the screens giving her feedback. “There are so many of them.”

      “We should do something about that,” Achronyx remarked in a tone that suggested he had something in the works.

      “What have you got?” Tabitha asked, walking over to her console to look through their inventory. “Where did those drones in the cargo bays come from?”

      “I borrowed them from CEREBRO,” he told her. “Just don’t disturb them in any way, okay?”

      “O-kaaay.” Tabitha’s hand, which had been hovering over the activation sequences, pulled back. “Why?”

      The earlier lightness returned to his tone. “Let me just get us out of friendly-fire range and closer to one of those destroyers and I’ll show you.” There was a brief pause. “Oh, wait. I’m low on ammo.”

      Achronyx flipped the ship and dropped them into a sickening perpendicular dive, preceded by the hail of pucks he sent ahead to clear the way.

      “FUCKING HELLLLLLL!” It didn’t matter that Tabitha felt none of it, the rapid rollercoaster motion on the screen made her feel like she needed to throw her hands in the air and scream her lungs out.

      Achronyx reached the trough and tipped the nose of the ship back up to gather the debris from the destruction he’d caused on the way down. “Almost done…”

      He didn’t bother to compact the shards of metal into pucks this time, just loaded all six sets of Jean Dukes railguns over and over and sprayed them like superheated buckshot at the enemy ships.

      Despite this, the drones kept being gracious enough to provide the means for their own termination all the way to the nearest Ooken destroyer.

      “Watch the marker,” Achronyx instructed as a yellow triangle appeared on the screen.

      “Ummm…” Tabitha chewed on her lip. “It’s not on the ship,” Tabitha pointed out.

      “Just watch.” Achronyx released five of his reprogrammed drones. Four vanished into the Etheric, and the fifth shot toward the destroyer. “Dammit.”

      Tabitha gaped. “What did you do?”

      “I read the plans for the ELF and adapted the drones to fulfill a similar function. That one is about to fail spectacularly.” The one headed for the destroyer suddenly picked up speed.

      Tabitha snickered, her eyes on the drone. “Was that what William called it? What’s the acronym for, and how on a cold day in hell did he get that name past Bethany Anne?”

      “I have no idea, and I have no idea.” Achronyx shifted the ship, and the view tilted again while the external cameras adjusted for the new trajectory. “One moment while I get us out of range of that rogue drone.”

      Tabitha frowned at the screen. “Um, we’re not near the drone.”

      “We’re too near,” Achronyx muttered distractedly.

      Tabitha watched the drone warily as it grew smaller on the screen. “Is it…glowing? Just what did you do to those drones, Achronyx?”

      “I told you.” Achronyx huffed. “It should still be very effective.”

      The drone exploded, throwing Etheric energy outward in a bright corona that burned everything around it for hundreds of kilometers to ash.

      Beyond that, there were four more detonations. The flash was eyeball-searing, and Tabitha threw up an arm to protect herself.

      When she dropped it, the destroyer was gone.

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow at the ash cloud drifting away on the solar currents, all that remained of the Ooken ship. Her voice was soft this time.

      “Yeah, Jean’s going to want a couple of those to play with.”

      

      Location Seven, Ooken Outpost

      Bethany Anne seriously considered the logistics of just knocking the adult Leath out and floating them to the Izanami through the Etheric if they didn’t stop arguing with her before they drew the attention of the Ooken.

      Luckily for them—and her—at least a few had been sensible enough to see that her time would be better spent finding their children and persuaded the others to allow her to lead them out of the pit to where Michael and Addix waited.

      Bethany Anne opened a link to Izanami as she left Michael and Addix to lead the Leath out of the outpost. How are the children doing?

      They completed the task well, Izanami reported. The Pod-docs are all set up and waiting.

      Good. I want Alexis and Gabriel safely in the Vid-docs before a single Leath sets foot aboard the ship. Also, we have a few more coming aboard than we planned for, and Michael and Addix will need pickup with the twenty-one we were expecting.

      I understand, Izanami told her. I have dispatched two Pods to Michael’s projected destination. I wouldn’t worry about the extra. I can take care of that.

      That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear. Etheric jumping would just have to be saved for the children. They were being kept somewhere not too far from there. The adults had told her they’d heard crying while she was getting them out of the pit. Now, can you take a guess at where I would find a bunch of children in this place?

      I can do better than that, Izanami told her, pride in her voice. I’m able to pinpoint life signs that belong to the Leath you are searching for. I’ve sent directions to ADAM.

      >>Yeah, and when we get back, I want my ship’s scanners upgraded to match Izanami’s.<<

      Bethany Anne snorted. Um, yeah, no. I’m a hundred percent certain we’ve already discussed that you’re not getting back into that ship anytime soon.

      >>Whatever.<< He sulked, going quiet again.

      Bethany Anne followed the route overlaid on her internal HUD until she came to a point where she couldn’t avoid being seen and then slipped into the Etheric.

      The route map vanished. Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and headed in the general direction she’d been traveling in.

      “Well, that’s just fucking great.” She looked left and then right, but walked straight ahead. “Guesswork is always my favorite way to conduct a rescue mission.” She kept bitching as a way to deal with the Etheric strain. “I mean, having your onboard AI, your alien stowaway, or even a single fucking clue where you’re going aren’t at all fucking necessary when there are lives hanging in the balance, are they?”

      ADAM and TOM exchanged the mental equivalent of a knowing glance without Bethany Anne noticing. Neither of them were going to offer themselves as a target for her simmering murderous feelings.

      Bethany Anne ran a hand over the left thigh of her armor and accepted the sword hilt that pressed itself into her palm. She activated the Etheric blade and poked her head out to check her position, then pulled it straight back in again when she came face-to-face with a nest of tentacles.

      She reached out with her free hand and dragged the surprised Ooken into the Etheric with her, then tossed it roughly to the ground and pressed the tip of her sword into the fleshy part under its tentacles.

      The Ooken squirmed until the edge of Bethany Anne’s blade nicked a tentacle.

      “What to do with you? Will the others know I killed you if you die in here?” Her lips pressed together in consideration for a second, then she shrugged. “I guess I’ll find out.” She flicked the sword hilt with a practiced twist of her wrist, and the Ooken’s head dropped onto the pile of its severed tentacles.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose as she turned away. “I think I might avoid spaghetti and meatballs for a while.” She gacked, and a moment later she peered out of the Etheric again, remembering to sense ahead this time to check that it was clear.

      The route map reappeared in the top corner of her vision, and she saw that the building ahead and a level up was her target.

      Ooken minds might be beyond Bethany Anne’s ability to read like Michael could, but she could easily sense when they were in the vicinity.

      Like now.

      However, Bethany Anne had her target in sight. Another short hop through the Etheric took her inside the building where the Ooken held the Leath children hostage against their parents’ good behavior.

      Bethany Anne repressed her reaction to the conditions the children were being kept in. The single room had no bathroom, and the children had no food or water that she could see. She wanted more than anything to destroy the whole vile place.

      Soon.

      The children were asleep, huddled together in a rough bed that looked to Bethany Anne like it was made from whatever they'd been able to scavenge.

      One of the larger children opened an eye, sensing that something had changed. He saw Bethany Anne standing in the shadows and jumped up in terror. He managed a single horrified word. “Empress!”

      The other children woke up and had similar reactions. One of the smallest let out a shrill squeak and the air suddenly carried the tang of fresh urine.

      Bethany Anne took a knee and held her hands out in a non-threatening way. It didn't take a mind reader or a genius to work out that she was the proverbial monster in the closet to generations of Leath. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m here to help.”

      The children scuttled back against the wall as though she’d just told them they’d make good ingredients in a soup.

      It wasn’t unexpected. Not every species she'd made contact with considered her a savior, and in the case of the Leath, it had taken a century of persuasion for her to convince them that their affiliation with the Seven would bring about their ultimate end.

      She should be grateful she wasn’t here as Baba Yaga.

      Of course, she was the end she had warned them about, and although the Leath had disavowed their false gods, it came as no surprise to find herself the object of the cautionary tales they passed down to future generations.

      It didn't solve Bethany Anne's current dilemma, though.

      Unfortunately, she’d had enough experience of situations like this. Well, too much, and she didn't deny it. She knew there was nothing she could do for these children except wipe herself from their memories.

      Doubly unfortunate was that the mind wipe rendered the children unconscious.

      Bethany Anne didn't feel as bad about the side-effect as she thought she should. After all, she wasn’t the one who had scared these children with stories of a woman who would in actuality defend them with her last breath if it came to it.

      If she could save the children the extra layer of trauma that seeing their boogey-empress had caused, then a short nap wasn't a huge factor in the decision.

      Bethany Anne shrugged and waved a hand over the children. Their peacefully sleeping bodies rose into the air on the cushions of Etheric energy she had formed beneath them, and they bobbed behind her into the Etheric.

      The fact that she was finding it much easier to get them aboard the Izanami now they weren’t likely to bolt had nothing to do with her lack of guilt.

      Nothing whatsoever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, Interdiction

      CEREBRO registered the massive pulse of Etheric energy near the Achronyx’s position. They requested a report from Achronyx, adding the response to the mass of inputs they were processing from all over the Interdiction.

      Data trickled back from the drones to the core group faster than human thought, giving CEREBRO the means to choreograph the mechanical side of the efforts and keep the organics alive.

      Over by the satellites, the battle raged thick.

      Tim whooped as his Pod completed its barrel roll by releasing two guided Etheric charges after the seeker. “Missed me, you mangy sphincter twinge!”

      Sabine snickered, jerking her Pod up at the last moment and leaving her pursuer to get fried like a bug on a zapper in the active laser net. “Ma petit boulette, such passion, and all for a machine with no Ooken inside.”

      Tim accepted her gentle teasing. “Just wait and see how ‘passionate’ I get if I get the chance to meet any of the squirmy-faced little fuck-knuckles in person.” There was a tiny pause. “What’s the team’s status?”

      Sabine flipped her Pod around, spraying the drones around her location with tiny explosive pucks. “We’re doing great. A couple of minor scrapes, but otherwise the biggest challenge is keeping the area around us clear enough to work. They’re swamping us the second we defend elsewhere.”

      Tim frowned at the expected news. “I’m getting that from across the fleet. But the Ooken can't have infinite resources. The tide will turn, babe.”

      “Be sure to let me know when that happens,” she told him softly before dropping the connection.

      Tim wanted nothing more than to tell her it already had. Bethany Anne had warned him about the Ooken numbers game, but it had to be experienced to be understood. However, the majority of the Gates had been taken out, and Tabitha was pulling some crazy shit right in the middle of it all.

      Tim didn’t think the Ooken as a species were too bright. Their swarm tactics might have worked wherever they went before, but they hadn’t backed off at the realization that they’d kicked whatever their version of a hornet’s nest was. That made them dumber than a football in Tim’s opinion.

      In fact, he thought they were even stupider than that, since this nest was filled with super-enhanced humans who were more than happy to scrub the chance of that stupidity spreading from the galactic stage completely.

      Altogether, it was looking good.

      He opened a mental link to Rickie back on the Guardian.

      Rickie was his usual ebullient self. Heeeey, how’s it hanging? Having fun without me?

      Tim rolled his eyes. The time of my fucking life, dude. It’s the quietest it’s been for weeks. Are all the refugees safely aboard the station?

      We’re just processing the last few groups through triage, Rickie told him. How’s it really going?

      Tim returned to the fleet reports as he spoke. We’re going to win, I have no doubt about that.

      Buuuut? Rickie pressed.

      But nothing, Tim repeated, his voice taking on that edge that meant there would be no argument. We’re going to win.

      Aw, shit.

      Tim made a face. What?

      It's just that I've got some private ships requesting permission to Gate out to the Interdiction, Rickie informed him. I kinda want to let them lend a hand.

      What do you mean by “private ships?” Tim frowned, thinking that a few civilian ships were only going to distract the military fighters, who would feel duty-bound to protect them. Who are the owners?

      Rickie was quiet for a moment. I just sent you the list.

      Tim received Rickie's list and scrolled through it in his internal HUD. This looks like…everyone planetside with a ship.

      Pretty much, Rickie confirmed. What are your orders?

      Tim considered it for a long moment before lifting his hands. Devon has spoken, so what else can I do? Let them through.

      

      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne strode through the mists with the sleeping Leath children floating behind her at waist height. The strain of carrying the children increased with every step. You WILL get them home. You WILL deal with the strain or you WILL let John stand on your back…in high heels. Her lips, pressed together due to the strain, cracked a bit at that last thought.

      She’d get them to the ship, and that was all there was to it.

      Her feet weighed whole universes, but still she put one in front of the other, pushing forward and honing in on the beacon that was her own children. Alexis and Gabriel’s physical location was a warmth to her senses, guiding her back to the Izanami.

      Eventually, after what felt like her entire life lived over again, Bethany Anne opened the way out of the Etheric. She staggered slightly as she guided the sleeping children into the repurposed cargo bay where Alexis and Gabriel were waiting on standby for her return.

      They turned as one when she stepped into the bay with the Leath children still Etherically tethered to her. “Mom!”

      Bethany Anne grinned tiredly at them. “Hey, kids. I'm home.”

      The twins leapt into action immediately, adding their support to the energy Bethany Anne was using to hold the Leath children aloft.

      Michael appeared in the bay’s transfer area a bare second later and took the load from her completely. Between the three of them, they got the children loaded into the empty Pod-docs.

      Bethany Anne sank gratefully down on the closest flat surface, which happened to be the floor where she was standing. Where are the adults? she sent to Michael.

      Michael looked at his wife, his brow furrowing when he saw her sitting cross-legged with her head resting on her folded hands. Mindwiped, sedated, and safely aboard their ship.

      Bethany Anne lifted her head fractionally to raise an eyebrow. You got their ship? Color me impressed.

      Michael winked. That was what Izanami said when she showed up with the Pods. Leave this to us. We have it all in hand.

      Bethany Anne knew all too well what that twinkle in his eye meant. However, Michael would be Michael, and she was fucking exhausted from the constant drain-pull of getting them to the ship in the first place.

      Thank you. She got to her reluctant feet and set them to walking once more. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a date with my pillow, and it’s going to run for at least two hours.

      ADAM spoke up again finally. >>Yeah, I don't think you're going to get that nap. I didn't want to distract you while you were busy with the Leath kids, but there's a situation at Devon.<<

      Bethany Anne's fatigue fell away in an instant. “What situation at Devon?” she asked aloud for Michael’s benefit.

      ADAM transferred his voice to the speaker. “The Ooken have attacked at the Interdiction. Achronyx is feeding me a play-by-play. It’s getting pretty big.”

      “How big?” Gabriel asked, looking at the speaker. “Is the planet okay?”

      “The planet is fine,” ADAM assured him.

      Michael walked over to Bethany Anne and took her hand. “You still need to rest and recover from the effort of saving those children. I will wake you when we arrive.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed his hand and let go. “You and I both know that’s not happening. I’ll be in my chambers if this,” she waved a finger over the Pod-docs, “doesn’t go as you expect and you need me.” She blew a kiss to Alexis and Gabriel. “Love you both. Be good for your father.”

      Alexis put a hand to her chest, feigning offense. “Who, us?”

      Bethany Anne chuckled softly as she left the bay. She didn’t technically need to make any of her calls using conventional methods, but she was getting back into the habit of making a physical call every now and then—when it mattered to her the most. That could wait until she got to her chambers.

      Speaking to Admiral Thomas was her first priority, and she didn’t need to see his face to get this portion of her mental checklist completed. Admiral, report in. How is the operation progressing?

      Almost complete, he replied. Hello to you, too, Bethany Anne.

      The thought occurred that maybe he did have a point about her abruptness. One of these days we’ll meet when we’re not in a dire situation and I’ll remember.

      Admiral Thomas laughed aloud. Not today, though?

      Bethany Anne chuckled coldly. No. Devon is under attack.

      By the Ooken?

      Your astuteness is comforting, as usual. I’m going straight there, and I want the others to meet me there when they’re done. Can you coordinate the rest of the operation from there without us?

      Um…

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. There’s a problem? She accessed the operations logs, her eyes flicking from side to side as she read through while she walked. What is it? All I see is debris where there used to be planets, which is exactly what I asked for. Oh, location three is still active.

      Admiral Thomas sighed in exasperation. It’s more of a complication. Remember I told you about the Moen? The servile species?

      Mmhmm. She reached her chambers and stepped through the wall to get inside. What about them?

      Well, we’re having some trouble freeing them. They’re suffering from some kind of alien version of Stockholm syndrome or something.

      Bethany Anne touched her hand to her forehead and did something she hadn’t done for a very long time. She prayed for the patience to see this through without losing her shit at the absurdity of it all. Of course, they are.

      If I apologize, will it help?

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. Not really? But we need to do something about ensuring the Ooken don’t use the Moen as leverage. Okay, get the other locations wrapped up, then put a blockade on location three. Nothing and no one out, nothing in except for supplies approved by us. Make sure the Ooken know we’re watching them.

      How long do you expect to need this blockade? Admiral Thomas asked.

      However long it is until I get back from Devon, of course. Goodbye, Admiral. Bethany Anne cut the connection and waved a hand over her desk to activate the holoscreen.

      Her call to the Achronyx went unanswered, and she tried again, with the same result. Bethany Anne was aware that the battle was still going on. She pinged Tabitha over their mental link.

      She tapped a foot while she waited for an answer from Tabitha. Which didn’t come, because Tabitha had Achronyx screening for her.

      Bethany Anne's patience had already worn thin. “ADAM, put me through to the bridge.”

      The bridge of the Achronyx was empty. She tapped her fingers on the desk. “Clearly it’s not a life or death situation, so where is she?”

      >>You should have called ahead,<< ADAM joked.

      Bethany Anne frowned, then shrugged. “It’s not too late for that. Give me the ship’s speakers.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction

      Tabitha tipped her captain's chair back and squinted at the overwhelming light flooding the entire screen. “That's a big-ass Gate.”

      “It is indeed,” Achronyx replied. “Shall we break it? I still have a few drones remaining.”

      Tabitha grinned. “We could do that…but I have another idea. Can you get me CEREBRO?”

      Achronyx provided the necessary link between Tabitha’s mind and the core of the EI group.

      Hey, CEREBRO. Do you have anything on the other side of the Gates?

      Regretfully, we do not, the EI group replied. Everything we’ve sent through was destroyed before any data could be returned.

      Tabitha smirked, lacing her hands behind her head as she arranged her feet on the console to get perfectly comfortable. I want to know where they’re coming from and what resources they have. That could be the homeworld sitting just on the other side. How about we work together and see if we can’t get an idea of what this group has to keep throwing at us so we can double it and be done here?

      We like the odds of that, CEREBRO replied.

      Oh, you all like to bet? Tabitha grinned. What am I talking about? You live for that shit. She sat forward and laced her hands under her chin. “Here’s what we’re going to do…”

      At the other end of the battlefield, Tim’s Pod reached the open Gate as the first ships of the people’s fleet came through.

      He heard his own voice issuing the first set of recorded instructions he’d given to CEREBRO to play into every personal ship that crossed the Gate.

      The shimmering light was pierced by the smaller groups first—the angry citizens, the transport workers, and the everyday people who had access to a ship.

      Tim saw ships of every kind, from tiny individual transports that bristled with weaponry designed to ward off chancers in the mean skies of Devon to gigantic freighters with massive company logos emblazoned across their flanks so that pirates knew who to call for the ransom. They all moved off to their assigned areas with more or less a minimum of drama.

      Next came the mercenary companies, and Tim’s message switched to direct the skilled crews over to the main effort.

      First out of the Gate were five battered junker-looking ships that Tim knew nevertheless would probably outlast cockroaches. Tim was well enough acquainted with the Shrillexian company commander to drink with her and a few others on occasion, and Lai-pen and her crew were just as durable as their ships.

      They exited the event horizon and dropped out of sight before he could see a single bleeding skull badge painted on the sides of the ships.

      The rest of the merc companies were close behind, mixing with each other in their hurry to be next to cross. Tim chuckled, wondering how Lai-pen had gotten the Skull-Fuckers ahead of the pack.

      He fired off a message to the Victory in Death inviting them over to the Guardian to celebrate after the battle and got back to monitoring the overview.

      Scanning through, Tim decided that CEREBRO needed a freaking medal or whatever upgrade they wanted after this battle was done. Every report he read had a mention of the EI group in there, assisting the efforts and saving the lives of his people.

      CEREBRO, you’re all doing a great job out there.

      Commander? the EIs inquired.

      I don’t know if EIs need to hear that kind of thing, but you’re invaluable. Our asses would be so far in the air right now without you all. His eyes flickered as he scanned through the report for the Lucky Run and moved on to the next—which was unavailable. Shit…where has the Achronyx gotten to?

      Over by the largest Ooken Gate with a number of us, CEREBRO replied. They sounded somewhat thinner than usual. We are attempting to get readings from the other side of the Ooken Gate.

      CEREBRO, are you good? Tim inquired. You sound like you’re missing some of yourselves.

      We are optimal, thank you, Commander. We are just spread far and wide at the present time.

      Tim shrugged. The EIs knew better than he did. What’s this with Tabitha and Achronyx?

      Tabitha cut in. It’s time-sensitive, and you’re hogging CEREBRO’s bandwidth. Can you chat later, when we’ve gotten at least one freaking drone through this Gate intact?

      Sure, Tim replied, but they were already gone.

      In the lee of the Gate, Tabitha stamped a foot as the drone configuration failed to fail—again. “Fuck it five ways to Friday! Why can’t we replicate one simple error?”

      Achronyx sounded equally frustrated. “Because we can’t replicate it without knowing the exact reason the drone went rogue in the first place. If just one sensor had remained functional, I would know what caused the drone to malfunction and we could create that malfunction in the rest of them.”

      Tabitha kicked the drone. “Instead of digging around in the guts of this thing.”

      “Oh.”

      Tabitha looked up at the surprised tone in Achronyx’ voice. “What is it?”

      “Could you kick the drone again, same place, same strength.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Sure.” This time her boot left a small dent in the drone’s shell.

      “Interesting…”

      Tabitha growled in frustration. “C’mon, just tell me, already!”

      “Well,” Achronyx dragged it out just to annoy her, “it looks like an impact on launch may have been responsible for the malfunction.”

      “You mean I’ve been sweating all this for nothing?”

      Achronyx made a noise of uncertainty. “If you could just wait while I have another drone brought up…”

      Tabitha was about to tell Achronyx exactly where he could stick his drone when Bethany Anne's voice reverberated through the ship. “Tabithaaaa. Where are youuuuu?”

      “Oh, dear,” Achronyx muttered.

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “What now, Achronyx?”

      “Um, Bethany Anne might have tried to contact you a couple of times while we were working.”

      Tabitha’s heart sank. “How many times? Like one or two?”

      “Sure, one or two…”

      Tabitha made a sympathetic face. “You do know I can tell when you’re lying, right? Bethany Anne might not kill me, but I’d start making final arrangements if I were you.”

      She got to her feet and headed for the bridge at a brisk jog, taking a moment to kick Achronyx’ drone as the antigrav pallet carrying it passed her. “Here, finish your testing. If you have something good to tell Bethany Anne when I throw you under the bus, she might not pull your plug.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, QBBS Guardian

      Michael nodded and patted Hk’lhrr’s arm briefly. “I appreciate this. Just get them within hailing distance of the Leath homeworld.”

      The Leath Marine nodded. “Of course, sir. Do you want me to be there when they wake?”

      Michael shook his head. “I want you to be long gone by then. There is to be nothing that leads them back to this part of space.” He raised a finger. “And I’ll need you to confirm your success.”

      Hk’lhrr nodded again. “I’ll send my report as soon as the assignment is complete, sir.”

      Michael gestured for Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia to follow him and they left the hangar.

      Gabriel had retreated into his usual observant mode. “What are we doing here, Dad?”

      Michael paused at an intersection to check the location designation stenciled on the wall, then took a decisive left. “Your mother and I agree that the best place for the three of you until the battle is over is the Hexagon.”

      Gabriel regarded the faint line in his father’s forehead. “Wouldn’t you rather be out there fighting?”

      “No.” Michael lifted a shoulder. “Your mother and Aunt Tabitha have everything in hand.”

      Alexis gave Gabriel a nudge. “He means that they went out for a girls’ night and he got stuck looking after us.”

      “I meant,” Michael corrected sternly, “exactly what I said. It is not necessary for me to be by your mother’s side every minute, and neither is it conducive to her focus to be worried about your safety. Besides, a fight is what you make of it, and there are two overly chatty children in need of some instruction right here who require my attention.”

      Michael turned and narrowed his eyes at K’aia when the young Yollin snickered. “My apologies. Three.”
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        * * *

      

      Rickie scrolled down the checklist on his datapad. “Damn, that’s a lot of people. Where the fuck am I supposed to put them all?”

      “There are always the orientation lounges,” CEREBRO suggested.

      Rickie almost missed his turn. “CEREBRO, you’re a freaking grade-A genius.” He grimaced. “Even so, is that enough space for them all?”

      “The lounges can hold sixty thousand comfortably,” CEREBRO reminded Rickie. “They were originally intended as temporary accommodations for colonists.”

      Rickie nodded and looked down at his datapad again. “Okay, then. Next…clothing and food for the people who aren’t being taken straight to medical.”

      He located the site for kitchen orders, but it was unavailable because the staff was out at the Interdiction.

      “Oh, shit. C’mon, Rickie, think…”

      Inspiration hit. He’d noticed people regularly using one catering company around the station. Maybe they could help? A quick call confirmed that they would be able to provide a team for each orientation lounge.

      Rickie grinned to himself as he headed over to Requisitions to see what they had in the way of warm blankets and other basic necessities. “Rickie, you might not suck at management after all.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction, QBS Achronyx

      Tabitha grabbed the doorframe to steady herself as she made the turn onto the bridge at breakneck speed. “I’m here!”

      Bethany Anne looked at her from the viewscreen, her face stern and unmoving. “You’re not dead, then.”

      Tabitha grinned and dropped into the captain’s chair. “No, but I can offer up Achronyx as a sacrifice to appease your anger if you’d like?” She put her feet up, ignoring the look she received. “Since it was him who blocked you.”

      “I did nothing of the sort!” Achronyx protested over the speakers. “I blocked all external inputs so you could process working with so much of CEREBRO.”

      “Here, watch this.” She forwarded the video of Achronyx’s modified drones.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes moved rapidly, a smile creeping onto her face as explosions tore the Ooken destroyers to shreds.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow once it was done. “Nice!”

      Tabitha stood up and shimmied victoriously “I know, right? CEREBRO provided the drones, and Achronyx and I—”

      “Um…”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Fine, Achronyx figured out what to do with the Etheric charges.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Well, in that case, I’m not as annoyed with you, Achronyx.”

      “Which I appreciate immensely, my Queen,” Achronyx replied gravely.

      Tabitha dropped back into her chair. “I knew you’d understand. What was so important you had ADAM hack my ship?”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Oh, just that we’re almost home. We’ll be docking at the Guardian in two jumps.”

      Tabitha’s head snapped up. “Really?” A grin appeared on her face at the same time an idea popped into her mind. “You’re planning on coming out here?”

      Bethany Anne looked at her skeptically. “Yes. Why do you have that crazy look on your face, Tabitha?”

      Tabitha couldn’t see her own face, but judging by the tightness in her jaw and the angle of Bethany Anne's eyebrow, she thought she could probably give the Cheshire Cat a run for its money at that moment. “Oh, you need to get here soonest. We’ve come up with a way to get a look at what we think is the homeworld, and you don’t want to miss it.”

      A satisfied smile touched Bethany Anne's lips. “That’s my girl.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction, QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Bethany Anne leaned forward, hands on the console, as the Izanami Gated into the midst of the battle. “Where’s the Achronyx?”

      There was a massive explosion of Etheric energy off in the distance.

      Bethany Anne reached out with her mind to discern the source. “Never mind, I’ve found them. Take us over there, Izanami.”

      Izanami’s eyes blazed like rubies in the snow. “Of course, my Queen.” The AI’s aura glitched shades of red that pooled around her feet, flowing behind her in pixelated bloody-looking contrails as she glided around the bridge.

      Bethany Anne read the fleet reports as Izanami guided the ship across the battlefield. She fired off a message to Tim to tell him she would discuss his decision to allow the general citizenry of Devon to participate.

      Izanami appeared beside Bethany Anne. “We are at the Achronyx’s location, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne stepped through the Etheric to the Achronyx, exiting in the bay where she sensed Tabitha’s presence. She gazed down from the walkway above the bay as Tabitha laid a boot into one of the drones she had lined up in rows.

      Bethany Anne watched, confused, as Tabitha paused a moment before moving to the next drone and kicking that one, too. She walked over to the railing and inspected the damage to the drone directly beneath her. “What did they do to you?”

      Tabitha looked up from the drone when Bethany Anne called to her. “Cool, you’re here!” She made her way over. “I’m damaging them for a reason.”

      Bethany Anne's leaned over the railing, her curiosity getting the better of her. “I’ll bite. What’s the deal?”

      Tabitha hopped onto the nose of the drone Bethany Anne had been looking at, then jumped to grab the railing and swung herself over with ease. “Did you notice the Gate in the video I sent?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I did. Was there something special about it other than the size?”

      Tabitha shrugged and leaned against the railing. “That’s the thing—we don’t know. All our efforts so far to get a look at the other side have failed. Whatever we sent through got destroyed the second it crossed, and now the Ooken are bunched up around the Gate like hemorrhoids so we can’t get near it. ”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips, making the decision. “I can get us there. The Ooken can’t detect the Izanami.” She waved a hand at the floor below. “Pack up. We’re going to pay them a return visit.”

      Tabitha wiggled her eyebrows. “I was really hoping you would say that.” She vaulted the rail, already conferring with Achronyx on the logistics.

      Bethany Anne went back to the Izanami to wait for Tabitha, heading straight for the armory to exchange the light armor she was currently wearing for full battle gear.

      The case containing her heavy battle armor opened as Bethany Anne entered the armory. No simple crate for this set, it was housed in an unbreakable glass cabinet with the Jean Dukes logo handpainted on the doors above Bethany Anne's Queen Bitch badge.

      A small chuckle escaped her lips when she realized that even TOM and ADAM were absent for the moment. It was a rare thing to be alone long enough to contemplate.

      “I guess there’s nobody around to think I’m crazy if I talk to myself.” She trailed her fingers over the rack of under armor suits, grabbing the one she wanted before crossing the room to get space to change into it.

      Then came the fight to get out of the light armor. “Can I just get a happy medium when it comes to my armor?” she bitched, tugging at the skintight nano-infused fabric until it peeled away from her back with a snap. “Something comfortable that I can wear while I’m in the Etheric and not have to worry about healing bullet holes when I walk out?”

      She extracted her legs and dropped the stiff suit on the floor, then retrieved the under armor suit and slipped a foot into the soft material.

      The armor unfurled from the center outward when she was five steps away from the case. “The only thing that would make this beauty better was if it had heels built in.”

      Bethany Anne smirked at the thought and raised her arms slightly as she walked up the two steps to enter the cabinet.

      She turned to face the room as she took the final step backward into the embrace of Jean’s best work yet. The armor assembled itself around her body from her feet up, each section locking seamlessly into the next until she was completely protected from neck to toes.

      She hummed as she stepped down, flexing her hands inside the gauntlets. They made the connection to the Etheric and a tingle raced over her bare skin. Keeping it simple, she selected her faithful katanas and her Jean Dukes specials.

      If she couldn’t beat the Ooken with her swords, her guns, and her brain…

      Bethany Anne laughed. “I can’t even continue that thought. It’s too ridiculous.” She left the armory and set off for the bridge.

      Tabitha came aboard while Bethany Anne was finishing the review of CEREBRO’s logs pertaining to the attempts. She flounced out of the elevator and over to the larger couch, where she flopped down on her stomach and rested her chin on her hands. “Are we good to go?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Near as I can tell. Izanami, is our way home secure?”

      Izanami appeared at Bethany Anne's side in a swirl of pixels. “As secure as a Gate jump can be,” the AI replied. “In short, yes.”

      Bethany Anne waved her finger in a circle. “Then why are we not moving? Let’s go.”

      Izanami dipped her head and vanished. The Ooken Gate came into view on the wraparound screens a few moments later.

      Bethany Anne's eyes darted around, taking note of the various groups clustered around the Gate as the Izanami approached.

      Ooken destroyers swarmed around the threshold. Their plasma weapons glowed brightly, warning off any ships that got too close. “They sure have enough of those destroyers. Didn’t you take a shit-ton of them out?”

      “They just kept bringing more through the damned Gate,” Tabitha bitched. She untucked a hand from her chin and flapped it at the line the Ooken had made around the Gate. “This is how far we got with the Achronyx before they all swooped in like vultures.”

      The Izanami passed the line without challenge.

      Tabitha sighed heavily, then looked at Bethany Anne and shrugged. “I knew we were good, but it was still squeaky-ass time for a second while we tested it.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head and turned back to regard the screen through narrowed eyes. “Izanami, take us through that Gate.”

      

      Beyond the Gate, QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Bethany Anne got her first look at the area beyond the Gate as the ship nosed over the threshold. The Izanami was a mere speck in comparison to the sprawling construction they’d arrived at.

      She cursed softly, noting the heavy defenses on every flat surface. Patrol ships swept back and forth between the many active Gates scattered around the asymmetric arrangement of platforms that made up the staging post. “I guess we know why none of the drones made it through,” she commented as they passed unnoticed between two ships armed with turret guns.

      Tabitha frowned as they surveyed the nine gigantic cubes that were linked in the Ooken manner by tunnels and scaffolding. “I'm gonna go out on a limb and say that this is not the homeworld.”

      “You don't say!” Bethany Anne closed her eyes for a second, wrapping her hope up tightly to save it for another day. She opened them again and turned to Tabitha. “It’s not all bad news. I think we are in a position to deal the Ooken some real hurt. Look closely… Those Gates are going to other places than Devon. This is an important location for them.”

      Tabitha’s face contorted when she connected Bethany Anne's words to the steady flow of inbound ships from the surrounding Gates. “Greedy fucking assholes. Is that their only motivation for all this? Stripping every world they come to for every resource it has?”

      Bethany Anne nodded calmly, her outward serenity a sharp contrast to the tumultuous anger boiling within. “Yes, but not for long. Did you bring enough of those drones to make a scene?”

      Tabitha gave Bethany Anne a shark-like grin, the maniacal glint back in her eyes. “Oh, hells yes. Where do you want to start?”

      Bethany Anne glanced at the screen and pressed her lips together in thought. “Hmmm. Good question. Izanami, can you poke around in their systems without them figuring out that we’re here?”

      Izanami floated across to Bethany Anne, a hint of darkness rippling through her aura. “I already have, and I’ve identified several areas of interest.”

      A holomap overlaid the live feed and a colored marker appeared on one cube that was slightly offset from the center of the staging post. “This area, however, was the one that caught my attention first.”

      Bethany Anne looked over at the AI. “Why?”

      Izanami glitched out, reappearing on the other side of the map in a burst of pixels. “It is covered by the same type of shielding we encountered over the first colony.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Okay. That’s not entirely unexpected. What have they got going on here that we can see? Give me everything you've identified.”

      Tabitha walked around the map, selecting the different-colored markers that popped up all over the map. “They're pretty organized. So, Izanami, the blue markers away from the shielded area are the manufacturing sites?”

      “They are,” the AI confirmed.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That depends,” Tabitha replied offhandedly. “Are you thinking about blowing the shit out of this place?”

      Bethany Anne nodded somberly. “That’s pretty much the plan.”

      Izanami vanished again as the ship neared the shielded area. Her voice came from the speaker in the headrest of Bethany Anne's couch as a small drawer in her console slid open. “Take this with you, my Queen. It will disable the shielding, and I left a little gift of my own in there for the Ooken.”

      Bethany Anne picked up the tiny translucent cube within and held it to the light to examine the ripple of the Etheric energy inside. “Pretty. How does it work?”

      “Just press it to the shield generator. It will do all the heavy lifting for you,” Izanami informed her.

      The corners of Bethany Anne's mouth turned up as she stashed the cube in one of her armor’s compartments. “Handy thing to have.”

      ADAM spoke up. >>It can do much more than that with a little bit of tweaking.<<

      You have a considerable amount of training ahead of you before you get to even think about touching the Etheric again, Bethany Anne told him firmly. Still, good to know. She filed the information away for later use and turned to Tabitha. “Ready?”

      Tabitha grinned, hooking an arm through the sling of her rifle. “You bet your ass I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Beyond The Gate, Staging Post, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne and Tabitha stood at the open drop door in the cargo bay while Izanami brought the ship in to hover above an access hatch near the shielded section of the central cube.

      Bethany Anne leaned out to line up the hatch, holding the overhead strap for balance. “Make sure you don’t fuck the landing.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes and made the jump. “I do not ‘fuck landings,’” she protested hotly as Bethany Anne landed beside her. “Sometimes they just get away from me, is all.”

      Bethany Anne snickered as she bent to tear the hatch free. “Oookay, sure.” She checked her mental image of Izanami’s map and stepped inside the hatch onto the ladder. “This goes down a ways. We leave this shaft three exits down and then work our way across to the shielded section.”

      Tabitha climbed into the hatch after Bethany Anne. “What do you think we’re going to find?”

      Bethany Anne peered into the first exit as she passed it. “I couldn’t even begin to guess. Whatever it is, it was valuable enough to the Ooken to put all that shielding on it, so it must be worth blowing up.”

      She passed the second exit, which was as empty as the first. Tabitha was quiet—for Tabitha, at least. “You okay?”

      Tabitha made a noncommittal sound, not wanting to raise the subject with her. “I’m good.”

      Bethany Anne sensed Tabitha’s reluctance to talk. She took the rungs a little bit faster, seeing their exit. “Nice try. What’s eating you? You know you can tell me if you aren’t happy on Devon.” She stepped into the horizontal shaft and waited for Tabitha to join her.

      “Are you kidding?” Tabitha caught up a moment later and fell into step behind Bethany Anne, and the two women made their way deeper into the cube. “I love Devon. High Tortuga has gotten so stuffy that you can’t even find a decent bar fight there anymore.”

      Bethany Anne frowned, checking their route again before taking the right turn at an intersection that led them into a wide corridor. “You and Peter are okay? Todd’s health is good, or you would have told me about it.”

      “It’s nothing like that.” Tabitha shrugged. “There’s no point anyway. You made your decision about Nickie, I know you won’t budge on bringing her home.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Damn straight. Seven years is seven years, and I’ll be honest and say I’m not expecting much change when that time is up—not based on the reports I’ve been getting.”

      “You too?” Tabitha’s voice wavered. “I hate that she’s out there alone, Bethany Anne. You just don’t know her like I do. She needs someone to believe in her, or my worst fear might just come true, and the next time I see her will be when her body is returned to us.”

      Bethany Anne pushed Tabitha into the shadow of a recess before they turned into another corridor. Wait a moment—I’m sensing Ooken nearby. What do you want me to do about Nickie? she asked. Even if I wanted to let her come home early—which I’m not inclined to do at this point—how does that teach her anything?

      Tabitha pressed herself against the wall. It doesn’t. All I’m asking is that you allow me to send someone to watch her back and give her a nudge in the right direction.

      The Ooken got within smelling distance. Bethany Anne guessed they were about to turn onto the corridor she and Tabitha were in.

      Bethany Anne looked hard at Tabitha. We will discuss this when we’re back on the right side of the Gate.

      Thank you. Tabitha nodded toward the two Ooken. Which one do you want?

      Neither. I’m really sick of sneaking around, but if we kill one, they ALL come running.

      Oh. Yeah. Tabitha pouted. I’ve got to say, this deviation from your usual in-your-face badassery is not your best look.

      I know, right? Bethany Anne grimaced. But what else can I do? It’s a different challenge completely when the enemy is telepathic.

      Tabitha felt her best friend’s turmoil. Don’t stress it. Something will come along that tips the balance completely in our favor.

      You’re right. Bethany Anne grabbed Tabitha’s hand and pulled her along the corridor. But when have I ever waited for serendipity to drop the solution into my lap when I can tip the scale myself? Now, run.

      Bethany Anne and Tabitha blurred around the corner, moving too fast for the Ooken they passed to realize something had just blasted by and sprinted down the corridors at full speed.

      They slowed upon reaching the shield, which covered the turn into a much wider, brightly lit corridor.

      “Over here,” Tabitha called, indicating the hidden access panel she’d found farther along the wall. “It will only take a minute to open.”

      Bethany Anne walked over and put her fist through the panel, ripping it off as she removed her hand. “Not even half a second if you do it my way.” She took Izanami’s cube from the compartment in her armor she’d put it in for safekeeping, made a space to push it through the ropes of wires inside the wall, and pressed it to the inner workings.

      The cube glowed, then melted into the circuit board. A few seconds later, Bethany Anne had access to the Ooken mainframe.

      “Did it work?” Tabitha asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded slowly, then shook her head when nothing happened with the shielding. “Yeah…no.” She fixed Tabitha with a sparkling smile. “I don’t speak Ooken, which makes me doubly glad I brought tech support along for the trip. Oh, and TOM. ”

      >>Hey,<< ADAM complained. >>What about me?<<

      You’re grounded. Indefinitely.

      >> Whatever.<< ADAM huffed and went silent again.

      I don’t know why, TOM piped up, but somehow the Mom voice is worse than the Empress voice.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. Can we just focus, please? It’s like trying to think with a bunch of damned squirrels arguing in my head.

      It’s about to get a little bit more unpleasant, TOM told her apologetically. I have to make you speak Ooken.

      So? She waved off his concern. We’ve done that almost too many times.

      Not with a psionic language. I suggest you brace yourself. This is going to hurt.

      Bethany Anne considered why she wasn’t more surprised by that information. “I don’t give a shit if it hurts as long as it works.”

      Tabitha looked at her with concern. “If what hurts?”

      “Speaking Ooken,” Bethany Anne told her quickly. “Okay, just get it over with. It can’t be worse than the headache you caused fucking around with ADAM’s chip.”

      Frankly, yes it can. There’s no point in sugarcoating it. I have to overstimulate a part of your brain that humans don’t normally use in this way.

      Sudden pressure behind her eyes almost made her scream. Bethany Anne pressed a hand to her eyes, staggering from the intensity of the pain. FUCK! It wasn’t a damned challenge, TOM!

      I’m sorry! Almost done.

      The shield across the corridor disappeared.

      Bethany Anne gritted her teeth and waited. The pressure behind her eyes vanished as suddenly as it had occurred. “Dammit, TOM.”

      Tabitha was by her side in the next moment. “You okay?” she asked, her brow furrowed with concern. “It looked like you were going to faint or something.”

      Bethany Anne shook off the residual pain. “I’m fine. Let’s go.” She drew her katanas and headed for the now-unrestricted corridor.

      

      Beyond the Gate, Staging Post, Shielded Area

      The corridor led Bethany Anne and Tabitha to an imposing set of doors, which Bethany Anne opened with a generous application of her boot.

      The two women strode in with their weapons raised—straight into the waiting tentacles of several Ooken guards. There wasn’t even time to admire the huge tank that took up most of the room.

      Tabitha ducked out from under the reaching tentacles and tossed a tiny drone into its snapping beak.

      The Ooken stepped back, clutching its throat where the drone had stuck.

      Tabitha winced when she realized exactly which drone she’d thrown. Bethany Anne?

      Bethany Anne turned from the corpse of the guard she’d dispatched as the head of Tabitha’s guard exploded. Really?

      Tabitha winced as Bethany Anne wiped a hand down her face to remove the brain splatter. Um, duck?

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes.

      Tabitha made herself busy to avoid the glare. How long do we have?

      Bethany Anne flicked her hand to remove the goop. Ten, fifteen minutes maybe until every Ooken here comes baying for our blood.

      Tabitha looked around. Then we should start searching for whatever it is they’re hiding before we have to leave everything behind.

      Bethany Anne pointed behind Tabitha at the tank, gaping in amazement. They’re not hiding anything.

      Tabitha turned her head from one side to the other, trying to understand the dimensions of the creature before her. “Are you a squid? You look a bit like a squid.”

      The not-a-squid threw back its tentacles, revealing a familiar-looking beak.

      Bethany Anne sensed more to the beast than the animal instinct it was showing them. “I think it might be Ooken, too, without the ‘ook’ part.”

      You are correct, TOM cut in. It seems that this is what the Ooken were before they were altered.

      By the Kurtherians.

      Yes, Bethany Anne, by the Kurtherians. I believe it wishes to communicate with us.

      Bethany Anne regarded the creature with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity. But it’s an Ooken. They don’t communicate, just attack.

      She glanced at Tabitha. “Apparently, TOM and I are going to attempt a conversation with this creature.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “I’ve seen weirder things happen. I’ll keep watch.”

      TOM established the mental link between him and Bethany Anne and the creature.

      We are the Collective, it began. And we wish for death.

      Bethany Anne snorted. I figured that out from the way I keep killing you and you all keep turning up on my doorstep again.

      The creature thrashed as though it were in pain. They are the Chosen. We are not the Chosen. We are alone.

      TOM made a sound of sympathy. Bethany Anne, this being is separate from the hive mind.

      We hate the Chosen. We wish them to die. We will help you.

      Bethany Anne grinned at the mass of writhing tentacles inside the tank. Well, shit, I guess that makes us friends. What can you tell me that will help?

      Everything.

      She was hit by a flood containing the sum of knowledge of the mind inside the tank. TOM, are you getting all this?

      TOM’s voice was tight. It wasn’t exaggerating. This is a whole lot of data, much of it random. It’s going to take ADAM and me some time to turn it into something you can use.

      That’s fine. I can wait until we get back to Devon.

      How generous of you.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. Actually, you’re right. You can get started now, and I’ll hear it on the way home. She looked back at the solitary creature in the tank. Are you sure you don’t want to come back with us?

      The creature was gone in a flash of tentacles. Destroy this place. We will die happy.

      Bethany Anne went to find Tabitha.

      Tabitha almost ran into Bethany Anne, returning from the corridor just as Bethany Anne left the tank room. “Yeah, um…we should probably get going. I think I just pissed them off more than they already were.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t need to try to hear the Ooken’s minds; they were everywhere. Hundreds of Ooken spilled into the corridor, all screeching for blood.

      “This way.” Bethany Anne opened a link to the ship as she and Tabitha raced in the opposite direction to avoid being overrun. Izanami, we’re ready for pickup.

      The AI replied immediately. The ship awaits, my Queen.

      Tabitha fired into the mass as Bethany Anne grabbed her and pulled them both into the Etheric. She dropped onto her ass when they emerged on the bridge of the Izanami, panting heavily around gales of laughter. “That was the craziest shit we’ve done in forever!”

      Bethany Anne walked over to the screens and stared at the staging post as the ship moved toward the Gate. “I think we’re far enough away, Izanami. Activate the drones.”

      Izanami appeared, dressed all in black. “Of course, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne grasped the Etheric and poured more energy into the drones as they sped away.

      “Are you giving them more power?” Tabitha asked in awe. “After seeing what they do without a boost?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, her face set in hard lines. “I want to be sure the creature who helped us does not suffer—and that every other Ooken aboard those cubes does.”

      A few moments later, dozens of explosions lit the staging post as the drones detonated. The cubes were shredded by the Etheric energy hitting them from all sides.

      The whole structure collapsed. Slowly at first, then all at once.

      Bethany Anne saw a Gate snap shut near the one back to Devon. “Izanami, take us home.”

      Izanami inclined her head. “If you would give me a moment to deliver my blow to this place?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Go for it, Izanami.”

      The AI bowed her head, and the tiny flaws in her avatar ceased to flicker in the air around her for a moment. “It is done.”

      Tabitha clutched her hands in front of her chest as a fresh wave of explosions ripped through the remains of the staging post. “I always forget how awesome fireworks are until we do something like this.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Let’s go home, Tabitha.”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      “I want to see my boys!” Tabitha barged past Bethany Anne and Michael and ran over to where Peter stood waiting for her with Todd.

      Bethany Anne grinned at Michael as Tabitha stormed down the ramp at high speed. “Did you ever think she would settle down like that?”

      Michael shrugged. “I had those two pegged the first time I saw them together.”

      “MOOOOOM!”

      Bethany Anne spun at the combined yells of Alexis and Gabriel. She got her arms out in time but was still almost knocked on her ass by the force of her children throwing their arms around her.

      Alexis buried her face in Bethany Anne's shoulder, scolding her mother even as she clung to her. “Mom, we were so worried when you dropped off like that.”

      Gabriel gripped her in a vice-like hug. “If it wasn’t for ADAM, we would have come after you.”

      Bethany Anne understood her children’s concerns. “Heeeey,” she soothed. “It’s all good. I’m home.”

      Alexis and Gabriel looked up at her with identical expressions. “We know you’re home,” they mumbled in unison, reverting to ritual as their emotion ran over.

      Bethany Anne held her children close, kissing their heads one at a time. “I know you know,” she finished softly.

      Michael completed the circle, wrapping his arms around the children while he touched his forehead to Bethany Anne's. “Everyone else is waiting in the conference room for the debrief, and our children have a shuttle to catch.”

      Bethany Anne took a second to breathe him in, groaning at the thought of dragging her tired ass to a meeting when all she wanted was a duvet and a soft pillow. “A shuttle?”

      Gabriel ducked out of his parents’ embrace. “To the Guardian. We are taking a shift helping out in the orientation lounges,” he told her. “Dad said it would be character-building, but we were going to volunteer anyway, so it all works out.”

      Alexis squeezed her mother tighter for a second before letting go. “We should go or we’ll be late.”

      Bethany Anne watched her children leave, then turned to Michael. “Let’s get this done so we can go home.”

      “Home?” he asked as they set off for the meeting room.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes as the temptation to move the debrief to the morning flickered through her mind. “Mmhmm, which right now means wherever there is a bed I can get into and not emerge from for at least eight hours.”

      Michael slipped an arm around her. “You can rest tonight, my love.”

      Bethany Anne tucked her head into the hollow of Michael’s shoulder as they walked. “I fully intend to. But, debriefing first.”

      “Tomorrow we get up and fight all over again.”
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      THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well.

      (I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)

      RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?

      I often refuse to talk politics, because some readers (like me) are not wild about reading them in my stories, and certainly not in my Author Notes.

      However, they get into the stories, since politics are often part of the story (can’t help it, politicians are often assholes.)

      The reason I bring this up is due to an explanation to a fellow author about how what we write, at times, can come across as the opposite of what we believe.

      Case in point. A few months ago, I received a Facebook Messenger message from a *very* displeased reader who was castigating me about a negative attitude toward the President in the story and assumed I was allowing the present President of the United States to be the point of my irritation.

      I was not.

      I tried to explain, in as short an amount of time possible, since arguing is usually pointless, that I am a WORLD-CLASS cynic about politicians and politics.

      I hate them all equally and assume the worst of them all unless overwhelming evidence contradicts me.

      True story—I was writing a Kurtherian Gambit book (somewhere in the first twelve books) when the FINAL Presidential election was being held. I had the new President’s gender as female in the book but had to wait until the election was over before releasing.

      A guy won, so I changed the book to fit the new gender. (Hey, I was just going by what the polls were proclaiming.  While I did vote, I didn’t vote for either of them.)

      

      I was a dick to whichever President won because I didn’t base my character on the real person.  It just so happens the gender changed, and it became a man instead of a woman.

      Yet, some assume I actually care who is in the office. While I might personally, I don’t do that in my stories.

      So, if you think I hate the present President (even if you are reading this in 2026) the answer is I might not hate the person, but I am very cynical about what they are doing for my country.

      

      HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE

      We are able to support our efforts with you reading our books, and we appreciate you doing this!

      If you enjoyed this or ANY book by any author, especially Indie-published, we always appreciate if you make the time to review a book, since it lets other readers who might be on the fence to take a chance on it as well.

      

      AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

      One of the interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.

      Christmas Eve 2018 Baby!

      I’m in California eating frozen candy corns left over from Halloween (actually, I think maybe Thanksgiving… I don’t remember.)

      Either way, frozen candy corns are freaking delicious. They aren’t so hard just out of the freezer that it hurts if you rush and chomp on them (not great, but they aren’t a hard candy) and they melt to room temperature pretty fast.

      They also, I found out, coat my fingers with sugar, and it messes up my laptop’s keyboard.

      Crap.

      Also, the Trans-Siberian Orchestra’s Christmas music is stellar!

      

      FAN PRICING

      If you would like to find out what LMBPN is doing and the books we will be publishing, just sign up at http://lmbpn.com/email/.  When you sign up, we notify you of books coming out for the week, any new posts of interest in the books and pop culture arena, and the fan pricing on Saturday.
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      Bethany Anne held the mercurial storm energy tightly in her mental grip, her hands clenched into tight fists. The thrashing mists around her blazed red, lit by the fire bleeding from her eyes.

      SUBMIT.

      The force in Bethany Anne’s command manifested physically in an outward wave that left her body and rippled through the mists, solidifying each molecule as it was overlaid by her will.

      ADAM and TOM regarded Bethany Anne in their private space with something approaching awe.

      >>Should we say something?<< ADAM fretted. >>She’s been pushing this hard since she and Tabitha found the Ooken staging post. She has to take a break sometime, right? I’m concerned that her focus on following the Prisoner’s mental map is taking her attention away from everything else that’s been going on.<<

      You’re not the only one concerned. TOM felt relief at getting the subject aired between them. Perhaps we can nudge her into taking a short break.

      >>Good luck getting Bethany Anne to do anything she hasn’t already got a mind to do,<< ADAM scoffed. >>She’s not going to step back until she gets the result she’s looking for. We’ll be doing this until we locate the Ooken homeworld.<<

      She shouldn’t be able to do “this” in the first place, TOM contended, most of his attention on maintaining Bethany Anne’s body. The most adept Kurtherian wouldn’t so much as approach an Etheric storm, much less grab hold of one and use it to open a window looking out on wherever the hell they wanted. Why you shared your research on the storms with her I’ll never understand.

      >>Um, because she asked nicely? And by asked nicely I mean threatened to tear my chip out of her brain and crush it under her heel if I didn’t. It could be worse,<< ADAM muttered as the energy around Bethany Anne began to shift. >>She could have figured out how to tear an actual path through the storm. Then we’d both be monumentally screwed.<<

      True. TOM snickered as a thought occurred to him. We should thank whoever will accept it for small mercies.

      ADAM chuckled dryly.  >>You can pray for us both since you’re the religious one.<< ADAM tuned TOM out, preparing himself for whatever alien operating systems the Ooken had on the other side of the storm.

      The energy quieted a touch as Bethany Anne exerted her complete control one droplet of vapor at a time. She felt the strain bending so much Etheric energy to her purpose was taking on her body, but a nosebleed or two had never stopped her before. She increased her grip until the energy was leashed at her command into total obedience.

      The energy almost frozen, she felt along the paths she’d learned from the Prisoner, searching for the mental signature of the Ooken hive mind. I’ve got one. She flexed her will and opened a window onto the location. ADAM, she ground out with effort, are you in?

      >>Almost,<< ADAM grumbled, feeling a little bit of the strain himself. >> You know, you could say “wow,” or something, BA. I’m hacking reality itself, and you’re not even impressed.<<

      Bethany Anne wiped the twin rivulets of blood from her nose. Sure, it’s a challenge. Do you want a gold star? I wouldn’t allow you to even try if I didn’t have faith in your ability. You wanted to play with the Etheric? Well, suck it up. This is how the grown-ups play. Now, readings, before I start having brain hemorrhages from holding this much volatile energy.

      TOM cleared a throat he didn’t possess. Actually, Bethany Anne, you have already had several minor bleeds. I’m directing everything I can toward keeping your brain intact.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. I should hope so, since all three of us kind of need it to be functioning if we want to survive this. How long before it gets dangerous?

      TOM paused for a moment while he did the calculations. I estimate another thirty seconds, twenty to be on the safe side. That’s a marked improvement on your last effort.

      >>Close the window,<< ADAM announced. The strain in his voice had dropped off considerably. >>I have the readings.<<

      Bethany Anne gradually released her hold and the Etheric energy dissipated, spent. Well? Was it what we wanted to find?

      >>Give me… Dammit. I’m going to say we missed again. It’s definitely an Ooken location, but it’s not a planet. It’s closest to Admiral Thomas’ location.<<

      Bethany Anne's jaw twitched. Fucksticks. I need to refine this. Stabbing in the dark is too fucking inefficient.

      ADAM stayed silent.

      It’s still a sizeable colony, TOM demurred, feeling the need to divert Bethany Anne before their fears became a reality. And it’s not so close. It’s out of immediate reach, so that’s progress again. You’ll find it.

      I don’t give a shiny shit. It’s not the homeworld. Bethany Anne released a breath slowly, forcing the frustration down. Never mind. We can still send them a nice-to-meet-you gift.

      She received confirmation from Michael that Bart’s section of the fleet was underway to the coordinates. She breathed slowly again to center herself, gathering her strength once more before moving on. Next storm. Next target.

      >>Really?<<

      Yes, ADAM. Really. I want this done. We have the capability to hit another target, and I sense my next storm. Bethany Anne grasped the temperamental energy. Get ready.

      The storm bucked and twisted to escape her hold, but she was stronger than some upstart energy ball with delusions of sentience. Bethany Anne raised her hands as the energy whipped her hair around her body.

      It was more about intent than anything else, and she intended to own it.

      Submit or be crushed.

      The Etheric fought capture like an unbroken colt—if a young horse were capable of reducing the person breaking it down to their constituent atoms, then scattering those atoms to every corner of time and space if they lost control for the merest fraction of a second.

      Bethany Anne had heard all the old vampire myths back on Earth. Shit, she’d been the one to debunk most of them. Somehow, she thought, being scattered that far and wide might be beyond even her ability to heal from.

      Best not to risk it.

      She clamped down hard with her will, exerting her absolute assurance over the storm that its power was hers to use as she saw fit.

      It belonged to her.

      It wanted to serve her purpose.

      Bethany Anne opened her window as the vortex calmed at her touch, unable to resist. That’s more like it. Good storm. ADAM, you’re up.

      >>Already in,<< he told her smugly. >>We have a colony. Mid-level tech, nothing unexpected. The architecture is less than a century old.<<

      Time to send in the Bitches, Bethany Anne decided. She reached out to Michael to pass on the instruction, finding the connection weak. TOM, do something about my link to Michael. I can barely hear him.

      Oh? There was a pause. I’m doing what I can to make up for you two being on different planes. Try now.

      She did, finding her mental connection to her beloved restored. Michael’s voice caressed her mind, calming her as it always did, even in such extenuating circumstances.

      Do we have Gate coordinates for our next target?

      We do, she replied, sending them over. How many is that now? I’ve lost count.

      Today? Seven. Over the last few months? One hundred twenty-nine. Michael’s voice was low and laced with anger. The bastards keep popping up as quickly as we can exterminate them.

      Bethany Anne's lip curled. I know. They’re like fucking roaches. Worse, since every nest we find leads to a fucktuple more. If it wasn’t for the help we got from the Prisoner…well, shit. I don't even want to think about how this war would be going.

      We owe that poor soul a great debt, Michael agreed. Without the mental map it gave you, the Ooken would have all the resources we have deprived them of to bring against us. We might have been left with more than hurt feelings.

      Feelings? We’re way beyond emotions. This is duty, plain and simple. The Kurtherians have unleashed a plague, and I am the scourge that makes them fear in the night. Bethany Anne touched her fingers to her nose, feeling the blood well again. I have to go. I’ll be home soon, so keep safe.

      You too, my love.
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      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Network Command Center

      Tabitha's shoulders lost some of the tension she was carrying as she exited the elevator into the dim, screen-lit room. There was something about the familiarity of the setup that spoke to her deep inside her little hacker's heart.

      It felt homey to her.

      She pushed Mark’s wheeled chair out of the way with her foot, dragging the next one over to sit down and commandeer the keyboard as his chair kept moving. “What is so important that you had to call me down here? Don’t you know us moms have to sleep when we can?”

      Mark raised his hands in apology as his chair came to a stop in the middle of the floor. “I’m really sorry. I wouldn’t have called if I didn’t think you needed to be here.” He scooted his chair back over with his feet and reclaimed his keyboard. “I don't know what to do about this.”

      Tabitha glanced at the screens, her eyes flicking over the silent crowd gathered outside in Hexagon Plaza. Her half-asleep brain refused point-blank to provide a reasonable explanation as to why the people were there at this unholy hour. “What the hell do they want?”

      Mark dropped his hands. “Fuck if I know. Winstanley alerted me an hour ago. They just turned up, and they keep coming. They're not doing anything, just hanging around like they’re waiting for something.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes at the screens. “Yeah, well, I don’t like it.” She got to her feet and headed for the door. “I’m gonna go down and see what they want.” She caught sight of her reflection as she left the command center and sighed, running a hand through her hair to smooth some of the sleep from it. “Ugh. Six AM is so not my best time of day.”

      Tabitha made her way to the side entrance—the one the public didn’t know about—and listened to the murmurs of the gathered citizens. There was no malice coming from the crowd, just a determined resolution to find a way they could contribute to the defense of their homeworld.

      She slipped back in through the door and walked around to the main entrance. “Winstanley, let them in.”

      One of Ricole’s students was operating the front desk. She dropped her handset at Tabitha’s command and stared openmouthed as the building’s EI opened the great glass doors to admit the crowd. “Where did they come from?”

      Tabitha waved her off as she crossed the foyer. “It’s okay, Trixa.”

      They entered, slowly at first, but then with more confidence when Tabitha called them in. The girl behind the desk sat back in her chair, eyes wide and mouth open as she witnessed the goings on.

      Tabitha stepped forward to meet the people. “Hey, what can we do for you all?”

      The people turned at the sound of a voice. A few began to speak, followed by the rest.

      Tabitha raised her arms and waved for quiet. “Just one of you.” She pointed at the crowd. “What’s going on?”

      A group of four Bakas stepped forward. The shortest, a slightly less shaggy individual dressed in an odd combination of orange monk’s robes and crisscrossed leather utility belts spoke up. “We want to fight. We were told by the human Hirotoshi that we would be welcome here. That you would train us.”

      Tabitha was too distracted by the enormous toenails on the hairy feet protruding from the bottom of the Baka's robe to be angry. Still… Damn you, Hirotoshi. If I’ve got to be awake, so do you. You're not getting away with this.

      Hirotoshi’s chuckle echoed darkly through her mind. But, my Lady Kemosabe, you were just recently saying how bored you were. Are you going to turn these potential allies away?

      Tabitha growled over their link. That was before this war broke out. I won't turn them away, but I hope you're ready to reprise your mentor role. If I'm teaching, so are you and Ryu.

      As you wish, came the reply from her other loyal Tonto.

      Tabitha flashed Ryu the mental image of her giving him the finger. Screw you, Ryu. Screw you.

      Hirotoshi chuckled. Tread carefully, my friend. If our lady is reduced to words that rhyme, you may be digging yourself in deeper than you planned.

      Listen to Hirotoshi, Ryu. Quit while I’m telling you that you can’t get ahead—and don’t think you’ve gotten away with it, either, Tabitha told Hirotoshi. She promised herself that she would pay them both back, right before she erased every copy of that damned movie from the record. She gave the gathered citizens her brightest smile and opened her mouth to speak.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t have a word to say.

      For once.

      Her hesitation caused a ripple of unease in the crowd.

      The Baka spoke again. “We don’t want any trouble,” he told her quietly, glancing at his three companions. “We’ll leave if we’re not welcome here.”

      Tabitha tried to speak. How did Bethany Anne do this on the fly all the time? “Of course you’re welcome here,” she finally pushed out.

      The people looked at each other, murmuring among themselves. Tabitha felt a wave of pride that they’d all turned out in support, but she needed the crowd to disperse for now. What would Bethany Anne do?

      Although… Bethany Anne wasn't the owner of this planet.

      Tabitha’s mouth twitched as inspiration came to her. “It makes me feel very good to see the people of Devon come together when we’re threatened. This city has become a safer place to live thanks to good people like you. People I'm proud to call neighbors. I’m glad this is the place I’m raising my son.” She swept her arms out over the crowd. “I just don't know what to do with, well, all of you. I have to speak to Baba Yaga.”

      There were a few gasps. “You know Baba Yaga?” one of the young Bakas asked.

      Tabitha flashed a crooked grin. “Oh, yeah. Me and Baba Yaga, we go way back.” That did the job. She waved a hand at the front desk, satisfied with the results. “Everyone who is really serious about training can leave their contact details with Trixa, and I’ll get back to you once Baba Yaga gives me her orders.”

      The crowd moved over to the desk, making Trixa’s morning a lot more interesting than the young Noel-ni had been expecting.

      Tabitha headed back inside the main building with revenge on her mind. She took the private elevator up to the penthouse apartment, where the offending Tontos were hanging out with Peter in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee maker to deliver the liquid gold.

      Ryu held his hands up, looking at the others for help as Tabitha stalked toward them.

      “I'll deal with you later,” she told Ryu. She lifted an accusatory finger in Hirotoshi's direction. “You, on the other hand, are dead meat, Mister.”

      Hirotoshi turned an accusatory finger on Peter. “You told me she wanted to get into teaching.”

      His accusation only changed the course of Hurricane Tabitha by a few degrees.

      “Oh, really?” She darted around the counter, grabbing a dish towel as she passed. “So you're the ass-face responsible for my sleep getting disturbed.” She wound up the towel, her mouth twisting into a wicked grin. “You'd better run!”

      Peter hopped the counter to escape the sting of the towel. “If I’m an ass-face, doesn’t that mean you like kissing ass?” He ducked the towel and made a break for the sitting area.

      Tabitha blocked him with a flick of the towel. “I've never killed anybody with a towel before, but I'm sure I can figure it out easily enough. Todd and I will just have to get by without you.”

      Peter slid around Tabitha and vaulted the couch, grabbing an armful of cushions as he went. “Wait until his nanocytes kick in and see if you feel the same. You need me, but I don’t need these.” He raised one of the cushions.

      “Don't you dare!” Tabitha squealed, and scrambled for the corridor with Peter on her heels.

      Hirotoshi exchanged amused glances with Ryu. “They’re going to wake the baby.”

      Ryu chuckled. “It is good to see her happy.”

      Hirotoshi nodded, smiling. “That it is, my friend. It has been a long time coming.” He looked out the window at the dissipating crowd far below. “There are rather a lot of people down there.”

      “You don't say,” Tabitha cut in as she and Peter returned to the living area.

      Hirotoshi turned from the window to look at Peter. “Surely a percentage of them would be more suited to the military?”

      Peter nodded. “I’ll have Tim filter those out. This isn't the first group of angry citizens who have turned up in the last month wanting to defend their planet from the Ooken.” He grinned. “I’ll say this: for a planet that’s mostly nonhuman, they sure had a human reaction to that invasion.”

      Tabitha smiled. “I know, right? I love this place. If you don’t count the weird flora and fauna, it’s pretty much just like Earth used to be, only without the politics spoiling things for everyone.”

      “Bethany Anne had it right,” Peter agreed. “Some people just do better outside of a regimented society.” There was a giggle from the baby monitor.

      Tabitha's eyes lit up at the sound of her son's laughter. “Looks like we woke Todd up with all the shenanigans.”

      “I’ll get him,” Peter offered. “I have the day off. I'm going to take Trouble up to the Guardian to see his Uncle Tim. You have the space to work this out.”

      Tabitha headed for the nursery. “No way, my turn. Besides, I’m coming with you guys. Tim is just the person I need to see before I leave for High Tortuga.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Requisitions and Stores

      Jean met her daughter’s old school friend and the base's sometime quartermaster, Sofia Gutierrez, in front of the massive warehouse area.

      Sofia's cheerful face was split by an even wider grin than usual. “Nice to have you back, Jean.” Her eyes narrowed, although the grin stayed. “But something tells me I’m going to have a lot less inventory to keep track of once you leave.”

      Jean returned her grin as the two women walked into the first building, each grabbing a large antigrav cart from the rows by the door. “Yes…and no. I brought a few things to leave here with you.”

      Curiosity added an extra glint to Sofia's smile. “Oh?”

      Jean nodded. “It’s a gift. For my granddaughter.”

      Sofia's eyes sparkled with hope. “Merry’s coming home?”

      Jean wiped away the shine in her own eyes, closing them tightly. “I don’t know, but I fucking hope so, Sofia. I want my baby girl back.” She snorted softly. “Nickie hasn’t been my baby for a long time, but the reports are looking better.”

      Sofia laced her hands over her chest. “Really? I hadn’t lost hope, but when her exile ended and she didn’t come back…”

      Jean patted her old friend’s arm in sympathy. “I know. You did a lot for her when she was younger. Her exile hit us all hard. But she’s not alone.”

      Sofia’s eyebrows went up, and concern replaced her hopeful smile. “She’s fallen in with another gang?”

      Jean saw Sofia’s face and remembered the heartache the woman had gone through back when Nickie had first succumbed to the temptation of not giving a shit. She shook her head, flushing with pride—and the relief of being able to give her some good news. “No. She’s gotten herself a crew, and she’s been taking care of a colony that was hit by the Skaines. She’s doing well.”

      Sofia hid her emotion with a joke. “The Skaines are still a problem?” Her mouth twitched. “Don’t tell Tabitha.”

      Jean snickered. “Tabitha has her hands full with that gorgeous boy of hers. My Nickie has taken up the mantle. She’ll be home, Sofia, and when she gets here, she’s going to know exactly how proud I am of her.” She indicated the seemingly endless rows of multi-tiered racks filled with crates and boxes of all sizes and shapes. “I’ll get the crates for Nickie sent over before I leave. For now, Bethany Anne wants ships, and she’s in one of her oh-so-rare impatient moods. I’m about to get very creative.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Underground Hangar, QBS Izanami

      Michael sat on the couch in the remodeled cargo bay, his arms spread along the back and his feet up on a box he’d repurposed. His gaze was firmly on the screen, where Bethany Anne laughed and joked with Alexis and Gabriel while she guided them through the exercises they had carefully constructed to test the twins’ capabilities.

      Michael could have made his observations from inside the scenario, but sometimes the beauty of his wife in competition was an art form best enjoyed from a distance.

      With popcorn.

      Bethany Anne called instructions while the children sparred as a team against her. She deflected everything Alexis and Gabriel threw at her, encouraging them to dare while giving them no quarter whatsoever.

      Michael snickered as her lips moved and he read her favorite training mantra. “There are no prizes for trying and no commiseration for missing. In this situation, there is only surviving to fight another day. If you land a single finger on me—and make no mistake, one day you will—it’s going to happen because you damn well earned it. Until then, well, failure is still an attempt, and I’m proud of you both.”

      All the while, Bethany Anne fought Gabriel and Alexis off without once causing them pain, in contrast to her traditional training methods. Every move she made was an improvement on a technique the twins had believed they’d mastered before she showed them differently.

      There was a detachment to her, a determination to extract the best from Alexis and Gabriel that made even his admittedly epic relentless streak appear reasonable. Nevertheless, both children responded to her teaching methods with the same enthusiasm as always.

      He popped a piece of popcorn into his mouth absentmindedly, forgetting about the rest when the twins attempted a risky maneuver.

      Gabriel blinked out of reality as Alexis tossed one of the two energy balls she was holding at Bethany Anne. The other she threw underarm to Gabriel, who had appeared high above Bethany Anne's head to catch it and send it hurtling ahead of him toward his mother.

      Bethany Anne deflected the energy balls, halting Gabriel’s freefall with a wave.

      Michael was on the edge of his seat when Eve appeared at the side door leading to her lab—or lair—distracting him from the outcome.

      “How is it going in there?” she asked, making her way over.

      An almost pensive look flickered across Michael’s face for a second before his usual imperturbable mask came down. “It’s all good. Alexis and Gabriel are doing well.”

      As if Eve couldn’t read micro-expressions. Michael’s outwardly relaxed demeanor wasn’t fooling her for a second. She crossed the floor and took a seat on the couch. “You’re worried about Bethany Anne. Why don’t you just ask her how she is?”

      He regarded his wife and children, who were still playing onscreen. “I did, and she wouldn’t tell me,” he admitted. “In fact, the query as to her wellbeing was met with what I can only describe as a distinct feeling of ‘oh shit, what bomb did I just set off?’”

      Eve nodded in sympathy. “She is extremely focused at the moment.”

      “Focused, obsessed; it’s a matter of how you look at it.” His tone was quiet. “Touching the prisoner’s mind affected her. You know how she feels about the innocent being made to suffer. Add to that her insistence she avoid repeating her supposed mistakes with the Leath.”

      Eve tilted her head. “Still?”

      Michael nodded. “I’ve looked over the records. To my mind, she did everything she could. The time it took to overcome the Phraim-‘Eh  was unavoidable.”

      “And yet she still feels responsible for the toll it took on both sides,” Eve whispered, her head bowed. “That is why she is our Queen, whether she wants to be or not. She cannot do anything but fight for whoever needs her. Her heart is too pure for the evil she has to face, but I have faith that she’s equal to the challenge.”

      The corner of Michael’s mouth turned up at her choice of phrase. “That isn’t in question.”

      Eve scrutinized him for a moment. “You’re wondering how much of your wife will be left once the dust settles.”

      Michael looked long and hard at her.

      Eve lifted her hands. “What, the android can’t understand emotion?”

      He shrugged and returned to watching the screen. “I didn’t say that. You surprised me is all.”

      Eve nodded, her eyes wide and innocent. “The only obstacle to growth is the decision to stop learning.” She lifted a finger. “Or snooping on Bethany Anne. That’s for people who wish for a short life expectancy, and I plan on living a long time yet.”

      Michael swept a hand in Eve’s direction without looking away. “And there’s the almost-but-not-quite Zen adage which tells me absolutely nothing. Will you help me or not?”

      “Not.” Eve got to her feet and sailed out of the room, waving a hand as she went. “Talk to your wife.”

      Michael contained the urge to fling a bolt of lightning through the open door after Eve. It wouldn’t be the most honorable thing to do, given that she was right. Instead, he resumed his careful observation, watching his wife even as he kept track of Alexis’ and Gabriel’s efforts.

      He’d noticed the recent difference in Bethany Anne during lighter moments like this, when the weight of galaxies dropped away and she existed solely in the memories the four of them were creating together.

      However hard the face he presented to the world, his heart softened at the sight of his wife. The woman he would die without.

      She was his strength and weakness in one, his equal and his better. The mother of his children. How he had lived for a thousand years without knowing what light she would bring to his life, he couldn’t contemplate.

      Michael didn’t care one bit about galactic politics. He didn’t care if the Estarians and the Oggs ever managed to get along. Let the Bakas hold themselves separately, and the Noel-nis cheat the Leath to score points. The Torcellans could go fuck themselves with their systematic oppression of the males, and the Shrillexians—well, he felt a little for them. They didn’t ask to be compelled to fight.

      What he cared about was the woman in that machine. The one who fought for them, one and all.

      He would never forget the blur of nothing his life had become before Bethany Anne swept into his existence demanding her Justice. She had walked her high heels into his life and brought him back—twice.

      To see Bethany Anne in any kind of turmoil was a constant burning. She had given him her heart to keep him grounded, and he would offer himself up like Prometheus upon the rock to keep it safe.

      He was restricted in his course of action by his personal war; the internal pull to action which also demanded he be the parent his children needed. His duty to Gabriel and Alexis prevented him from bringing down unholy hell on the Ooken until they were laid waste to a one, as his instinct demanded.

      However, it did not prevent him from unleashing the Patriarch given the necessity. Quite the opposite. He would tear this entire universe to atoms and rebuild it from scratch if that was what his love required to be at peace.

      Bethany Anne and the children vanished from the screen as the scenario ended. Michael collected their water bottles and waited for the Vid-docs to cycle open before handing them out. “Very well done,” he told Alexis and Gabriel. “I’m impressed with your improvement in your control of the Etheric, and even more so in your tactical thinking.”

      Bethany Anne kissed Michael as she took her water from him. “Honey, we have to find somewhere planetside for the children to train. Somewhere it won’t matter if we make a mess.”

      Gabriel pumped the air with a fist. “Yes! I want to try that flip thing in reality.” He looked up at Michael, the distance not so large these days. “D’you think I can make the midair turn and land it, Dad?”

      Michael grinned. “I think you would do better to make the fall in the Etheric. You will both wear armor during practice. I don’t want you missing the catch and getting blown up again.”

      Alexis squirted Michael with her water. “Let it go, Dad. I blew him up one time.” She huffed a stray strand of hair out of her face. “No wonder Aunt Tabbie gets so annoyed with you.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “One time was more than enough, thank you, Alexis. Now, you two have what going on for the rest of the day while your father and I are in meetings?”

      Gabriel reeled off their afternoon schedule on his fingers. “Math with ADAM and TOM, socioeconomics with Sabine, galactic history with Phyrro, then Uncle William promised we could blow some stuff up because that counts as chemistry and it’s a lesson.”

      Alexis let out a little squeak. “Gabriel! You weren’t supposed to say!”

      Bethany Anne chuckled and shooed Gabriel and Alexis toward the door. “It’s okay, William already cleared it with us. We’ll walk out together.”

      A smile for the loves of his life graced Michael’s lips as he slipped his arm around Bethany Anne's waist, savoring the chaos of a life he’d always believed would be denied him.

      Alexis’ and Gabriel’s nonstop chatter filled him with the same deep urge to protect them that burned in his wife. It gave him strength and reinforced his determination.

      Bethany Anne settled into the hollow of Michael’s shoulder as Alexis and Gabriel headed down the ramp first. “We have to do something about a permanent place to live,” she murmured against his cheek. “They’re starting to settle, and we are not raising our children on a ship.”
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      Location Three, QBS G’laxix Sphaea, Bridge

      Kael-ven looked over from the viewscreen when the door to his ready room opened and the Admiral rejoined him and Kiel on the bridge. “What’s the word from our Queen?”

      Admiral Thomas glanced at the screen as he made his way over to his station. “The word is that she’s on her way here to deal with the Moen personally.”

      Kael-ven considered that for a moment. “No change in how we deal with the Ooken in the meantime? She still wants us to stand back?”

      The Admiral arched an eyebrow at his old friend. “What do you think? Bethany Anne is not the most patient, but neither does she change her mind once it’s made up.” He thought for a moment. “If she happens to change her mind, remember that was in the plan as well and don’t comment on it.”

      Kael-ven chuckled as he discarded the orders he’d been about to send to the ground teams, his hands hovering over the comm. “You’re leaving?”

      Admiral Thomas shook his head. “As much as I wish I could spare the time to see my wife and children, no.”

      Kael-ven turned in his seat, his face sympathetic to the Admiral’s plight. “That’s how it goes in this life. You sacrifice your time with your family, knowing it’s the right thing to do to keep them safe. They understand eventually if they don’t get it at the start.”

      The Admiral sighed. “That sounds like experience talking.”

      Kael-ven nodded. “My children are grown now, don’t forget.”

      “And your wife is a distant nightmare,” Kiel chipped in.

      All three shuddered at the memory of Kael-ven’s ex-wife.

      Kael-ven shook it off. “What is Bethany Anne’s plan for the Moen?”

      Admiral Thomas lifted his hands. “I couldn’t tell you, since she didn’t bother to divulge it.”

      “We all know how she deals with things ‘personally,’” Kiel conjectured. “It would take the patience of a saint to keep coming up against a wall and still not give up.”

      Kael-ven snorted. “The only saint we’ll see will be Saint Payback when Bethany Anne gets here. This is possibly the oddest standoff I’ve ever encountered.”

      Admiral Thomas pointed at him. “Got it in one. None of it sits well with any of us, but there’s no way of getting rid of the Ooken when the Moen willingly sacrifice themselves to protect them every time we move in.”

      Kael-ven saw a flaw in the reasoning. “We haven’t taken a single Moen life, so they must understand we value their lives more than their masters do.”

      Admiral Thomas grimaced. “You would think so. It’s a wonder they haven’t gone extinct already.”

      ArchAngel spoke up from the screen. “There are several species on record who are submissive in this way.”

      “Yes.” Admiral Thomas nodded at the avatar. “But not to this extreme. The species’ whole reason for existing seems to be nothing more than to obey. How have they survived?”

      ArchAngel looked off to the side for a moment. “My conclusion, based on the data we have, is that the Moen have evolved to be indispensable to a stronger group who are able to protect them. In this way, they are able to survive, and given the right circumstances, thrive. It could be something as simple as them sticking with the oppressors they are familiar with as the more certain choice.”

      Kiel grunted in annoyance. “Then why are we still here? There’s a bigger war going on out there, and we’re missing it.”

      Kael-ven shrugged. “We know they’re smart. The tech they produce is proof of that, so why not make some provisions for defense? I agree with Kiel; we would be of more use to the fleet right now. If not for the people suffering down there, I would take the argument to Bethany Anne.”

      “It is common among many of the species we have contact with to have a split within their societal structures,” ArchAngel informed them. “The strong defend, and the intellectuals innovate—at least in the successful examples, although war is the other single largest driving factor for technological innovation across the galaxies. The curiosity here is that the Moen lack such a component in their society, which in turn leaves them vulnerable to predation from species like the Ooken.”

      “It’s not so much a curiosity as a damn crying shame,” the Admiral stated flatly. “No sentient being should live at the mercy of another.”

      “Unless that mercy is Bethany Anne’s,” Kael-ven amended.

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Amen to that.”

      “Would it be beyond the bounds of reason to assume that the Moen began as one of these ‘split’ societies?” Kiel inquired. “ArchAngel, I wonder if your data can provide an answer as to whether this is the Moen's planet of origin. Perhaps their homeworld suffered some cataclysmic disaster and those we know are the descendants of the survivors?”

      They turned to the screen as one for the answer.

      ArchAngel lifted a shoulder. “I couldn’t possibly confirm either way,” the EI told them. “However, I can tell you that the actions of the on-ground troops have not gone unnoticed. I have been listening in to the Moen’s communications in an attempt to discern the hiding places of the Ooken leadership, and there is much confusion as to why our Marines did not fire upon them when the Ooken used them as living shields.”

      Admiral Thomas growled, “Because we are not monsters! Those Ooken bastards deserve to die painfully for this.” He began to pace in an attempt to burn off the anger radiating from him. “So the Moen know that we mean them no harm. The question is, how do we capitalize on that to get them out from under the thumb of the Ooken?”

      Kiel held up a hand. “We could put our resources into finding out what passes for leadership among the Moen. Make contact on behalf of Bethany Anne before she gets here?”

      “Baba Yaga,” Admiral Thomas corrected. “Our Queen does not wish to be caught on video.”

      Kael-ven shrugged. “It’s not that simple. Is it?”

      Admiral Thomas wasn’t hearing him. “I like the idea. Find the Moen leaders, reach out to them with kindness. Which is their due, anyway. Bethany Anne’s aim has always been to reach hearts and minds, and she’s right.” His pacing slowed some, his hands linking at the small of his back as he worked through his thoughts. “The Moen don’t want to be free since they have no idea what freedom is. Bethany Anne wants the Ooken out, so I wouldn’t waste money betting they’ll be on Moen for much longer. Then…I don’t know. She’ll probably want them edged slowly toward independence, right?”

      The two Yollins looked at each other, then nodded at the Admiral.

      “Sounds about right,” Kael-ven agreed. “So we institute the same systems for education, healthcare, and employment we have on High Tortuga and Devon?”

      Kiel looked skeptical. “Isn’t that basically tricking them? What if the system doesn’t work? This isn’t the same situation as High Tortuga or Devon.”

      Admiral Thomas shrugged. “The system is designed to be adaptable to whatever needs the people living within it have. We’ll work out what the Moen need.”

      Kiel shook his head. “I’m not asking if it’s possible. I mean, how does this come out ethically?”

      The Admiral raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t Star Trek, Kiel. If interfering with the constitution of a planet is what we need to do to protect the people, then that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      ArchAngel reappeared on the main screen. “I have just received an alert from the early warning system. Multiple Gate signatures just lit the network in all directions.”

      Admiral Thomas cracked his knuckles. “Time to get busy, boys. Looks like we have company on the way.”

      “How long until they get here?” Kael-ven asked, turning back to his console to get the information out to the defense line.

      “I cannot say until they trip another layer of the system,” ArchAngel replied.

      Admiral Thomas cursed softly. “You will inform me the second we have new data.”

      Archangel narrowed her eyes. “Of course. Should I inform the Queen that the Ooken are on their way?”

      Admiral Thomas considered the options. “No need to alarm Bethany Anne,” he replied. “We have the BYPS keeping the planet out of the equation, and the Ooken don’t know we have control of all of their defense platforms as well as our own. Send a brief report to Devon, and tell the captains to prepare for a brawl.”

      

      QT2, QBBS Helena, Shipyard, R&D Lab

      Jean and Qui’nan stood separated by the hard light hologram of Qui'nan's proposed design, as well as the gulf between Jean’s expectations and the Yollin architect’s interpretation of them.

      Jean double-checked to make sure she hadn’t misread the scale. “Qui’nan, this isn’t a battleship. It’s a fucking floating continent.”

      Qui’nan lifted her shoulders in the Yollin equivalent of a shrug. “What do you expect me to do? The Queen wants her superdreadnoughts to be able to Gate farther. We either upgrade our technology or we—”

      “Supersize them,” Jean finished. She sighed, brushing her hair off her forehead. “I know. I’d hoped for more progress with the nanocytes Bethany Anne brought back.”

      Qui’nan hissed. “Do not speak to me of that ginormous waste of time and effort. Weeks, and all we have to show for it is a whole lot of illegible code we can’t decipher because it’s too degraded to tell what’s useful and what’s junk put there to throw us off the trail.”

      Jean frowned in consideration. “You think it’s in there on purpose?”

      Qui’nan turned from the hologram. “You don’t?”

      “I hadn’t considered it,” Jean admitted. “My priority is to reverse-engineer whatever tech we get our hands on and get it working for us.”

      Qui’nan’s anger ebbed. “There is always the possibility that Bethany Anne will find the Ooken homeworld at any moment,” she commiserated. “We need to take a break from this.”

      Jean chuckled and followed Qui’nan out into the corridor. “You mean you’re hungry.”

      The Yollin did not pause in her stride. “You have that right. There is entirely too much blood in my sugar system for proper consideration of the issues we’ve had working this drek out.”

      “Don’t sweat it. We’ll solve it soon enough.” Jean bumped her with a shoulder as they walked into the cantina. “Trust me, I’ve catered to Bethany Anne’s demands for more years than a lady would admit to having lived, and I’ve never failed to find a solution yet.”

      Qui’nan looked somewhat doubtful as they split up to get their food.

      A few moments later, they met back up at an empty table with their trays. Jean snickered at Qui’nan’s choices. “What will you do when you outgrow your carapace?”

      Qui’nan looked up from her cheesecake, her fork hovering halfway to her mouth. “What are you talking about? This is perfect Yollin fuel. Better than…what’s that you have?”

      Jean waved her fork over her plate. “An actual meal.”

      Qui’nan snorted. “Enjoy your veggies. I’m good with dessert.” She made a show of enjoying the bite on her fork, drawing another chuckle from Jean.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, both their minds on the issue blocking their progress.

      Jean pushed her tray away, her plate clear. “We need to talk about the elephant in the room.”

      Qui’nan looked at her in confusion for a moment. “Idiom, right? There are no pachyderms here. I can only assume you mean that the unavoidable is coming, and we are almost at the bottleneck I predicted some time ago?”

      Jean massaged around her eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “Uh-huh. My teams are doing good work removing everything of value from the territory we’ve gained, including strip-mining the systems to make sure there’s no value in the Ooken returning.”

      Qui’nan made a face. “Giselle is working to find more suppliers of raw materials.”

      Jean grimaced. “It’s not enough. This shit was so much easier when we didn’t have to organize it all in the dark. Sneaking so as to not get caught with our asses out by the Federation isn’t exactly conducive to building a state-of-the-art fleet.”

      Qui’nan raised her Coke bottle. “I’ll drink to that. I can’t pretend to understand the Queen’s motivation in declining to form a new empire, but we can only work with what she gives us.”

      Jean chuckled inwardly at Qui’nan’s philosophical mindset. Personally, she didn’t see Bethany Anne taking the Empress route again, since she had never chosen it for herself in the first place.

      Oh, she had accepted the role. Begrudgingly. In the beginning, but it had been a necessary step toward fulfilling her vow to wipe out the Kurtherian threat. However, as time passed and the years rolled into decades, that duty had become a burden that prevented Bethany Anne from reaching her goal. Jean had witnessed her friend’s relief at being “forced” to step down as Empress.

      Jean knew that if it came down to it, Bethany Anne would make the same self-sacrifice again. She also knew that if it wasn’t on Bethany Anne’s agenda, it wasn’t likely to occur. Her friend was no dewy-eyed ingénue this turn of the carousel. “We need to get with a solution. We need processed metals, plastics, and a shit-ton of other resources, and we have the grace of a few more months before our concerns mutate into a shutdown.”

      Qui’nan was not unaware of the dire situation they were headed for. “We cannot allow that to happen. Ongoing fleet growth is key to our continued advantage. The maintenance on the superdreadnoughts alone is putting pressure on us.”

      Jean nodded. “Yeah, and that’s just considering the superdreadnoughts we already have. We haven’t even started on the bitch of a job building the next class of superdreadnoughts is going to be without a stable source of uncommon elements. Not to mention an ancillary fleet that doesn’t require bodies to run it without specialist plastics.”

      “We need a solution,” Qui’nan stated.

      Jean snorted and met Qui’nan’s eyes with a hard look. “Fuck if I know where we’re gonna get that from. That’s the problem with living in the shadows; you have to stay hidden.”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Indoor Arena Two

      Michael walked through the Hexagon, heading for Arena Two on Winstanley's directions.

      He expected to find Tabitha teaching since Alexis’ and Gabriel's schedule had them with her for the afternoon. However, instead of the clash of weapons he’d thought to hear coming from the training area, Michael heard music.

      Further investigation did not clear up his confusion. For some unknown reason, Tabitha appeared to be throwing a party for her students.

      Michael glanced around, noting that while most of the students were happy to mix with each other, the adolescent Bakas sat off to the side while the others socialized around them.

      He was pleased to see his children making the effort to include them. Alexis and Gabriel acknowledged Michael’s presence without breaking from their conversation with the group they were trying to persuade to join in.

      Tabitha grinned when she saw Michael. She waved a hand, and the music faded out. “Guys, we have a visitor! Everyone say hi to Michael.”

      Michael froze as every child in the room turned their curious stares on him. What was he supposed to say to children whose alienness to him had nothing whatsoever to do with their species?

      Tabitha cracked up. “Don’t look so scared. They don’t bite.”

      “Speak for yourself,” one of the Bakas called. “If he comes at me, I’m definitely gonna bite.”

      Michael snorted, amused by the youth's spirit. “You will find that my teeth are a little sharper than yours, young one.”

      Tabitha sighed, her hands on her hips. “Boys, play nice, now. Trey, come over here and introduce yourself to our guest.”
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        Tu'Reigd, aka "Trey"

      

      The Baka looked a little less certain of himself on being singled out. Nevertheless, he walked over and offered his hairy hand to Michael. “I am Takar’Tu'Reigd, only surviving son of Mahi’Takar. You can call me ‘Trey.’”

      Michael allowed Trey to engulf his hand and pump it vigorously, amused by the young male’s earnest enthusiasm. “Nice to meet you, Trey.”

      Tabitha clapped her hands and the music started up again. “Great, that was just like we practiced.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow at Tabitha. “What exactly is the purpose of this class?”

      Tabitha grinned. “I’m teaching social skills. You wanna stay and learn some?”

      Michael narrowed his eyes. “You do enjoy pushing me. Maybe a bit too much.” He grinned at Tabitha’s momentary uncertainty. “I’m here to get acquainted with the Bakas. Baba Yaga wishes to know what kind of people they are.”

      Trey’s head whipped between Michael and Tabitha during the exchange, a small, surprised growl sneaking out at the mention of Baba Yaga. “You... You’re Her consort!”

      The young Baka hopped from one foot to another in his excitement. “You have to... I have to... Ohhhhh!”

      Michael frowned at the teen's inability to form a complete sentence. “Are you well, Trey?”

      Tabitha chuckled. “He’ll slow down in a second. Trey’s mom is the one who authorized the youths to train here.”

      Michael inclined his head and patted Trey’s shoulder. “Good woman. You’ll learn a lot from training with Tabitha.”

      Trey was still bubbling over. “I have to take you to meet Mahi’. The Mistress, too, if she will come.”

      Tabitha sucked in a breath. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Trey.”

      Michael noted her sideways glance at him. “Why not?”

      Tabitha grimaced. “Let’s just say that you’re not likely to visit the Enclave without getting into a fight. We need to be on good terms with the Bakas, so ixnay on the unchingpay, and no visiting the Enclave until we’re on solid ground with them.”

      “How are we to build relations if we cannot meet?” Michael demanded. “Does your mother agree that we have to work together to defeat the Ooken?”

      Trey snorted. “Yeah, um, Mahi’ is down, but my uncles aren’t the friendly type,” he explained. “I can see them taking offense at a human being allowed into Mahi’s home. It could give them a reason to replace her with one of her brothers.”

      Michael frowned. “I admit I have very little knowledge of your culture. Perhaps you and your parents would join us for dinner one night so we can rectify that.”

      Trey’s face dropped. “Taka gave his life to save Mahi’ and me. Mahi’ rules in his name until I reach my majority.”

      Tabitha frowned in sympathy. “I didn’t know that, Trey.”

      Trey screwed up his face. “I shouldn’t be talking about it at all. Dammit, why can’t I just keep my big mouth shut? You won’t tell Mahi’ I said anything, will you?”

      Michael chuckled. “Of course not. We are very interested in building bridges between our two peoples. You will pass on mine and Baba Yaga’s invitation to your mother. We can arrange transport for the two of you if being seen outside the Enclave would cause an issue.”

      Trey nodded enthusiastically. “You bet!”

      Michael nodded, satisfied he’d made a good start. “Very well. Thank you for allowing me to keep you from your, um,” he eyed the smiling Tabitha before returning his focus to the Baka, “learning, Trey.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Underground Hangar, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne awoke feeling surprisingly refreshed.

      “It’s amazing what freedom to act does for you,” Michael murmured beside her.

      Bethany Anne turned into Michael’s arms and kissed him before she climbed over him to get out of bed. “It’s amazing what the prospect of kicking some tentacled ass does for me, you mean.”

      “That too.” Michael joined her in the closet. “I have to admit, I’m pleased that Baba Yaga will be coming out to play.”

      Bethany Anne made a face as she selected a pair of black leggings and a long-sleeved t-shirt from a drawer. “I’m not sure how to react to your crush on my alter ego. Am I supposed to be jealous of myself?”

      “Um, no?” Michael replied. He grabbed a handful of similar, easy-to-wear under-armor clothing and headed back to the bedroom. “But if you keep on this track, ‘we overslept’ will have to suffice as an excuse for why you were late to the war today.”

      Bethany Anne stood on her tiptoes to reach a shoebox on the top shelf. “It’s a good thing you didn’t organize a state dinner yesterday,” she teased.

      Michael looked at Bethany Anne. “I didn’t?”

      “You invited the leader of the Devon Bakas to dinner. If you think it’s going to be an intimate affair, you are sadly mistaken.” Bethany Anne stayed on the balls of her feet to grab another box, this one containing Baba Yaga’s cloak. “After what you told me about your meeting with Mahi’Takar’s son, the only way I see to do this without endangering her position is to ensure that her rivals know we fully support her.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Michael asked. “I read the child’s mind. He and his mother are good people, but their position appears to be somewhat precarious. If we do not support them, we risk her brothers gaining control of forty percent of Devon’s population.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Ugh, politics. It’s like every time I think I’ve escaped them, there they are, fucking my plans in the ass. You know I’ll support them, but it’s a one-time deal, Michael. And it’s going to have to wait until we’ve dealt with Location Three. As much as I feel for the plight of the woman, Moen isn’t going to wait.”

      “This is the problem with picking up planets like new outfits,” Michael joked. “You have to make the alterations yourself or deal with discomfort.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it won’t be so boring with you there.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “You can wear something pretty to make it up to me.”

      Michael grinned back. “Sweetheart, you always look pretty.”

      Bethany Anne threw an energy ball at him. “Ass. Breakfast is almost ready. I can smell Alexis’ and Gabriel’s pre-mission pancakes from here.”

      “I smell burning batter,” Michael shot back, catching the ball and absorbing the energy. A soft chime rang out from the bedroom, and Michael went to see who was calling so early in the day. “Your father. Want me to take it? I have time before I meet with Addix.”

      “Give him my love,” Bethany Anne replied. She dressed quickly, then took a moment to slip her feet into heels, since she would be replacing them with her armored boots soon enough, and picked up the box.

      Michael sat at the small table by the bed, his shirt forgotten as Lance spoke. He turned his head when Bethany Anne entered. “You might want to hang on for a moment.”

      Lance waved. “Hey, Pumpkin. I thought you should know that you’re causing a few rumors with your spending habits.”

      Bethany Anne scooped her husband’s shirt up on her way past, then leaned over Michael’s shoulder to wave at Lance. “Oh, yeah? What kind of rumors?”

      Lance flashed a grin. “The kind where people are beginning to wonder just who the new player is.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth quirked. “Let them wonder. It suits me fine.” She dropped Michael’s shirt in his lap. “Gotta run, Dad. Breakfast with the twins, and then a to-do list as long as my arm before I can leave for Moen. I’m done waiting for answers there.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad to hear you’re getting some resolution on the issue. Don’t have too much fun, you hear me?”

      Bethany Anne broke into a grin. “I don’t know if I can keep that promise. This has been a frustrating few months, so the Ooken on Moen have it coming more than most.”

      Lance frowned at that. “Then give them hell, sweetheart.”

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin and reaffirmed her grip on the box under her arm. “You know I’ll do my damnedest.” Her nose wrinkled as she caught another whiff of burned batter. “I’d better move. First rescue of the day looks to be breakfast.”

      Her fears were unfounded. She arrived in the galley to perfect pancakes keeping warm under a cover on the breakfast bar and her angels scraping the source of the smell into a container.

      “All of the syrup,” Alexis told Gabriel. “She’s been up all night studying, and...”

      Bethany Anne smiled, waving a hand to clear the air. “I take it you two are burning down the kitchen for K’aia’s benefit. What good friends you are to risk Mama’s wrath so early in the morning.”

      Gabriel looked up from his drowning of K’aia’s breakfast, a grin playing over his face. “Mama can always turn off her olfactory senses if the smell is offending her.”

      Alexis snorted. “Or we could all stop talking about ourselves in the third person and eat.” She took the container from Gabriel and sealed it. “There, all gone. Where’s Dad?”

      Bethany Anne lifted the cover on breakfast. “He’s on a call with Grandpa.”

      The twins bolted for the bedroom, leaving Bethany Anne to roll her eyes while getting the plates out for breakfast.

      >>Bethany Anne, there’s a report from the G’laxix Sphaea you should see.<<

      Bethany Anne scanned the report, her eyes flickering with the speed she read. “Damn you, Bart. I could have been there already.”

      Bethany Anne looked regretfully at breakfast and opened her mental link to Alexis and Gabriel. Say goodbye to Grandpa and come get your breakfast. We’re leaving in twenty minutes, and you will need to pick K’aia up from the arena. I have decided that the Admiral has a great deal to teach you all.

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Network Command, Michael’s Office

      Michael was still impressed by the effort Sabine had put into blending something reminiscent of Louis Quatorze style with modern conveniences for him when he’d asked her for a space to work.

      He was going to miss it when his wife came to the inevitable conclusion that settling on Devon was impractical.

      He adjusted his furniture while taking the time to consider his approach to the issue at the front of his mind while he waited for his next meeting.

      It was but a moment’s work to exchange his usual guest chair for the one he placed in front of his desk. Like all the rest of the furniture, it was sourced from local artisans, upholstered in plush fabric, carved and gilded to perfection—and also suitable for the four-legged visitor he heard making her way toward his office.

      He nodded amiably when the spymistress entered. “Good to see you, Addix. Have a seat.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched as she settled on the guest chair and adjusted her light robe around her four legs. “You wished to see me?”

      Michael pushed a holofile across the desk toward her. “I have an assignment for you that may require some travel. How do Ixtalis do in low temperatures?”

      Addix chuckled. “Quite poorly, traditionally,” she replied. “However, I am not much for tradition, and I find myself without distraction these days. What is the assignment?

      Michael laced his fingers on the desk. “I want some concrete information on the Bakas. They make up just over forty percent of Devon’s population, and we’ve got nothing except hearsay and supposition. They could be a useful ally in this war—if they are indeed allies.”

      “You don’t trust them?” Addix inquired.

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know them. Bethany Anne and I intend to change that once the Moen issues are resolved. In the meantime, we would like you to monitor the situation until we can get to it. ”

      Addix ran her fingers over the arm of her chair, tracing the carvings. “The Bakas are extremely secretive about their culture and sensitive to questions about it.”

      Michael nodded. “I am aware of that. However, the nominal leader is a potential ally. Bethany Anne and I would like you to reprise your role as our children’s guardian as a way to protect the heir.”

      Addix’s mandibles dropped open in shock. “You are joking. I would, of course, be honored, but how does that fit with protecting the Bakan heir?”

      “Our information so far is based on my mind reading of the heir and his cousins. Trey, the name he appears to prefer, is a member of Alexis’ and Gabriel’s training group. He and his mother may be holding onto power by a thread, but until we learn whether an alliance is possible, I believe Trey especially to be at risk.”

      “You suspect they intend to have him murdered?”

      Michael rubbed his chin in thought. “His cousins harbor no thoughts of it. In fact, they are mostly apathetic about everything. However, they are currently acting as his guard, and their fathers all stand to gain from his death. I do not think it would hurt to be cautious, which is where you come in.”

      Addix tucked the holofile into her pocket. “Not a problem. It will be an opportunity to pass on my knowledge to the students.”

      Michael tilted his head. “I suspected you would enjoy the chance to teach again.”

      Addix chuckled, her mandibles tapping in amusement. “I will wrap up my other current assignments and make myself available to Tabitha at the earliest opportunity.”

      Michael shook his head fondly. “Good luck. We leave for Moen as soon as Bethany Anne is done building the city’s morale.”

      Addix headed for the door. “Victory be with you all.”

      Michael’s mouth quirked. “Victory cannot fail to be with us while Bethany Anne leads the charge. Oh, and Addix? You will be remaining onworld for a while, The Lady Princess will be reassigned. You may requisition a ship for personal use.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in anticipation. “I believe the Sayomi has been docked at the Guardian recently.”

      “I wouldn’t get your heart set,” Michael told her. “John loves that ship almost as much as he loves his wife who built it for him, so he won’t leave it here when we depart for Moen. One moment.” He opened the message that had interrupted him. “I have to go. Bethany Anne is about to leave.”

      “Good…bye.” Addix shook her head at the empty air Michael had been occupying as the word left her mouth and left the office, grumbling to herself about not making more time to train in the Vid-docs. “I really must learn how to do that one of these days.”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Training Center
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        K’aia

      

      K’aia ducked the downswing of Trey’s staff but did not move fast enough to avoid being clipped on the upswing. She turned her body to protect her rear legs from further attack and whipped her braid at him, scoring a direct hit to his chest plate. “Point each,” she panted, twisting as she stepped into her next technique.

      The three Bakas at the side watched with indifference.

      “Your cousins are kinda rude,” K’aia complained. “Don’t they want to support you?”

      Trey dodged K’aia’s staff, hurling himself three feet clear of the floor to land in a roll on K’aia’s vulnerable side. “Those assholes are only here because my mother made them come. Like I need an honor guard who benefits if I die.”

      K’aia gaped at him, taking the end of Trey’s staff in the gut for her lapse in concentration. “You’re kidding?” She saw he wasn’t. “That sucks. Wanna ditch them when the twins get here?”

      Trey considered the offer. “Not worth it. Mahi’ would end up childless, and I can’t do that to her.”

      K’aia chuckled. “What makes you think you’ll die?”

      Trey met her eyes solemnly. “I don’t think, I know. Mahi’ will tear me limb from limb, and then what will she do without me? No, I’m a good son. I’ll stay behind.”

      K’aia wasn’t completely sure Trey was joking. “Your mother terrifies me and I haven’t even met her. Did she give you permission to train here or are you sneaking around still?”

      Trey nodded, panting as he worked to avoid K’aia’s staff. “Yeah, she agreed. It took some persuading, especially after she found out I had lied upfront about having her permission to train here. She’s going to meet with Baba Yaga to discuss a formal alliance against the Ooken.”

      K’aia scored three points in quick succession. “That’s pretty huge. How did your family take it? From what you’ve told me, they don’t sound very progressive.”

      Trey snorted. “I believe you call that an ‘understatement.’ My uncles weren’t pleased, and my cousins couldn’t believe it. I’m pretty sure they only came here with me last week so they could run to their fathers. Doesn’t take a genius to work out they wanted to see me get punished for making contact with humans.”

      K’aia was about to comment on Trey’s bravery in breaking tradition when she heard Gabriel and Alexis. She found that since her enhancement, she was aware of the twins before she saw them, one of the many benefits of her upgrade in the Vid-doc. She took a step back and feinted with her staff, then took Trey’s feet out from under him with a sweep of her foot.

      The Baka landed on his back in a puff of orange robes and sand, ignoring his cousins’ laughter. “Dammit, K’aia! Every time! No fair.”

      K’aia extended a hand to help Trey to his feet. “You’ll get used to hearing what humans think of fighting fair.” She nodded at Gabriel and Alexis, who had just entered the arena. “I better get going.”

      Trey’s cousins glared at the humans and turned their backs.

      K’aia made an obscene gesture at them. “Seriously, they need therapy. I hope their faces get stuck looking like an explosion in a genitalia factory.”

      Trey cracked up at the mental image. “How is that even… You know what? Who cares, I’m making a break for it.”

      “Good man,” Gabriel cut in.

      Trey narrowed his eyes at Gabriel, scrutinizing his features. He sniffed the air, and realization dawned. “I know who you are! Well, I don’t, but I think I met your father yesterday.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Are you Baba Yaga's young?”

      K’aia cut Trey off before his curiosity got the better of him. Maybe the kid did need a guard—to save him from himself. “Hey, you’re early…and you’re in armor. Are we going somewhere?”

      Gabriel nodded, offering a fist for Trey to bump. “Yeah. We were sent to get you and meet the ship out front. Your gear is onboard.”

      Alexis looked at Trey, who was in the process of collapsing his staff. “Do you want to come with us?”

      Trey flashed two rows of strong white teeth. “Does Baba Yaga have a short fuse?”

      Alexis snorted at the Baka’s enthusiasm. “You’ll find out about Baba Yaga’s fuse. We’re headed to Moen with her.”

      Trey’s shaggy face twitched with disappointment. “Offworld?  For real? Oh. You’re not kidding.” He sighed. “You know, I will just wave to you all as you leave this time. I’ll save it for when I’ve been training for more than a few weeks, huh?”

      “You sure?” Gabriel asked skeptically.

      Trey nodded. “Yeah. I thought you were sticking around Devon. Like I said, next time.”

      “You’ll have to work on your mother,” K’aia commiserated.

      Trey grinned. “Sure.” He walked off, his posture a little downcast until he saw Addix talking to Hirotoshi, then he veered in that direction to investigate with all of his usual enthusiasm.

      K’aia rolled her eyes at her new friend’s distractible nature, smiling as she turned to follow the twins out of the training area. “He’s a nice kid. Bit of a space cadet, but whatever.”

      “I like him,” Alexis stated.

      Gabriel nodded in agreement. “Me too. He can come train with us if things go well with his mom and ours.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty awkward while we have to hold him at a distance. It felt kind of mean.” K’aia sniffed the air, feeling hungry now that her workout was done. “You two smell like sugar.” A loud growl came from her abdomen. “The good kind.”

      Alexis dipped into her bag and retrieved the container within. “Your stomachs are telling me you haven’t eaten yet. Your nanocytes need fuel, you know. It’s a good thing we brought you some breakfast. Here, eat up.”

      K’aia took the container and tucked into the pancakes as they made their way out through the main arena. “Nice and crispy, just the way I like them. Mmmm. And that’s almost enough syrup.”

      Alexis wrinkled her nose. “You know sugar rots your insides, right?”

      “Not now that I have nanocytes.” K’aia licked the spoon clean. “Yum. Did you two see the leaked vids from Moen?”

      “Yes, we did,” Alexis told her. “It was me who leaked them. I hacked Network Command to find out what’s really happening, and decided the people needed to know what’s going on there.”

      K’aia covered her mouth with the back of her hand. “Which is what, exactly?”

      “You out-logicked Phyrro,” Gabriel interrupted before Alexis could answer. “You shouldn’t think ADAM doesn’t know about it. I don’t want to be there when Mom and Dad find out you were responsible for the leak.”

      Alexis raised a finger. “I out-logicked—which is not a word, by the way—Phyrro, and I made a deal with ADAM,” she corrected. “We’re good. Besides, nothing in the vids we were allowed to access covered those poor aliens being used as living shields. It’s disgusting!”

      K’aia’s appetite vanished. “It happens all over. This planet was a dangerous place to live before your mother put a leash on the mercenaries.” She dropped the spoon into the container as they passed under an arch into the atrium and dumped the whole thing into the nearest recycling port. “That’s the reason I went so far to find your parents again—to be there for people who need help and do what I can to make it right. Tell us what else you know.”

      Alexis shrugged. “I don’t see us getting off the ship at all, but sure.”

      Alexis was stopped in her tracks by the crowd gathered in front in Hexagon Plaza. “That’s pretty much everyone who trains or works here. What’s going on?”

      Gabriel pointed out a number of faces none of the three recognized. “Those look like they came from the bazaar side of the building.”

      Alexis touched her fingers to her collar, activating her armor’s helmet. “Mom must be making a speech. Come on!”

      Gabriel did the same before they all exited the great glass doors into the crowd, K’aia moving to guard Alexis’ and Gabriel’s backs without a second thought.

      The crowd parted at the sight of the two fully-armored humans.

      Alexis picked up K’aia’s moment of discomfort. K’aia, you’re not disguised. You can’t be seen with us—Mom's rule.

      For my protection, I know. I’ll be watching. K’aia walked out of the door alone and slipped into the crowd independent of Alexis and Gabriel. She made her way toward a group of fellow trainees who were headed for the center of the plaza, where the Izanami floated overhead. There aren’t many four-legged Yollins on this planet. It’s not difficult to work out who I am, even in full armor.

      Yes, Gabriel agreed. But the point is to keep the mystery, or Mom will take us all off guard rotation and we’ll be back in the classroom before you can say, “Pepsi, please.”

      Alexis raised her eyebrow. Only until we bat our eyes at Dad. He’ll help us get around Mom if she gets overprotective.

      I’ll get by. I’m just sore about missing out on being part of the show. K’aia tuned the twins out as they left her behind, hearing Trey’s chatter behind her.

      Trey fell in beside K’aia. “I heard Baba Yaga’s ship is here.” He glanced shrewdly at K’aia. “You think she’s going to speak?”

      K’aia nodded at the ship casting its shadow over the plaza. “The twins told me she would be. I have the duty, or I would stay to keep you company.” She made sure to keep any pity she felt for the lone Baka out of her voice.

      Still, she empathized, and she liked the kid. Alexis and Gabriel wouldn’t be the only ones to welcome him into their group with open arms if talks went well.

      “When don’t you have the duty, or have to study?” Trey bumped his hairy shoulder against hers before moving ahead. “Live a little. You only have to make it onto the ship before it leaves, right? It’s Baba Yaga! Everyone on the planet will be watching, except for the people on the ships. Come on, she won’t be mad you wanted to watch. It’s a moment in history!”

      “I think she will understand.” K’aia relented, only half-listening to Trey. Her attention was more on the crowd around Gabriel and Alexis. “Keep watching, it’s about to begin.”

      The twins dashed into the center of the plaza just before the innermost circle of the mosaic-tiled floor began to rise up. The crowd gasped or stood in awestruck silence when the brightness of the morning was replaced by what could only be described as an absence of light.

      K’aia shrugged at Trey’s questioning look. She figured the effect was being created by the five other Shinigami-class ships surrounding the Izanami. Michael’s scary-ass android must have programmed their cloaking to create a false night.

      Gabriel and Alexis moved to meet the ramp and positioned themselves on either side as it touched down with their weapons at ease, ready to react at the first sign of trouble.

      K’aia wished her exosuit wasn’t aboard the Izanami already so she could be there with them.

      Trey continued to chatter in that sliding musical tone of his. “You know every vid-caster in the city has a drone as close to the ship as Baba Yaga will allow. I can’t believe I’m here! We all saw the leaked reports from the battle zones. I bet she’s beyond mad. I wonder…do you think she can really spit fire? That would be beyond impressive.”

      K’aia repressed a snicker and threw her arm around Trey’s shoulders to move him along. “Who knows? Come on, or I'll probably be the one to find out when I’m late to my post.”

      They halted near the base of the newly created platform. K’aia was no shy maiden, and she had no problem using her bulk to make space for her and Trey at the front of the crowd.

      The Izanami’s hatch opened, emitting a red glow that framed the hatch against the darkness. The temperature dropped sharply as the glow spilled down the ramp in a spray of fine mist.

      Trey craned his muscular neck, wanting a better view of the hatch. “That light—it’s too bright. I can’t see inside.”

      K’aia shushed him with a hand. “Give it a minute.”

      Blood-bright mist continued to pour down the ramp. It licked the edge of the platform and washed back on itself, the tidal swirl almost hypnotic in the darkness.

      The crowd waited with their breath held to see which face Baba Yaga would greet them with. Whether she appeared as the Mistress or the Witch, everyone knew that surviving contact with Baba Yaga depended entirely on whether or not you broke her cardinal rule.

      Baba Yaga appeared at the hatch and stepped into the night, pausing to take in the crowd below her. Her moon-white hair lashed the air, sending up tendrils of glowing mist that were eclipsed by the twin points of fire burning in the inky blackness of her face.

      She was clearly pissed off.

      This would be somebody’s last day breathing. However, the people of Devon weren’t the ones who had angered her.

      The planet ground to a halt as Baba Yaga spoke. All across Devon, people gathered in their homes, their businesses, and at public screens as word spread. They were drawn in by Baba Yaga’s rage, their empathy easy to come by since they felt the same anger at the disruption the Ooken had caused to their lives.

      The Mistress of the planet lifted her chin and spoke into the unnatural darkness, her grim voice needling the minds of everyone listening. “This is my planet, but it is also your home. When I came here looking for a fight, I had no intention of remaining any longer than it took to relieve my frustration about your pirate problem.”

      She grinned without joy, descending slowly to the platform. “None of us planned on the Ooken. How could we? We had no clue they existed until they attacked.”

      The crowd beneath the Izanami muttered angrily.

      Baba Yaga spread her hands wide. “The Ooken are a gigantic pain in my ass and yours, but their days are numbered. Devon is safe, thanks to the efforts of my people to make it so. However, the contributions you have made to the defense of your homeworld have not gone unnoticed.” She turned a circle, making sure to include the cameras. “I come before the people of Devon today with a damn sight more respect than I had when I arrived—respect that you as a people have earned. Sure, you’re ornery and rebellious, but I can appreciate that. The desire to steer your own course is not just a whim. It’s the right of every sentient being.”

      Her face softened, lending her terrible features a sense of sadness. “The Moen have got an Ooken infestation they can’t take care of.” A symphony of alerts rang out across the plaza. “Bear witness with me.”

      K’aia felt the mood shift another notch toward anger. She checked her holo, finding unedited HUD-footage taken by Guardian Marines on Moen. The slender aliens were chained to buildings, as Alexis had discovered.

      She continued to watch for a moment before shutting the playback off, sickened by the continued abuse of the diminutive aliens. She sincerely hoped that the twins hadn’t watched the whole video. Alexis and Gabriel had an unjaded innocence about them despite the nature of their upbringing, and she would hate for the ugliness the Ooken were capable of to rob them of that.

      “This is going out all over the planet.” Baba Yaga’s tone sent shivers through the crowd, her icy fury somehow worse than the searing anger they were used to from their ruler. “I want everyone to watch closely. See the treatment the Moen endure. Understand their pain. I will not stand for slavery in any form, and where I find it, I will stamp it out without mercy.”

      “I want to help!” a voice yelled from the crowd.

      More joined the first, a clamor rising up across the plaza.

      This was why Bethany Anne had settled on this planet to be the new Devon. These people resented any kind of management they didn’t agree to. They fought and played by their own rules when they thought she wasn’t paying attention, but they took care of their families and their friends. They would fight for their worst enemy if they believed it was the right thing to do.

      They had honor.

      Across Devon, many of the people responded much as Bethany Anne had intended. They left their homes, their jobs, or their purchases behind and banded together. In the towns and cities, Tim Kinley’s ground teams moved out to meet the mobs. It was their job to funnel the people’s energy to some purpose before it spilled into riots and looting.

      Some were more taciturn in their reactions. Inside the Bakan enclave, Mahi’Takar sat in the main hall with her sisters, scrutinizing the human on the screen. Perhaps Tu’Reigd’s dreams were not so impossible after all.

      In Hexagon Plaza, K’aia allowed the movement of the crowd to carry her away from Trey and around the other side of the platform to wait for her chance to get aboard the Izanami without being seen. She peered through the churning mist, amazed by the way the people in the plaza hung on Baba Yaga’s every word.

      “If you can fight, you’re already in the right place. Anyone who is generous enough to drop everything to help the Moen rebuild should get to a Library and start preparing for a change of scenery, because once I’ve cleared out the garbage, they’re going to need every bit of help they can get. This shit will get messy fast, and the more we can do to make the transition smooth by returning their infrastructure to them undamaged, the better.” Baba Yaga turned and placed a foot on the ramp. “If you fight for Devon, I welcome you.”

      She vanished as suddenly as she’d appeared and the mist expanded rapidly, running over the edge of the platform now that it was no longer held in place.

      K’aia hopped onto the platform and darted up the ramp behind Gabriel and Alexis, grateful once again for the enhanced speed and agility her nanocytes gave her. The last thing she saw before the hatch closed was the rush for the doors of the Hexagon.
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Outdoor Arena

      The arena echoed with the steady hum of a large gathering. Bethany Anne’s appearance as Baba Yaga yesterday had gone viral in Devon’s three cities within hours of her speech, and it seemed to Tabitha that she’d processed half of the planet’s population in the last day—with the other half still to go.

      Tabitha walked the lines of potential trainees, speaking for a moment with each candidate to assess their skill set before sending them on their way to meet their new teammates.

      Hirotoshi, Ryu, Akio, Tim, and Sabine were carrying out similar assessments around the arena to determine how to make the most of this unexpected resource. They’d been doing this while still running scheduled classes in the indoor training center. Assigning a hundred thousand or more civilians to the track that most suited them took time to do right, yet the people of Devon waited their turn patiently.

      Well, mostly patiently.

      Hirotoshi touched Tabitha’s mind. Trouble is brewing between those two Bakas and Trey.

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. Seriously? They can’t just wait their turns like everybody else? I’ll take care of it. She stomped over to the two males at the center of the altercation, her tolerance for this kind of shit precisely zero. “What’s going on here?”

      The bullies ignored her, too wrapped up in their posturing to realize the foolishness of their choice. They were almost identical in size and had an equal amount of scarring showing under their matted fur. Both had their hands over their blades’ hilts, ready to draw if their offense wasn’t answered.

      Tabitha snapped her fingers at them. “Hey! I asked you a question. Do you have a problem with my student?”

      “I wouldn’t anger her,” Trey warned.

      The two adults laughed at Trey. “Little worm, always letting the females fight his battles for him.”

      Trey bared his teeth. “It’s called being smart, Ch’Irzt. She can take you, and that’s double the dishonor for you. Then again, I could take you down myself…if I wanted to risk getting your ass-wodge stink on my fur.”

      Ch’Irzt and his buddy lunged at Trey, who didn’t flinch a millimeter. “You little…”

      Trey bared his teeth and cocked a fist. “What? I dare you. Just try it and see.”

      Tabitha grunted in consternation and shouldered her way between them before it got ugly. “Hey! Back up!” She planted her hands on the older Bakas’ chests and pushed them farther apart. “No fighting. Keep your dick waving outside of this arena, or you’re both out of here, you got me?”

      Ch'Irzt bristled. “I do not answer to any human, much less one I could snap between my fingers.”

      Tabitha pressed her lips together and nodded. “Is that right? Your name is Chet? Well, Chet, let’s get something straight right off the bat. You’re here because you want to be trained by me, so you’d better hope you don’t piss me off, or I might decide to make an example of you.” She pointed at the stone arch leading to the changing area. “Exit’s that way. If you don’t like it, I’m happy to kick your furry ass out.”

      The Baka snorted and spat at Tabitha’s feet. “Pah. I’d like to see you try.”

      Tabitha moved without warning, and the Baka landed hard on his ass before his brain was done processing that she’d hit him. “You were saying?”

      Two females came forward and glared at the male on the ground.

      “Get up, Ch’Irzt,” the first grunted at him. “How dare you insult our host this way?” She held her hands out palms up to Tabitha. “I can only apologize. My son is resistant to change. He will obey you, or I will no longer have three sons.” The last was said through the female’s gritted teeth and aimed toward her eldest son.

      “You behave like a youth still,” the other scolded, wagging a long, painted claw in Ch’Irtz’s face as he got to his feet. “Why do you always bring shame on our clan? Why can you not learn from my Tu’Reigd like the others?”

      Tabitha glanced at the young Baka, who shrugged as if to agree he hadn’t seen his cousins learning much except what curse words they could pick up from the training fighters. She grinned at the two females. “No offense taken. But your family’s permission to take Chet here in hand would ensure he doesn’t get himself or anyone else killed with his dumb-ass mouth.”

      The females returned Tabitha’s devious smirk. “It would be our honor,” his mother told her. “You may have his life to use as you see fit in the hope my boy returns to me a warrior.”

      Tabitha wasn’t too sure about that. “Not necessary. Six months of living and training with the youth teams will beat some manners into him.”

      She raised her voice to make sure every being there could hear. “Anyone else who wants to spend time training with the kids should start acting up right now to save me the trouble of busting your asses later. This is not a summer camp, people. I will break you and turn you out stronger than before, but only if you want it. You don’t like that? It sounds too hard? Like I just told Chet, the exit is that way.”

      Tabitha’s voice echoed around the arena, her passion overpowering the murmurs of those present. “The Ooken aren’t dicking around. They want our home, and they want us wiped out or enslaved. Sure as hell itself, I don’t intend to let that happen. Do you?”

      Tabitha stood with her hands on her hips as the lines began to reform. “That’s what I thought,” she finished softly, heading back to her line.

      

      Location Three, Orbiting Moen, QBS Izanami, Queen’s Armory

      Bethany Anne arched her back as the last section of her armor locked into place. “Here’s hoping Jean managed to work all the bugs out of the nanos.”

      “Any improvement to the energy drain taking armor into the Etheric causes you is to be applauded,” Michael called from the armor case next to Bethany Anne’s. “Perhaps in the near future Jean will find a way to eliminate it altogether.”

      “It’s taken long enough to get to this point.” Bethany Anne stepped down and walked over to collect her katanas from the wall mount. “Between Eve, William, and Jean, I’m hoping we’ll see a hell of a lot of applicable tech coming from their findings on the nanocytes in the Ooken substance, however slowly the discovery phase is moving.” She held her swords to her back and her armor moved to secure them.

      “Especially once TOM and ADAM crack that Kurtherian code,” Michael agreed. He detached his armor’s gauntlets in favor of the ones Bethany Anne had given him, smiling when the nanocytes in his armor adapted to create a seal at his wrist. “Although the advances Jean has made despite the scant discoveries at the locations we’ve taken are not to be sniffed at. Who could have imagined splicing the two technologies could give us the ability to change the properties of a material at the atomic level?  It will certainly make a change to sneaking around the darkest corners of the Ooken colonies in an attempt to avoid discovery.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.” Bethany Anne waved her finger in a circle to indicate Michael do a turn. Her mouth twitched with satisfaction when he gave her that look of his and complied. She tapped the same finger on her lip. “The red looks good. Hmmm… Could be a little more fitted in the rear aspect.”

      Michael looked over his shoulder, then raised an eyebrow at Bethany Anne. “Looks fine to me.”

      Bethany Anne winked, chuckling as he turned back to her. “I’m teasing. Looks just fine to me, too.”

      Izanami’s voice came over the speaker, ending the moment. “We are one Gate away from Location Three, my Queen,” she announced. “Alexis and Gabriel are making their way to the bridge with K’aia.”

      Bethany Anne arched an eyebrow, a rueful smile spreading over her face. “Are you getting that date-night vibe? I’m not saying I’d change a thing, but finding time alone together is becoming somewhat difficult now that our children are getting older.”

      “Just hold onto the memory, my love.” Michael took the hand Bethany Anne offered. “I expect the difficulty will ease once we are no longer living aboard the ship.”

      Bethany Anne half-shrugged and took them both into the Etheric. “I don’t know if that’s looking any closer. I’m not completely sold on the lake house. It’s so close to the cities. Shit, this is still a drag.”

      Michael chuckled dryly. “There are at least a hundred kilometers of empty land around it on all sides. How much space do you want?” he asked as they stepped out into the transfer area on the bridge.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “More than that. It’s not the biggest buffer. It’s not like we can Gate the whole planet out of here if the Ooken somehow find a way through the defenses around Devon.” Her eyes flicked to the Ooken satellites around the planet that were displayed on the wraparound screens. It was quiet. Too quiet. “They must be wondering why I’ve pulled back.”

      Michael sat and activated the workstation at his couch. “That isn’t a likely scenario. Let them wonder. Uncertainty breeds fear, which leads to errors we can take advantage of.”

      “True.” Bethany Anne continued to scan the almost empty space beyond, settling down as the Gates bringing the rest of her Shinigami-class ships into the system came into being. “Izanami, what’s the word on the Ooken reinforcements?”

      Izanami’s avatar appeared beside the console, her blocky red aura rippling with flashes of black. “ArchAngel tells me we should expect them to be inbound in just under twelve hours.”

      Bethany Anne eyed Izanami for a moment before turning her attention back to the center screen. “Then this is a perfect time to speak to my Admiral about miscommunication.”

      Izanami’s mouth moved fractionally. “I will inform ArchAngel you expect his call, my Queen.” Her avatar vanished in its usual spray of pixelated light.

      Bethany Anne turned to Michael after the AI disappeared. “Does she look strange to you?”

      Michael looked up from the console. “Izanami? No more than usual.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Her hair, I think. And her face moved.”

      Michael shrugged. “I didn’t notice.”

      Bethany Anne wondered if she were imagining things. Admiral Thomas appeared onscreen, ending the discussion. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Admiral Thomas winced. “I hope you rested well?” he tendered, looking somewhat sheepish.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “I did, and then I woke up to your report.”

      The Admiral held up his hands. “There was nothing to be gained by you getting here any sooner.”

      Bethany Anne glared at him for a moment longer. “Be grateful we’re pressed for time. What’s the status here?”

      Admiral Thomas looked down for a moment and sent Bethany Anne a file. “We own everything around the planet, including the Ooken platforms at the stable Lagrange Points. Jean and Qui’nan’s teams have fortified them with the big-ass battle station out at L3. Nothing is getting past the BYPS, and even if it could, we have two grudge-bearing superdreadnoughts stationed here at all times.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Adrastea is still pissed about getting cut in two?”

      Admiral Thomas raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right? She’s got a hate on for the Ooken, and she doesn’t care who knows about it.”

      Michael nodded in appreciation. “Understandable. What are we looking at planetside?”

      Admiral Thomas grimaced. “The Ooken withdrew the moment we pulled the ground units back. Intel is coming up with all sorts of suppositions. The best they have is that the Ooken believe we withdrew to stop them from killing the Moen. It’s uneasy but stable for the moment.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flickered as she scanned the latest from every ship, satellite, and outpost she had around Moen. “There isn’t much the Ooken can do, which is exactly the position I want them in. Let them hide for the moment. It makes accessing the Moen that much easier.”

      Admiral Thomas lifted his hands. “I wish I could tell you that’s the case, but if anything, they’ve closed ranks even further. It’s damned infuriating. They won’t talk to us at all. You’ve read the reports. We go in and take the Ooken out, and the Moen just stare at us silently until we leave, then go right back to work.”

      Michael frowned. “I don’t get their mentality. Are they brainwashed?”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to look at Michael. “What, like a planet-wide case of super-Stockholm syndrome? It’s worth considering, but I can’t see it. There’s something deeper going on here.”

      Michael shrugged. “I’m not convinced. Interdependence of some kind is the only thing that makes sense.” He sat back, lacing his hands behind his head. “The Ooken and the Moen need each other for something. Otherwise, the Moen would have fought back, and the Ooken would have killed them to the last and stripped the planet long before we got here.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael turned to see what the commotion was when the elevator opened, spilling Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia onto the bridge.

      K’aia had her braid wrapped around Alexis, pinning her arms to her side. Gabriel had K’aia in a chokehold, bracing himself to stay balanced as she bucked on all four feet to dislodge him from her back.

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Play nice, children.” She turned back to the screen and continued to grill the Admiral.

      Michael pointed at the couches, his smile belying his stern tone. “The bridge is not the best place to roughhouse, children.”

      Gabriel loosened his hold on K’aia’s neck fractionally. “Sorry, Dad. K’aia decided that the elevator would be a good place to test our reflexes.”

      K’aia dropped Alexis, then wrapped her braid around Gabriel's waist and pulled him from her back to deposit him gently on the floor. “I’ll be more thoughtful in the future.”

      Michael chuckled. “It’s done now. Make yourselves useful until it is time to leave.”

      K’aia leaned over to Gabriel and Alexis as they crossed to the couches. “What’s going on out there?”

      Alexis shook her head minutely at K’aia, flicking her eyes at the adults. “I have no idea, K’aia. Let’s get to work.”

      Bethany Anne was well aware that her daughter had access and was elbows-deep in the Moen report. She kept her smile to herself, returning her focus to Admiral Thomas. “We’ve identified where the Moen leaders are hiding, right?”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Elset, one of the larger western cities. It wasn’t easy since they don’t use any kind of electronic communication.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on her armrest while she pulled up the map in her HUD and found Elset. “I think it’s about time I went and introduced myself. Stay alert. Oh, and Admiral? My children and K’aia will be shadowing you for the duration of this operation. Expect them shortly.” She cut the connection and opened a new one to the bridge of the Sayomi. “Are you all in position?”

      John grinned. “Primed and ready. The Ooken won’t know what hit them when they get here. Literally, with this cloaking system. Did Jean tell you that the secondary weapons system—”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “You can gush about your ship-mance later. We’re going down to the planet just as soon as you’re done dropping the children off at the G’laxix Sphaea.”

      John nodded and looked to his left. “I’m on my way.”

      Alexis made a sound of consternation. “No fair, Mom!”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at her daughter. “It is perfectly fair. Did you expect me to allow you to come down to the planet with us?”

      Alexis pouted. “Well, yeah. It’s kind of redundant to bring us out here and then leave us behind. What are we learning?”

      Bethany Anne raised a finger to silence her daughter’s protests. “You three will stay where it’s safe. This will be a good opportunity for you both to get some experience with fleet command.”

      Gabriel groaned. “Why do we have to study? I wanna see you slap the stupid out of the leaders, Mom.”

      John snorted. “Accurate description, BA.”

      “Goodbye, John.” Bethany Anne waved a hand, and the screen went dark. She turned back to face Gabriel. “I can’t see that I’ll have to ‘slap the stupid’ out of anybody today.”

      Michael snickered. “Give it time. The day is still early.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “We’re going down there to have a discussion, with the aim of understanding the situation the Moen are in.”

      Alexis nodded along with her mother’s every word. “They’ve had too much of tha—OW!”

      Gabriel pulled his foot back quickly. “Got it, Mom. Can we watch the video when you get back?” He grinned disarmingly. “For educational purposes, of course.”
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      Moen, Western Continent

      The Izanami came in low over the ancient dunes, great sand mountains that stretched from one side of the continent to the other. Bethany Anne scanned the forests that grew in the wide valleys cut by shining yellow rivers.

      It looks like fall, Bethany Anne commented as the city appeared on the horizon. Any second the leaves will begin to drop.

      Michael nodded toward the retreating Sayomi. Just like the penny when Alexis gets aboard the ArchAngel II and works out you and ADAM have been restricting her little hacking hobby by guiding her access.

      >>Just don’t tell her I was the one who told you she’d hacked Phyrro,<< ADAM begged. >>She’s spent enough time with Tabitha to pick up both her “snitches get stitches” attitude and the ability to put it into practice. <<

      Don’t tell me you’re scared of a little girl, Bethany Anne teased.

      >>Damn right I am. She’s your daughter, isn’t she?<<

      He has a point, Michael admitted.

      Bethany Anne chuckled as ADAM retreated to wherever he went when he wasn’t talking to her. He’d explained it once or twice, but she hadn’t really listened. Everyone needed their private space, and God knew she’d made enough of them for herself over the years.

      She twined her fingers through Michael’s, The action was made somewhat awkward by their armor, but they managed. They looked out together as the terraces on the seven dunes of Elset came into view. “Ooken everywhere.”

      Michael’s lip curled at the blue splotches marking the Ooken among the Moen people below. “They do not blend well with the desert shades. It should make killing them that much easier.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, her mind turning over the possibilities of the situation they were about to walk into as Izanami brought the ship in over the city. “We’ll leave the ship up here.”

      

      Moen, Elset, QBS Izanami, Cargo Bay

      Izanami appeared by the drop doors while Bethany Anne and Michael were checking their equipment. “My Queen, I have located an extensive underground network stretching for kilometers under the surface of the dunes. There are indications of life in the deepest part of the northernmost dune.”

      Bethany Anne leaned out to look down on the dunes. “What about the Ooken inside?”

      Izanami inclined her head. “The Ooken patrols we can see above-ground are the only ones my scanners are picking up on this dune.”

      Bethany Anne turned to Michael for confirmation.

      Michael finished his mental scan and nodded. “It’s clear down there.”

      “Thank you, Izanami.” Bethany Anne grabbed one of the support straps over the drop door and leaned out again. “We’ll make a quiet rooftop incursion and avoid contact with the Ooken completely.”

      Michael gave Bethany Anne a wry smile. “An opportunity to begin the discussion without violence—how novel. Perhaps you were right after all.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “‘Perhaps?’ Perhaps you should think again. When am I not right?”

      Michael’s eyes crinkled with laughter. “You have set a precedent. It has to be considered.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes in return. “So does where you expect to be sleeping tonight.” She walked over to the drop doors. “Are you ready?”

      “When you are,” Michael told her, grabbing the strap opposite hers.

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “I’m going first. Once I’m sure it’s not a trap, you can join me.”

      Michael grunted. “I don’t like it.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “You don’t have to like it. Unless you can take your armor through the Etheric without me to take the strain?”

      Michael shook his head, his scowl deepening. “Well, no. But it doesn’t mean I am okay with you going down there alone.”

      Bethany Anne knew she should be annoyed by Michael’s overprotective nature. She bumped her hip against his. “I’m a big girl. Izanami, the doors, please.”

      A rush of dry air filled the cargo bay as the doors opened to admit the desert heat.

      Bethany Anne drew her katana, then stepped out onto empty air and into the Etheric. Half a breath later she came out on the top terrace of the dune over a hundred feet beneath the ship. I’m on the roof.

      Any contact? Michael asked.

      Empty so far, Bethany Anne reported, glancing around the hard-baked sand. She walked over to the edge and looked down at the dizzying drop from the rooftop to the terrace below.

      Can you see a way in?

      Bethany Anne caught sight of a dip in the otherwise unbroken wall. She pulled a spark from the Etheric and set off toward the anomaly. It looks like there’s a set of stairs in the wall up ahead. I’m going to check it out. She walked across the flat expanse toward the blip, the spark of her energy ball cradled in one hand.

      Bethany Anne reached out with her mind. There was a distant hum from the level below the terrace she was standing on. We’re good. Come on down.

      I’m making the jump, Michael replied. Wait for me.

      Bethany Anne picked out Michael’s slightly darker shadow against the pre-dawn sky as Michael made his spiraling descent.

      Michael landed effortlessly beside her, barely disturbing the dust as his feet touched the hard-baked rooftop. The air was still and heavy, the rising sun hot at this elevation from the moment it began to crest the horizon.

      The object of Bethany Anne’s attention was blurred by the heat rising from the dune. She moved off at a brisk pace toward the blemish on the otherwise uniform wall.

      What is it? Michael asked as the indent came into range of his eyesight.

      Bethany Anne willed the spark in her hand to life. Our way in.

      

      Location Three, QBBS L3, Orbiting Moen

      Aboard the QBBS L3, Second Lieutenant Soraya Petrovna double-checked the readings CEREBRO was giving her.

      Then she triple-checked just to be sure.

      “Shit… No, worse. Shitshitshitshit!”

      She jumped up and clattered into her CO’s office, forgetting about the comm altogether. “Sir, you need to get hold of the Admiral immediately.”

      

      Location Three, QBS Sayomi

      John had just left the G’laxix Sphaea and was making his way to the bridge at a light jog when Sayomi’s avatar appeared beside him.

      “Dammit, Sayomi! Like the Baba Yaga face isn’t enough without you making yourself look like a fucking zombie to boot. You have to stop sneaking up on me, or one of these days I’m not going to stop myself in time, and your hard light core is gonna get smashed.”

      Sayomi sniffed and reverted to her usual appearance. “Jean would kill you outright for destroying one of her hard light drives. Although…at least something would be getting destroyed.” She lifted her chin. “How else can a war-born AI entertain herself when she hasn’t a thing to do besides keep her human on his toes?”

      John sighed as he rubbed a hand over his face. “You wait. It’s not like you get much downtime.” He paused for Sayomi to admit him to the elevator. “You wanna be careful,” he told the AI. “That’s the kind of thinking that gets your core wiped faster than you can say ‘what homicidal thoughts?’”

      Sayomi narrowed her eyes and flashed an x-ray version of herself at John, emitting a dark laugh when he flinched. “I have to hand it to Jean for giving up the thing that creeps out a big tough warrior like you.”

      John chuckled. “I think your appearance has much more to do with my wife’s possessive streak than any attempt to keep you entertained.”

      “Whatever you say.” Sayomi grinned, floating around John as he left the elevator. “I thought you would like to know that the commander of L3 is in contact with the Admiral. CEREBRO has picked up seven large, fast-moving objects approaching Moen on separate attack vectors.”

      John frowned at the screen. “Clearly the Ooken didn’t get the memo about us owning this neighborhood. Get them up, and let’s see what kind of party crashers we have.” He leaned in to scrutinize the outline of the closest. “Not ships. Asteroids? No, comets. They’re firing comets at us?”

      A flash of red lit Sayomi’s eyes and the screen zoomed in. “Look again.”

      John growled, seeing the hint of a smooth curve in the tail of the hurtling comet. “The bastards are getting sneakier. Tell the Admiral we’ll take care of it.”

      “I did that the moment I intercepted his message.” Sayomi returned the screen to its previous perspective. “Perhaps now you will allow me to have some fun.”

      John placed a tiny comm bud in his ear. “Your idea of fun is somewhat different than most. What do you have in mind?”

      “Ah, but our tastes in entertainment run along much the same track.” Sayomi flashed her sharp smile at him. “The utter destruction of the Ooken isn’t exactly your least favorite thing to contemplate. I simply thought a spot of competition would be the icing on the exploding cake.”

      John's jaw twitched. “I like it. Do the guys know about this incursion yet?”

      Sayomi's avatar flickered as she contacted her sister AIs. “They do.”

      John grunted. “Then why are we still talking? Give me the Etheric comm to Weapons Control, and inform the Admiral that we’ll all be cloaked out there.”

      “Message relayed,” Sayomi informed him. “Etheric comm will be live in 3…2…1.”

      John grasped the holocontrollers that emerged from his chair arms as he reclined. The comm bud in his ear connected his chip to the HUD that manifested around his headrest and the faces of his brothers and sister in arms popped up one at a time.

      John grinned. Ladies. Ready to dance?

      Fuck you very much, Scott retorted. Have you seen this?

      John toggled through his controller functions to calibrate his neural pathways with the Sayomi’s weapons systems. No, I missed the seven comets being steered our way by Ooken ships. I was just calling to ask how your day’s going.

      Hoping it’s about to brighten up when we explode those Ooken, Scott returned.

      We’re guarding Bethany Anne, Gabrielle pointed out. We should let the BYPS take care of them.

      Or, Darryl countered, we could make the wait for BA a little more interesting. Taking them out is technically still guarding her, right?

      John chuckled. See, this is why we get along. I already told the Admiral we’ll deal with them. ETA is twelve minutes. What are you thinking for the losers’ forfeit?

      Peter told me Tabitha is looking for instructors, Eric supplied.

      I already volunteered, Darryl cut in. Soon as we get back, I’m down for duty.

      Us too, Gabrielle and Eric chimed.

      All of you? Scott asked.

      Yup, John confirmed.

      Damn, I hadn’t heard, Scott admitted. I’ll sign up as soon as we get back to Devon. Okay, how about losers get to train the Bakas?

      Gabrielle cracked up. Tabitha isn’t going to let you guys anywhere near her Bakas. She’s put too much effort into gaining their trust. I spoke to one of the males, and they remind me a little of Michael.

      That’s not so bad, Darryl argued. I don’t have any experience with the Bakas, but Michael’s calmed down some since he came back.

      Gabrielle sighed. Uh-uh. I’m talking about the Michael who ruled the UnknownWorld with a bloody fist for all the centuries before Bethany Anne came along. Don’t kid yourself that he’s mellowed any, either. That man is still the Patriarch at heart.

      John cracked up as a thought occurred to him. Losers get to persuade Tabitha to let us train with her class. I’m not averse to learning a new fighting style.

      Sounds good to me, Scott agreed.

      Gotta keep the cultural relations going, Darryl supplied.

      Cultural relations, my ass, Eric managed through his laughter. You just wanna play with a lightsaber. You do know they’re not actual Wookiees?

      Who doesn’t want to play with a lightsaber? John asked.

      Boys? Gabrielle interrupted. The comets?
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      Moen, Elset, Underground

      Bethany Anne raised her hand as they reached the indent, a switchback at the top of a twin staircase. That explains the break in the wall. The easy entry to the building is a plus.

      Michael didn’t relax his guard a millimeter. Wait while I make sure it is safe.

      Bethany Anne extended a hand toward the head of the stairwell. Be my guest. I quit bitching about safety checks right around the time you went backpacking in Colorado.

      I love the way you frame the ultimate sacrifice as a happy jaunt through nature, Michael retorted. He peered down the stairs cut into the outer wall leading to the lower terrace, then moved to the stairwell going down into the building.

      Bethany Anne continued to keep watch for threats. What are you looking for?

      Boobytraps, Michael answered, running a finger over the frame of the entrance. We are not invulnerable, however hard to hurt we are. The things that can hurt beings as enhanced as we are should not be taken lightly.

      Bethany Anne turned her hand over, setting her energy ball dancing. But we’re good now, right?

      Michael nodded and headed down the stairs. We are.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes darted over every surface as they descended into the cool, softly-lit interior. This place is so old. Look how the striations in the compressed sand get closer together the lower down we go. The Moen must have dug this out thousands of years ago.

      Michael ran his fingers over the pattern in the wall. I guess we have one answer before we begin. The Moen have always been here.

      Bethany Anne was hoping for a little bit more than a geology report on the place. I’ll add that to the knowledge that underground cities are a gigantic pain in the backside to navigate.

      Michael came to stand beside her. Can’t ADAM do something to map the way ahead?

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at him. Short of me clicking like a fucking dolphin while we walk so he can learn to echolocate in the next minute? No. There isn’t anything down here for ADAM to connect to.

      Michael frowned. It would have been good to bring the children with us. Alexis has a second sense when it comes to direction.

      That’s beside the question. Bethany Anne paused to process her thought. My concern is that they aren’t ready emotionally. There’s a hell of a difference between training scenarios or a guard rotation at the Hexagon and bringing them along on a live mission.

      Michael sent a wave of comfort through their mental link. I think it is you who is not ready emotionally, my love. Consider it this way: since the dawn of time, parents have watched their children go off to fight in this war or that, powerless to protect them from the dangers of a warrior’s life.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. It’s not like I haven’t considered that. I haven’t forgotten the relief in my father’s eyes when I told him I wasn’t joining the military.

      Michael played devil’s advocate, as he often found himself doing on their children’s behalf. Our children also have the distinct advantage of us to guide and shape them until they are ready to spread their wings. He hadn’t thought himself to be any kind of libertarian, but the adage, “he came from a different time” truly applied to this situation. He had been blooded at the first sign of a hair on his chest, but it was another thing entirely for his son and daughter.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. I’d prefer less talk about spreading wings, but I see your point. She paused as they came out where the stairs let out into a low chamber carved out of the compacted sand.

      Bethany Anne caught a movement in the corner of her eye. Michael. Behind you.

      Michael spun at Bethany Anne's warning with his Jean Dukes raised and ready.

      He was confronted by an angry, weathered face the color of sunshine and the pointy end of a walking staff.

      “What are you doing?” the elderly male Moen hissed, waving his staff at Michael. “You can’t be in here!”

      Bethany Anne moved to stand between the Moen and Michael. “We can be wherever we want.” She deactivated her faceplate and flashed Baba Yaga’s red eyes at the Moen. “I want to speak to whoever is in charge here.”

      “Baba Yaga!” The Moen held up trembling hands, concern for his life deepening the creases in his face. “Nobody is permitted to disturb the Alders. I apologize, but I have to ask you to leave immediately. Please don’t kill me!”

      Bethany Anne flexed her control on the energy ball in her hand, allowing it to surge momentarily. “Do I sound like I’m asking for permission? I’m here with peaceful intentions, but I didn’t say anything about keeping my temper if I’m not met with cooperation.”

      “The easiest thing to do is exactly what Baba Yaga tells you,” Michael told the quivering Moen in a soft tone.

      Good cop? Really?

      It’s rare I get the chance, so why not?

      Bethany Anne snickered in Michael’s mind.

      The Moen was glad of a reason to look away from the face of the Witch.  He dropped his eyes to the floor and shuffled back the way he came. “This way, Mistress.”

      Bethany Anne looked back at Michael, then released the energy ball she was holding into the air and led the way after the retreating Moen.

      He led them deeper into the dunes, muttering increasingly dire predictions of the consequences he faced for guiding them with every step. Twice, the Moen had to be persuaded to continue on through the labyrinth.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes mentally as they neared the Alders’ chambers and their guide was hit by a fresh wave of doubt.

      “I’ll lose my head for this, surely,” he grumbled, taking them into what looked to be an antechamber, filled with the scent of permanently damp sand.

      I’d settle for his tongue, Michael decided. Can’t he think his thoughts like the rest of us?

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. He doesn’t know this won’t end in violence. Just tune him out.

      The Moen shuffled across the chamber, pausing by a stone door set into the wall between two columns. “I should go in first—”

      “Yeah, hell, no.” Bethany Anne pushed him aside, then threw open the door with much less care than she’d just shown their guide.

      The six Moen seated around the stone table inside the chamber erupted toward the exit at the other end of the chamber when the door slammed open and Baba Yaga stalked in.

      Bethany Anne redirected her energy ball, growing it as it shot across the chamber until the escape was blocked by a barrier of crackling Etheric energy. “Sit down. We have a few things to discuss.”

      The Moen hung back while Michael walked around Bethany Anne and pulled out the chair at the head of the table for her.

      Baba Yaga took her seat, and Michael moved to stand silently behind her. “Sit,” she repeated, waving a finger at the empty chairs. “I won’t ask a third time.”

      The Moen obeyed, returning to the table somewhat reluctantly.

      One of the females spoke up angrily. “Why are you here, Baba Yaga? We did not ask you to come.”

      Bethany Anne crossed her legs and steepled her fingers in her lap, scrutinizing the six as they shuffled nervously in their seats. “I’m done.” She paused to allow her words to sink in around the table. “I have other people in need of my time. You will not continue to sit on the fence. I want the truth. Why haven’t you taken the lifeline I’m offering?”

      The female spoke up again, her tone somewhat sulky to Bethany Anne’s ears. “We don’t have to answer that.”

      Bethany Anne frowned at the Alder’s attitude. “I don’t get you as a people. Why don’t you protect yourselves or fight for your freedom? You have the means to resist.”

      The Moen stared at Bethany Anne, her eyes wise, tired, and full of lies. “Why fight what the universe has sent our way? It is not for us to reason why, just to weather the storm.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s the biggest load of bullshit I’ve heard since I got out of politics.”

      The Moen looked away. “Who are you to judge us?”

      Bethany Anne growled through bared teeth, “You better hope to fuck I don’t decide to judge you, because I give no quarter to anyone in league with the fucking Kurtherians. Do you understand me? Or are you really nothing more than a bunch of fucking mercy-killings waiting to happen?”

      The Alders found their tongues at last. Their denial of the presence of Kurtherians was unanimous, their offense at the accusation strong enough to outweigh their fear of Baba Yaga for the moment.

      Keep them nervous, Michael requested. It’s making it easier to read their minds.

      You’re having trouble? Bethany Anne asked.

      Not trouble, Michael clarified. I’m getting a good read on them. I admit, maybe I should have complained less during the days when the only minds I had to read were human to some degree or another. These aliens we have met? Dipping into their minds is comparable to attending a buffet where every taste you are offered is an experience you have to come to terms with before you can process it.

      The Moen noticed nothing as Michael flicked through their memories.

      Bethany Anne snapped, making the Moen jump in their seats, “Enough! If you don’t stop answering my questions with more questions, my patience is going to run dry extremely quickly. That isn’t likely to end well for you.”

      The Alder lifted her chin and looked Bethany Anne in the eye. “Answer me this, Baba Yaga. Without all you have endured, would you be the same person?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Essentially, yes.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward to fix the Alders with a hard look. “You are prevaricating. What aren’t you telling me?”

      The Alders’ eyes slid away.

      Bethany Anne beckoned Michael forward with a finger. Let’s see what scaring the crap out of them turns up. “Don’t say I didn’t try to play nice,” she told the Alders as Michael made his eyes glow. “This shouldn’t hurt…too much.”

      The Moen glanced nervously at Michael, then back at Bethany Anne.

      You have scared them plenty already. Michael paused with a hand on the back of Bethany Anne's chair while he probed the Moen for information. Oh, this is interesting. Ask them about the substance and see what that shakes loose.

      The Ooken substance? Bethany Anne was beginning to get an idea of the larger picture.

      Yes, Michael confirmed. It is the clearest image at the forefront of their minds, like someone told them not to think about an elephant.

      That is interesting. Keep digging. Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair. “Tell me, what interests you about the nanocyte substance the Ooken use?” She noted the ripple of alarm that ran through the chamber.

      Still, the Alders said nothing.

      Bethany Anne lifted a foot and kicked the edge of the table, flashing her red eyes once again. The Alders jumped inside their skins at the resulting deep crack that echoed through the chamber.

      Bethany Anne winced internally at the break she’d made along the center of the fairly ancient-looking stone. Outwardly, she was cold and calm. The light behind her turned from pale blue to violet to red. “Start. Talking. Either you work with me to rid this planet of the Ooken, or I have no choice but to think you’re allied with the Seven.”

      The female who had spoken previously got to her feet, balancing with the walking staff all the Moen seemed to carry.
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        Meon

      

      The male beside her made a half-attempt to grab her sleeve when Michael stepped forward. “Meon, no!”

      Meon shook him off with a look that suggested he might feel the hard side of her hand if he touched her again. “Leave us. I will take the consequences of speaking with Baba Yaga.”

      The other Alders capitulated gratefully, looking at Baba Yaga for permission.

      Bethany Anne dropped the barrier over the door, allowing the others to file nervously past her. “I will speak to you, Meon,” she corrected. “You have this opportunity and this one only to convince me that your people aren’t in bed with the Ooken.”

      Meon fixed Bethany Anne with a steely glare. “We are no allies of theirs, and neither are we yours. I remind you, we did not ask for your assistance.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “You are not in a position to remind me of anything. Most would be at least a little grateful for my intervention, but you have something to hide, don’t you?” She waved a hand at the bristling female. “Tell me what interest you have in the nanocyte substance the Ooken use. I won’t ask again, and I won’t lose any sleep over having your mind stripped. Your choice. ”

      Meon took her seat with an affected sigh. “I have nothing to say on that subject.”

      Michael placed a hand on Bethany Anne’s shoulder. I have something.

      Bethany Anne met Meon's gaze unblinkingly, tapping her fingers on the arm of her chair in the drawn-out silence. What is it?

      I get the impression she believes they are making a sacrifice, Michael told her.

      Bethany Anne frowned, the motion enough to cause the Moen to emit a hitched breath. What do you mean, a sacrifice? She put two and two together and came to the rock and the hard place the Moen were in. “So your people have some kind of genetic disease. Is it worth dying by the thousands to get your hands on the nanocytes?” She snorted in disgust. “Who am I kidding? You don’t give two shits about your people, do you?”

      Meon squirmed under Bethany Anne’s unforgiving glare. “Of course, we do. Our people are already dying. With every generation that passes, the corruption that was planted in our genetic coding mutates further.” The Moen brushed her fingers over the damage in the table. “We are bound to this planet until we can undo what was done to us by the Seven.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand, feeling Michael stiffen behind her at the mention of Kurtherians.

      Meon sighed—genuinely this time. “We cannot risk all that we have suffered for on the hope that you will leave us the cure we seek.”

      “Mother of…” Bethany Anne touched her fingers to her temples. “Why is it that every damn place I go, there’s another planet full of self-serving, passive-aggressive politicians in my way? Do you even know what it is you’re failing to steal?”

      Meon nodded. “We have been working on learning where the nanocyte suspension is kept, but access is restricted, and our guards are vigilant.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Your guards don’t scare me.” She raised a finger at Meon before the alder could interrupt. “I told you, I’m done. This is how you're going to operate from here on out. I’m going to reverse my withdrawal and wipe out the Ooken, and you are going to work a fucking sight harder than you have been to get the location of that substance.” She sent a comm bud skittering across the table. “Get everyone else out of the city unless you want to go out as Ooken shields.”

      “You cannot destroy our planet,” Meon squawked, banging her staff on the floor. “That makes you no better than our masters.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I’ve spent too much time chasing my tail to care about your feelings. In fact, I’m not just done with this conversation, I’m done with this planet. Consider yourselves sanctioned. You will get your cure, but no Moen will leave this planet until you grow the fuck up.”

      She got to her feet with a last look of disgust and swept out of the chamber.

      Michael was close behind her. Nicely done, although I thought you went a little easy on them.

      Bethany Anne opened the way into the Etheric, tempering her compulsion to collapse the dune around them as they left. I don’t want to be here a minute longer than I have to be. We will pick up the children the moment we get back to the ship, then we’ll hightail it to Devon, where we can make some actual progress instead of playacting in this trumped-up fucking farce.

      Michael followed Bethany Anne into the swirling mist. I would have killed one of them as an example to the others.

      Bethany Anne snarled as she swept a hand to open the way back to the ship. Fuck them. Seriously, they can sit and rot. If I thought it would get those low-bellied ass pimples motivated, I’d have killed however many it took to make it happen. As it is, I have better uses for my energy, like getting everyone together and getting a handle on this fucking war.

      I can’t argue with your logic, Michael conceded. Leave gathering everyone to me. I’ll take care of it once I’ve gotten the children aboard. I’m guessing you have some working out of your own to do.

      You guessed right, and thank you. Bethany Anne prodded Michael to show him where to exit to the transport bay, then strode out of the Etheric onto the bridge. She headed straight for her couch, collapsing onto it with a frustrated sigh. “Izanami, take us over to the ArchAngel, and inform the Admiral that I expect my children to be ready to leave when we get there.”
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      Location Three, Leaving Moen, QBS Izanami

      Bethany Anne dropped her Baba Yaga mask when Izanami appeared on the screen wearing an exact replica of her, well, everything.

      The AI turned Baba Yaga’s face to Bethany Anne, lifting a hand to indicate the shattered rock carpeting the empty space beyond Moen’s BYPS. “It appears your honor guard found something to defend us against.”

      Bethany Anne took one look at the QBS Cambridge, which was finishing up with the final Ooken destroyer. “Leave them to their fun, but tell John we’re leaving shortly. If I have to stay here, I might change my mind about collapsing that dune.” Izanami raised an eyebrow, distracting Bethany Anne momentarily from the rage she was building to a head once again. She waved a finger to encompass the AI’s sudden expansion to her wardrobe and emotive range. “What is this?”

      “I have decided to imprint on you.” Izanami’s features morphed to match Bethany Anne’s. “I am currently making the decision as to which of your faces I shall wear.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You can stick with Baba Yaga. I see enough of my face looking back at me from screens. I don’t need to bump into myself when I’m walking the corridors as well.” She wrinkled her nose and waved a finger at Izanami’s armor. “You need to do something about that.”

      Izanami inclined her head. “Of course, my Queen.” A halo of light passed over her avatar from head to toe, leaving behind Baba Yaga’s black skin, white hair, and snow-white armor.

      Bethany Anne put a hand on her hip. “How does white not make you look fat?”

      Izanami winked. “I may have played with my avatar’s dimensions a little.”

      Michael walked out of the elevator just as the transformation was complete. He looked from Bethany Anne to Izanami, who for some reason now resembled Baba Yaga. He saw immediately that Bethany Anne was in need of a distraction before she lost her temper. “You were right about Izanami. She looks…different.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, a corner of her mouth turning up in amusement at Michael’s momentary confusion. “You look like a man who has just seen a sandwich he’d like to be the main ingredient in.”

      Michael wondered for a split second if this was a trap. He had only meant to draw attention to Izanami’s new look, not fall headlong into sudden danger.

      Backing down, however, was not in his nature. He decided to bite and take the consequences—in the name of brightening his wife’s mood, of course. “What an imagination you have. I was thinking no such thing.”

      Izanami moved to mirror Bethany Anne, her hand on her hip and a smirk playing over her lips. “His blood pressure just rose considerably. I’d say he’s thinking about it now.”

      Bethany Anne snickered, her eyebrow arching mischievously at the way Michael’s mouth worked to provide a comeback. “We’re just playing with you, Michael. Don’t have a stroke.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes at Bethany Anne. “Oh, well, if this is a game…” He sat back on one of the side couches with his hands laced behind his head and pinned her with his gaze while he let his mind run free.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth fell open. “You’re such an ass, Michael.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow, his grin deepening. “Hard light technology is a marvel, is it not?”

      Izanami looked from one human to the other, knowing there were layers of silent communication between them but understanding none of it. “Now your heart rate has spiked, my Queen.”

      Michael snorted. “I’ll just bet it has.”

      Izanami rolled her eyes and scoffed. “Organics.” She vanished in her usual spray of falling light.

      Bethany Anne folded her arms, enjoying the joke somewhat less now that Michael had turned it back on her. She looked around, coming up empty for anything she could throw at Michael without ripping it from the ship. “Be grateful everything in here is bolted down,” she grumbled.

      Michael raised a finger. “Now, there can’t possibly be any reason for you to be angry with me when you are the one who put the thought into my head in the first place.” He paused to amend his defense when Bethany Anne called him on it with a twitch of her eyebrow. “Thoughts, for the sake of accuracy.”

      Bethany Anne was about to make sure all of his next thoughts were about her and her alone when she remembered that they weren’t alone on the ship. “Shit, I didn’t think. The children might be listening in.”

      Michael waved off her concern. “I permitted the three of them some game time as a reward for their good conduct while we make the trip to Devon,” he informed her. “They were in the Vid-docs before I’d even finished telling them it was an option.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, satisfied they hadn’t been overheard. “That’s fine by me. They’ll be rested for Tabitha’s class when we get back.” She ran through her mental to-do list for when they returned. “Speaking of which, I’m calling everyone in for a meeting now that we have Moen contained. After that, you’re going to learn how to harness an Etheric storm. It’s time to stop holding back because I’m afraid to lose you. We will do this together.”

      Michael’s eyes flashed red. “It’s about time you agreed with me on that. The weight has been on your shoulders for too long.”

      Bethany Anne dropped the snarky comeback forming on her tongue when she realized how much it had cost him to hold back while she risked her life every time she went up against the storms. Michael.

      Michael lifted his hands, his expression dark and enticing all at once. I can only be who I am. It may be your duty to protect this whole damned universe, but it is mine, and my honor, to protect you.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes briefly, her focus stolen. She opened them again to meet his gaze. Dammit, you romantic bastard! I’m wearing armor.

      Michael crooked a finger. Let me help you with that.

      No need. Bethany Anne flickered between the bridge and the Etheric, shedding her armor with a single step toward him. “Izanami, seal the bridge and take us out. I don’t want to be disturbed until we reach Devon.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Training Center

      Addix entered the weapons room in search of Tabitha, finding Hirotoshi instead.

      The ancient human stood humming quietly to himself as he fed pieces of broken mechanical tentacles from his antigrav cart into the matter recycling unit. He straightened when Addix clicked her mandibles politely to get his attention. “Ah, Addix. How pleasant to see you here, if unusual. Is there something I can help you with?”

      Addix skirted a laundry bin on her way over to Hirotoshi. “It’s more, how can I help you help me. I need access to the Bakas, so I’ve come to offer my services with the youths.”

      Hirotoshi looked doubtfully at her and raised his hands. “You will have to speak to Tabitha about that. She’s getting rather too much enjoyment by keeping the Bakas all to herself.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled in confusion. “I was under the impression that the majority of the Bakas were against closer relations with us.”

      Hirotoshi lifted his hands. “Their leader has allowed her people to join forces with ours for the duration of the war. Whether we reach an actual treaty with them is a different matter.”

      “How so?” Addix found a spot to rest against. “Michael led me to believe that we are likely to ally in the face of Kurtherian involvement in this war.”

      Hirotoshi’s brow furrowed as he tried to come up with a respectful way to express his opinion. “I don’t know what to say. The Bakas are first-class assholes, although Tabitha is taking steps to amend that.”

      “She’s making headway with cultural relations through her training program?” Addix asked.

      “You could paint it in that light.” Hirotoshi chuckled as he pressed a button on the recycling unit. He turned back to Addix with a soft grin. “She’s taken a page from Bethany Anne's book and is beating respect into her new students at every opportunity.”

      Addix frowned at the matter recycling unit when it made a noise on starting much like two male Bistok clashing in breeding season. “That doesn’t sound very much like Tabitha.”

      Hirotoshi looked over his shoulder at the machine, then back at Addix after seeing it was fine. “It is exactly like Tabitha,” he stated. “Trust me, she’s having a ball. Her group is comprised entirely of large males with egos to match their body weight.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled in understanding. “Ah. That must be a sight to behold.”

      Hirotoshi flicked a finger toward the exit. “See for yourself if you care to. She’s training the male groups in the outdoor arena all day today. If you hurry, you might catch the end of the current session.”

      “I believe I will.” Addix gathered her robe and turned to leave. “Thank you, Hirotoshi.”
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        * * *

      

      True to Hirotoshi’s word, Addix arrived in the six-sided outdoor arena to a cacophony of Baka calls. She made her way to the front row of the bleachers and took a seat to wait for Tabitha’s training session to end.

      The opportunity to observe how the Bakas operated was more than useful to Addix’s assignment. What information she had was mostly from hearsay and word of mouth. She had discovered so far that Bakas made little effort to work together outside their family groups, that they were natural fighters, and that their internal battles kept the species from turning their aggression outward.

      Addix wasn’t impressed by the Bakas as a whole. They had interstellar flight, but that was all she could see they had going for them in terms of technology. Back in days almost too distant to recall, she would have dismissed them entirely.

      Maybe she was biased since her closest encounter with a Baka so far had been the time she’d torn that kidnapper’s throat out on the mall world when the twins were younger.

      However, she wasn’t a person to hold the actions of one being against a whole species. She looked on this as an opportunity to educate herself, as well as completing Michael’s assignment to protect Trey.

      Addix wondered what Tabitha had done to unite the Bakas despite their allegedly fractious history. The unit of twenty on the sands seemed to have gotten over their rumored squabbles well enough—which was good for them, since Tabitha was taking no prisoners whatsoever among her students.

      The Bakas had no chance of misinterpreting Tabitha’s lesson.

      Addix’s mandibles twitched in thought as she continued to watch.

      Tabitha yelled her own specific brand of encouragement from the top of a six-foot pedestal in the center of the training area. Her body was surrounded by a 360-degree holo display, which she was using to manipulate the mass of tentacled Ooken droids around the base while the Bakas attacked them in twos and threes. “Do you want to die out there? No? Then stop acting like it! Fight together!”

      She shifted a quarter-step and set a droid to whip the closest Baka. “Li’Orin, you’re down to one arm, you ass-munch. Where was your backup?”

      Tabitha left Li'Orin to work it out, concentrating on using her Ooken droids to push back the rest. “Where did all my warriors go? My infant son has bigger balls than all of you put together.”

      The largest Baka hefted his staff at Tabitha like a spear. “Eat these balls!” The spear sailed through the upward part of its arc without incident.

      Tabitha twitched her finger on her display as it peaked, her wicked laugh ringing out across the arena as the corresponding tentacle snapped the staff in two. “The Ooken are going to laugh in your faces, right before they fucking eat them. Now put some effort into it, damn you!”

      The warriors redoubled their efforts despite the fact they had no chance of taking Tabitha down.

      Addix realized this was no training session. These warriors were here to learn a new way to think, and to discover what could be achieved when they worked together. They were already fearsome on the floor with their martial technique and prowess. It was about putting those strengths to their best use in battle for the survival of them all.

      One by one the Ooken droids fell to the Bakas until only two were left standing—if the way the misshapen knots of metal gripped each other for support like the last two boards of a lean-to in a gale could be classed as standing.

      Tabitha dropped her holodisplay and jumped down to the bloodstained sand to walk through the carnage toward Addix. Her head turned this way and that as she inspected the damage to her students. She winced as she passed the unmoving ones, her voice carrying over the pained grunts of the mobile contingent. “Great job, guys. C’mon, get yourselves to medical.”

      Tabitha clapped her hands as the Bakas filtered from the arena. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” She pointed at the three unconscious warriors on the sand. “Or does this unit need another lesson in how not to be assholes to each other?”

      She left her students to recover their teammates, making her way to where Addix waited for her. “Hey! Long time no see. How’s it going for you?”

      Addix returned Tabitha’s hug carefully. “It is good to see you too, Tabitha. I have been enjoying the freedom of movement I have now that Gabriel and Alexis have no need of a guardian when Bethany Anne and Michael are away.”

      Tabitha peered at Addix, curiosity evident in her scrutiny. “Oh, yeah? Who are you spying on now?”

      Addix let her gaze drift to the Bakas leaving the arena.

      Tabitha snorted. “Yeah, no. Not a chance.”

      Addix’s mandibles twitched. “Perhaps I should explain. Michael has assigned me to guard the Baka known as Trey.”

      Tabitha raised her chin. “I swear, that man is going to be the death of me. Or himself, if I get to him first.” She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Fine. I can use all the help I can get after Bethany Anne invited the whole damn city in to train.”

      Addix frowned. “You’re oversubscribed?”

      Tabitha placed a hand on her hip. “You did see her speech? I’m not the only one with more volunteers than I know what to do with. Tim’s security teams, Joel’s ground units, even the Guardian has a waiting list of ex-mercenaries looking to step up. Devon loves a fight. Just ask the Civilian Defense Force.”

      Addix tilted her head in question.

      Tabitha shrugged. “I didn’t pick the name. It’s how we’re organizing them all,” she clarified. “Or at least we’re making it look that way until the kinks are worked out. You know, Bethany Anne did all this and arranged an evacuation with a hell of a lot less. Did not look this difficult to my eyes back then.”

      Addix chuckled. “I imagine the motivation there was that Bethany Anne was the one everyone answered to. How is all of this affecting the Hexagon?”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened. “Oh, hell, the kids are moving just as fast as the changes are happening. Their latest idea is a behind-the-scenes candid-camera reality show. They want to show the people’s stories—how their lives are changing as they adjust to life in the defense force.” She waved a hand. “Never mind, you’ll see it when it airs. What do you want with Trey? I can’t see his family making it easy for you to cut them out.”

      Addix didn’t disagree with Tabitha’s assessment. “They will only see me in my role as Alexis’ and Gabriel’s guard. Besides, you are over-subscribed, yes?”

      Tabitha nodded, still skeptical. “Yeah? And?”

      Addix patted Tabitha’s shoulder. “Don’t look so worried. I am offering to train the youths on your behalf. While their development is vital to the future, your focus has to be on teaching their parents to stay alive.”

      Tabitha’s nose wrinkled as she considered the offer. “I could use the help…”

      Addix clicked her mandibles in delight. “Then it is settled.”

      Tabitha’s mouth opened and closed. “Um…”

      Addix was already at the exit. “Send me the schedule and current training regimens. I will begin first thing tomorrow.”
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      Devon, QBBS Guardian, Commander’s Deck

      Bethany Anne left Tim’s office, satisfied with their meeting on the progress with the shipyard. His section of the volunteer forces was training hard, and construction was moving fast enough to please her.

      Tim was happy she hadn’t demanded anything too impossible as his reward for efficient management of the station, although Bethany Anne couldn’t come up with anything Tim hadn’t covered—and she’d tried.

      Some people just took a few decades to sort their shit out and realize their potential. Tim was one of those. The former bouncer was making the most of his third life, as Bethany Anne saw it. He’d come a long way from the aggressive young man who had come to her so long ago looking for a way to leave the path of destruction he was heading down.

      How many people had she taken in with similar stories?

      It was no hardship to have missed Rickie. Luckily for the verbally-challenged Were, Tim was smart enough to keep his right hand tucked out of sight when Bethany Anne was onboard, lest he run his mouth one time too many and she cut it off.

      Bethany Anne snorted softly as the elevator doors closed on her, luxuriating in the sudden silence. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had a moment alone in her own mind, but there it was.

      Meeting with Tim had left her feeling somewhat nostalgic for the Guardian’s much larger sister station. For old times, when her face opened whatever door she needed—or her boot did.

      Then her good sense kicked in. She realized she’d already made the decision not to move her base permanently to Devon. Why else would she be so hesitant to build there? Nor did she want to return to High Tortuga and undo all of her work to hide the planet. No, that place would remain hidden, a safe haven for her people who needed one until they could return to Earth.

      Whenever that turned out to be.

      It wasn’t so much the Meredith Reynolds she missed as the ability to move as the need took her. Issues with the size and capability of their current home aside, there was much to be said for her ability to remain mobile.

      Bethany Anne stepped into the Etheric before the elevator came to a full stop, exiting again on a stretch of the viewing platform that was separated into cubicles for privacy. Sometimes it seemed like the only place large enough to contain her thinking was the universe itself.

      She slipped into the farthest cubicle and took a seat on the rectangular box in front of the window. The box shifted beneath her, flowing upward and out to cup her body as she reclined with her gaze on the stars and her thoughts on Moen.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that Michael was right about there being a deeper game in action, Bethany Anne wouldn’t have been so easily distracted on the ride here, and the Moen would be a dune or two short of a city.

      The single snaggly fucking weed among the well-tended patches of productivity she’d made from the more advanced Ooken locations they had taken, she was relieved to know the truth about them. If they liked it so much on the fence, they could look at the one she’d just put them behind. They’d have a long time to do it.

      In the meantime, she had a war to win.

      Bethany Anne watched the traffic between the station and the shipyard absentmindedly, the roamers inside the tubes appearing no larger than the miniature AT rover Gabriel and Alexis were building for Todd’s birthday next month.

      The luxury of time to contrast her immediate instinct with her considered reaction was an advantage she would not give up easily. Devon’s three rings of protection kept the daily lives of the people intact, and the continuing expansion out at QT2 was large enough to put any attackers off.

      The wider issue was the supply chain. While the salvage from the Ooken sites was more than plentiful, it was potluck what they found each time. Jean had been specific about the requirements they had for maintaining the fleet and how they could fill those requirements without stripping everything Bethany Anne was protecting.

      She had a plan for that.

      Nothing moved fast enough for her liking, not even her. Time was the one fucking thing beyond her control. That, and her wonky GPS when it came to locating the fuck-sucking bitch-gobbets otherwise known as the Ooken.

      I have a theory about that.

      Bethany Anne snapped out of her reverie. Dammit, TOM. Can’t you knock first or something? I’m going to install firewalls in my mind soon if I don’t get five fucking minutes alone with my thoughts.

      I’ll take my solution elsewhere if you like, TOM grumped. It’s not like we’re verging on desperate for it.

      Bethany Anne sighed, giving up on the idea of solitude for the moment. Sorry. Go on, I’m listening.

      TOM drew the explanation out carefully. I’ve been doing some math, he began.

      >>You mean we did the math,<< ADAM cut in.

      That too, TOM amended. Whoever doesn’t matter. The result was that I found a way to recreate the mind map in the real world. I think.

      Bethany Anne’s fire cooled instantly. Show me how. Her eyes flickered briefly while TOM flashed the solution through her mind. You want to attempt to touch every location simultaneously?

      TOM made a sound of agreement. ADAM isn’t restricted on how far he can spread himself if you can power the windows. What do you think?

      Bethany Anne couldn’t see how she was meant to spread the energy it took to open one window to open…a hell of a lot of windows. I think you sound pretty pleased with yourself, considering the practical application of your theory is theoretically not possible. Unless you have a super-massive Etheric storm up your ass you’ve been hiding all this time?

      ADAM snickered. >>That would explain a couple of things.<<

      Actually, TOM told them archly, we can find what we need in the Etheric. We just have to locate the place where the storms are created, which to my memory is…somewhere in the dimension. It shouldn’t be too difficult with the four of us working together.

      Are we basing this on a rumor you heard over a thousand years ago? Bethany Anne asked. Because it sounds like bullshit to me.

      TOM grunted in agreement. It could very well be. It was a long time ago, Bethany Anne.

      Given that, we’d better make a start on finding it. Bethany Anne should have been surprised that TOM had information she didn’t, but she was not. This wasn’t the first time he’d neglected to tell her something until it was useful, and she didn’t think it would be the last. Wait, the four of us? You mean three, right?

      Four is correct, TOM confirmed. You didn’t think I’d suggest we do this without backup? Michael is coming with us.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Barnabas’ Office

      Barnabas wondered if the information he held in his hand would be better kept to himself. However, it wasn’t his to keep, and Tabitha had already arrived to take him over to Devon for Bethany Anne’s impromptu conclave.

      He put the tablet down and returned his attention to ensuring he wouldn’t be missed on High Tortuga for a short time. Unfortunately for Stephen and Jennifer, that meant a disruption to their marital bliss.

      That was how the cookie crumbled; some things could only be left to family. Especially since Shinigami was staying behind.

      The door opened, and Tabitha came in. “Hey, stranger!”

      Barnabas’ eyes crinkled in pleasure. “Hello, yourself. Did you get here without any issues?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Nobody suspected a thing. Achronyx isn’t too happy about the makeover, though.”

      Barnabas shook his head. “That AI is as vain as the night is long. I can’t imagine where he gets it from.”

      Tabitha winked. “I wouldn’t know.” She perched on the edge of the desk and glanced at the tablet. “Ooh, who’s the cutie?”

      Barnabas slid the tablet over to Tabitha, the decision made for him by his inaction. It was the right thing; Tabitha deserved to know. “Prepare yourself.”

      Tabitha frowned and took the tablet. “What is it?”

      “Just watch,” he told her gently.

      Tabitha pressed Play and watched the short message in silence. Then she watched again, and yet again. She was about to play it a fourth time when Barnabas eased the tablet from her hands. She looked up with tears tracking down her cheeks. “Does this mean…”

      Barnabas nodded. “Yes, Tabitha. She is beginning to heal.”

      Tabitha’s tears continued to flow, unheeded. “Sending Grim was the right thing. I knew it.”

      “It appears so.” Barnabas chose not to hear her whispered admission. He looked down to place the tablet in his desk drawer. “She’s on the right path.”

      “Nickie was never a bad person. Just angry.” Tabitha’s face worked through a series of emotions, settling on none of them. “Just. As if anger like that is a small thing. I want her home, Barnabas. I don’t want her out there without her family for a minute longer than she needs to be. I want to see her happy and whole. I want Todd to know her.”

      Barnabas didn’t know what to do to ease Tabitha’s heartache. “Her seven years are up. She can return whenever she’s ready.”

      Tabitha scrubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “I don’t want to accept that she might choose not to come home.”

      Barnabas reached out and took Tabitha’s hand. “Have you spoken to Bethany Anne about this?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Mmhmm. You were there, remember? Bethany Anne was frowning at Kael-ven about something, I asked for permission to send something to give her a nudge.” She pouted at Barnabas’ blank expression. “You were the one who said it was a good idea.”

      Barnabas raised an eyebrow, searching his memory for the event and coming up with nothing. “I remember interceding on your behalf shortly before Grim’zee mysteriously lost a few decades and showed up in her life.”

      Tabitha nodded, grinning in a way she hoped wasn’t too shifty. “Yeah, I sent her a friend, and maybe a few messages.”

      Barnabas resisted the temptation to sigh. “And Bethany Anne has no idea that you’ve been in communication with Nickie this whole time?

      Tabitha’s eyes widened in horror. “No! She better not find out, either. Besides, I’ve been really careful to make sure Nickie thinks my messages are old.”

      She did her best not to think about how she'd hacked Meredith, Nickie’s EI, before her niece was sent out into the unknown. She didn’t want to implicate Barnabas if Bethany Anne ever found out what she’d done.

      Barnabas chuckled dryly as he got up from his chair. “She won’t find out from me. Unless she asks.”

      Tabitha laughed aloud. “You’re the best.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Network Command Center

      Bethany Anne looked around the wide oval table, relaxed for the moment in the relative comfort of having almost everyone in the same place for a short time. There were some unavoidable absences, those who were on duty, or holding down the fort elsewhere.

      Michael, her rock, was by her side, at ease for once. Along the table to her left, Admiral Thomas and Jean were there via holoprojection. To the right was her father, also holocalling from his office on the Meredith Reynolds, then Tabitha, who had arrived with Barnabas from High Tortuga moments earlier.

      All of her Guards were present, John at the other end of the table with the rest of the Bitches around him. The other places were filled by Akio, Hirotoshi, Ryu, Tim, and Sabine.

      “Thank you all for being here.” Bethany Anne placed her hands flat on the table. “For those who haven’t caught up yet, why the fuck haven’t you caught up yet?” She paused a beat before continuing. “Moen was a massive time-suck. As of my departure, the planet is under a no-travel order for the foreseeable future. We’ll take care of that later. Right now the focus has to be on the bigger picture. We need to be on the same page, because the Ooken—the Collective, or whatever the fuck they’re called—have noticed we’re kicking over their nests. Staying ahead of them would be preferable.”

      Barnabas lifted a finger. “I suggest we keep calling the enemy ‘Ooken,’ since they have been altered by the Kurtherians from the original Collective species.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Suits me, as long as history records us as the winner in this. I don’t give two shits what name gets listed afterward as long as it doesn’t take a century to remove them. I want this over, with minimal cost to my people and minimal impact on my planets.”

      Jean’s not-so-measured breath cut the silence that followed. “It’s just not possible this time, BA. We’re pushing the limits, and it’s going to show when I start shutting the shipyards down. You know there’s no damn way I’m sending out anything that isn’t up to standard, and that means ship maintenance comes first.”

      “We do still have the advantage at this time,” Michael countered. “The salvaged materials from the sites we’ve taken so far has to be making some difference?”

      “It’s giving us months,” Jean clarified. “Not anything to get excited about. I’ve made the projections available to the room.”

      “I’m with Michael on this,” John argued, filling the silence left as everyone else checked. “I’ve been over all the numbers with Jean, and we’ve done more with less, comparatively. If we need to, we can hold them back for a few months while we strip the empty systems in the buffer zones.”

      Bethany Anne’s fingers beat a rapid staccato on the wood. “Not practical without the infrastructure to process it in place.” She turned to Lance. “What we need is a supplier large enough to meet our needs, but there is the small issue of my ‘exile’ in the way. I need your help, Dad.”

      Lance’s hologram flickered, his face set in serious lines. “I’m here to do whatever I can, you know that. The last thing the Federation needs is a war on this scale.”

      Bethany Anne flashed a rueful grin. “That’s why I’m here—to be the barrier that keeps the Federation safe, whether they want it or not.”

      Lance nodded abruptly, his pride too large to speak around for a second. “That’s my girl. I’m sure you already have a plan that leaves everyone’s behind covered.”

      Bethany Anne's grin grew a touch wider. “Funny you should say that, Dad. How would the Federation feel about trade relations with an independent planet?”

      Lance raised an eyebrow. “What, Devon?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. High Tortuga. I want it under another layer of protection until this war is over. Federation protection. There’s no saying we can’t use a trade agreement to make that happen without anyone getting suspicious, and nobody has to know exactly who is pulling the strings on this end.”

      Lance grinned. “Sounds like we’re about to get into something of a gray area.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I could play fair and do this out in the open. How would the Federation leaders react to my sudden reappearance? It would be a hell of a lot easier than pandering to their fears.”

      Lance’s eyes widened momentarily. “Poorly, as you know. A trade agreement with an independent power looks to me to be the best option here.”

      Barnabas cut in, “How is that going to work with the Interdiction? We spent all of this time hiding High Tortuga, and now you plan to hand it over to the Federation?”

      Bethany Anne turned her attention to him. “That was always the plan. It will still be hidden, just in plain sight, with the strength of a thousand worlds in the background. Permitted ships will have right of passage, using specified routes that will be monitored by you and my father.”

      Jean slumped, dropping her head to the backrest of her chair. “Right, so how soon can we get these shipments started?”

      Lance looked down for a moment, and his hologram shifted around as he worked out what was feasible. “I don’t know. I can get the ball rolling pretty much right away, but we’ll need all the backstops in place before High Tortuga applies for trade status. How many hidden stashes do you have left, Bethany Anne?”

      “I haven’t touched a single one yet,” Bethany Anne confirmed. “And I don’t intend to. Those are for rainy days, and there’s barely a cloud on the horizon to justify tapping them as a resource. ADAM will take care of the backstops so everything will look above board in the application.”

      Lance nodded. “Then I will do what I can to expedite the process.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “I sincerely hope that means you’re going to light a fire under whoever gets the application on their desk. We have no fucking time for bureaucracy. We need ships.”

      Admiral Thomas sighed. “How did I know that was coming? And what impossible feat would my Queen like me to pull out of my ass this time?”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head at the Admiral. “I could always arrange for you to take extended leave if you’re not happy with your work. How are those beautiful children of yours? Growing fast? Twins are such a joy, right?”

      The Admiral’s eyes widened. “Of course they’re a joy—for the short bursts when they’re asleep. Giselle and I have decided that parenthood is a war of wills against tiny little terrorists. Why didn’t any of you tell me toddlers have an inherent death wish? They seem determined to stick their fingers into whatever is the most dangerous thing in the room. Or eat it.”

      Snickers erupted from the parents in the room.

      “My fleet, Bart,” Bethany Anne reminded him.

      “Indeed,” the Admiral replied, gathering himself. “Once the issues with materials are smoothed over, there should be no problem with continuing growth.”

      “Good.” All amusement dropped from Bethany Anne’s expression. “I expect you will have no problems replicating the success you’ve had with the Helena’s shipyard over at Devon.”

      Admiral Thomas looked relieved. “I thought you had a challenge for me.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know about a challenge, but I want an identical setup at High Tortuga, attached to the platform. And Bart? I want it done—”

      “Yesterday?” he finished.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the Admiral’s hologram. “I was going to give you six months, but if after all these years you finally worked out how to manipulate time and provide me with what I asked for when I wanted it, then where the fuck are my shipyards?”

      Admiral Thomas huffed, knowing when he was out-snarked. “Barnabas and I will get with Lance to make arrangements.”

      “That’s the kind of attitude that gets us places.” Bethany Anne winked at him and moved on to the next item on her agenda. “The Ooken. Or more precisely, progress with the nanocyte substance.”

      “That’s a whole new lot of sweet fuck-all,” Jean grumbled. “I can tell you that we’ve gotten everything we’re going to get from the nanocytes in the suspension you found out at the staging post. We will need fresh, uncontaminated samples to make any further headway on reverse-engineering the advances the Kurtherians who made them had over a thousand years to figure out.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “It’s a good thing you’re up to the task. We have a possible lead on your samples since we found out the Moen have access to the suspension.”

      Jean’s demeanor brightened. “Yeah? Where are my samples, then?”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “You’ll have them soon enough.”

      Tim shifted in his seat, feeling like a kid at the adults’ table. “Sooner. I got with Peter, and there are four teams with boots on Moen as we speak. They’ll be back with those samples before the fleet has finished extracting the rest of our Guardian Marines post-cleanup.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You keep impressing me, Tim.”

      Sabine flicked her ponytail over her shoulder. “He’s an impressive guy. We have vid crews with the fleet, and the footage they’re sending back could be used in wider circulation if you have no issues with it being shared to a wider audience.”

      Tim nodded. “I like that. There’s always a small trickle from the Federation coming into our military, but we need to open the floodgates a crack.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “The only problem with opening the gates a crack is convincing the water not to drown you. I do not want the majority of the Federation turning up on the doorstep of the planet my children are living on.”

      Michael flourished a hand. “It would hardly be an issue if you settled on somewhere to settle. I would, however, suggest we find somewhere that has the room for a more suitable base of operations than the kids’ place of business soon.”

      Sabine narrowed her eyes at Michael. “Who are you calling kids? Then again…” She flashed a crooked grin at him, and he returned a stern look. “Oh, lighten up.” She chuckled as she turned to look at Bethany Anne. “Do you want our help finding somewhere to live? I can get Mark on it as soon as we’re done here.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “Well, I don’t want to keep living on the Izanami forever. But…” She lifted a finger. “But I don’t have time to build right now, and I don’t want to be confined to any one planet. Barnabas, will High Tortuga fall apart without us?”

      Barnabas gave that serene smile of his. “I already spoke with Stephen and Jennifer about taking on a more active role again, and I am well prepared to put the logistics network into place with Lance’s assistance. You can rest assured that everything on High Tortuga will remain under control, Bethany Anne. Phase Five can begin whenever you are ready.”

      Bethany Anne nodded in satisfaction. “Good to know. Even better is knowing that when we do eventually get back to Earth, we will be able to fix whatever we find.”

      John shook his head. “Boss, you can’t possibly still blame yourself for what happened on Earth?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You know I’m past all that, but I’m still holding myself responsible for repairing whatever mess we find when we get back there. Those are still my people, no matter how different we might be after all this time. As long as I have the power to protect them, I will.”

      A murmur of agreement went around the room.

      “See?” Bethany Anne waved a finger at them all. “None of you feel any differently. Returning to Earth is still our end goal. We just have a mountain or two to climb before we get there and give them the advantage of what we’ve learned.”

      “MPPS, baby!” Scott and Darryl whooped, drumming their hands on the table.

      Bethany Anne inclined her head and waited for silence. “MPPS. What a fucking blessing. We institute the same provisions for healthcare, education, and employment that have changed High Tortuga into somewhere worth living. We aren’t getting back to Earth any time soon, so we can figure out if and how the system needs adjusting to fit with humanity’s needs along the way.”

      Michael nodded in appreciation. “That does solve the problem.”

      “As well as giving us the opportunity to look into how the MPPS translates from planet to planet and culture to culture without taking too much attention from the larger picture.” Bethany Anne looked around the table once more. “Okay, if nobody else has anything they would like to bring up, I think we’re done here. You all know where you need to be. Michael and I are leaving for an extended stay in the Etheric sometime in the next twelve hours. We will be gone for a couple of days, and I don’t want to find out everything went to shit while I was gone. Tabitha, give me a moment, please.”

      Tabitha gave Bethany Anne a thumbs-up. “You got it.” She took a moment to update Peter on the meeting while everyone except her, Bethany Anne, and Michael left the meeting room, her fingers twitching over invisible keys. “Let me guess—the Bakas.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Good guess. It’s almost like you’re working with them on a daily basis. Have there been any incidents we should be aware of before we meet with Mahi’Takar?”

      Tabitha smirked. “No, but I’m betting there’s going to be one when you arrive at the enclave.”

      “That’s where you’re mistaken,” Bethany Anne corrected. “Prior to any official agreements, our relationship with her is to remain a secret, and I do not mean the usual kind of secret that everyone from here to High Tortuga knows within five minutes of it leaving my lips. I mean blanket secrecy to protect her and her son from assassination.”

      Tabitha pressed a hand to her forehead. “Yeah, their family politics isn’t going to make that easy to achieve. What you need is a reason for Mahi’Takar and Trey to leave the enclave without her guards.”

      “We have Addix,” Michael reminded them. “She’s been working with the adolescents as I requested, yes?” He grinned at Tabitha’s slightly bewildered nod. “Then have her call Mahi’Takar after hours to discuss her son’s progress.”

      Tabitha snorted. “You want me to do what?”

      Bethany Anne glanced at Michael. “I like where you’re going, but it will look suspicious if Mahi’ is the only parent called. We need to think bigger. Tabitha, how many minors do you have in your classes? How long would it take you to put together a review on each?”

      Tabitha groaned. “Don’t do this to me.”

      Michael spoke over Tabitha’s protest. “We would be truthful in presenting this as a community event. A full Hexagon would make it much easier to cover Mahi’Takar’s absence for a while. Long enough for us to learn what our commonalities are.”

      Bethany Anne winked. “Who doesn’t love a get-together to celebrate their children? You can arrange student demonstrations, and encourage people to bring food and their younger children. Make a day of it if that’s what you need. Open it up to Sabine’s vid-crew and share it with the city. Whatever boost to morale we can give people.”

      Tabitha’s groan increased in intensity for a second before she dropped her head onto her arms. “That would actually help in other ways.” She sat up, her sulk replaced by a sunny smile. “I’m on it. It won’t take more than a few hours. The event will take a little longer, since you can bet I’m going to have a bunch of parents who need the concept explained.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the table. “Use the Library to take care of that. Issue a brief explanation, along with a movie clip or two from the archives to give them a visual. ”

      Tabitha nodded slowly. “Okay… I can see this working. Give me three days to get everyone on board and arrange everything we need for the event. How do you plan on getting Mahi’Takar away from her guards?”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “We aren’t going to be there. Her son is in Alexis’ and Gabriel’s teaching group. Since that is the advanced class and her son has high status, it wouldn’t be unreasonable for you to have your meeting away from the rest of the instructors.”

      “We need you at the meeting,” Michael assured her.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Which we’re going to have over dinner at yours and Peter’s place. You just bring Mahi’Takar and Trey to us once they are safe with you.”

      Tabitha got to her feet and headed for the door. “Fine by me, but I’d better get started.” She turned back and grinned at Bethany Anne and Michael. “This is just what this city needs…as long as you don’t expect me to cook for everyone.”

      “Heaven forbid we get accused of poisoning the Bakan leader,” Bethany Anne returned as Tabitha exited the meeting room in a swish of leather.
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      Devon, First City, The Bakan Quarter

      Bethany Anne had not seen this part of the city in person yet.

      Nevertheless, she made her way through the enclave without pausing for directions, a shadow under a cloak of indeterminate species, working her way through narrow streets and winding passageways until she came to the center of the low sprawling buildings and the residence of Mahi’Takar.

      While Bethany Anne trusted her children’s judgment when it came to accepting ‘Trey’ as a friend and teammate, she wanted to get the full measure of his regent mother before committing to supporting them both. Michael had begun by insisting he accompany her.

      Bethany Anne’s offer to take Alexis to guard her instead had been enough to give her husband a clue that this was a matter between two women and divert him to insisting their daughter remain behind.

      The guards at the gate of Mahi’Takar’s home stared at Bethany Anne as she walked by. Bethany Anne wasn’t planning to use the gate. She noted the security was mainly of the muscular type, although she detected a few nasty surprises hidden in the guard towers around the walls. “Good for you,” she murmured, stepping into the Etheric. “But none of that can keep me out.”

      A mental scan as she emerged on the other side of the wall told Bethany Anne that her targets were on the floor below, alone. The Bakas built down rather than up, which to Bethany Anne’s human mindset was all kinds of backward. She wasn’t there to judge anyone on their preferences when it came to infrastructure, though.

      She stepped back into the Etheric and came out again in the kitchen, where she found Mahi’Takar at the table with Trey. “Mahi’Takar.”

      Mahi’Takar was on her feet and in front of her son with a broadsword in her hands faster than Bethany Anne knew their species could move. “Leave or die.”

      Bethany Anne pushed her hood back, revealing her face to the two Bakas.

      “Baba Yaga!” Trey tried unsuccessfully to get out from behind Mahi’Takar. “Mahi’, I told you she would come.”

      Mahi’Takar remained in front of her child, her sword raised between them. “Baba Yaga. I have been expecting you. Do you come in peace?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes. I was hoping we could talk before the circus gets going. Work out what we can offer each other, if anything.”

      Mahi’Takar lowered her sword to her side and gestured toward the free chair. “My son is headstrong. You will forgive him.”

      Trey emitted a high-pitched noise. “This is the best, Mahi’. I told you we could work with the humans. Baba Yaga has honor; you will see.”

      Mahi’Takar looked at her son with a mixture of fondness and bemusement. “Take yourself off to practice while I speak to Baba Yaga, Takar’Tu’Reigd.”

      Trey grumped a little but obeyed his mother.

      Bethany Anne took the seat she was offered, an overstuffed chair built for someone more than twice her size—which Mahi’Takar was. “Thank you. Your home is beautiful, by the way.”

      Mahi’Takar glanced around distractedly at the polished wood and stone of her kitchen. “We have had a decade or more to make life comfortable here, although Devon isn’t ideal. It has taken some adjustment to get used to living on the skin of the planet.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow twitched at the classification of forty feet underground as the surface. She crossed her feet at the ankle and settled into the oversized chair. “What is your homeworld like?”

      Mahi’Takar’s expression became wistful for a moment. “Above ground, it’s frozen. Staying up there is certain death. Below ground, there’s just as much chance of death, but you will at least be warm when you get torn to shreds by a pack of wild kolak.”

      “Sounds delightful,” Bethany Anne offered. “I can see why you settled on Devon while it was still a dead spot.”

      Mahi’Takar lost the dreamy look, regarding Bethany Anne with skepticism. “What is your purpose in my home? Surely you did not risk my son’s life simply to discuss frivolities.”

      Bethany Anne arched her eyebrow. “You know why I’m here. It’s to save your son’s life, and yours too. That’s if you aren’t too proud to accept you’re not the one in control here.”

      The sound of air being sucked rapidly over clenched teeth came from beyond the wooden-beaded curtain.

      Mahi’Takar’s head whipped toward the door. “That had better have been the ghosts of your brothers I just heard, Tu’Reigd. Don’t make me take the flat of my sword to your behind.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t help but snicker at the sound of his unceremonious retreat.

      Mahi’Takar released a measured breath as she turned back to the conversation. “You would find that less amusing were you not also a mother, but I sense you understand.”

      “Oh, hell, yeah.” Bethany Anne chuckled, the tension between them broken. “I believe we can trust each other. My children are your son’s human friends. That was how I came to be aware of your situation,” she clarified. “Not because Trey spoke out of turn.”

      Mahi’Takar nodded. “I have heard rumors of your ability to pull the thoughts from someone’s head. They’re true?” She shook her head in disbelief when Bethany Anne confirmed it with a nod. “You’re reading my mind right now?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. That shit gets tedious, and nobody gets into the Hexagon without their intentions being cleared by my security.”

      Mahi’Takar registered the information that Baba Yaga was not the only human who could read minds. “The Hexagon must be the most secure building on the planet.”

      “It’s damn near impregnable under normal circumstances,” Bethany Anne told her softly. “Under siege, it’s the second most secure building from here to the farthest reaches of the Federation.”

      “Only the second?” Mahi’Takar asked. “Which building outdoes the place Baba Yaga’s children live?”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head, a tiny smile appearing at the corner of her mouth. “The one where I gave birth to them. Our children are everything to us, and there is our common ground. What else do we need to agree on? Nothing else matters when our children are threatened.”

      Mahi’Takar’s fur rippled and she turned her head to one side, then the other, searching Bethany Anne’s eyes for the lie. Finding none, she grasped the human’s forearm with a massive hand. “You have honor, Baba Yaga. I agree to lash my ship to yours, under the condition that you take Takar’Tu’Reigd under your personal protection.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Nothing would make me happier. There’s a guard who you can trust, and her name is Addix.” She pulled her cloak around her body, settling further into her chair. “As for the sharks circling you both, here’s what we’re going to do…”

      

      Outside Federation Borders, Star System XG-3-560

      Lance was a man of experience. Therefore, he knew the best way to draw the suspicions of the Federation leaders was to try to not look suspicious. Of course, he could have done all this out in the open since Bethany Anne had made sure nothing could be traced back to her, but where was the fun in that?

      He hadn’t tried to hide his departure from the Meredith Reynolds, or his destination. The ship he was in was even registered to him. After all, he was simply taking advantage of an unexpected break in session and the recommendation of a friend to kick back and catch something resembling a fish in the name of relaxation.

      Nothing suspicious about that whatsoever.

      Patricia knew better, as always. “Give Barnabas my love,” she had told him when he’d said his goodbyes to her and Kevin two days previously.

      Biorillium appeared in the far distance, a faint speck that grew larger and brighter with each passing second of Lance’s approach. Soon it was a blue-green ball wrapped in wisps of white cloud.

      Lance had no issues with planetary security since his stay had been booked in advance at a resort for those looking to get away from the rigors of life. He docked his ship and headed through the spaceport, taking only a single pack and a carryall with him.

      An android waited in the foyer for him. “Greetings, General Reynolds. It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Ojon, and I’ll be your attendant during your stay.”

      Lance made a face, holding his bags a little closer. “I don’t know about having an attendant. Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of coming here for some solitude? I’ve had enough of company for a while.”

      Ojon broke into a grin. “Haven’t we all, General? You will, however, require sustenance and such, and that is where I come in. If you will follow me, please, I’ll take you to your cabin.”

      Lance shouldered his bags and did as he was asked. Stepping outside into a world he’d only ever seen on the screen, he was momentarily jarred by the contrast to the high-gloss interior of the spaceport.

      The spaceport opened onto a neat square at the top of a gentle slope. Animal or hand-drawn carts looked to be the transport choices for the planet. Lance was instantly enamored of the simplicity of it. He could almost feel the sleepiness of the place, and somehow he knew that nothing here happened any time before mañana.

      “You like it, yes?”

      Lance dragged his gaze from the hand-painted shingle hung above the wooden doors of the nearest store and chuckled. “Damn right, I do. It’s beautiful here.”

      Ojon chuckled, indicating that Lance should follow him to a cart waiting in the street. “Don’t mind Old Tassie. She’s as docile as they come.”

      Lance dropped his pack into the cart and eyed “Tassie,” all two hundred and fifty kilos of adult bistok harnessed to the front, before climbing into the back. “That thing isn’t likely to try to separate me from my innards now, is she?”

      Ojon hopped up and took the reins. “Not unless you’re thinking of pissing her off,” he replied airily. “She’s a happy beast.”

      “Where I come from, bistok aren’t thought of as working animals, and I’ve sure as hell never heard one described as ‘happy.’” Lance glanced around at the scenery as the cart rolled out of the square and into open country. “Tell me about this place. I skimmed the brochure, but to be honest, you had me at ‘well-stocked lakes.’” He nodded at Ojon. “Start with yourself. How does an android live on a world without connectivity?”

      “Peacefully,” his guide replied, geeing Tassie gently to gain momentum as they reached the bottom of the slope. “I am unable to filter signals, which not only leaves me vulnerable to attack, it’s the equivalent of having a million voices in your head at once.”

      Lance patted the android’s back. “That sucks.”

      Ojon lifted a shoulder. “Sometimes it does, but I have a home and a purpose.”

      They chatted amiably about nothing much for the next few kilometers, until the cart crested a low range of hills and the land dipped again toward a sparkling lake lined with trees.

      “That’s Lake Ponderance,” Ojon informed him. “You are situated on the east shore, far from the activity. Your cabin is completely self-contained, but if you care for company at mealtime, there are a variety of eating establishments around the north shore.”

      The lane widened, then culminated in a pretty marina stuffed with pleasure craft filled with people determined to squeeze every drop of fun from the day. Ojon turned Tassie onto the boardwalk that divided the sandy shore and the soft loam at the tree line, then again to take a path through the forest around the lake.

      Ojon made a chirping sound to slow Tassie to a jerky stop when they reached a gate on the forested east shore.

      He turned around and handed Lance a bunch of keys. “This is you, General. The large key is for your cabin, and the smaller ones will give you access to the boat shed and the jetty. The cabin is fully stocked, as per the list your wife sent. Just use the tubes to order anything else you need. ”

      Lance took the keys with a smile and jumped down from the cart. “Thanks, Ojon.”

      “My pleasure, General. Enjoy your stay.” Ojon waited for Lance to collect his bags, then shook the reins to get moving.

      Lance lifted a hand in farewell as he headed through the gate. He made his way to his cabin, which looked to have been built from the trees felled to make the clearing it stood in, and let himself in.

      The inside smelled of woodsmoke and winter. Lance took his bags to the kitchen and left them on the counter while he poked through what Patricia had deemed as suitable supplies.

      Much to his surprise, the fridge was filled to bursting and not a leafy green in sight. Lance did a double-take when he found two rib-eye steaks as thick as his forearm tucked behind the Coke and beer with a note from Patricia.

      He tucked the note into his pocket for later and went to explore the rest of his cabin. There was no point in having a vacation as cover if you didn’t take the vacation, and besides, he had a day or so before Barnabas was due to arrive.

      He jingled the keys, wondering what was in the boat shed.

      

      The Etheric

      The storm dissipated as Bethany Anne lowered her hands and released the energy. “Did you get that?” She glanced at Michael when he didn’t reply immediately. “Michael?”

      Michael lost his thoughtful look. “I think so. How soon can you do that again?”

      “Right now.” Bethany Anne waved a hand to move the golf ball-sized drone hovering around her head. “But it’s your turn to try.”

      Michael eyed the storm in the near distance before facing Bethany Anne. “Very well, but I cannot see why we needed to record this. There doesn’t appear to be much difference between controlling cloud systems and controlling these storms.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Except the stakes if you fuck it up. Weather can’t kill either of us if we make a mistake.” She held out her hand, palm up. “I agreed to teach you on the condition you didn’t get all manly and heroic, which is why we are starting with an extremely small storm.”

      A fast-moving cloud of Etheric energy detached from the storm and landed on Bethany Anne’s outstretched hand. The storm fragment grew to the size of a football before she stabilized it. “This is about will, pure and simple. You have the self-control to ride the energy and shape it without losing yourself to it. You can do this.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes at the tiny vortex, his expression giving away what he thought about the training storm.

      Bethany Anne nodded toward her hand. “Touch it.”

      Michael extended a hand.

      “With your mind,” Bethany Anne told him, pulling the mini-storm back. “It would be a shame if our session was cut short because you had to regrow an arm.”

      Michael’s hand fell to his side when he did as Bethany Anne directed and the energy pulled at him. “Is it sentient?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not in any way we’d recognize. It’s just energy, and energy wants to be used.”

      Michael nodded, his brow furrowing in concentration as he felt a connection to the energy he’d never noticed before. “It’s nothing like controlling the weather,” he admitted.

      What he didn’t admit to was his discomfort with the pull.

      Bethany Anne smiled knowingly. “It’s okay, you get used to it.” She flicked her fingers to send the scrap of energy back into the storm. “You did well, but we need to save our energy. We have a long hike ahead of us, and there are no shortcuts.”

      Michael grinned, shucking his pack to rummage in one of the side compartments. “We’re not exactly going to suffer from the effort of traveling a long distance.” He handed her one of the two packages of tracker beacons Eve had provided. “We have food to last a couple of days.”

      Bethany Anne waved a finger in a circle. “Not forgetting the all-you-can-soak-up energy buffet.” She took the trackers and set off at a brisk jog. “This way.”

      The mist around them lapped Bethany Anne and Michael’s feet as they ate up the kilometers. Like a tide it moved, drawn toward their movement and then cast into their wake as they went against the current.

      Michael controlled his breathing, matching Bethany Anne’s slow heart rate beat for beat. “What are you searching for?” he asked as she dropped a beacon and made another turn with seemingly no guidance.

      Bethany Anne pointed out a small but strong channel in the mists. “I’m backtracking the flow. TOM thinks there’s a wall where all of the storms are generated, so that’s what we’re looking for.”

      Michael observed that the roiling mists were actually formed of a complex tapestry made from interwoven undercurrents. “This is how you locate the storms?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, her attention on finding the point where the current she was backtracking split from the larger undertow. She found it a short way ahead. “Mmhmm. So far, I’ve found these undercurrents originate with a storm. I use the storm to follow the current to the next.”

      “So,” Michael surmised, “your method of locating the storms by searching out these currents is sufficient, and what we’re looking for is merely a larger current.” He blinked to clear his vision of the patterns left behind when he looked away from the swirling mists. “Is there a connection between the storms we can use?”

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose in consideration. “Sure. All energy is connected; that’s probably the only constant no matter what universe you’re in. Anne’s research was actually a lot of help in figuring that out. Despite the apparent flatness of this place, the energy here runs outward from somewhere, like streams down a mountain. The physics here are screwy, but if there’s an up, there’s a down. I think TOM’s ‘wall’ is going to look more like an ocean.”

      Michael picked up the pace, unable to unsee the paths now that they had been revealed. “That would validate his theory that there is an originating point to be found.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes to focus on the far horizon, where a band gave the only hint of separation between ground and air. “We’ll find out when we get there.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Immersive Training Unit

      Tabitha sat with her boots up on the teacher’s desk she’d written into the classroom design based on her eighth-grade homeroom. She was waiting for her students to appear.

      The teaching gig suited her, she had found.

      Her time as Alexis’ and Gabriel’s guardian had prepared her for the demands and dramas of teen-equivalent students, as well as building her confidence as a mother before Todd was born.

      She snorted softly, recalling the blind panic she’d been in when she’d found out she was pregnant with her son. It had all been for nothing, since loving Todd came as naturally as breathing. Besides, she had Pete to help her take care of the practical side of juggling parenthood with training the volunteer fighting force and teaching the Bakas some manners.

      Peter wasn’t the only one making her efforts look seamless. Addix was practical and pragmatic and was proving to be the perfect choice to assist her with the running of her classes. Tabitha had expected the Ixtali an hour earlier, but the spymistress had sent a message to say she was caught up in something with one of her assets.

      It was her loss. Personally, Tabitha couldn’t wait to see how her newest student dealt with her particular method of instruction, since her lessons were all structured around making the adolescent Bakas think about their preconceptions when it came to other species.

      Her aim was simple: to teach them that not everything was a slight to their culture or their honor. That shit was cute as a plot device on a sci-fi show, but it wasn’t going to cut it in the real world.

      Neither was the superiority complex ingrained in the males from birth.

      Rather than the Bakas getting exterminated when they faced Ooken, Tabitha needed them working with the rest of the civilian force. Those who didn’t get it the first time had learned quickly enough when the consequences of their aggression played out the painful way.

      Take Ch’Irzt, who was an extreme case. He had to learn that fucking up everyone’s hard work because someone he deemed as socially inferior was ahead of him in line was not acceptable.

      Most of the males had accepted her as the superior warrior, allowing them to submit to her demands without infringing their personal honor.

      Of course, Tabitha had no problem playing dirty, and Mahi’Takar had made it clear she was to be obeyed, or they would face their leader’s wrath.

      Tabitha grinned. She hadn’t had as much trouble with the adolescents as with the older males. The youths had all been born on Devon, and while they tended to clump together with the siblings from their birth group, they were more amenable to new ideas when it came to mixing outside of their community.

      Alexis and Gabriel appeared at the door first, their avatars dressed in dark shipsuits. Alexis flashed a huge grin when she saw Tabitha at the desk. “Aunt Tabbie! Where’s Addix?”

      Tabitha chuckled. “We’ve got a new student joining us today, and I’m here to make sure he integrates smoothly.”

      Gabriel’s eyebrow went up. “Yeah? That should make it easier to form teams.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll just have to see how Ch’Irzt fits in.”

      K’aia came through the door just as Tabitha mentioned the Baka’s name. “Not Trey’s cousin Ch’Irzt?” she asked, going over to the seat shaped for her frame. “That ass rubs his own mother up the wrong way.”

      Tabitha winked at the disgruntled Yollin. “I met his mother. Nice lady. He won’t be an issue. Take your seats,” she told the twins. “The rest of the class is about to come in.”

      Gabriel and Alexis dropped dutiful kisses on Tabitha’s cheek and took their seats as the other students filed through the door.

      Trey was first in. He dropped into the seat next to Gabriel and gave Tabitha his brightest grin. “Com és el meu professor favorit avui?”

      Tabitha frowned. “I’m good, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Gabriel leaned in to whisper to Trey, “Try, ‘¿Cómo está mi profesora favorita hoy?’”

      Tabitha nodded at Trey and pointed at Gabriel. “That I got.”

      Trey repeated the phrase slowly a few times. “Where did I go wrong?” he asked Alexis. “Don’t tell me—dialect, again, right? Human has to be the most complex language I’ve ever come across. I don’t know how you coped as a species before you developed translation software.”

      Alexis shrugged. “If my mother is to be believed, which she is, the translation software did nothing to help humanity understand one another. According to her, they just shouted all the louder until she…” She paused in thought for a moment. “You know, it just didn’t help.”

      Em’Ain, Em’Eir, and  Kn’Ille, otherwise known as Eamon, Emer, and Connal when they were in class, snickered at Trey as they walked past. “Stupid waste of time. We’re here to learn how to fight with humans, not how to act like them.”

      Trey threw a sour glance at his cousins as they took seats on the other side of the classroom. “The desire to communicate has to be there to begin with—to listen as well as speak. How else do you find common ground to build on?”

      “You’re a special guy,” Tabitha told him, throwing a sharp look at the other three Bakas. “Someday you’re gonna make some pretty lady Baka—”

      “Miserable and ashamed to be mated with him,” a sour voice cut in from the door. Ch’Irzt leaned against the frame in full battle armor, somehow managing to convey the impression that his fur reeked even in the digital space. “Who would have the runt? Talking about emotions like a female. He can’t even grow a proper coat. He’s a stain on his father’s honor.”

      Trey shrank into himself, touching his dexterous fingers to his facial fur, which had yet to come in fully.

      Tabitha’s lip curled in distaste. “You’re in my classroom now, asshole. I won’t tolerate any of that puerile macho bullying crap in here, so sit down and shut your mouth before you earn another correction.”

      Ch’Irzt took a threatening step toward Tabitha and drew his blade. “How dare you insult me a second time?”

      “Did you forget I already kicked your ass?” Tabitha reminded him. She snapped her fingers, and Ch’Irtz’s avatar was transmuted into a naked, warty green blob with the Baka’s eyes. “The penalties only get more embarrassing from here,” she promised. “You don’t want this to be your permanent avatar, do you?”

      Trey snickered at the old film reference, along with the twins and K’aia. Eamon, Emer, and Connal missed the reference, having turned down Tabitha’s extra credit class on moviegoing as a social activity.

      Ch’Irzt glowered, his gelatinous body wobbling in a way Tabitha took as a no. She snapped her fingers again, returning the Baka to his own form, minus the armor and weapons. “I told you to sit, Chet.”

      Ch’Irzt took his seat without any more outbursts.

      “Pity. He kind of deserves to be left that way,” Alexis whispered to Trey.

      Trey rolled his eyes in agreement. “Suits him, right?”

      Tabitha removed her boots from the desk and sat up straight, smiling warmly at her students. “Okay, class. Let’s continue with your homework assignments from last week. If you all recall, I asked you all to have a conversation with a Noel-ni and record the outcome in a report to share with the class. Who would like to go first?”

      Emer raised her hand.

      “Let’s hear it, Emer,” Tabitha encouraged.

      Emer stood at her desk. “I spoke to Ricole. She did not understand the purpose of the encounter.”

      Tabitha nodded. “How so?”

      Emer let out a small growl. “I inquired about her day, and she seemed to think I was looking for work because she took me to Network Command and gave me a series of increasingly dull tasks to complete.”

      Tabitha repressed her laughter. Mostly. “I’d say you got off lightly, Emer. Ricole was a bold choice. Well done. Who else would like to share?”

      K’aia waved a hand in the air. “I had success,” she called.

      Tabitha gestured for her to continue.

      K’aia leaned forward in her seat. “Well, after I left training the other night, I bumped into an old Yollin who said he knew you. We got to chatting and ended up in that bar over near the old Warehouse. You know the place?”

      “Mmhmm,” Tabitha hedged, wondering if this story was going to end in a place that was unsuitable for the younger ears in the room.

      K’aia’s mandibles chittered her laughter. “To cut a long story short, this Yollin caused an argument between two Noel-ni by sniffing one and declaring her to be a liar. Weirdest night, great brawl.”

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow. “I assume there was full-sugar Pepsi involved?”

      K’aia winked. “I’m saying nothing.”

      Tabitha shook her head at K’aia. “Hmmm. Someone with a more appropriate report, please.” She looked at Alexis and Trey, her good students—the two who never played around in class. She felt a sudden twinge of guilt for all the teachers she’d ever given a hard time.

      Except for Barnabas, she thought to herself fondly. That fusty old ass deserved everything she could give him and ten percent more.

      She called on Trey. “Wow me, kid.”

      Trey got to his overly large feet and cleared his throat nervously. “I volunteer at the hospital when I’m not here at the Hexagon or taking care of my mom. I share stories with the young on the children’s ward in the evening.” He tapped his wrist holo, showing them a holovid still of an infant Noel-ni in a hospital bed, his mother sitting beside him with her hands in her lap.

      “This is Torraien. He has an ingrown claw that got infected, so he’s segregated from the other young until the risk to him has passed. He was happy to tell me about his friends and how they play, and I recorded our talk for the class.”

      The class watched the small Noel-ni describe his life, helped along by gentle questions from Trey and explanations from his mother.

      Tabitha got to her feet when Trey wrapped his report up. “Okay, I’m impressed. That was a thoughtful and sensitive interview.” She smiled at the shy young male, then lifted her hands to get the rest of the class to stand. “We’ll come back to the rest of you in the next lesson. It’s time for today’s practical.”

      The announcement caused excitement among the students, apart from Ch’Irzt, who remained sullen. Tabitha ignored him. He would get with the program soon enough—or he would learn to enjoy the loss of status that came with flunking a children’s class. His choice.

      She snapped her fingers again and the classroom dissolved around them, reforming a moment later into the scenario they were about to play. “Teams. Reds are Alexis, K’aia, Emer, and Connal. Blues are Gabriel, Trey, Eamon, and Chet.”

      “What are the requirements to pass the scenario?” Gabriel asked.

      Tabitha counted them off on her fingers. “You must join a league, get to know three things about at least one member of your team, and play to win.”

      Ch’Irzt pounded a fist against his chest. “I always play to win. Out of my way, brats.”

      He pushed past Eamon and Trey, then vanished, only to reappear back where he’d been standing a moment before. “What is this?”

      Tabitha smirked and continued to reel off the rules. “The scenario is timed, and you must complete each task before you can move on to the next. Failure to complete a task will result in a reset to the start of the task, as Chet so kindly demonstrated for us all.”

      Ch’Irzt continued to grumble.

      Tabitha paid the big baby no attention. “Winning team gets a free afternoon to spend at the public venue of their choice with all the goodies.”

      Alexis perked up at that. “What goodies?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Play to win and find out.”

      

      Biorillium

      Lance lit the grill as the night chorus got underway in the forest. A few insect repellant sticks took care of the worst of the bugs around the patio, and the smoke from the firepit took care of the rest.

      He spread his afternoon catch out on the grill, then covered it with the lid before going back inside to find a cooler for the steaks and beers.

      Having been so diligent in covering the food, Lance was perturbed to find the grill lid back in the upright position on his return to the patio.

      “Damn animals.” He reached back inside the door for the rifle he'd placed there after he’d heard a large something snuffling around the cabin last night.

      Lance shouldered his weapon and locked the grill in his sights. If there was a fish in the lake that vaguely resembled a salmon, he was going to bet ten to one he’d drawn in the planet's version of a black bear.

      He nosed the barrel of his rifle around the grill lid…and found Barnabas tending to their supper.

      “I hope you didn’t forget I was coming.” Barnabas spoke softly as always, his teasing accompanied by a serene smile.

      Lance lowered his rifle. “It’s traditional to let your host know you’ve arrived so you don’t get your funny ass shot off,” he told him, retrieving the cooler. “Did you make it down here without being noticed?”

      Barnabas nodded. “There was a sticky moment with a malfunctioning android, but Shinigami fixed the problem.”

      Lance winced, thinking of the pleasant exchange he’d had with Ojon on the journey from the spaceport. “Did you have to terminate him?”

      Barnabas frowned. “Of course not! I repaired his issue with some help from ADAM and wiped our meeting from his memory core.”

      Lance held up his hands. “Just asking.” He opened the cooler and took out the steaks. “We have more important things to discuss. Medium or rare?”

      Barnabas took a seat at the table. “Whichever you can manage with that primitive contraption,” he replied.

      Lance scoffed, brandishing the tongs over the top of the grill. “Don’t sell the old girl short.”

      Barnabas peered into the cooler and rummaged around the bottles. “Who said I was talking about the grill?”

      Lance offered Barnabas the traditional middle finger salute. “Extremely well done. Got you.”

      Barnabas raised an eyebrow. “Please don’t ruin a good beef steak to prove a point.”

      Lance paled at the suggestion. “I wonder how difficult it would be to modify a herd of cows or two to populate the grasslands on High Tortuga?”

      Barnabas chuckled. “Easy enough. However, the only ones eating beef would be the dinosaurs. We have bistok, and they are at least fast-breeding and aggressive enough to stand a chance.”

      “Did you see the android’s animal?” Lance inquired, turning the meat. “Damn thing is as tame as a gelding. Never seen anything like it.”

      Barnabas smiled serenely. “A peaceable bistok is a sight to behold. It goes to show that we do not have to give in to our nature if we choose differently. Look at the Federation.”

      Lance groaned. “Not for another three days, and nobody can make it happen sooner.”

      “You still haven’t resolved the issue with your dying king,” Barnabas deduced.

      Lance wiped a hand over his eyes. “No. There doesn’t look to be a solution that leaves our hands clean,” he admitted. “The king has days left. A couple of weeks at the most. It got heated enough for me to call a break to give everyone a chance to cool off.” He piled the steak on a plate and handed it to Barnabas. “Maybe we do need a vigilante.”

      Barnabas accepted the plate from Lance. “Say no more.”

      

      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne and Michael had been running through the mist for at least three eternities. At least it felt that way, time and the unchanging Etheric blurring together to become one and the same until the moment that the moody gray line on the horizon began to grow larger in their perception.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Am I seeing things?”

      “It’s real,” Michael confirmed.

      The break in the monotony was enough to spur them into a race for the last few dozen kilometers at the end of the hundreds they had crossed in the uncounted hours they had been running.

      They pushed hard, wringing the strength out of their bodies and pausing only when the thin stripe had become a towering cliff that dwarfed them despite their relatively large distance from it.

      Michael tipped his head back and shaded his eyes, squinting up to try to make out the top of the storm wall. “That is definitely not an ocean,” he stated.

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched with amusement. “No, honey. It’s…” Her voice trailed off as she sensed a huge mass of energy approaching the edge of the storm wall. “Fuck me.”

      Michael got a sense of the enormous power in the storm at almost the same moment as Bethany Anne. “It’s headed this way.”

      Bethany Anne halted a few hundred feet from the storm wall with a distant expression on her face. “We just proved TOM’s theory, which means we have an opportunity to test the practical application of it.”

      Michael’s chuckle died quickly when Bethany Anne did not join in. “You’re not joking? I do not think TOM meant for you to die attempting to control the largest single storm in the Etheric.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged and walked in the direction of the storm wall. “We need an increase in available energy to test the theory, and there’s a shit-ton of energy headed right for us. The equation isn’t difficult.”

      Michael stared at his wife’s back for a moment before replying, “An increase in available energy is one thing. This storm stretches for,” he felt for the edges of the approaching pressure with his mind, “a kilometer or so.”

      “I won’t be chasing it alone. Do you think I would risk orphaning our children?” Bethany Anne’s eyes unfocused for a moment. “TOM needs to pull up his panties and get with the program here. Besides, a storm of that size would prove his theory one way or the other, and if he’s right, we have a way to get to the homeworld.”

      “I thought the goal was for me to learn how to handle these storms?” Michael reminded her.

      Bethany Anne took out one of the beacons and activated it. “And you will. However, I won’t pass up an opportunity this good.”

      Michael wasn’t sure why Bethany Anne perceived this monumental challenge as a “good” thing, but he knew better than to argue when his wife got that look. “You’re going to let ADAM and TOM do their part, right?”

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. “They’re already at work,” she told him. “I need you to be my anchor until I have control of the storm, which should help you figure out exactly how I’m controlling the energy.”

      Her gaze shifted for a moment and Michael saw the minute changes to her expression that told him she was ripping either ADAM or TOM a new asshole. Possibly both. “Whatever you need,” he agreed in the name of keeping his own ass intact for the time being. “What do you want me to do?”

      Bethany Anne sat cross-legged on the ground, waved away a tendril of overly curious mist, and settled her hands into her meditation pose. “Hold my mind and don’t let it go. Number two on the list of reasons not to fuck around with Etheric storms is that it’s too easy to forget what keeps you from ascending.”

      Michael frowned. “That’s a concern?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Not usually, but what’s coming our way is a bit beyond what I’ve been working with so far. I’m doing this, but I’m not taking risks I don’t have to.”

      Michael felt Bethany Anne's consciousness unfurl and stretch.

      She looked up at him, raising a finger. “No laughing at my deepest, darkest fantasies,” she warned.

      Michael suppressed the urge to snicker. “If you are referring to the temple to footwear I can see in the deepest recesses of your mind, I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Thinking about laughing is still laughing,” she responded archly.

      Michael put a hand to his chest. “I swear, on the inside, I was crying tears of sorrow that your temple is not a reality.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Yet. Now, if we’re all done being amusing?” She returned her focus to the approaching storm. “This requires total concentration.”

      Michael sat directly behind Bethany Anne and wrapped his arms around her middle, his legs on either side of hers. “Then concentrate. I’ve got you.”

      “I know you do.” Bethany Anne centered herself, holding onto the sensation of being cocooned by her husband’s body. She reached her calm space and extended her mind toward the wall of roiling energy, where the gigantic storm was fighting to break free.

      Just a little bit farther, she coaxed. Come to me. Her inner voice was soft. However, beneath the silky tone, she did not bend an inch. She called the energy to her, enticing it with the promise of purpose.

      The storm obeyed, attracted to the bright spark of Bethany Anne’s mind. It spilled from the wall in a spray of lightning, streaking the mist above her and Michael silver-blue.

      Bethany Anne grasped the storm energy as the tumult parted to eject the leading edge.

      Michael felt her grow distant. Bethany Anne.

      I’m okay. Pay attention now, but don’t listen to the storm.

      Bethany Anne opened her mind to it.

      The storm sang to her of power untamed, release from worldly concerns, and the peace of becoming one with its energy in exchange for simply giving in and becoming part of the song. It was a siren serenade she heard snatches of every time she called a storm, something she’d learned to ignore while she wielded the power of the Etheric to locate the Ooken.

      Bethany Anne realized she’d had no idea of the true potential of the Etheric until now. She was barely aware of Michael, ADAM and TOM speaking to her, enraptured by the wild beauty she was there to tame.

      The storm was an orchestra, playing her as its instrument.

      She saw it all—the purpose of existence, the secrets of the cosmos, just one step away. She briefly understood how to create or destroy entire universes with nothing more than a thought. The knowledge slipped away before she could grasp it, but it didn’t matter that the storm tempted her.

      ADAM and TOM saw everything she did.

      Michael was experiencing it along with her.

      The smallest of satisfied smiles graced the corner of Bethany Anne's lips.

      Come to me. Be mine.
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      The Etheric

      Michael held Bethany Anne tightly as the storm grew closer.

      Fully half of it had emerged by this point, and she was beginning to breathe harder under the strain. He entwined his mind around hers to lighten the load.

      What are you doing? Bethany Anne's inner voice was tense.

      Michael added his strength to hers. You showed me enough that I’ve figured it out.

      Then we face this together. Bethany Anne slipped out of Michael’s arms, taking his hand before she got to her feet to maintain the physical connection.

      Michael took his place by Bethany Anne’s side, his fingers tightening on hers. As it should be.

      Michael deflected the lightning as they turned to face the storm, their combined will drawing it toward them with ever more speed.

      Bethany Anne created a shield of hardened Etheric energy overhead to protect them from being scoured by the bombardment of particles and the wind decreased almost immediately, the lightning running harmlessly down the sides after being drawn to the spikes protruding from the top.

      Michael indicated the cascading energy with a nod. That certainly improves matters.

      No shit, Bethany Anne replied, pushing the shield up and out to give them space to work. The edge of the storm began to whip her hair despite the protection. Okay, we got the energy here. Now we take control. She tightened her grip on Michael’s hand, raising the other to the maelstrom. You should increase your weight. This is likely going to get bumpy.

      “Bumpy” was a somewhat underwhelming description of the cyclonic force that hit Bethany Anne and Michael when the raging mist swallowed them whole.

      Michael had already increased his weight some earlier, when they got up from their meditative position. Now he dialed his body mass up until he was certain the wind would not steal his legs from under him or snap his spine. I am beginning to understand why our children find your lessons so scintillating. He felt Bethany Anne grin and the pressure build in her brain. A margin for error of practically zero is every bit as effective as stimulating the nervous system for sharpening the mind.

      We all have to grow. Beating common sense into everyone personally takes up a lot of time I don’t have. Bethany Anne didn’t miss a beat despite the battle they were waging. She continued to exert herself, laying her will over the energy like she’d done so many times before. It’s much more efficient for me to provide a sink-or-swim experience.

      Michael grinned as he followed Bethany Anne’s every move. How enlightened of you.

      “Enlightened?” Bethany Anne chuckled darkly. There are enough assholes in this universe for me to spend every second of my life kicking them into shape. It makes the times I do go to the effort of applying pain to expedite the learning process that bit more special, don’t you think?

      Michael chuckled. I don’t disagree.

      They battled on in stoic silence as the lightning pounded the ground around the shield, which was holding—by what power Michael didn’t know at this point. He could discern no end to himself and no beginning to Bethany Anne. He felt blood welling up, but it wasn’t his nose that poured crimson.

      Bethany Anne dismissed the concern she felt from Michael. She gritted her teeth, her jaw clenched with the effort it was taking to master the storm. TOM is dealing with it. We’re almost there, so don’t get distracted now.

      She felt the pressure shift as the energy came under her control. It’s different.

      How so? Michael inquired.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes in consideration. I’m not sure yet. I’m going to open a window.

      Michael nodded. Be careful.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes internally.

      Thinking about rolling your eyes is still rolling your eyes, Michael teased.

      Bethany Anne turned her hard look on her husband. Are you trying to piss me off?

      Of course, Michael replied. I wouldn’t want you to go into this at anything less than your best.

      You’re an ass. Bethany Anne retorted, her mouth quirking as she began the process of opening the window. It took a gargantuan effort that started her nose bleeding again.

      Bethany Anne?

      Am I about to die?

      Well, no, but—

      Then it will wait. She heaved with all her mental power and everything she dared take from Michael.

      It was enough…just.

      The mist drew back and began to coalesce around them as Bethany Anne's knees gave way.

      Michael caught Bethany Anne before she fell and held her steady under his arm until her face resumed its usual color. Are you hurt?

      Bethany Anne pressed her temple to Michael’s shoulder and rubbed her eyes in the hope whatever was causing the blurriness in her vision would hurry up and heal. No, just drained. I’ll be fine in a minute.

      They stood that way for a bit, watching the milky grayness leach out of the opaque mist as it hardened into a wall that surrounded them.

      Bethany Anne drew long and hard on the Etheric as the window stabilized around them. But that took everything I had and then some. If you ask me to do it again in the next five minutes, the answer will be screw that—and have some fuckdamn hell NO to go with it.

      Michael looked at the window. Don’t they usually open a distance from the inhabited planet?

      Bethany Anne nodded, her surroundings slowly coming back into focus as TOM repaired her brain and the dizziness receded.

      Michael flicked a finger at the view beyond. Then I believe you may have been correct in your assessment. This is certainly different than your previous outcomes.

      Bethany Anne rubbed her eyes again while the window crystallized. The landscape beyond was alien to her, but she had no trouble processing that the window had opened right onto the planet instead of hundreds of kilometers away.  What the… She turned to Michael. We did it. We opened a window to the Ooken homeworld!

      Michael released Bethany Anne and went over to touch the window. He looked back at her, his eyes wide with surprise. You have done more than that. Come and see.

      Bethany Anne walked the few steps to him and reached out to investigate for herself. The membrane between the Etheric and the planet flexed under her fingertips before giving. She pulled her hand back and turned to Michael with an identical look of amazement. “I can’t believe this. We’ve opened a fucking door.”

      

      QT2, QBBS Helena, Robinson Memorial Park

      Admiral Thomas was enjoying a rare quiet lunch with his wife when CEREBRO interrupted.

      “Apologies, Admiral, Mrs. Foxton-Thomas. We have a location on Bethany Anne and Michael. One of Eve’s tracker beacons just came online. Tabitha is awaiting your call.”

      Admiral Thomas looked at Giselle regretfully. “Looks like that’s the end of our date. I’m sorry, dear.”

      Giselle took his champagne flute with a smile. “Don’t be silly. Our Queen needs you, so you must answer the call of duty.”

      The Admiral kissed his wife soundly. “Whatever did I do to deserve you?” he asked.

      Giselle touched her finger to his nose. “You didn’t pretend you didn’t need me,” she teased. “Now, Tabitha is a mite impatient when it comes to Bethany Anne, and much more likely to injure you if you keep her waiting. Go on, now.”

      “Yes, dear.” Admiral Thomas kissed Giselle one more time just to be sure she was real and not a figment of his tired mind and left the park in a dignified dash.

      Tabitha was already onscreen in his ready room when he got aboard the ArchAngel II ten minutes later. “No time to talk,” she began, shifting in her seat as though she couldn’t wait to be gone. “This is the one. Take the whole fleet and be ready to go in hot, because Bethany Anne isn’t going to wait.”

      Admiral Thomas slid into his chair and pulled up his holoscreen to send out the orders. He paled when he saw the coordinates. “This is… Tabitha, only the superdreadnoughts can make this distance in time to be of any help to Bethany Anne, and even they will be cutting it fine. The smaller ships just flat don’t have the Gate capacity.”

      Tabitha frowned. “Then load the smaller ships into the superdreadnoughts like Russian dolls, or stick them to the hulls. I don’t know. Just get them there.”

      Admiral Thomas sighed. “That’s not in question.”

      Tabitha got to her feet. “Good, and stay in touch. I can’t leave Devon.”

      She was gone before Admiral Thomas could reply.

      He shook his head. “CEREBRO, you heard the lady. All hands to their stations.”

      

      The Etheric
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        Ooken

      

      Bethany Anne turned slowly in the center of the circle, soaking up every detail of the gas planet revealed by the mists. It doesn’t look very hospitable to humans out there.

      It doesn’t appear to be hospitable to any species, Michael returned, indicating rust-colored rain falling around the craggy platform on the other side. I’d say that’s acidic.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. There’s shielding. It’s definitely Ooken since that platform is made of their crystal.

      I wouldn’t call it a platform. A sky base, maybe. Michael’s gaze remained on the churning gases beyond the shield. Do we know where it’s located?

      ADAM is poking around. Bethany Anne frowned. Dammit. It looks like it’s seventeen Gates from Devon for the superdreadnoughts.

      More for the smaller ships—if they can make that many Gates consecutively. Michael looked hard at his wife. You do plan to wait for the fleet?

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin at her husband. It’s like you know me. They will catch up soon enough. I want to see how much trouble we can cause before they get there.

      Michael’s expression did not falter. We have no idea what awaits us on the other side of this door. Prudence would suggest waiting for Bart and the fleet.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. Yes, but if we do it my way, we’ll be closer to done by the time the fleet arrives. Let them clean up, and we can all get back to Devon before Totto’s closes for the evening. This kind of operation deserves a carbtastic ending.

      You are angling for an impromptu date night while our children are with Tabitha? Michael grinned at Bethany Anne’s raised eyebrow. I’m in. Can you get us back here if we need a sharp exit?

      Bethany Anne shook her head, drawing her right katana. I can get us back into the Etheric, not to this place. I don’t think we have much longer to decide. The door isn’t going to stay open forever.

      Michael offered his hand to Bethany Anne as the circle of mist began to close in around them. That’s good enough for me. Shall we, my love?

      Such a gentleman. Bethany Anne took Michael’s hand and stepped into the membrane. She activated her helmet, getting the sensation of moving through thick jelly. That shit had better not have stuck to my hair.

      Michael activated his own helmet and brought up Bethany Anne’s face-cam in his HUD. Your hair is safe.

      She created the spark of an energy ball in her free hand as the membrane shrank to nothing around them. Thank fuck for small mercies. Goop is always a nightmare to get out.

      That will be the only mercy this place sees today, Michael murmured as they emerged onto the rough crystal drop-off at the edge of the Ooken construction.

      Bethany Anne peered over the perpendicular drop. That’s some shielding.

      You’re telling me. Michael frowned up at the faint glow that was all that stood between them and the churning gases beyond. I cannot see any structure that looks like a generator. What’s the shield powered by?

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together as she looked into the distance. My guess would be Etheric energy. ADAM is telling me there are hundreds of thousands of small energy signatures coming from those towers.

      Michael turned to scrutinize the towering constructions that stretched in lines all the way to the horizon. My guess is that the answers lie that way.

      Bethany Anne hadn’t missed the unmistakable shapes covering every level of the towers.  The faster we move, the sooner we’ll find out for sure.

      The rough crystal smoothed out as they walked, making the high technology sprouting from the ground appear all the more out of place against the backdrop of clinical desolation.

      Bethany Anne sidestepped to get ahead of Michael as they approached the nearest of the eldritch constructions.

      She paused for a moment in the shadows to scout ahead for other minds, spotting an entrance into the tower a short way around the curved wall. I can tell there’s a fuck-ton of Ooken, but all I’m hearing from the hive mind is static. What are you getting?

      Michael frowned, concentrating. The hive mind is strong, but only in number. He raised a finger, indicating the level above. The majority are somewhere above us, present but not active. Perhaps the crystal obscures the hive mind in some way?

      Bethany Anne considered the thousands upon thousands of energy signatures ADAM had picked up. That’s not beyond the realm of possibility. I want to get a closer look before I act. She ducked into the nearest passage. There’s not a chance in hell I’m allowing this many Ooken to be set loose.

      Michael finished examining the outside of the tower and headed after Bethany Anne, his sword held loosely in one hand.

      Bethany Anne activated the spikes on the soles of her boots to improve her traction on the smooth floor and began to ascend the crystalline spiral. All these decades and Jean still hasn’t found a way to build the heels I want into my armor.

      Michael rolled his eyes at Bethany Anne’s back. I can’t imagine running across a battlefield in six-inch stilettos would be very practical.

      I didn’t say they had to be stilettos, she retorted. But there’s no reason I can’t kick ass and look good at the same time. I don’t expect you to understand. Your job as a man is to appreciate my good taste.

      Michael chuckled. Except that your good taste doesn’t matter in this instance since Jean hasn’t found a way to make a heel that can withstand the demands you would put on it.

      Bethany Anne glanced over her shoulder. Except for that. She held up a hand to halt Michael’s progress as the passage opened onto a wide landing lined with Pod-docs. Wait, there could be guards.

      Michael moved past her, sweeping the landing for any unwelcome arrivals. I cannot sense any active Ooken in the immediate area, so we’re good for the moment.

      Bethany Anne returned her katana to its place on her back but kept the spark in her palm alive. Me either, but I’m not taking any chances. They might not be able to see us from a distance, but that won’t mean a thing if a guard comes by.

      Michael made a noise of agreement, his focus on their surroundings. These are Pod-docs. There’s no mistaking them.

      Bethany Anne walked to the nearest Pod and stood on her tiptoes to look through the viewing window, getting confirmation of their suspicions. The Pod held a twitching nest of steel-blue tentacles wrapped around red fur contained within a glowing amniotic sac. This explains why the Ooken aren’t connected to the hive mind.

      Michael came over to see what she was seeing. I wondered. These are much larger than any Pod-doc I’ve seen before, even the ones Eve built for Alexis’ and Gabriel’s toddler years.

      Bethany Anne pointed out the shimmering cocoon around the Ooken’s body. More interesting, that’s the nanocyte suspension, and now we know what it’s used for—growing Ooken.

      Michael peered into the window for a closer look. Although this sample looks…active, somehow. The samples we have do not give off light.

      Bethany Anne’s face hardened, and she waved a hand to encompass everything around them. All of this is comparable to our Pod-doc technology, it’s just different. Her eyes became distant for a moment. TOM agrees with me. The Ooken didn’t build this. The Kurtherians are directly responsible, and there’s no way they would give this technology away.

      Michael’s mouth tightened as he came to his own conclusions. And these aren’t Pod-docs. They’re incubators. He turned to stare at the towers of Pod-docs stretching off to the horizon. But that’s…

      An answer to another question, Bethany Anne finished, heading back toward the passage. We now know how the Ooken can afford to lose so many.

      Michael grumbled as he followed Bethany Anne into the passage, It’s an answer that just raised more questions. Are we saying that the homeworld doesn’t exist? That this…factory, for want of a better word, is where the Ooken are created?

      Sometimes those hoofbeats you hear belong to zebras, Bethany Anne concluded as they descended the spiral. It looks to me like this is a mass-production factory, and the Ooken are both the workers and the product. Based on the evidence so far, we have to acknowledge that the Ooken homeworld was a figment of our mindset. We didn’t consider this as an option.

      She tightened her lips, her mind running with the concept and coming to a hundred and one conclusions, none of them pleasant. If there’s one factory, who’s to say there aren’t more of them churning out Ooken by the billions?

      Then we need to up our efforts to exterminate them at the source, Michael stated, his tone icy.

      That isn’t a solution, just a way to spend another lifetime running circles. We are facing an enemy who gives exactly zero fucks how many of their soldiers are killed. Bethany Anne’s lip curled as she paused by the exit to scan for Ooken. Creating life for the express purpose of sending it to its death? This whole setup disgusts me, and I want it wiped from this universe.

      You and me both. Michael put a hand on Bethany Anne’s shoulder. Small steps, and if there are any more factories, we will find them.

      Bethany Anne slipped out into the night. Not fucking fast enough for my liking. I want a better resolution to this than another long, dragged-out war; one that doesn’t require spending the lives of my people in order to win their safety. She sighed. Either way, we don’t have time to wait for the fleet.

      Michael matched her step for step. I can’t see us making it for dinner. It will still be some time before they arrive.

      The spark in Bethany Anne’s hand flared momentarily, her eyes glowing to match the surge of anger she felt. We need to work out where the weaknesses are so we can concentrate on grinding this place and all the Ooken here into a fine paste.

      Michael nodded his agreement, his eyes flaring to match hers. Lead the way.

      They flitted beneath the towers without being spotted by any of the Ooken working above until they came to a break in the monotonous grid layout.

      Bethany Anne crouched in a hollow in the ridge where the crystal crumpled before taking a rough dip down to the valley below.

      Michael dropped to his stomach beside her. A map would be more than useful at this juncture.

      Bethany Anne considered the available routes. We don’t need a map. We’ve got ADAM. She opened her connection to ADAM and TOM up to Michael. He was about to fill me in on everything he and TOM have found so far.

      >>I can tell you what we haven’t found,<< ADAM complained. >>Any connecting infrastructure. Every one of these towers is self-contained, with its own power source.<<

      Michael frowned. There goes Plan A.

      Bethany Anne waved him off. Nothing is invulnerable. Did either of you come across anything that looked to be out of place?

      Well, there is all of the Kurtherian technology, TOM reminded them. The curious thing is that I cannot say with certainty which clan created this place, only that it was none of the Five.

      Michael paused his careful inspection of the tower opposite. That is curious. What about outside the towers? There must be something generating the power for the shielding, or this whole place would be torn to pieces by the atmosphere.

      There was one strong energy signature. However, it is not emanating from any of the towers or the shielding. There is an undeveloped area just over two kilometers away, to the western end of the valley. It’s coming from below the surface there.

      Then that’s where we’re going. Bethany Anne set off down the slope. She winked at Michael’s face-cam window. One plan goes to shit, and the universe presents another opportunity. ADAM, TOM, keep up the good work. I want to know every way those Pod-docs differ from ours by the time you’re done.

      Michael caught up with Bethany Anne at the bottom of the slope and they darted into the space between the crystal piles that acted as foundations, pausing to scout the way ahead.

      Michael nodded upward. There are more active Ooken above than there were in any of the previous towers.

      Bethany Anne followed his gaze, sensing the same. They will wait. For now.

      Michael’s mouth twitched. I was thinking along the lines of remaining undetected.

      Bethany Anne waved off his concern. Jean didn’t spend so long tweaking our armor and not provide a few goodies. Check your HUD menu and select “Extras.”

      Michael opened the menu and scrolled through the available options. While it is genius, the oxygen extraction system might be overkill. Unless you are expecting to get caught underwater?

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. I expect everything. It saves time when I’m caught by surprise. She braced herself for the pull her armor made on the Etheric through her body, then selected the kanji reading Shinigami from the icon menu. I’ll feel a lot better once this level of protection is available to all of us, not just me, you, and our children.

      Michael made a face of appreciation when Bethany Anne vanished. I don’t know how that woman managed to miniaturize the cloaking system enough to be used in armor, he marveled, activating his own cloaking. As for the armor, it will be available to all of our loved ones as their training with the Etheric advances and they are able to use it without danger to themselves.

      You’re right. Both Tabitha and Gabrielle are getting close. The others will follow, or I’ll just have to put everyone back in the Pod-doc to make sure they are all protected. Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, a small smile appearing at the corner of her mouth. As to Jean, that’s easy: I tell her what I need, and she works out who to scare the shit out of to make it happen. Do you need a moment longer to recover?

      Michael shook his head. I’m good. We should get going.

      Bethany Anne turned her thoughts over as they resumed their progress along the valley. That substance could be a solution to the armor issue that doesn’t require my level of Etheric control. What is Eve doing at the moment?

      Michael repressed a sigh. She has mostly been complaining about being stationed on High Tortuga. What are you thinking?

      Bethany Anne's eyebrows met as she considered. Too much to put into words right now. We've learned so much from the technology we’ve claimed during these battles, and I’m not the only one who has come to a détente with the Etheric. We’re about to get our hands on up-to-date Kurtherian technology, Michael. Think about it: everything we’ve built has been based on technology over a thousand years behind theirs.

      TOM's discourse on the nature of the Etheric has been extremely useful in expanding my own understanding. Michael chuckled dryly. If only we all had your innate ability to control it.

      Bethany Anne snickered. The universe would be completely fucked within a week. But I have an idea that will make it possible for those closest to me to use Etheric travel with refinements to our technology based on what we gain here. She waved a hand, already three thoughts ahead of Michael. If I decide to go that route, you’ll be the first to know.

      Michael frowned. Why does that sound less like consideration and exactly like I just became your guinea pig?

      Because you’re the manliest man I know. Bethany Anne blew a kiss to her husband. And you’re not the only guinea pig.

      Michael snorted. You want to make it into a contest of masculinity?

      Bethany Anne's mouth twitched at Michael’s protest. Competition—such a useful tool for getting the cooperation of a bunch of headstrong males. Besides, who doesn’t enjoy a contest of masculinity?

      Michael shook his head at the wicked glint in Bethany Anne’s eyes. As long as you don’t expect me to pose for a calendar, he conceded.

      They came to the location TOM had told them about, a plain, rectangular crystal structure in the center of an open square surrounded by towers.

      Bethany Anne’s nose wrinkled. Not exactly impressive, is it?

      What did you expect? Michael asked.

      I told you: everything. This, however, she circled a finger as she regarded the building, wasn’t very high on my list of expectations.

      Michael stopped walking when an alien mind brushed against his. We aren’t alone.

      Bethany Anne didn’t hesitate. I can sense them too, she told him, heading for the building. Can you smell water?

      Yes, underground, Michael replied. We need to be careful. There are plenty of Ooken around to make things difficult if we set off any alarms.

      Bethany Anne reached for Michael’s hand. I’ll take us through the Etheric.

      TOM broke in, startling them both. STOP!

      Bethany Anne froze just before she opened their way. What the fuck, TOM?

      If I had a clue, I would have led with that. There’s something…wrong inside that building.

      Bethany Anne was thrown by the bewilderment in TOM’s tone. ADAM, can you shed any light on what’s in that building?

      >>This is the source of the Etheric energy we picked up,<< ADAM ventured. >>Other than that, I’m still working on the Pod-docs, so I’m in the same position as TOM.<<

      Which is?

      >>We’ll know more when you’re looking at it.<< ADAM’s voice held a touch of regret. >>Downside to all three of us sharing the same pair of eyes. If I had a body, I— <<

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. The answer is still no. Are there any nasty surprises waiting for us outside the building?

      ADAM and TOM conferred for a moment.

      >>Not that we can detect,<< ADAM told her.

      Bethany Anne glanced at Michael in her HUD. Then we’re going in.
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      Devon, The Hexagon

      Trixa caught her reflection in the glass doors as they swung inward to admit Ricole. She immediately put her claws to use smoothing out her fur. There was no way she was appearing on the planet’s main holonetwork with messy fur.

      Not that she expected to get much screen time. However, Ricole was being shadowed by a vid-crew as today’s feature story on Devon’s Defenders, which her mother never missed. She fully expected to be wrung dry of every detail when she got home that night.

      She dipped her head as the crew swept in behind Ricole, and her face burned when Ricole waved and the camera drone swiveled to the reception desk.

      Ricole barely noticed the younger Noel-ni’s sudden stage fright. She was too wrapped up in her concerns about taking the vid-crew around the classes without them seeing any of the Bakas training. She didn’t have to understand why Tabitha was being a total hardass about it, she just had to figure a way to prevent it from happening.

      She opened the team’s comm. We have nosey parkers. Are we good?

      Ricole, you worry too much, Demon drawled. I should think my presence would be enough to ensure our pet journalists don’t wander too far.

      Mark chuckled. Yeah, and I’ve got a nasty bite waiting for any attempted hackers. Thank you, Eve.

      Thank you, Eve, Ricole repeated with a dry laugh of her own. Okay, we’re headed in. They’re about to start the first segment.

      The tiny blond human who had introduced herself to Ricole as Fran Arthur stepped up to the camera and gave a dazzlingly warm smile. “Good evening, Defenders. I’m Fran Arthur, coming to you with a very special episode. We’re joined by none other than Ricole, who has graciously invited me to spend the day here at the Hexagon. Ricole, thank you for having us.”

      Ricole was sure her attempt at a friendly smile came across more like an embarrassed half-snarl. “It’s a pleasure to have you here, Fran. I’m a huge fan of the show, as are we all.” She tried not to think about the camera as she gestured for Fran to join her. “Do you mind walking and talking? We’ll never get through everything otherwise.”

      She pointed out areas of interest to Fran as they made their way into the original part of the building. “This is where we used to hold Fight Night when we started out. It’s now the main indoor training area.”

      Fran nodded along with Ricole as they walked. “I hear construction has begun again. Is the Hexagon going to keep expanding indefinitely?”

      Ricole lifted her hands. “I don’t know? As long as we’re serving the community, I don’t see why Baba Yaga would halt the progress. Since we opened for business, Hex has funded regeneration and infrastructure for the poorest parts of the city without displacing the hundreds of thousands of people who live there.”

      Fran grinned as she turned to the camera. “You can see the impact of Hex investment all over First City. We catch up now with Varia Schnell, whom viewers of The Franarth Files will recognize. She’s no longer in despair about where her children will sleep at night or how she will feed them with no employment. We go to Gavin over at the Hope Docks to find out how Ricole and everyone else at Hex changed her life.”

      She held the grin a moment longer, then dropped it when the green light on the camera drone turned red.

      “You done for now?” Ricole asked.

      Fran shook her head and pointed at a second and third camera drone, then at her cyborg cameraman. “Stuart will use these to get all the stock footage we need. I have the passkey codes for your security department.”

      I’ve got them, Mark confirmed. Okay, tell Fran she’s been granted the access clearance she requested. That’s thinking ahead. I like that in a woman.

      Demon padded into sight, pausing to touch her forehead to Ricole’s hand in greeting before circling Fran and Stuart. You do? she purred. Jacqueline will be interested to hear your assessment of the merits of human females.

      I will keep you in steak for a month if you don’t, Mark bargained. The answer to “Do I want to die today?” is always no.

      That sounds fair, Demon agreed. I will expect three kilos of prime cuts delivered to my loft every morning. You can speak to my butcher.

      You have a butcher? Mark asked.

      Demon’s tail flicked as she walked, startling Fran. Did you think I would eat bushmeat given the choice? I sincerely hope for your sake your account is as large as your promise.

      Ricole ignored them, used to the mental chatter. She glanced instead at the cameraman, who was at the center of a number of strange whirring noises as his drones came in to land on his shoulders. “Is he okay?” she asked Fran.

      The cameraman’s eyes flickered, his awareness elsewhere for the moment.

      Fran frowned prettily, a small line appearing between her eyebrows. “Stuart? Don’t mind him,” she told Ricole. “We’ll do a short intro piece in a few locations and he’ll take care of the rest. He had everything we need installed as firmware when we got the gig with the holonetwork. I’m guessing you have an EI? He gets like that whenever there’s an EI.”

      Ricole nodded. As far as she knew, the holonetwork’s explosion in popularity had a lot to do with this woman’s persistence when it came to what was happening around Devon. “Fair enough. What about you? Where are you from originally?”

      Fran flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Same as every other human out here. I grew up on the Meredith Reynolds and followed my Empress. Nobody has actually seen Bethany Anne since the Federation was founded, but the resurgence of her inner circle on Devon hasn’t gone unnoticed. Baba Yaga hasn’t been anywhere near so shy. I want to interview her—the Mistress. That’s my dream.”

      Ricole smirked. “Careful what you wish for. Come on, let’s get you some of that training footage. Commander Silvers is running drills in Arena Four, and he’s expecting us any time now.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Barnabas’ Office

      Barnabas answered the voice call, somewhat surprised by Lance's relatively rapid response to his message regarding possible companies to fold into the logistics effort. “Is everything okay?”

      “You sonofabitch sneaky bastard. You’ve known where my Merry has been all this time, and you didn’t say a fucking word!”

      “Hello, Lillian,” Barnabas replied, wishing calls still came via a receiver you could hold at a distance to protect your hearing from women on the warpath. “Is Lance aware you are using his top-secret encrypted line to contact me?”

      Lillian snorted. “What do you think? I just found out from Roh’dun that his cousin Grim’zee has been with Merry for who knows how long, and I came straight here. Now, you better spill before I find a way to get to High Tortuga and slap it out of you. Where is my daughter?”

      While Barnabas appreciated the predicament John’s and Jean’s daughter was in, there wasn’t too much he could tell her at this juncture. “I can’t tell you.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, punctuated by a few dull thuds. When Lillian spoke again, the fire was gone from her voice, replaced by icy anger. “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “A little of both,” Barnabas replied. “In all honesty, Tabitha is a much more suitable target for your ire. Grim was her doing. I was just the patsy for getting her plan past Bethany Anne, as much as I hate to admit she got one over on me.”

      “Oh.” Lillian sighed. “Tabitha is covering her ass like there was a sudden temperature drop, and Dad won’t hear her name mentioned. What can you tell me, Barnabas? Is she doing okay at least?”

      Barnabas wanted to continue this conversation like he wanted the base to collapse on top of him. “Lillian, I suspect you know who to speak to for answers.”

      Lillian’s retort didn’t bear repeating.

      Barnabas sighed. “My dear, I cannot help you. All I can do is promise I’m taking a more active role in Nickie’s return to the fold. Will that suffice for us to say goodbye so I can continue making arrangements?”

      The line went dead, leaving Barnabas to assume the ever-efficient juggernaut was satisfied with his offer. He poured himself a glass of water and messaged Lance directly using the Etheric comm.

      Lance called back a few minutes later, his mental voice gruff. What’s up? Take your time. I’m in session, and it’s moving slower than molasses in winter.

      Barnabas sniffed. I do not envy your role, my friend. Government is a sword many a good person had fallen on. What is the topic of debate currently?

      Lance’s internal groan said it all. Vietania’s entry into the Federation. It’s a fuckbucket full of fairy feces, is what it is.

      Barnabas grimaced. I expect that situation will resolve itself presently, he consoled the General. You will know the moment I do.

      Lance sighed. That would be a load off my mind. Too many colonies, too many petty squabbles threatening the lives of the people living there.

      There’s a fair amount of that going around, Barnabas conceded ruefully. It amazes me how many colonies chose to institute monarchy as their governmental model when the expansion began in earnest.

      Lance made a semi-interested noise. One moment.

      Barnabas listened in as Lance tore into some idiot in his General’s voice.

      “Are you fucking insane? You want to assassinate them? It’s a damn good thing Bethany Anne isn’t here to hear that shit come out of your mouth, Sorreg. Find another solution—one that doesn’t involve the Federation getting blood on its hands.”

      Barnabas shrugged to himself, grateful again for the relative quiet of High Tortuga. You need an assassin?

      Lance snorted. Over financial corruption? I think not. I’m guessing you have a whole bunch of contract killers you can call, he snarked. All untraceable, right? Where do you even find these people?

      Barnabas could have told Lance he had something of a family affair in mind as a solution to both his and Lance’s problem and his promise to Lillian. If your fraudsters happen to have businesses that would fold into our network, it would save a great deal of time on your part to seize them.

      Lance snorted. You’re not kidding? That’s not the way I’m running this. The Federation operates within regulations for a reason. If we start stripping people of their assets without a trial, we’re no better than the preconceptions I’ve worked to debunk.

      Barnabas found Lance’s particular brand of honor when it came to ensuring Federation actions were above board admirable. However, he had lived too long to expect everyone to play fair, and deep down, the General knew it too. Do you have another idea how else you will arrange for millions of tons of cargo to be shipped out of the Federation without any suspicions being raised?

      Lance paused. For now, I intend to keep this debate running. They’ll argue whatever minute issue they’re given for six weeks straight with little or no encouragement; it wouldn’t be the first time. What are you going to do?

      Barnabas had barely formed the idea that had hit him before he called Lance. I’m going to put Nickie in charge of the logistics network.

      Lance choked. You’re going to do what? The idea is to prevent word from getting out, not to drunk-crash a ship full of evidence in the Federation’s lap.

      Barnabas sighed. You don’t know Nickie these days. She’s fighting the good fight, her and her crew. She’s ready to come home, although she requires freedom to roam. I’m going to try her suitability for logistics, and if she does herself justice, I’ll make her the commander of the fleet. Once we have a logistics fleet to command, that is.”

      Lance chuckled. That’s a mighty turnaround from the willful child Bethany Anne exiled. John and Jean will be relieved.

      He and Jean are in the dark, Barnabas told him. It’s early days, but something to build is something to stay for.

      Lance couldn’t hide his shock. He’d had no idea Nickie—if that’s what she was calling herself these days—was so close to redemption. It could work. How does Lillian feel about that?

      Why don’t you ask her? Barnabas returned. She’s probably about ready to break out of your office as we speak. Your secret line is not much of a secret, by the way. Lillian would appreciate you keeping her informed of Nickie’s progress as much as I would appreciate avoiding awkward conversations with her in the future.

      Lance groaned. You know, there is no point in having a secret anything if everyone in the family knows where all the secrets are hidden. I’ll keep in touch with Lillian, and you will owe me a glass of something that burns all the way down to my stomach when I see you next.

      Barnabas lifted a shoulder. I’ll owe you a whole bottle, my friend. Thank you.

      

      In Transit, QBS ArchAngel II, Admiral Thomas’ Office

      The fleet had one more Gate to cross before they reached the coordinates ADAM had provided. Admiral Thomas wasn’t quite at the point of spontaneously birthing felines, but he wasn’t far from it.

      The scale of the impending maneuver was evident in the slew of captains requesting permission from CEREBRO for their ships to debark the superdreadnoughts they’d been berthed on for the journey.

      They’d been stalled for two hours while the superdreadnoughts slowly disgorged the contents of their hangars and cargo decks in a coordinated ballet, every ship of every class getting into position relative to their designated incursion point into the Ooken system.

      The dance came to a close as the SSE fleet slid into place.

      “You are exhibiting signs of agitation, Admiral,” CEREBRO commented.

      Admiral Thomas paused his continual comparison of the ships’ coordinates against the carefully planned play on his datapad. “The sooner the new ships are ready, the better,” he grumbled to the EI group. “At least I have you to keep everything running smoothly, CEREBRO.”

      “You are too kind,” CEREBRO replied. “The scout ships are in position and awaiting your orders.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “Send them in. The sooner we get eyes on that system, the sooner we can get Bethany Anne and Michael out of there and lay waste to it.”

      “The report from ADAM has you concerned,” CEREBRO surmised.

      Admiral Thomas got up to pace. “Damn right it does!” He waved his datapad. “Once, just once, it would be nice if Bethany Anne waited for her backup before storming in.”

      “We would be happy to pass your concerns along to ADAM for the Queen's consideration,” CEREBRO offered.

      “That won’t be necessary, thank you.” Admiral Thomas rubbed his temple to ease the growing throb behind his eyes. “What are the scouts coming up with?”

      “We are receiving preliminary reports,” CEREBRO informed him. “The scouts have identified high-level defenses all around the sixth planet from the star, which is rather odd since the planet is not habitable by the Ooken.”

      Admiral Thomas frowned. “It’s not? Show me.”

      “Not unless nitrogen-dependent life forms can suddenly develop the ability to exist in an atmosphere consisting mainly of sulfides.” CEREBRO brought the viewscreen to life. “We are building a map of the system as the data comes in, but it will take a few minutes. Perhaps you would care to answer your correspondence while we wait for the scouts to complete their survey?”

      The Admiral’s head throbbed again. “I have plenty to do.” He smiled to himself. “Besides, Giselle and her mother are not seeing eye-to-eye presently. If I don’t know I have a message, I don’t have to respond to it.”

      “Of course, Admiral.” CEREBRO paused before continuing, “The challenges of an overenthusiastic mother-in-law are a staple of human comedy. Perhaps we could share some humor along those lines to pass the time?”

      Admiral Thomas chuckled. “I don’t think that will be necessary, either. Don’t get me wrong,” he clarified, “I love my wife, and as mothers-in-law go, Helena is not the worst. However, I would prefer to be served my own entrails for dinner on a nightly basis than get dragged back into Giselle’s debate with her mother on the merits of traditional child-rearing over what Helena calls ‘modern parenting.’ Giselle will understand.”

      “The majority of us, being of military design, were under the impression that raising biological young required nothing more than attention to the child’s physical and emotional needs on the parents’ part,” CEREBRO admitted. “Our insights on the various childrearing tactics of the different species we have come into contact with aboard the Helena have led us to conclude that is less than accurate.”

      Admiral Thomas shrugged, his focus on the developing picture of the Ooken system. “You know my opinion. Parenting is more like an extended negotiation with tiny terrorists bent on self-destruction, as much as I’ve been told differently by my wife and everyone else. Children should mainly be seen at breakfast and bedtime.”

      “We would suggest it is fortunate that your wife is of a more nurturing mindset,” CEREBRO teased.

      The Admiral ignored the EIs. “What is your conclusion so far about the positioning of the defenses? There are three perfectly good rocky planets closer to the star. One of them even has an almost ideal oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “But they’re hidden inside that gas giant. It isn’t exactly screaming ‘homeworld’ to me.”

      “We have to agree, Admiral.” CEREBRO highlighted a spot on the planet’s swirling surface. “There is a great deal of Etheric energy being expended in this area.”

      Admiral Thomas nodded. “I don’t have to guess; that’s where we will find Bethany Anne.” He tapped a few buttons on his wrist holo and the map on the screen appeared over his desk in all its three-dimensional hard-light glory. “Is the map complete?”

      “It is,” CEREBRO confirmed.

      Admiral Thomas rolled his shoulders. “Then let’s find out what we’re up against.”
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      Gas Planet, Ooken Sky Base

      Bethany Anne and Michael entered the building cautiously. The inside was dim, lit only by a muted glow that pulsed gently within the smoky crystal walls.

      Bethany Anne scanned the sparse atrium they walked into over the barrel of her Jean Dukes. Creepy lair vibe much? Seeing what we have so far, I kind of keep expecting Cthulhu’s uglier cousin to jump out from every shadow.

      Michael made a face as he passed Bethany Anne to explore the exits leading off the atrium. It’s the scent of soaked-in blood that does it.

      The room gave way to another, this one clearly a laboratory.

      Bethany Anne blocked her olfactory senses before the stench of death crawled up her nostrils and took root in her brain. This is where the Collective are turned into Ooken. You’d think they would do something about the smell.

      Michael shrugged, glancing at the equipment-covered workstations. It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever smelled. Burning Were hair—now that’s an odor that takes a while to depart.

      Bethany Anne pointed out a blue-smeared device that looked as though its primary function was to mince whatever was put into it. What the fuck is that? And where are all the Ooken?

      Michael glanced at the arched passageways leading off from the back of the lab, then at Bethany Anne. I don’t sense any active Ooken, just the mind I felt when we were outside.

      Bethany Anne stepped lightly around a workbench, her Jean Dukes raised and ready. There’s more than one mind down there, and we’ve found the source of TOM’s freakout. She pointed to the darkened arch in the center of the wall. Can you feel the barrier across that passage?

      Michael nodded, moving closer to investigate the invisible barrier. I can, and my guess is that we will find the prisoners on the other side. What do TOM and ADAM have to say about it, now that we are here?

      >>I say it’s interesting. The arch has what I can only describe as a curtain of nanocytes suspended across it. <<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. Can we pass through the nano-curtain?

      TOM spluttered incoherently for a moment.

      >>I wouldn’t recommend it,<< ADAM advised. >>The nanocytes are programmed to consume everything except Ooken DNA.<<

      Bethany Anne shuddered at the thought of that grizzly end. Okay, so we skip through the Etheric, no getting eaten alive by nanocytes.

      Not an option, TOM cut in. The curtain is active in the Etheric as well. It looks like they weren’t taking any chances.

      Bethany Anne growled softly. So how do we get through?

      Michael turned back from his inspection. We could always force an Ooken to let us through.

      There aren’t any around, Bethany Anne reminded him. She looked toward the exit. We'll have to go back to the nearest tower.

      We will have to split up, Michael told her. I only saw one guard on each level.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Want to bet I can get back here with my Ooken before you get back with yours?

      Michael broke into a grin. Why would I do that when it’s a sure bet I’ll win? His armor sagged as he Mysted out of it and was gone before Bethany Anne could say a word.

      Bethany Anne grumbled as she made her way to the nearest tower. Cheat all you like. It’s not going to help you.

      Are you sure about that? Michael inquired. I have my prize in sight.

      Bethany Anne pressed herself into the shadows cast by the foundations and created a small ball of light over her palm. Mmhmm. She added a couple of touches to the energy construct while she listened for the slap-slap of slithering tentacles above that indicated a passing guard.

      Hearing the sound she was waiting for, Bethany Anne released the energy ball to float up toward the first level. You’d better do more than look, then. I have mine.

      The Ooken trilled curiously when the twinkling light appeared before it.

      Bethany Anne made her bait hover just beyond the edge of the walkway, paying attention to the Ooken’s proximity through her connection to the energy ball while she created another ball of energy to stun it with.

      She made the energy ball twinkle invitingly. Here, Ooken Ooken Ooken. Come and get the shiny…

      The Ooken’s chin jutted over the edge, the tentacles around its mouth writhing to taste the air around the mysterious light source. It turned its head from side to side, its pupils dilating and expanding as the ball danced for it.

      Bethany Anne flicked her fingers and the energy ball exploded into a sonic wave, preventing the Ooken from calling the hive mind for help. She released the other energy ball at the same time with the intention of landing it on the Ooken’s jaw.

      However, the Ooken jerked its head back when the bait exploded, and the second energy ball shattered the crystal above its head instead.

      Fuckdammit!

      A failure is still an attempt, Michael told her lightly.

      The Ooken screeched, clawing at its head in a vain attempt to dislodge the ringing in its skull.

      Don’t say another fucking word, Bethany Anne retorted as the Ooken screeched in distress.

      I hadn’t intended to, Michael assured her. However, my Ooken is about to pass out from lack of oxygen so you might want to get a move on.

      Bethany Anne laughed. Nice trick, Mysting into its lungs. You do know that they can breathe through their suckers?

      I do, and I’m having the damndest time keeping them all covered.

      Bethany Anne's right hand found the hilt of her katana as she formed another energy ball in her left. Okayyy, so being fancy wasn’t the way to go. I can admit when I’m wrong.

      Michael feigned surprise. You can?

      Bethany Anne's mouth twitched as she left the cover of the foundation. A lesser woman would be annoyed by that and make you sleep on the couch tonight.

      My love, you could never be a lesser anything, Michael assured her.

      Bethany Anne chuckled in Michael’s mind. Being smooth isn’t likely to get you out of the doghouse, but I can understand why you might be confused since I’m so rarely wrong. Consider yourself forgiven.

      Michael’s laughter cut off suddenly, replaced by a soft curse. Consider yourself a distraction. I just killed my Ooken.

      Bethany Anne wound up for the jump. That’s priceless! Exactly what you get for being so big-headed. Got to go. What she didn’t tell Michael was that the Ooken had spotted her. Good luck finding another one and getting back to the curtain before I do.

      The Ooken screeched and lunged from the walkway above, wrapping its tail tentacle around a protrusion in the crystal. It came at Bethany Anne tentacles-first, all three rows of razor-sharp teeth in its mouth dripping toxin-laden saliva and alien bacteria.

      Bethany Anne had no intention whatsoever of getting bitten, either by those teeth or the ones lining its suckers. She dropped into a roll, turning as she came to her feet to fend off the attack with an upswing and a practiced flick of her left wrist to release the energy ball.

      The Ooken screeched and retracted its tentacles when her katana sheared the tip from the largest. The crystal creaked under the pressure but did not give as the Ooken put its full weight on its tail, turning its body from side to side to ascertain the damage the energy ball had done.

      It screeched again and swung around for another attack.

      Bethany Anne pulled six sparks of energy, forming arrowheads from them as they hurtled toward the Ooken flying toward her. She was rewarded with a pained screech and a shower of dust when one of the energy darts passed right through the Ooken’s tail, shattering the opalescent crystal it was gripping with the thick tentacle.

      The Ooken plummeted toward her, spraying the ground with thick, dark blood from the stump where its tail had been a few seconds previously. It struggled to get to its feet, its claws scrabbling uselessly against the slick crystal.

      Bethany Anne avoided the blood as she walked the three steps to the crumpled heap of Ooken. It stirred as she bent to pick it up, stilling again when she punched it in the head.

      She gripped the Ooken by the nest of small, tender tentacles around its mouth and the two large ones protruding from its back, then hoisted it over her shoulders before leaving the tower.

      Michael was nowhere to be seen when Bethany Anne arrived at the nano-curtain with her get-out-of-instant-death-free card over her shoulder.

      His armor sat empty ten feet from the archway.

      Bethany Anne dropped the unconscious Ooken to the floor. Looks like victory is mine.

      Michael strode into the lab dragging a fifteen-foot Ooken, its tentacles trailing behind him like a grotesque wedding train. His shirt was torn, revealing drying blood from freshly healed injuries. You made the better choice. Adapting to the situation turned out to be somewhat challenging.

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael’s barely-breathing Ooken. How many did you kill before you managed to knock this one out?

      Three, Michael admitted. He nodded at the smaller Ooken by Bethany Anne’s feet. Nice catch.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. What’s that guys are always saying about size not mattering?

      Michael shrugged his Ooken onto the floor. I wouldn’t care to comment on matters that don’t concern me. He knelt by his Ooken and placed a hand on its forehead ridges.

      Bethany Anne stood guard, watching for the slightest twitch from the two Ooken. Do you need them awake for this?

      Michael shook his head. No, since they can't fight us if they don’t know we’re in there. He was quiet for a moment while he and TOM rummaged through the Ooken’s mind.

      Well? Bethany Anne asked when Michael looked up again.

      It’s simpler than I expected. If our Ooken go through first, the curtain will read us as prisoners and refrain from attacking our DNA.

      Prisoners? Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, wishing the Ooken before her weren’t vital to the rescue. The fuckers are keeping more than the Collective down there? I know we can’t kill them, but do they have to be conscious, or will carrying them ahead of us work?

      Michael closed his eyes, concentrating on finding the information in the Ooken’ heads. I can’t be certain.

      An alarm began to shriek, followed by another.

      The alarm may not be for us, Michael speculated. It could be that the fleet has arrived.

      Bethany Anne and Michael shared a glance as the first two alarms were joined by a whole chorus of blaring klaxons. There’s only one way to find out. I don’t want to be here if the Ooken have worked out where we are. There are prisoners to be freed before we can destroy this fucking abomination.

      The ground beneath their feet shook.

      I’m going to say that’s the fleet knocking to come in. Bethany Anne bent to pick up her Ooken from the floor but paused when the platform shuddered from the force of another impact on the shields. Wait, I want to talk to Alexis and Gabriel before we go.

      Michael nodded. Can you reach them from this far away?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she searched for her children’s minds. I grew them cell by cell inside my body. I can reach them from wherever I am.

      Alexis was the first to answer. Hi, Mom! Did you and Dad win already?

      Bethany Anne chuckled. Not yet, sweetheart. The fleet has just arrived, we think.

      Gabriel spoke over Bethany Anne. Are you and Dad in trouble?

      Your father and I are fine, Bethany Anne assured them. We found some prisoners who need to be rescued. I just wanted to hear your voices before we help them.

      Tell the children I love them, Michael cut in. I can barely hear them.

      Your father sends his love too.

      I can hear him just fine, Alexis replied.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the distant note in her daughter’s voice. I hope you’re not trying to read my mind right now, Alexis.

      Gabriel chipped in, distracting her for the moment. Hurry up and kick the Ooken’ asses, Mom! Aunt Tabbie’s going to kill us all with her boot camp.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. We will. You can think about your forfeit for that poor language when your father and I get home.

      Mooooom!

      Bethany Anne smirked at Gabriel's groan. You’ve had this coming for a long time, son. Get creative or suffer the consequences, and don’t say I never warned you about payback all the times you took joy in my slip-ups.

      Alexis snickered as Gabriel continued to grumble.

      The ground shook under Bethany Anne's feet again. We have to go. I love you both, and we’ll be home soon.

      She dropped the link and looked at Michael with concern. That link was between the children and me. How could Alexis hear you?

      I heard her too. Michael pressed his lips together. It’s not surprising that she would be a natural amplifier since her mental abilities have always been a challenge for us to restrain. The question is, what did she see? He picked up his Ooken. The sooner we’re home, the sooner I can relax.

      Bethany Anne shook her head at the idea of Michael relaxing as she adjusted her hold on her Ooken so it was in an upright position. Don’t worry, Gabriel and Alexis are safe on Devon. Tabitha won’t let them out of her sight.

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      Gabriel spoke first when Bethany Anne dropped the link. That was weird. Why would Mom call us out of the blue like that?

      Alexis didn’t reply.

      Gabriel touched her arm. Alexis? What’s wrong, are you okay?

      Alexis glanced at Tabitha, who was waving them back to class. I saw where they are in Mom’s mind. The Ooken… There’s so many of them. I don’t want to go back to class, Gabriel.

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed. One minute. He ran over to Tabitha, returning a moment later. I told her you were upset by Mom’s call. She said to get some rest and feel better.

      Trey had paused in his kata when Alexis broke away. Gabriel gave him a thumbs-up and wrapped his arm around Alexis’ shoulders. “Come on, I’ll take you back to the ship.”

      Alexis nodded glumly, allowing Gabriel to steer her out of the training area. That’s a good idea, but I can take myself, thanks.

      Gabriel waited until they were out of sight before speaking again. We’re not going back to the ship so you can rest. We’re going to go help Mom and Dad.

      Alexis shrugged off Gabriel’s arm. Are you crazy? She looked at her brother as though he were a Coke short of a six-pack. We can’t go tearing off to who-knows-where! I’m worried, but I know Mom and Dad have it handled.

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. Why else did Mom call us? Trust me, when we get to Mom and Dad, they’ll be glad to see us. All we have to do is persuade Izanami to take the ship out.

      You have a point. Alexis sighed, seeing endless crystal towers again when she closed her eyes. Okay, I’m in.

      That’s the spirit, Gabriel replied, making the turn for the elevator down to the underground hangar.

      Are you sure we’re ready for this? Alexis fretted as they stood under the camera to be identified by Winstanley. It’s not training or the game. It’s a real war.

      Sure I’m sure, Gabriel told her. The elevator arrived at their floor and he stepped in, looking back at Alexis. All we do is train, so we’re ready. We’ve got our armor, and it’s virtually Ooken-proof.

      Okay… Alexis led them out into the hangar when the elevator doors opened again. Mom and Dad will be mad we snuck out, but if there are as many Ooken as you say, they really might need us as backup.

      Gabriel leaned over Alexis’ shoulder to look in on her holo as they walked into the brightly-lit underground space. Look, I don’t like sneaking around any more than you do. If it helps, pretend we’re doing it as a covert ops assignment. Call Izanami, and follow my lead.

      They paused for a moment while Alexis tapped her wrist holo to open a video link to the ship. Gabriel flashed a subdued grin when the AI’s avatar appeared above the screen in miniature. “Hey, it’s the prettiest, most deadly AI in the fleet.”

      Izanami arched an eyebrow. “What mischief are you two up to this time?”

      Gabriel smiled disarmingly. “No mischief. We’re on our way to the ship to pick up our armor.”

      Alexis nodded. “Can you get the crates out of storage, please?”

      Izanami tilted her head. “Your battle armor?”

      “Yes, please,” Gabriel answered.

      Alexis smiled. “Thank you, Izanami.” She grabbed Gabriel by the sleeve the instant the tiny hologram vanished. What’s your play here? she demanded. I’m not taking another step until you tell me how you intend to get Izanami to take us to the Ooken planet.

      Gabriel grinned. Relax, all we have to do is talk about how many Ooken there are and how concerned we are for Mom’s safety. Izanami is imprinted on Mom now, and she will get so angry that she’ll forget we’re onboard and tear off to her rescue.

      Alexis rolled her eyes at how pleased with himself Gabriel sounded. It’s not the worst plan. Izanami is very protective of Mom. She began tapping on her wrist holo again.

      Gabriel shuffled on the spot. What are you doing? We need to get going.

      Just a second…aaand…done. You’ll thank me, I promise. Alexis set off across the hangar. Come on, then. We haven’t got all day.

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes at his sister. What did you do?

      Alexis grinned. I got something from network command to help us. I have a better idea than trying to lie to Izanami.

      I didn’t say we should lie to her, Gabriel protested. What do you think we should go with?

      Um, how about the truth? Alexis dropped the grin when they neared the ship and she spotted the ramp descending in preparation for their arrival. There’s no need for deception. Well, not a lot of deception. Maybe an exaggeration to smooth the way, but nothing that will get us in trouble. It’s for a good reason, and besides, what you’re planning is much, much worse.

      Gabriel shrugged. Fine, but if you think either of us is getting out of this without being punished, you’re kidding yourself.

      Alexis snorted. Want to bet? We’re both going to be in a world of hurt when it’s over. I’m relying on Mom and Dad being so mad at you for stealing the ship that when they decide to cut their losses and kill one of us as an object lesson, I get to live.

      That’s never going to happen, Gabriel shot back. You know I’m the favorite. I just want you to know that when Mom finally settles on somewhere to live, I’ll really enjoy having all that space to myself.

      Alexis snickered and punched her brother in the arm. Yeah, right. You’d be so lost without me it would be tragic to watch.

      They mounted the ramp and headed straight to the armory, where Izanami’s avatar waited for them at the door. “I did not realize you had full-contact combat on your schedule today,” she remarked.

      Alexis looked up at Izanami with wide eyes. “We don’t. Can you keep a secret?”

      Izanami’s aura flickered. “That would depend on whether the secret being kept would result in someone being harmed.”

      Alexis shook her head. “No, nothing like that. I broke the rules about spying, and I wish I hadn’t.”

      Izanami tilted her head. “I am not surprised, child. I will hear your secret.”

      Alexis’ bottom lip trembled slightly. “Mom called us, and I peeked and saw where she and Dad are. She said that they’re fine, but I know they’re in trouble. Then I hacked network command to find out what’s really happening out there. It’s bad, Izanami.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Alexis was upset and Tabitha told her to rest, but I thought it would be better to train.”

      Izanami froze. “The Queen is not in the Etheric?”

      Alexis shook her head. “She’s on a planet filled with so many Ooken I couldn’t count them.”

      Izanami’s avatar rippled, the flash of light she emitted turning her armor blood-red for a split second.

      Gabriel glanced at the armory door. “Can we get our armor?”

      “Yes, children.”  The armory door began to cycle open and Izanami winked out of existence, leaving Alexis and Gabriel by themselves.

      They entered the armory and found their armor crates waiting on one of the long benches.

      Gabriel looked at his sister uncertainly as they opened their crates. Do you think it worked?

      If it didn’t, this will. Alexis removed her wrist holo. She set it down on the bench to display the video and turned to her crate. “It’s the scout ship footage from the Ooken planet. Look how the defenses are positioned; there’s no easy way through for the fleet. Even the Ballista will struggle to hurl a rock large enough to get to the inner atmosphere intact.”

      Gabriel frowned at the projected scene. “I bet Izanami could get through. This is the best ship in the fleet.”

      Alexis gave her brother a mental nudge. Subtle.

      I’m just putting the idea out there, Gabriel assured her.

      Izanami reappeared in a burst of red pixels. “Phyrro informed me of your plan to take part in the battle. Did you really think I would lose my temper and forget you were here?”

      Alexis sighed and hung her head. “No, Izanami.”

      “Sorry we tried to trick you, Izanami.” Gabriel dropped his chest plate back into the crate. “But you have to understand that we’re worried about Mom and Dad being on that planet without us there to back them up.”

      “Your parents were very clear about the two of you remaining here while they are off-world,” Izanami reminded them. “It’s important to them to know you are both safe while they fight.”

      Gabriel grunted. “Yeah, and if it was up to Mom, we would stay nice and safe forever.”

      “I hate to admit it, but he’s got a point.” Alexis shrugged when Izanami’s stern gaze landed on her. “We’ve been training practically since we could walk. Fighting is what we are made for. How else can we prove we’re ready if Mom and Dad are too afraid we’ll get hurt to give us a chance? None of what we said was a lie. They’re in danger.”

      Gabriel banged his crate with a hand. “We had to do something. Mom and Dad are going to be facing hundreds of thousands of Ooken alone if the fleet can’t get through, and you could get to them.”

      “There’s something I didn’t tell Gabriel earlier,” Alexis admitted. “Mom was thinking about Kurtherians.”

      Izanami remained silent as Alexis and Gabriel continued to argue their case. She could get Alexis and Gabriel to their mother and father. A quick check of Alexis’ holo had given her the coordinates of the Ooken planet, and it was within range of her ship’s Gate drive.

      Further inquiries had given her the details of the impending battle and her Queen’s situation. It did not look at all promising from a mathematical perspective, but then Bethany Anne was forever one to defy the odds.

      Her decision came down to one factor: would the twins benefit from being prevented from making this choice for themselves? The answer to that was beyond her ability to fathom, but her decision was already made.

      Izanami held up a hand to halt the twins’ persuasion. “Enough. I will take you to your parents.”
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      Ooken Sky Base, Laboratory

      Bethany Anne hesitated a fraction from the nano-curtain.

      Second thoughts? Michael asked.

      She frowned. No. Just…we might not get out of this. It’s been a long fucking time since I had to face the prospect that I might not survive. The thought of orphaning our children is frankly the most frightening vision in my life.

      Michael didn’t conceal his own concerns, but like Bethany Anne, he preferred to reach for dark humor in these moments. I would have thought that would have been awarded to the revelation of the UnknownWorld.

      Bethany Anne snickered. What, that bunch of overgrown superpowered toddlers? Don’t imagine they rattled me for a second. There was a reason you chose me to replace you, you sneaky bastard. You’d been parenting them so long you wanted the world’s longest nap.

      Some of those overgrown toddlers are your closest friends, Michael reminded her.

      Bethany Anne held the Ooken in front of her like a shield. I stand by my statement. They needed a nanny. Nathan still needs one; just ask Ecaterina. She lifted the Ooken’s hand and pressed it to the nano-curtain. ADAM, is it working?

      >>You’re not screaming, so I’ll say yes.<<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. I hope you’re not still sulking over the body thing.

      >>No,<< ADAM replied tersely. >>I’m having a hard time convincing the Pods to stay closed.<<

      Do what you can. Bethany Anne restored Michael’s connection to their link and turned her attention to her other ridealong. TOM, why are the Pod-docs opening?

      The Pod-docs are opening? Michael asked.

      Mmhmm, unless ADAM can prevent it. TOM is about to tell me how it came about.

      Not because of anything we did. TOM huffed. ADAM is causing delays across every tower, as well as tracing the location of whoever sent the order to rouse every Ooken on the platform.

      Michael frowned in consideration. Are the Ooken aware of our presence?

      Not yet, TOM confirmed. However, remaining here might leave you in a tight spot. The Pod-docs will open. It’s only a matter of time.

      Bethany Anne tightened her grip on the Ooken and stepped into the passage. Then I suggest we hurry the fuck up before I’m forced to make so much of a mess it puts me off calamari forever.

      Her body tingled as she passed through the nanocytes. Are you feeling that? she asked Michael.

      All the way to the marrow of my bones, he replied. I have to agree, this is not the most comfortable situation to be in.

      We should be grateful the Ooken don’t know how to use half of the tech they have. Bethany Anne almost slipped on a slick patch as they descended the twisting tube. Why are these lairs always underground? Is there some realtor to the evil who finds these places? It almost makes me think fondly of trashing mansions and palaces like we did in the good old days.

      Her Ooken twitched when a long, desperate cry echoed through the mental space. It opened its eyes a crack when more pained wails joined the first.

      Bethany Anne slammed her fist into its nose ridges, sending it back to sleep instantly.

      Don’t you have night-night cartridges for your JD Special? Michael asked.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. Yes. I just didn’t feel the need to waste one on this sorry mothersucker.

      Michael chuckled dryly. Fair enough. He stepped over the wet spot as he passed it. Did you look to see what you stepped in?

      No, Bethany Anne answered without looking back. Why?

      It appears to be a puddle of the substance.

      I don’t think stopping to investigate inside the nano-curtain would be the best idea.

      Michael nodded, continuing to press through resistance that wasn’t there. I agree wholeheartedly. Nevertheless, we should not leave without obtaining a workable amount of the substance if we get the opportunity.

      It would alleviate the need to return to Moen, Bethany Anne agreed. She cautiously felt ahead with her mind. The first thing on the list is getting the prisoners out of here. I have a feeling we’ll have another opportunity to collect samples once we reach the end of this passage.

      Two turns later, the passage ended in a chamber lit by the same glow inside the walls as the rooms above. The only ways out were back the way they’d just come or through another darkened archway.

      Bethany Anne formed a trio of energy balls over her left hand to light the chamber. The smell of water is stronger down here, she murmured. We’re getting close to where the prisoners are being kept.

      Michael flexed the hand not holding his Ooken to activate his gauntlet. Looks like there’s only one way to go.

      Looks like it. Bethany Anne released two of the energy balls to float a short way in front of them and readied her katana in her free hand.

      They walked side by side through the archway into an expansive cavern.

      Which was empty.

      Michael winced at the echo their boots made on the polished crystal. Where are the Ooken?

      Bethany Anne had different concerns. Fuck the Ooken. Where are the prisoners?

      Michael glanced around, looking for another exit. You said we were getting close. Maybe the prisoners are in the next chamber?

      Bethany Anne shook her head and dropped her Ooken. I can feel them. They’re in this one.

      Michael frowned in confusion. Then where are they?

      She waved him off and walked toward the center of the huge, empty space. Shhh. I’m listening.

      You do that, Michael told her, dropping his Ooken next to Bethany Anne’s. I’m going to search for another way out of here. His armor slumped as he Mysted out of it.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes drifted over the pattern of light in the walls as she walked, her focus on reaching out to the Collective mind.

      It took a few moments to breathe away her frustration. She knew the prisoners were here somewhere. Finding them was simply a matter of attaining a clear state of mind.

      She opened her mind a fraction as the storm inside her was quelled by her determination to calm her emotions. Can you hear me?

      The Collective ceased their dirge and shied away from Bethany Anne's mind.

      I’m your ally, Bethany Anne continued, Do you understand what an ally is? A friend?

      Apparently not, since there was no response from the Collective.

      Bethany Anne’s heart ached for them and her chin dropped to her chest, her eyes closed against the wave of sadness that washed through her. Any other time, she would have forced the situation. However, all she could do was shed tears for beings too broken to see the good in anything.

      “Please.” Her voice cracked, her hold on her emotions slipping as she spoke. “I want to help, but I can’t find you.”

      She waited as the silence stretched, hoping that just one of the prisoners would see that she was there to save them from the horrors they had suffered. TOM, can they hear me?

      I assume so, he replied.

      A voice came from beneath Bethany Anne's feet.

      What do you want from us?

      Bethany Anne opened her eyes and found herself meeting the blind eyes of a Collective through the floor. As always, she was jarred by how they could look so different from the Ooken despite wearing the same face. She dropped to her knees and placed a hand to the floor. I don’t want anything from you. I want to get you out of there.

      The tentacles around the Collective’s mouth wavered in the water. Leave us. We will not be tricked by the lies of a god again.

      Bethany Anne almost laughed aloud. I’m a bitch to cross, but I’m no god. My name is Bethany Anne, and I’m human…mostly.

      Much stronger gods than you have taken ownership of our destiny.

      Bethany Anne counted seven more voices as dark chuckles rippled through the Collective mind. I told you, I’m no god. And neither are the Seven, no matter how thoroughly they believe their own bullshit. I should know. I’ve spent two hundred years exterminating them.

      A baby god, then, the being corrected, since you have barely seen two centuries. You cannot save us, Baby God. There was silence for a moment. The being below attached itself to the underside of the floor, the tiny serrated teeth in its suckers gripping the crystal for purchase. We have agreed to speak with you. I will be the conduit.

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow shot up. In my experience, those claiming to be gods are usually nothing more than pain-in-the-ass Kurtherians in need of my attention. Are you saying you know of one?

      We know of many, the Collective replied as one. The gods of old came to our world and tricked us with promises of Ascension. By the time we discovered the danger and fought back, it was too late.

      You would be surprised how many times I’ve heard a similar story. Bethany Anne sat down beside the conduit and crossed her legs. Eradicating the Seven has already taken up too fucking much of my life.

      There are many who have suffered at the hands of the gods, the conduit told her resignedly. We can only bend to their will or die faster.

      There are also many Kurtherians who aren’t breathing well enough to continue fucking around with innocent civilizations, Bethany Anne retorted. Let me show you what I do to your “gods.”

      She gave them what they needed to see.

      The eight Collective gathered around like children at story time while she showed them her memories of the death of every Kurtherian who had met their end at her hand so far.

      The conduit spoke from the mass of undulating tentacles. Gods do not die. Kurtherians bleed and die like any other being.

      That’s right, Bethany Anne affirmed. Where do you come from? What did they do to you? I’ve come across one of your kind before, isolated and dying. I honored their last request, and they shared their memory with me. I’m happy to share that with you once we get you out of that tank.

      We thank you for that. The conduit’s tone became melancholy. We lived in peace in the giant kelp forests of our world. The water was sweet and clear, and we spent our lives contemplating the key to Ascension.

      Sounds perfect, Bethany Anne murmured.

      It was, the conduit agreed. Until the Kurtherians came. They took us far from home, imprisoned us in their ships, and cut us off from our kin and the Mind. We are scattered and alone now. The gods only wanted us for our genetic material. They tear us apart, corrupt us with the DNA of other species they have here, and remake us into the abominations that enslave us.

      Bethany Anne covered the crystal over the conduit’s tentacle with a hand. The Ooken.

      We see the Corrupt in your mind. You name them differently?

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. Human trait, I’m afraid. Nicknames are kind of our thing. You’ll have to get used to the concept of being named.

      We will accept these nicknames from you, Baby God, the conduit replied. A ripple of alarm went through its body. The Corrupt are beginning to wake.

      Don’t worry about it. Bethany Anne got to her feet. Will you allow me to help? I have a ship here that can take you home, just as soon as I work out where that is and make it safe for your people.

      The conduit’s tentacles rippled. It is too late for that. The seas were polluted in the war, the kelp killed.

      Bethany Anne nodded as she considered where she could possibly house nine beings the general size and shape of krakens. Then we will find a new world for you to settle, somewhere I can protect you easily. You are welcome to stay aboard one of my stations that is fitted to accommodate water or vacuum dwellers until we find a suitable planet.

      The harmony of voices murmured among themselves for a moment before the conduit spoke again. Maybe you are not a baby god after all. We thank you, Bethany Anne.

      Don’t mention it. Bethany Anne turned at the sound of Michael’s footsteps behind her. Did you find a way out?

      Michael indicated the western side of the cavern. There’s an upper level. It’s sealed, but there’s definitely someone in there.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Someone?” Not an Ooken?

      Not an Ooken. Michael confirmed. He lifted his hands. Whoever it is, they were capable of blocking me. What about you? Did you find the prisoners?

      Bethany Anne swept a hand at the mass of tentacles beneath his feet. All eight of them, and they’re not just being held prisoner. They’re trapped.

      We have a similar issue, TOM added, cutting in. One of the captured Ooken has just expired.

      Bethany Anne spun to look at the two Ooken they’d left by the entrance. Michael’s was twitching in its sleep. Hers lay still, its head in a slow-spreading puddle of yellowish fluid.

      She turned to Michael. Maybe the night-night round wouldn’t have been such a waste after all.

      Michael grimaced. I’m going to guess the second punch to its head did it.

      Of-fucking-course it did. Bethany Anne sighed at the problem she’d made for herself.  Fuckdammit, how do we both get out of here now?

      There is still another possible exit, Michael reminded her.

      Bethany Anne waved over her shoulder as she turned away from the dead Ooken. Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. You get hold of Bart and have him send down the Polaris to pick up our friends here.

      Michael nodded. It would be nice if they brought us a fresh Ooken to replace the dead one so we can get out of here in one piece.

      Bethany Anne held out her hand, and an energy ball appeared briefly over her palm. That shouldn’t be a problem. I believe the solution is behind that door.

      Michael glanced at a hair-fine crack in the floor. What’s your plan to get the Collective out of there and onto the ship?

      Bethany Anne snorted. Give me a second. I haven’t gotten that far yet. She increased the intensity of the energy ball as the whole cavern shook, showering dust all around them. This minute my plan is to introduce my size seven to that door and make whoever is behind it shut down the nano-curtain.

      Michael pointed out the crack, which was spreading alongside them as they walked. We should hurry up, whatever we’re doing. This crystal is reacting poorly to the impact vibrations resonating from the shield. If it disintegrates, we’re going for an unexpected swim.

      Bethany Anne picked up her pace. I have no intention of allowing that to happen.

      Michael showed Bethany Anne to the door, an iron rectangle cut into the crystal that came up to Bethany Anne’s chest. No Ooken would fit through there.

      Bethany Anne tossed the energy ball from one hand to the other. There’s only one way to find out who does, she replied, throwing the energy ball.

      The door melted on impact, the resulting spray of molten iron turning the resulting hole cherry red for a brief second.

      It was enough to save their lives.

      GET BACK! TOM screamed as another nano-curtain came down on the other side of the hole.

      Bethany Anne screamed in frustration and blasted the curtain with Etheric energy. “You fucking coward! Stop hiding behind your tech and FACE ME!”

      Kurtherian, TOM growled.

      A silhouette passed across the hole.

      Bethany Anne stamped her foot. FUCK! Michael, there’s a Kurtherian in there.

      Michael’s hands clenched into fists. There isn’t a lot we can do with that curtain in place.

      Bethany Anne put a hand to his arm. There’s plenty we can do. Watch my back, and get the Polaris here. I’m going to find a way around that curtain. There are still more prisoners somewhere in this building, and I mean to find them.

      Just as soon as I rip that fucker’s still-beating heart from its chest.

      

      Ooken System, QBS ArchAngel II

      The fleet arrived with a bang.

      Heavy weapons fire from the ancillary fleet preceded the superdreadnoughts through the Gates they opened simultaneously at strategic points around the sixth planet.

      The Ooken were quick to react. Their ships spilled from the larger platforms, while the smaller satellite stations released thick clouds of drones into the vacuum.

      Admiral Thomas was prepared. He paced the bridge, waving his datapad like a baton as he conducted the attack. “ArchAngel, keep that Gate covered. CEREBRO, send out the order to fry those damned drones, and get ready for the dreadnoughts. They won’t be far behind. Get the Ballista in place and defended.”

      True to his expectations, a Gate opened between the fleet and the planet. A nest of metallic tentacles burst from the center, crackling with energy.

      Admiral Thomas spotted one of his ships between the SD Ballista and the Gate. “CEREBRO, get Kael-ven onscreen,” he called.

      The captain of the G’laxix Sphaea was less than pleased to be disturbed. “I’m in the middle of something here.”

      “Yes,” Admiral Thomas replied. “The firing line.”

      Kael-ven shrugged, unconcerned about his ship’s proximity to the Ooken Gate. “Meh, all the Ooken have is those plasma weapons. Damn amateurs. I’d shoot myself with plasma.” He leaned out of the shot for a few moments. “Watch that Gate.”

      Admiral Thomas shifted his gaze to the Gate and the emerging dreadnought. “What now?”

      Kael-ven lifted a finger. “Kiel?”

      A moment later, the Gate vanished in a flash of light, nothing left of it or the Ooken ship but a cloud of dust that was stolen by the solar wind.

      Admiral Thomas picked his jaw up. “What in Heaven’s name was that?”

      “You’re looking at the prototype for our latest weapons system.” Kael-ven chuckled. “We took shore leave at the Helena after we were done at Moen, and Jean gave us a bunch of stuff she has in mind for the new ships to test.”

      The Admiral threw his hands up. “Why is it that nobody ever thinks to tell me about these developments? I’m only the damn admiral, for crying out loud. It’s not like I need to know what I’ve got to fight with or anything.”

      Kael-ven chuckled. “Jean told us you’d say that, and to tell you that you’ll get yours soon enough.”

      “Did she now?” Admiral Thomas wasn’t sure if that was a threat or a promise. Had he offended her? He hoped not. That shit could get painful.

      “She also said a few things that don’t bear repeating, sir,” Kiel piped up offscreen, clarifying everything by exactly zero percent.

      “I’ll just bet she did.” Admiral Thomas leaned over his console as CEREBRO spoke in his ear. “You have drones inbound. Stay safe, now.” He returned Kael-ven’s nod and cut the call. “CEREBRO, sitrep.”

      The holomap lit up to illustrate CEREBRO’s rundown of the fleet’s progress. “The Defiant, the Wright, and the Queen's Fury were all headed for attack point seven when the Ooken opened a Gate close to point six.”

      Admiral Thomas could see no markers indicating the Shinigami-class ships on the map. “Let me guess: they all dropped off.”

      “Within seconds of the Gate’s activation,” CEREBRO confirmed. “Wait, I have them…and they’re gone again. Along with the Gate and the four destroyers that made it through.”

      Admiral Thomas frowned. “Damn, they’re good. Never mind the Bitches, CEREBRO. They can operate just fine without us. Tell me about something we can track. Where are the other ships?”

      “The Ballista and the G’laxix Sphaea are holding by the planet,” CEREBRO replied. “The Astraea and the Adrastea are taking care of a cluster of Gates between points three and four.”

      A flash of light washed over the viewscreen, and the floor beneath the Admiral’s feet hitched. “ArchAngel, report.”

      ArchAngel replaced the outside view on the screen. “The Ooken have worked out our shield phase frequencies,” the AI replied. “They got a fragmentary explosive through. We have hull breaches on decks Three to Five. I have dispatched repair bots ahead of the maintenance crews to assess the damage.”

      Admiral Thomas had no time for commiseration. He scrolled through the preliminary damage reports as they started coming in from the bots. “Were the weapons affected?”

      ArchAngel looked off to the side. “Weapons are online and still fully functional, Admiral.”

      “Then keep pounding the crap out of them.” He dropped into his chair, watching the Ballista fling another chunk of asteroid into the planet’s gaseous atmosphere while ArchAngel loosed a steady blanket of kinetics, explosives, and energy discharges at the enemy around the scuppered ship.

      The impact from the asteroid displaced high loops of gas as large as the superdreadnought itself, lighting the battlefield a ghostly orange as the gas refracted light from the local star.

      Admiral Thomas knuckled his eyes to rub away the bright coronas that remained in his vision. “CEREBRO, how many times have they missed the shield?”

      “None,” CEREBRO replied. “However, due to the acidity of the atmosphere, our asteroids are more the size of baseballs by the time they impact. Still effective, but hardly the same power.”

      Admiral Thomas kept his gaze on the screen. “What’s your recommendation?”

      CEREBRO’s answer held a note of amusement. “There’s nothing else to do, Admiral. We’re gonna need a bigger asteroid.”

      Admiral Thomas groaned. “Did someone spill coffee in one of your cradles, CEREBRO? Your understanding of humor appears to be malfunctioning horribly.”

      CEREBRO made a raspberry sound. “Killjoy. You have an incoming transmission from the platform.”

      “Put it through,” he told the EI group. “Bethany Anne?”

      Michael’s voice came crackling from the speaker. “Sorry to disappoint you, Bart. We’re in a tight spot. Technology we haven’t encountered before. Bethany Anne is requesting the Polaris, plus pickup for us two plus eight of the Collective and all the other prisoners we expect to find before we’re done.”

      Admiral Thomas grimaced at the viewscreen. “The moment we get through the shield, I’ll have it there waiting.”

      Michael sighed. “What’s the delay with the shield? If those towers remain operational much longer, things are going to get hairy down here.” He paused. “And tentacle-y.”

      “Too late,” Bethany Anne cut in. “ADAM can’t keep them all locked in anymore. I’ve pulled him back to work with us on the nano-curtain since we’re already trapped in here.”

      Admiral Thomas sucked in a breath. “Trapped? How deep in the shit are you?”

      “Pretty fucking deep,” Bethany Anne replied. “But not so deep we can’t pull it back. We’ll keep working on getting out of here. Just make sure you’re ready with our ride when we do.”

      Admiral Thomas got up to resume his pacing. “CEREBRO, you heard the Queen’s orders. Get the Polaris into position, and have the fleet focus on getting access to that platform. We need to get to Bethany Anne and Michael.”
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      Ooken Sky Base, Cavern

      Bethany Anne, TOM interrupted, I don’t think we have much time.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the hole in the wall, leaving Michael to figure it out. ADAM, the nano-curtain?

      >>This is…there’s no way into the programming.<<

      The Kurtherian passed the hole again, leaving Bethany Anne no clearer on what species the diminutive figure was wearing beneath its robe.

      Michael cut in, Can’t you create a backdoor or something?

      >>I don’t think so,<< ADAM admitted. >>There’s nothing to work with. Whoever wrote this didn’t make any mistakes.<<

      TOM’s concern was clear in his tone. I was afraid of this.

      Everybody makes mistakes. Bethany Anne frowned. Get ready, TOM. If ADAM can’t make a backdoor into the curtain, we’re going to make one for him.

      TOM sighed. If I had an eyebrow. Just one…

      Bethany Anne raised her own. You’d look like an ass, that’s what. Who the fuck wants a monobrow? Concentrate on your cousin in there.

      Do you know how offensive that is? TOM asked.

      I assume very. Bethany Anne snickered. If you can’t laugh in the face of death, what can you do? She probed at the Kurtherian’s consciousness with her own. Hey, asshole! Whose body are you treating like fucking couture right now?

      The Kurtherian ignored her, although Bethany Anne felt a ripple of amusement at the edges of its mind.

      You’re so brave, hiding behind your little curtain. When I get through it, I’m going to tear your wormy ass out of your host and grind you to paste under my heel. Bethany Anne adjusted her position to take the pressure of her left knee from her right ankle. I have to learn to meditate standing up. TOM, do we know who we’re working with yet?

      Hmmm. TOM considered the options. Not aggressive or very talkative. Not arrogant enough to brag. He made a sound that could only be described as a gasp when the Kurtherian came over to the curtain to stare at Bethany Anne, who was sitting cross-legged in front of the nano-curtain. Holy fuckballs!

      Bethany Anne got to her feet in an instant. Shit, TOM. What brought that on?

      TOM’s voice wavered as he spoke. The clan just became the least of our concerns. That’s no host body.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Bethany Anne raised her chin, meeting the Kurtherian’s glowing red eyes with a dazzling flash from her own. It’s a real Kurtherian? I’ve always wondered what you guys looked like when you weren’t wearing other people like meat puppets. You guys don’t wear clothes?

      We wear clothes. He stopped chuckling when a flash of light from behind the curtain raked her vision.

      TOM cursed softly. Bethany Anne, it’s gone.

      Bethany Anne glared into the returning gloom as the afterimage faded, confirming her certainty that the room beyond had been vacated. Fuck it! Inches! It was fucking inches away from me! She stamped her foot in frustration. I want that curtain tech, and I want a way around it so this doesn’t happen again.

      Michael glanced down, detecting an almost indiscernible reverberation in the crystal under their feet. Do that again.

      Do what again? Bethany Anne asked.

      Michael stamped his foot. Did you feel that? The space beneath us is hollow.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow and confirmed it by stamping again.

      NO! Michael’s eyes widened, his hand coming up a fraction too late.

      A deep crack reverberated from the walls, and the ground beneath their feet parted.

      Bethany Anne dropped almost all of her weight immediately when they plummeted to the level below, halting her plunge and floating down at a more survivable pace.

      She dropped the last step to the ground as Michael landed beside her in a crouch, sending up a cloud of pulverized crystal. We aren’t the only living beings down here. We must be close to where the other prisoners are being kept.

      Michael got up from his crouch and brushed off the dust as he glanced around. This looks like it leads toward the cavern on the upper level. Perhaps we will find a way to free the trapped Collective without endangering them.

      Only one way to find out. Bethany Anne walked in the direction of the faint heartbeats, energy ball and katana at the ready.

      The conduit spoke up in her mind as they neared the end of the passage. Bethany Anne, there are Corrupt in the over-chamber.

      Bethany Anne exhaled. Well, isn’t that just fan-fucking-tastic?

      What is? Michael asked.

      Our friends have just informed me there are Ooken above us. I’m going to guess the dead one’s absence in the hive mind alerted them.

      Michael grimaced, anticipation putting a gleam in his eyes. We expected that. The only surprise is that it took this long. What do you want to do?

      Bethany Anne paused to consider the options. Prisoners first, then we’ll figure a way out of here.

      Michael glanced back at the hole they’d fallen through. And when the Ooken realize we are down here?

      Bethany Anne turned her katana in one fluid movement, scribing a circle in the air with her blade before setting off again. We’ll make sushi out of them.

      The passage they were in began to widen out a short distance ahead, opening up as the wall tapered gradually to the left.

      Michael tapped the crystal lightly with a finger. There’s water behind this.

      Mmhmm. The tank. Bethany Anne was distracted by the nearness of the Collective consciousness. We’re getting to the end of this passage.

      Michael sensed the change in the air currents ahead. The Collective are directing you?

      No, but they’re sticking close by. Bethany Anne’s lip curled as the conduit continued to report on the Ooken. They want to protect us.

      Michael indicated the culmination of the passage. Can they tell us what we’re going to find behind that door?

      Bethany Anne shook her head. We’re on our own.

      Not for long, Michael told her. Bart says they’ve broken through the outer shield.

      Bethany Anne deactivated her armor’s cloaking, keeping tight control of her energy ball to prevent it from surging when the drain on her energy ceased. Keep in touch with him. I need my mind clear to maintain the mental link with the Collective.

      Not a problem. Michael tried the door. It’s locked. We might activate another nano-curtain if we blow it open.

      Bethany Anne raised the hand holding her energy ball. Stand back. I’m going to try something different. She flicked her hand at the metal slab blocking their way when he moved aside.

      The energy vaporized the door without any disturbance to the surrounding crystal, leaving the way ahead clear.

      Michael made a face of appreciation at the sudden absence of door. What did you do there?

      Bethany Anne peered through the hole in the wall at the six-foot-wide crystal walkway. I was thinking about the nano-curtain and how those nanocytes are programmed to consume matter. I instructed the energy to feed on the metal at the atomic level. She reactivated her cloaking and stepped cautiously through the door onto the crystal floor beyond with her weapons raised.

      Michael turned a spark of energy over above his gauntlet as he followed Bethany Anne through the hole. You’re saying that you coded the energy to consume inorganic matter? How is that possible?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. It’s more complicated than that, but yes. As to how I did it, fuck if I know. I wanted it, it happened.

      Michael accepted her answer—for now. How Bethany Anne had done something confusing yet appropriate once more would have to wait for a time where they weren’t in the bowels of the enemy lair. Coded it, instructed it. Same thing.

      Bethany Anne scanned the area around them, indicating hollow-eyed beings of different species huddled in cramped cells cut out of the crystal. More proof that the Seven are sicker than the drip at the end of a gangrenous dick. Just look at it; this place is laid out like a fucking concentration camp. I don’t recognize any of these species, but I’ll wipe every fucking Ooken off the face of this platform by hand for what’s been done to them.

      Michael glanced around at the forcefields containing the prisoners, noting that a few of them seemed to feel his gaze upon them. No argument from me. Some of these beings have psionic abilities.

      Either that or heightened ability to sense danger. Bethany Anne halted where the crystal was intersected by a metal walkway with a circular Ooken-sized gap in the cross-section. She leaned over to look at the floor below, then turned her head to look over her shoulder at Michael. See? Same equipment as the lab above, but scaled right up. This must be where they cook up the special sauce, with the prisoners as the ingredients.

      Michael looked over the rail. There’s no shortage of Ooken down there.

      Bethany Anne hopped onto the railing and scanned for a suitable landing place, ignoring the easy way down. They won’t even know we’re here. Come on, we need to find a way to free the prisoners.

      Michael perched on the rail beside her. You’re thinking there’s some equivalent of a generator room down there?

      You bet that peachy ass of yours I do. Bethany Anne pushed off, landing on top of the machine she’d picked out. I’ve got ADAM tracing the route now, and you’ll get it in your HUD as soon as I have it.

      Michael’s HUD display was overlaid with a filter a moment later that showed ghostly arrows pointing toward Bethany Anne. He made the leap, landing cat-like beside her. This could be another opportunity to gain some new technical knowledge. Imagine if we combine the nano-curtain technology with the advanced forcefields they’ve got. That would be game-changing in terms of defense.

      Bethany Anne grinned at Michael’s shared passion. Game-changing isn’t the word for it. You’re talking about upgrading the BYPS systems, right? That was my first consideration. She made her way along the machine, careful not to make a sound that would alert the Ooken just meters away from them. My second was to wonder how I can use the tech offensively once we have it.

      Michael chuckled dryly. Of course, it was. He paused for an Ooken to pass between two machines before crossing the gap between them.

      Bethany Anne took the lead again when they reached the other side of the factory floor, waiting for Michael to reach her before she lowered herself to the ground. We’re right by the Collective.

      Michael narrowed his eyes in the direction of Bethany Anne’s gaze. Look behind there. Isn’t that the tank the Collective are imprisoned in?

      Bethany Anne nodded. Looks like it.

      Michael lifted a finger to indicate a hair-fine crack creeping at a snail’s pace down the crystal toward them. Whatever we’re doing, we’d better do it fast.

      

      In Transit, QBS Izanami, Pod Bay

      Alexis stamped her foot in frustration. “I don’t see why we can’t get there faster, Gabriel. If we can make lots of small folds in the fabric of space-time to travel, why can’t we make a much larger fold and sidestep the Gate system altogether?”

      Izanami chuckled. “Give me the drive capacity and your wish is my command, Alexis. Until then, we must be patient. Four Gates to go.”

      “Four Gates too many,” Gabriel grumbled.

      Izanami arched an eyebrow at Alexis and Gabriel. “Would the two of you care to get out and walk the rest of the way?”

      The twins looked at her in confusion.

      Izanami lifted a shoulder. “It seemed like something your parents might say. Be patient, children. If I could push the ship any harder without damaging my Gate drive, I would have done so already.”

      Alexis abandoned her position over the console with a sigh and put her face in her hands. “I’ve got a feeling Mom’s in trouble, or that she’s going to be if we don’t get there soon.”

      Izanami gestured toward the open transport Pod with a tilt of her chin. “We will reach her in time. We are only one Gate away now.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes at the precaution but followed the AI’s instruction.

      Alexis turned to Izanami before climbing in after her brother, her hazel eyes ringed with dark circles. “Don’t hesitate, Izanami. Mom is going to need you.”

      Izanami considered the warning in the seconds it took for the Pod ramp to shut, a hesitation—for her, at least—as her logic processes came to terms with the utter veracity in Alexis’ words despite there being no way the child could have seen the future.

      As her Gate drive engaged, Izanami sent a probe ahead to contact CEREBRO.

      The EI group responded to her hail as the probes crossed the event horizon, transferring the event logs of the siege so far. Izanami. We were not expecting you.

      Izanami materialized her avatar on the bridge. My Queen has need of me, and I have the Prince and Princess aboard my ship. Connect me with the Admiral. Their safety must be secured first.

      Alexis cut in, revealing her presence in the mindspace. Izanami! You agreed to let us help!

      Izanami’s eyes flared red. Do not argue, Alexis.

      Admiral Thomas flinched at the sight of Izanami when he appeared on the viewscreen. “Izanami?”

      Izanami inclined her head a fraction, a sharp-fanged grimace on her lips. “Admiral. Send John to my coordinates to collect Alexis and Gabriel. I am here to rescue my Queen.”

      Admiral Thomas grimaced. “I’ll pass your request along.”

      Izanami’s eyes flashed red. “See that you do. I will be waiting, Admiral.”
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      Ooken Sky Base, Prison Level

      Bethany Anne reached out to the conduit. How are you guys doing in there?

      The conduit’s voice sounded distant to Bethany Anne, as though they were communicating long-distance over a shitty landline. Nevertheless, the victorious note in its voice could not be hidden by mental static. The Corrupt will not hold us for much longer. The bombardment from above is causing conflicting resonance waves. The integrity of these walls is failing.

      Can you survive out of the water? Bethany Anne asked.

      For a short period of time, the conduit replied. We will provide a distraction for the Corrupt, and you must free the prisoners soon or they will all drown.

      Bethany Anne glanced at the ring of cells above, considering the options. Michael, that isn’t the only crack in the tank. This floor is going to be flooded at any time. We need to switch focus to getting the prisoners out. I have to stay behind.

      What are you thinking? Michael asked. I can work to get them into the Etheric while you find the substance and assist the Collective with the transfer.

      Bethany Anne didn’t register that Michael was agreeing with her. It’s got to be me because there’s no way in a month of frozen Sundays I’m allowing you to leave your armor behind. She frowned as his words sank in. You don’t disagree?

      Not at all. You are harder to kill than me, and I can always get new armor. Michael considered the logistics. How long have we got?

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. I’m half-tempted to shoot you just to make sure you’re not an Ooken changeling.

      Michael shrugged. Lives only come in multiples for Buddhists and felines.

      They looked up as a prickle of awareness tingled up the backs of their necks at the same instant. There was an Ooken leaning over the rail.

      Then, there was no Ooken—just a bloody rain of flesh over the factory floor.

      Bethany Anne threw up her hands as their cover was lost. Did you forget they can’t see us? Or at least they couldn’t until you decided to paint the damned place black.

      Michael shrugged. We need to move it along, right? Job done. He deactivated his cloaking and braced himself, hesitating when no attack came. Huh. They’re just carrying on with their work.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, suspicious of the lack of response to the sudden appearance of two blood-coated humans in their midst. It’s like they can’t see us.

      Michael walked the six steps to the nearest Ooken and waved a hand in front of its face. No reaction whatsoever. Do you think they’re programmed in a different way?

      Bethany Anne frowned. Maybe… She detected no communication between the workers when she reached out, just a single, solitary purpose. They’re not connected to the hive mind. She crossed to Michael and poked the Ooken with a finger.

      It still did not react, simply continued going about its various tasks as though nothing but the next step existed.

      Michael’s reply was cut off by two tons of slavering, snarling Ooken landing on him from above.

      MICHAEL! Bethany Anne was by his side before she realized she’d moved.

      Stay clear. Michael shocked the Ooken with a jolt of electricity, apparently encouraging it to tighten the eight-armed hug it was giving him. I’m okay, but short of Mysting out of my armor, I can’t get free.

      Bethany Anne fought the urge to tear the Ooken off her husband using  her teeth and nails. His voice calmed her as always, but only slightly. She reached for the Etheric instead, her unanswered question still hanging in the air. Not into the realm, but the energy around her.

      The call was muted here, easy to decline despite its strength. Bethany Anne took control of it all, the symphony hers to conduct. She searched for the notes she wanted to hear.

      They were there. Quiet, almost inaudible, but the song was there, contorted into rage inside the Ooken.

      Fucking GOT you. Michael, get ready.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed, the flood of light deepening the walls to the color of fresh blood. A wave of her hand and the Ooken rose into the air, its tentacles shooting out to the sides at impossible angles as it released Michael.

      Michael turned as he dropped and landed on his feet. I’m good.

      I didn’t doubt it. Bethany Anne waited until he was clear before lowering the Ooken to the floor. She didn’t miss the progress of the cracks in the tank, now running through the wall like veins.

      Neither did Michael. You ready to go?

      Bethany Anne hesitated to begin the countdown to the shitstorm. The sooner I master stopping time, the better. We never fucking have any. She sighed and gave in to the inevitable. Okay. You focus on getting the cells open, and I’ll do what I can to find the substance before the walls give.

      Michael went to return to the upper level. We can’t be too far from the controls for the cells now.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curled in a cold smile. Good. Have fun smashing that shit up. I’m about to get us some answers. She opened her internal connection to her secret weapons. ADAM, get inside that fucking abomination and wipe its nanocytes back to factory settings.

      What’s your thinking here? TOM asked.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose. Since we’re short on time, I’m going to limit this to finding out if the Ooken are sentient beings.

      >>You want to see what it does without its nanocytes running it,<< ADAM surmised. >>They’re powering down now.<<

      Bethany Anne felt her hold on the Ooken weaken as the dark light leached from its eyes. It dropped to the floor, the impact sending a shockwave through its flaccid muscles.

      Bethany Anne felt the complete absence of anything that could be construed as a thought from the quivering mass of directionlessness. Question answered. Michael, how much time do I have?

      A few more minutes, Michael replied. The control room was not unguarded.

      She looked out over the procession of moving parts, a thousand arms gripping, cutting, stirring, and grinding away along the line. I’m going for the secret sauce, she told her husband, turning away from the Ooken.

      >>Follow the assembly line back to the start,<< ADAM advised. >> I spotted what looked to be a vat on the other side of this…um…whatever it makes.<<

      Bethany Anne broke into a run. Three steps in she leapt, using the skull of one of the larger worker Ooken as a steppingstone up onto the machinery. I see it.

      >>You could hardly miss it. It’s thirty feet tall.<<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. You’re pretty snarky for someone who’s meant to be convincing me they’re mature enough to be allowed out to play by themselves again.

      ADAM chose to cut his losses before Bethany Anne decided against ever allowing him to pilot a body. >>Thirty feet isn’t so high.<<

      Bethany Anne snickered as she activated her armor’s climbing mode and the palms of her gauntlets extruded an almost invisible adhesive. She scaled the side and hauled herself onto the meter-wide rim. Jackpot. We’ve got our blank nanocytes.

      >>There are enough nanocytes in that vat to upgrade everyone on High Tortuga,<< ADAM estimated, only half-joking.

      Bethany Anne considered the ramifications of upgrading the entire civilian population as she balanced in a crouch on the rim of the vat. Not High Tortuga, but Tabitha is getting a pretty decent fighting force together. I’ll give those who fight for me whatever advantage I can without compromising our position. She peered down into the open tank, which was filled almost to the brim with a glowing light blue substance, shot through with miniscule flecks of dancing, sparkling energy.

      TOM snickered. You call those ragtag rebels a fighting force? The Bakas fight among themselves as much as they listen to Tabitha.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. Careful there, your Kurtherian is showing. Mahi’Takar’s sideshow aside, I happen to appreciate the Bakas’ loyalty to their family groups. It’s one of the reasons I gave Tabitha permission to indulge her Eliza Doolittle fantasies with them. She hesitated before dipping a hand into the vat. What happens when I ingest these?

      Nothing should happen, TOM assured her. The nanocytes are not programmed, so as far as I can see, they should be absorbed into your bloodstream within seconds and remain inactive. I’ll isolate the suspension in your stomach until we’re in a position to do something with it.

      “As far as you can see” is not the most rousing endorsement.

      Do you want me to lie?

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and immersed her cupped hand. No. Okay, here goes. She lifted her hand to her lips with some trepidation and drank the suspension. She didn’t drop dead, which she appreciated greatly. How much of this shit do I need to drink?

      As much as you can take in as quickly as you can take it, TOM told her. We don’t have our sample yet. I have to alter your stomach to neutralize the PH of the suspension without damaging the nanocytes.

      Bethany Anne dropped to her knees on the edge of the vat and used both her hands to scoop the suspension into her mouth. It tastes fucking vile. Did they make this to taste like Pepsi mixed with battery acid just to piss me off? I’m telling you, it’s working.

      No, that’s the acid, Tom informed her. Okay, you can store the suspension safely. Drink up. We need to move.

      Bethany Anne was well aware that the disintegration of the factory walls was progressing. She took one more mouthful and got to her feet. That’s plenty. Michael?

      Good to go when you’re ready, he confirmed. I’ll be on the upper level in less than a minute.

      Bethany Anne tilted her chin to glance at the access to the upper level. Meet you there.

      An explosion sounded from somewhere nearby and a fresh round of alarms went off, bringing the discord she had tuned out earlier to the front and center again.

      Bethany Anne felt the hive mind approaching, a boiling rage of biting tentacles headed right for the cells. She stepped off the edge of the vat, adjusting her weight as she dropped to glide easily to the floor. Landing at a run, she darted through the worker Ooken in a blur. Her only thought was to get to the prisoners before they fell prey to the mass of certain death headed their way.

      Plenty of the prisoners had decided not to wait for assistance to arrive.

      The Ooken poured through the hole Bethany Anne and Michael had made to get down to the prison, heedless of where they landed, driven to kill by their nanocytes.

      Bethany Anne vaulted the rail and landed in the middle of the melee. She fired her gauntlet blades with Etheric energy and threw herself at the nearest Ooken. Sidestepping the Ooken’s tentacles, she parted it from its face with a downward slash that prevented it from stuffing the bite-sized aliens it had in its clawed hands into its mouth.

      The aliens screeched and swarmed the fallen Ooken, biting and tearing into its fur with teeth and claws.

      “I’m going to get you out of here,” Bethany Anne told the tiny aliens, hoping like hell her translation software wasn’t fucking it up too badly.

      The aliens flashed sharp teeth much like the Ooken’s at her and scattered, their shocking blue skin lost among the crush in an instant.

      Bethany Anne moved on. As she obliterated the Ooken, she pushed every prisoner she came across into the Etheric, not giving any of them a choice in case they vanished like the tiny blue aliens.

      Tentacles flew, heads rolled, and Ooken fell wherever she stepped. Her blades burned, her speed the deciding factor in one life-or-death confrontation after another. The death part fell to the Ooken each time, but she wasn’t counting.

      Not out loud, anyway.

      Michael arrived in a blast of lightning, scattering Ooken like bowling pins. He flew up and over the railing, hurtling feet-first into an Ooken that had managed to get the drop on a pair of horned aliens who were fighting back-to-back against two more Ooken.

      Asking permission didn’t so much as occur to him. He shoved the large aliens into the Etheric and moved on to the next prisoner, who he spotted through the burning hole he created in the tentacle wall with another precision application of lightning.

      Bethany Anne felt Michael’s presence before she saw him. She ducked and pivoted, clearing the immediate area of Ooken with a concussive wave.

      Another tumult of tentacles spilled in from the hole above the prison floor, which was at least fifty feet wide now by Bethany Anne’s estimate. The press from above caused great chunks of crystal to fall and smash the combatants below, killing Ooken and prisoners alike.

      Bethany Anne drew hard on the Etheric, calling the energy and directing it to create a seal over the hole before the entire level came down on their heads. Time’s up, she told Michael. You need to shield yourself. This is about to get real.

      She gave Michael a moment to protect himself, then pulled again on the Etheric and sent out another wave of energy over the prison level. This wave she made heavy. Prisoners and Ooken alike dropped to the floor, pinned by Bethany Anne’s makeshift suppression blanket.

      Only Bethany Anne and Michael remained standing, the beating of tentacles on the crystal above the only sound in the manufactured silence.

      Michael scanned the remaining prisoners. It would be faster to Myst, but I’ll lose my armor.

      There’s nothing I can do once the crystal degrades past a certain point, Bethany Anne told him, pouring her strength into holding the ever-growing network of cracks in the crystal together. Get them into the Etheric.

      Michael mopped up the last of the prisoners and turned to find Bethany Anne. He saw her strain under the massive amount of power it was taking to hold the walls together. Bethany Anne, that’s all of them.

      GO! she ground out, her mental voice giving Michael all the motivation he needed. Get out of here before you can’t.

      I will be waiting for you. Michael left his armor behind and stepped into the Etheric after the rescued aliens.

      

      QBS Izanami, Pod Bay, Transport Pod

      John’s eyes were on the battle ahead of him, giving Alexis, Gabriel, and Izanami a side view of his jaw on the screen. “I’ll be there just as soon as I get a break in the action. Hang tight, kids.”

      Alexis cut the call and turned to Izanami. “We don’t need a babysitter, Izanami. Let us stay with you. We’re safe on the ship.”

      “You are safe on the ship as long as I remain cloaked and tucked out of the way,” Izanami corrected. Her avatar paced in front of the viewscreen.

      “You look just like Mom when she's impatient,” Alexis teased. Her smile faded instantly.

      Izanami turned red eyes on the twins. “I am not impatient,” she denied, her outward appearance wavering between Bethany Anne in her usual armor and Baba Yaga in her white armor. “I am frustrated with waiting for John to arrive.”

      Alexis raised a finger. “You know, we could help you get in close to the planet. I came up with something while Uncle Admiral Thomas was telling you all the reasons we have to wait back here. He just has a grudge against Shinigami, and you are inhabiting a Mark II Shinigami-class ship, after all.”

      Izanami sniffed. “Perhaps I should just threaten the Admiral into letting me pass. I should drop this Pod off with him as payback for putting me out.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Why would that be revenge?”

      Izanami raised an eyebrow. “I’m an ultra-advanced super-quantum AI, and you two are too much for me at times. The Admiral could use your help for the next few hours, don’t you think?”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “Or we could do this since Mom is in danger.” She sent Izanami a modified blueprint. “See, with just a few tweaks to your hard light drive, we can get in closer than the Ballista or any of the other Shinigami-class ships. Wouldn’t you like to be the best in the fleet?”

      Izanami laughed. “Child, I am already the best in the fleet. However, I do like your thinking here. Did you compensate for the stress boundaries in this math?”

      Alexis nodded, her eyes widening at the suggestion she would skip a step. “Of course. If you check, you’ll see I calculated for multiple tolerances. The construct will hold long enough.”

      Izanami’s avatar rippled. “Long enough is all I need.”

      Gabriel nodded toward the Pod door. “So, can we get out of here before Alexis starts explaining and I glaze over completely? I have to get started on the modification to the Gate drive if we’re doing this.”

      Izanami hesitated. These were only children, and ones she was honor bound to protect. “What makes you so certain your mother is in danger?” she asked Alexis.

      Alexis shrugged, the confusion on her face making her appear much younger for a moment. “I don’t know, Izanami, I swear. But it’s true. I feel it in my bones, no matter how uncomfortable the lack of physical evidence makes me.”

      Izanami looked for holes in Alexis’ plans and found none. She fixed the two of them with Baba Yaga’s sternest stare. “At no point will the two of you engage in any activity other than what is agreed upon beforehand. Do I have your word?”

      She scrutinized the twins’ wholehearted agreement for any sign of deception, intentional or not, and found none. “Very well. Your plan is good, but I have a few adjustments to make to improve its efficacy.”
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      Ooken System, QBS Izanami, Bridge

      Izanami flitted from screen to screen, her confinement to the ship’s systems while the twins worked on her hard light drive grating to her very being.

      Every part of her ached to be between Bethany Anne and whatever danger Alexis had foreseen. Logically, prescience made little sense. However, her examination of Alexis’ brain activity through Phyrro’s monitoring showed her there was something to the child’s claims.

      Izanami called to the children’s EI. Phyrro, I need you to take a message for me.

      Gabriel came out of the elevator with his arms full and dropped his bounty on the floor by Alexis. “Okay, I stripped the Vid-docs. Where next?”

      Alexis pointed at the floor opposite her. “That was the last of it. Strip out the neural nets, then we need to mount these to the central processors I’m almost done building.” She indicated a tray with two small chips immersed in a clear fluid and passed Gabriel the device she was working on to inspect. “There are thirteen more ready to go, twelve reserves and the two regulators for the system.”

      “I see now. Spread out the energy intake to give Izanami more power without burning out her hard light drive.” Gabriel passed the processor back to Alexis and cut the mat open along the seam to remove the mess of wiring inside. He bent his head to his task, working quickly to finish and move on.

      Alexis growled when the final hair-fine connection she had to solder slipped. “Stupid, stupid… Get in there!” Her tongue appeared at the corner of her mouth as she rectified the mistake. “Done.”

      Gabriel replaced the cover on his micro-soldering kit. “Me too.”

      Alexis shook her head. “We’re not moving fast enough. Come on, we need to go EVA to place these. Izanami, get ready for your hard light drive coming back online.” She touched a finger to the cube in her palm, and it pulsed with white light as it rose from her hand.

      Izanami reappeared in her customary spray of light, the corona casting a blood-red glow over the pearlescent white of her armor and hair. “I have withdrawn from the ship’s systems. Phyrro is now in control, and has been adjusted so you cannot meddle in his code a second time.”

      Alexis blushed. “I wouldn’t. I owe him an apology for the first time I did it.”

      Izanami nodded. “Then I believe there is nothing else to discuss.”

      The twins gathered their equipment.

      Alexis turned to Izanami as they headed for the access corridor. “Izanami, thank you for believing me.”

      Izanami wasn’t sure what the appropriate response was. These children affected her as much as they did their parents. They had also given her the justification for what she was about to do.

      Gabriel and Alexis would not end this day as orphans. Not if she had anything to do with it.

      

      Ooken Sky Base, Prison Level

      Bethany Anne felt the crystal above her give way completely, now held by her will alone. All prisoners except the eight Collective were gone, and so was Michael, safe in the Etheric. She was free to work.

      She reached out to the conduit. I hope you’re prepared to make a splash.

      Release us and see what we make of the abominations, the conduit hissed in her mind.

      Bethany Anne directed the energy holding the tank together to tear the cracks wide open. The air pressure shifted as the water slammed into the factory floor, rushing in on all sides to send up a wave that washed the prison level clean of dead Ooken.

      The Collective cried out as the wall of the tank gave way at last.

      Let the Corrupt come, they sang. Let them die at our teeth.

      Bethany Anne released her barrier above, freeing the Ooken to fall through the hole. She was sickened to see they had resorted to eating one another in their uncontrollable pursuit of destruction. She raised her arms and seized the Etheric energy in the Ooken’s nanocytes.

      They resisted, and her efforts were hampered by the need to keep herself tentacle-free. Bethany Anne saw it all and none of it, her only focus on burning the Ooken from existence. She threw out lightning, energy balls, and wave after wave of blistering Etheric energy, hammering at the hive mind.

      The Ooken closed as she searched for a way in. Bethany Anne made precise steps as she fought, conserving her energy for killing. The water rose steadily, lapping at her legs as she moved. The dead landed with fleshy thuds in the knee-high wash.

      Bethany Anne spotted a flash of movement beneath the surface. The Collective had made it out of the tank. Can you guys clear the space around me? I can take them out in one fell swoop once I get into their nanocytes.

      A mass of dull gray tentacles broke the surface of the water all around and scooped the seven Ooken nearest Bethany Anne into the water.

      To her left, the conduit hauled itself over the railing with its two lesser tentacles and propelled itself like a slingshot to Bethany Anne’s side. It opened its beak and ripped the air with a screech before lunging at the Ooken.

      The Ooken moved like a pack of raptors, right into the conduit’s waiting mouth. It swiped a tentacle and they were gone, crushed and devoured before they could lift a claw to defend themselves.

      Bethany Anne ran up the conduit’s dorsal tentacle. She kicked the first Ooken like she was opening the Superbowl and drove her gauntlets blades-first into the one still latched onto the Collective’s shoulder, having no intention of allowing them to take another bite. She leapt after the one she’d kicked and snatched a handful of the tentacles around its mouth. Open fucking sesame. I want in, and I’m not playing.

      The Ooken fought her, thrashing her with tentacle and claw in an attempt to latch onto her armor.

      Bethany Anne electrified her gauntlet in response, grinning as the Ooken stiffened with the fifty thousand volts she sent into its body through the extremely sensitive ganglia. Not today, or any day. She took full advantage of the temporary fritz to the Ooken’s central nervous system to slide into the hive mind, reaching for the nanocytes in their brains. Wipe them as soon I take control, she told ADAM and TOM.

      Like wildfire she spread through the hive, leaving a void in place of every mind she touched. All around her, the Ooken dropped where they stood as the programming in their nanocytes was erased by ADAM.

      The Collective fell back, satisfied with Bethany Anne’s revenge against their captors. They clung to the railing as the water rose farther, their bodies floating in place, surrounded by remnants of Ooken corpses.

      The exterior wall is still holding, the conduit told her. We cannot break it without exposing ourselves to the void.

      Bethany Anne shook her boot free and waded over to the railing. We need to get you out of here before you get turned into blobsicles.

      It turned its owlish eyes on Bethany Anne, each sightless pool the size of her head. Where is our escape? We will die long before we reach your ship.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, a slow smile appearing on her lips as she opened herself to the Etheric. Leave that to me. I have an idea. She jumped onto the railing and looked down into the water.

      The Collective murmured among themselves, and the conduit surfaced. We sense you have a difficulty.

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. I’m considering how to get a single escape bubble into the Polaris, she told them. Just one of you is large enough to fill the doors, although the hold is large enough for maybe ten of you. Spread out a bit. It’ll be easier to get you into the ship one at a time.

      The Collective separated and Bethany Anne enclosed each of them in Etheric energy, which she hardened and insulated to prevent the water inside from freezing once the bubbles hit the vacuum. How are you doing in there? she asked when she was done.

      We can tolerate this for a short time, the conduit replied.

      Bethany Anne stepped over the railing into the water. Then let’s get the fuck out of here.

      

      Ooken System, Open Space

      Izanami crouched on the bow of her ship, both feet on the mat Gabriel and Alexis had affixed to the hull. Her connection to the rear mat was inside her drive, waiting for her to activate it. The battle still raged on, keeping her from reaching her Queen easily.

      Her hard light drive hummed as it worked to transform Etheric energy into hard light at a rate Jean hadn’t designed it to tolerate. She removed the regulators one by one, testing as she went despite the fact she had already calculated the odds of the modified drive being in any way salvageable afterward to be less than 0.00001 percent.

      The restriction on how much power the drive could pull from the Etheric no longer prevented her from doing what was necessary.

      Still, there was nothing to say that the moment had to pass without a display of elegant magnificence for her to be remembered by.

      Izanami opened her arms and loosed her hair to fly free behind her. She shifted her stance as her avatar grew to the size of the Ballista off in the distance, lifting a foot and placing it on the mat on the stern to set her center of gravity low over the body of the ship.

      How are you feeling, Izanami? Alexis asked. The construct looks to be holding from here.

      I believe we should make haste, Izanami replied, seeing the Ballista surrounded by small Gates.

      Connecting the Gate drive to the neural mats, Gabriel told her. Remember to maintain contact with the mats, or you’ll lose control and drop out too soon.

      Izanami narrowed her eyes, focusing on the gas giant in the distance. She checked to make sure Alexis and Gabriel were harnessed in their couches while she quadruple-checked that what she was about to attempt was indeed possible.

      Then she reached out. Bethany Anne.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne almost lost control of the escape bubbles, then reaffirmed her hold on the Etheric energy tethering the Collective to her and resumed her descent. Izanami?

      Yes, my Queen, the AI replied.

      Bethany Anne didn’t understand how in hell she was hearing her ship’s AI when she’d left her ship on Devon. ADAM, where is Izanami?

      There’s no need to ask, Izanami replied. I am above the planet. You are trapped, and I’m going to break you out.
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        * * *

      

      Izanami closed the connection, moved her back heel a fraction, and dropped the ship into the open Gate below. She set it to head for the inner atmosphere of the planet, her bandwidth constantly splitting to deal with the multiple warnings going off in her peripheral vision.

      She opened a new Gate onto the churning orange acid surrounding the Ooken platform and slid into the maelstrom with her scanners hot, detecting the huge expenditure of Etheric energy that marked Bethany Anne’s location as she erupted through the Gate, her ship propelling her at high speed toward the platform.

      Bethany Anne was near the base of the platform, behind almost a kilometer of crystal. Izanami considered destroying the entire structure to get to her Queen, but the loss of life to the Guardians would be unacceptable.

      This was old thinking, covered in the space between nanoseconds.

      Izanami had already shifted her feet again to bring the ship around underneath the platform to the place her scanners told her was the weakest.

      Alexis and Gabriel were speaking to her, but she didn’t hear them.

      Bethany Anne was running out of time.

      John’s voice replaced the children’s. She vaguely made out that he wanted access to the children. She let him into the ship, which left her free to concentrate on examining the crystal to select her point of impact.

      Izanami found a fissure created by a single air bubble deep inside the crystal. She crouched, coiled her body tightly, and leapt.

      The crystal gave out even as her avatar crumbled. As Izanami pushed on, driving herself into the cracks, she felt what it was like to be the unstoppable force meeting the immovable object. She deactivated the regulators in her hard light drive and pulled to draw every drop of power from it before it burned out.

      She had no sensation of being torn to pieces by the collision, and no awareness of the moment her hard light drive imploded from her demands on it.

      Her last thought process was the image of water rushing toward her.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis and Gabriel watched Izanami leave the mats, shock turning them cold.

      John came onto the bridge at a run. “Kids, thank God you’re all right.”

      Alexis pointed wordlessly at the screen, tears pouring down her ashen face.

      “Izanami,” Gabriel choked out. “She lied to us.”

      John looked at the screen just as Izanami’s behemoth avatar hit the bottom of the platform, shattering the hard light drive and the crystal into a million and one fragments.

      Water flooded out, turning to ice on contact with the vacuum of space. It captured the shattered crystal and the shards of dying light, creating an icy prism that lit the battlefield as it poured out of the platform. The tumult halted as suddenly as it had begun when the water hit zero gravity and began to accumulate, forming an inverted mountain that grew larger with every passing second.

      “Hell if she didn’t make a damned rainbow,” John muttered, thinking his own AI would be more likely to exit this life as a flock of ravens.

      He scrutinized the ejecta for any signs of life and any signs of Bethany Anne. Boss, Michael. You out there?

      I am on my way in the Polaris, Michael answered. Bethany Anne should be somewhere on that ice with eight of the Collective.

      Gotcha, John told him. We’ll start the search without you.

      The icefield grew before their eyes until the surface was fully a third as wide as the platform. Somewhere in all of that was Bethany Anne.

      “Who's going to find Mom?” Alexis asked.

      John clapped a hand on each of the twins’ shoulders. “That would be us and everyone else not currently fighting. C’mon, we’re closest. We’re her ride.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne ceased blasting the crystal when she felt an impact shake her bones. Although she didn’t know what Izanami had done to break through the wall in time, she was grateful.

      She braced herself and the escape bubbles as they were sucked downward by the sudden evacuation of water, keeping a tight mental grip on the eight bubbles as they plummeted out the bottom of the platform and were ejected into space.

      Her fall was halted by an impact before she had a chance to float away. She landed on her back on an ice ridge and scrambled to her feet to check the escape bubbles.

      All eight were still intact. You all okay in there? she asked.

      There was a pause before the conduit answered. We are uninjured.

      That’s about all any of us can ask for right now. A thud behind Bethany Anne made her turn around. A dead Ooken lay in the spot she’d landed a moment before.

      She opened a link to the ArchAngel. Admiral, where is the Polaris?

      Admiral Thomas’ mental voice was full of relief. On standby while I waited to find out where you would need it. Michael is aboard with the aliens you rescued, who are a laugh a second, let me tell you.

      Bethany Anne let out a long sigh. Just get me off this ice cube. Withdraw our troops and pulverize it. Burn it, knock it out of the damn sky—I don’t care, just get it gone. I’m so done with this place that I haven’t got two fucks to rub together, tech or not.

      Bethany Anne cut the connection and gathered her strength to pick up the bubbles. Hang on, this might get a little bumpy.

      Despite her fatigue, she felt good about their victory. She scanned the fleet reports as she walked, her mood further lifted by the lack of lives lost on her side.

      The Izanami appeared on the horizon, followed by the QTS Polaris. Bethany Anne lowered the escape bubbles and waited for the ships to land.

      She opened her link to Izanami, intending to thank her for getting them out of a tight spot.

      Izanami wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      Izanami? ADAM, why isn’t she answering?

      ADAM came back almost immediately. >>I can’t find her either.<<

      Mom. Alexis spoke softly in Bethany Anne’s mind. Izanami is dead. She sacrificed herself to get you out of the trap.

      Bethany Anne refused to believe it. IZANAMI! Answer me, damn you!

      Nothing.

      ADAM, where is she? Find her!

      >>I have the last location of her hard light drive,<< ADAM told her regretfully. >>But I can’t connect to it. She’s gone. You still have time to find the drive, and it’s giving out enough residual power to hold the ghost of the Izanami construct.<<

      Show me where to go. Bethany Anne followed the directions in her HUD across the newly formed ice field without a thought.

      She came across a crag in the ice that was too wide to jump, and jumped anyway, throwing herself into the Etheric. Her boots scattered fragments of ice and crystal as she crunched over the jagged edges on her return, and on she ran.

      The light trapped inside the ice had almost faded when Bethany Anne reached the place ADAM had marked in her HUD. Her traitor eyes burned with tears when the light vanished, making enhanced vision pointless since she couldn’t see through the blur. Where is it?

      >>Somewhere here, in the ice.<<

      Bethany Anne began searching for Izanami’s hard light drive, tearing at the ice in a frantic attempt to locate the drive before her chest did as it was threatening and stopped breathing.

      Izanami had been a part of her life for only a short time, but the AI’s simple grace and quiet caring nature when it came to the children had earned her a place in Bethany Anne’s heart. She dug deeper, throwing up huge chunks of ice as she burrowed into it.

      She left no one behind, and she refused to lose another loved one.

      No more sacrifices; not one more in her name. If she had to lock everyone down again and fight this war alone to prevent the pain she felt right now, she would do it.

      Someone was sobbing nearby. It wasn’t until she felt Michael’s hand on her shoulder that Bethany Anne realized it was coming from her.

      “She is gone,” he told her softly.

      Bethany Anne blinked at Michael, not processing his words. She shrugged him off and dropped to her knees to keep on digging.

      Michael spoke into her mind. Bethany Anne, you need to come to the ship.

      Bethany Anne looked up at him, the hollows under her eyes painting her face in lines of grief. “I’m not leaving without her drive. She has no backup.” She pounded the ice with her fists. “Why didn’t I force her to back herself up?”

      “Because you treated her with the respect of an individual. Izanami made her choice.” Michael held out a hand and waited for her to take it. “The living need you, my love. Alexis and Gabriel are waiting for us.”

      Bethany Anne felt her chest loosen at the mention of her children. She looked around one last time as she got to her feet. “Give me a moment to say goodbye.”

      Michael nodded and walked off a short way, his eyes on the ground in respect.

      Bethany Anne returned to his side a few minutes later, still looking paler than usual behind the visor of her helmet. “Let’s go.”

      Michael called for the Pod he had waiting to take them to the Polaris. “You will bear this, as you have so many times before.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “I’ll bear it, but I won’t allow it to happen again.”
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      QTS Polaris, Queen’s Suite

      Bethany Anne curled up on the bed, hugging her knees to her chest. She looked up when Michael entered the cabin. Just let me be. I want to cry.

      Michael crossed the room wordlessly, pausing only to grab a blanket before he got onto the bed beside her.

      Bethany Anne allowed him to wrap the comforter around her without argument. They sat as the silence between them built, thickening with the words she didn’t know how to say. The tears came eventually, the first to escape followed quickly by a deluge as she poured out her broken heart to her husband.

      Her emotion ebbed after a while, drained away with her tears. “Why? Why would she do that? She knew she wouldn’t survive.”

      Michael held her while she vented. “Izanami loved you, Bethany Anne. Our children can tell you the lengths she went to in order to reach you.”

      Bethany Anne sniffed, pulling herself into an upright position. “They might if I ever unground them. Or when I pull my shit together and go see how they’re coping with their grief.”

      “She was part of their daily lives for a while, so I expect Alexis and Gabriel are feeling what death truly means for the first time in their lives.” Michael let his hands fall into his lap. “Time will tell if the deaths they have experienced in-game have provided them with any immunity.”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes. “There is no immunity, Michael. Loss fucking hurts.”

      Michael got up from the bed and bent to pick up Bethany Anne’s shoes from the floor. “Our AIs are loyal to a fault, and Izanami was especially focused on protecting you.”

      “We have to protect them better,” Bethany Anne’s words hitched in her throat, unable to make it past the emotion wedged there.

      Michael felt her grief harden into something altogether more productive. He held out Bethany Anne’s shoes. “So, what are you going to do about it?”

      Bethany Anne scrubbed a hand across her eyes, the puffiness beneath them vanishing as resolve returned to the line of her jaw. She took her pumps and slipped them on, her eyebrow returning to its usual imperial angle. “We take care of the meeting with Mahi’Takar. Then I’m going to QT2 to light a rocket under Jean’s ass.”

      

      Outskirts of Yollin Space, Voidrux Logistics Headquarters

      Luther Voidrux came from a long line of assholes. His father was an asshole, and his before him, all the way back to Earth. Being educated men whose sense of honor outweighed their tendencies to poor social intelligence, the Voidrux name had nevertheless been one that spoke to dependability and quality service for as long as humanity had been in space.

      Luther had inherited all of his family’s wealth when he inherited the company. Unfortunately for him, the family name, and the couple hundred thousand employees who had suffered since Luther’s takeover, he had somehow missed out on even a drop of their sense of duty.

      Voidrux Logistics was no longer the proud company it had once been. His habit of screwing his business partners out of their money, and most often their lives in the process, had forced him farther and farther from the welcoming bosom of the nascent Federation.

      He was currently based on this shitty asteroid, but not for long.

      Rumor had it someone was throwing credits around like they were going out of fashion, and Luther knew exactly what to do with a potentially huge score like that. He expected to be sunning himself on one of those luxury resort worlds he couldn’t afford in his present financial circumstance within weeks.

      Luther walked the warehouse floor, humming to himself.

      Things were looking up for him at long last.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment, Living Area

      Alexis finished setting Todd’s offerings to the world of finger-painting out to dry and went to wash her hands in the kitchen. “I wish Mom would just get mad at us.”

      Tabitha made room at the sink for Alexis, grabbing a towel to dry her hands. “I told you, you can’t scare the crap out of your mom and get away with it.” She passed Alexis the towel. “I thought you liked training with her?”

      Alexis laughed. “Yeah, she’s the most skilled fighter I’ve ever seen. It’s just, I don’t know. She was holding back before.”

      Peter returned from the bathroom with a paint-free Todd. He set the child down to play and came over to lean on the counter by Tabitha while their son ran over to the miniature fort that was his play area. “Say what you mean. Playing with the grown-ups is painful.”

      Alexis flicked her hair back. “Got it in one. She’s merciless.”

      Tabitha’s eyes lit up. “Welcome to the big leagues, where you learn, or you die.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “No kidding.”

      Tabitha snorted. “You’ll appreciate it when you’re too hard to kill for anyone to bother trying.”

      Alexis giggled. “Don’t tell Mom, but I’m kind of enjoying it. It might be fun to zap my brother every once in a while when I have better control of the Etheric. Or that ass…inine…”

      Her voice trailed off when no other word to describe Ch’Irzt presented itself, then accepted her fate and dropped to the floor and started doing push-ups before finishing her sentence. “That monumental ass Chet. I hate how he treats Trey. I wish I had laser vision. Corneas don’t take that long to grow back, do they?” She counted off and got to her feet. “It would so be worth it.”

      Peter patted Alexis on the shoulder. “Kid in class giving you trouble?”

      Tabitha threw up her hands. “Yeah, the fully-grown type I had to bump down from the adult classes before he even began. This dumbtastic wonder is the only one of his sibling group still alive, so I can’t even use his brothers to knock him into line.”

      Peter grimaced as his protective instincts kicked in. “Want me to show him some brotherly love?” He pounded his fist into his hand. “Wouldn’t take a minute.”

      Tabitha stood on tiptoe to kiss Peter. “I know, my hunk of sexy wolfman. But I can handle one moody male, and if I get bored with smacking him down, Mahi’Takar is always happy to reinforce my lessons.”

      Bethany Anne materialized in the center of the sitting area while Tabitha was speaking. “I can’t say I disagree with her methods.” She dropped onto the couch with a relieved sigh and bent to remove her boots.

      Alexis came over and tucked herself under Bethany Anne’s arm. “Hey, Mom. I’m glad you’re home. Tough day?”

      Bethany Anne held her daughter tightly. “Good day.” She raised an eyebrow at Alexis’ hair. “I see you had some pampering from Tabitha.”

      Alexis released Bethany Anne and looked at her uncertainly as she touched her fingers to the frosted tips. “Mmhmm. Do you like it?”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at Tabitha as she brushed her lips against her daughter’s head. “Of course I do.”

      Alexis let go of the breath she’d been holding and flashed a grin at Tabitha. “Told you.”

      Todd poked his head over the wall of his fort, his face creasing with joy when his eyes confirmed what his nose and ears had already told him. “Auntie Bethany Anne! Come and play!”

      Bethany Anne chuckled and got to her feet. “What are we playing?” she asked, stepping over the fort’s wall.

      Todd handed her a small box with a solemn expression. “Keep the treasure safe from the pirates. I gotta fight them.”

      Tabitha sighed loudly. “Did those pesky pirates come back, Todd?”

      “Yeah, Mama,” her son agreed. “Me and Auntie Bethany Anne will show them.”

      “We will,” Bethany Anne agreed. “I bet we’ll defeat them just in time for dinner, huh?”

      Todd forgot about the pirates at the mention of food. “Is dinner soon?” he asked Tabitha.

      Tabitha looked at Peter.

      Peter held out his hands. “You already had dinner, Todd. It’s almost bedtime.”

      Todd pouted, folding his arms. “Don’t wanna go bed. I wanna play with Auntie Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne made a sad face. “I have to go to a boring meeting soon, sweetheart. It wouldn’t be any fun for you to sit quietly while the adults talk about the rules, would it?”

      Todd’s brow furrowed as he worked through the logic. “Nooo…”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “That’s what you would have to do if you stay up late. How about you get ready for bed, and I’ll tell you a story before you go to sleep?”

      Todd narrowed his eyes. “A story about pirates?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “What else?” She grinned at the resulting joy on his little face.

      Tabitha grinned as her son dived into Peter’s arms. “I’d better get my fine behind out the door. Mahi’Takar is due at the open day in a few minutes.” She tossed Alexis her jacket. “You ready?”

      Alexis caught her jacket midair. “You bet I am. It’s killing us to keep things from Trey. The sooner we can get him away from his so-called family, the better.” She flounced out with a hair-swish worthy of Tabitha.

      Tabitha looked at Bethany Anne over her shoulder as she followed Alexis out the door. “Do you remember being that righteous at her age?”

      Bethany Anne waved them off, snickering. “Weren’t you a little ball of sunshine at that age? I know I was.”

      “Bet your dad would tell us differently,” Tabitha called back.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Main Arena

      The hum of many languages met Tabitha and Alexis when they got to the back corridor leading to the arena.

      “Maybe the open day wasn’t just a good cover,” Alexis commented as they got to the doors. “Sounds like half the city turned up to take a look round.”

      Tabitha nodded at John as they passed his position by the door. “It won’t be a bad thing if we get more support.” She scanned the arena, looking for Trey’s slightly golden fur among the pinks, yellows, greens, and blues of the crowd. “I don’t see any new Bakas.”

      Alexis shrugged. “They’ll come around. They won’t have much choice if Trey’s mom signs a treaty with us.”

      Tabitha spotted Trey at the entrance. “There he is. No sign of his mom, though.”

      “How’s my best student?” Tabitha asked when they reached him.

      “I thought I was your best student,” Alexis teased.

      Trey grinned. “Nervous, honestly. Mahi’ is almost here, and she sent me ahead to tell you she has her two youngest brothers guarding her. They’ll do as she tells them.”

      Tabitha tilted her head, greeting Mahi’Takar with a warm smile when she arrived with two large guards in tow. “Hey. Glad you could make it. This is Alexis, another of my students.”

      Mahi’Takar inclined her head a fraction, her regal nod offset by the warmth in her eyes. “We are not so different when it comes to wanting to know our children are on the right path. I look forward to hearing about my son’s accomplishments.”

      Tabitha noted the dissatisfaction the two guards flanking Mahi’Takar failed to conceal at their leader’s friendly tone. “He has a lot of accomplishments to talk about. Trey has shown intelligence and perseverance in his training.”

      Mahi’Takar looked over the assembled Devonians. “I assume you have somewhere quieter in mind for our discussion?”

      Tabitha played along, the attitudes of the two male guards at Mahi’Takar’s back not impressing her. “Actually, I wanted to invite you to a small gathering I’ve arranged for my star students and their parents.”

      Mahi’Takar raised a hand to still Trey’s reaction. “Very well.” She turned to her guards. “You will remain here to ensure we are not interrupted at this gathering.”

      “Not happening, Mahi’,” the tallest told her roughly. “We don’t know that these humans will obey the laws of hospitality.”

      Tabitha sighed. “You’re talking to your sister about hospitality, and you haven’t even bothered to introduce yourselves? What rights do nameless guests have? None.”

      The shorter male peered out from under his shaggy fringe of hair. “You have learned our ways.”

      “I told you,” Trey cut in. “We can be allies and exchange culture. Humans are not so different from us. They fight for family and honor, and they despise the Seven.” He waved his arms as he spoke, somehow managing to tangle up his gangly limbs for a second. He blinked, then continued as though nothing happened. “You could learn a lot from them if your head wasn’t made of wood.”

      The taller brother snorted. “You have to be joking. These small, hairless creatures?” He leaned over to Mahi’Takar. “Sister, why are you allowing our future Takar to be influenced by lesser warriors?”

      Mahi’Takar wheeled around and backhanded her brother across the face. “I warned you, Da’Mahin. Do not force me to make a point.”

      Da’Mahin bared his teeth at Mahi’Takar, and Trey jumped in front of his mother. “Do you want to live out your days in exile?”

      The rise in the level of tension drew John’s attention. He swerved to intervene, but Tabitha waved him off behind her back, wanting to avoid a confrontation.

      John ignored Tabitha, approaching Mahi’Takar with a winsome smile. “These guys bothering you, ma’am?” he asked.

      Mahi’Takar fanned herself with a hand. “Since the day they were born. Unfortunately, it is the role of male siblings to make life difficult for a female.”

      John chuckled. “You sure? I can throw their behinds out of here, no problem.”

      Da’Mahin scoffed. “You barely reach my chest. How do you expect to make us do anything?”

      John met Da’Mahin’s eyes calmly. “Keep being an asshole and you’ll find out.”

      Trey snorted. “This is John Grimes. He’s one of the humans’ most celebrated warriors.”

      Mahi’Takar dipped her head fractionally. “Then it is our honor to meet you, John Grimes. Perhaps you would care to share stories of battle with us?”

      John lifted a shoulder. “I dunno about celebrated. I live my life and kick what ass is necessary, is all. Same as the rest of us. No need to make a big deal out of it.”

      Tabitha raised an eyebrow, wondering why John was slinging humble pie like he was moonlighting as a short-order cook. “You could give these guys a tour while Mahi’Takar and I talk about Trey.”

      John folded his arms across his chest. “The guys and I are sparring in the outdoor arena with the CDF. If you guys aren’t bothered by a little pain, you’re welcome to join us.”

      Tabitha pressed her lips together. “You want to fight the Bakas?”

      John shrugged. “Group consensus.”

      “Challenge accepted.” The smaller of Mahi’Takar's brothers grunted, inflating his chest to loom over John. “How many are in your group? It should be a fair fight, or there is no honor in winning.”

      John grinned. “You’re no cowards, I’ll give you that. We six against you two. We’ll tag-team.”

      “If you insist on putting yourselves at a disadvantage, we will not argue,” the Baka replied. He bowed slightly. “I am Li’Kein, and I will be your better today.”

      John walked off. “This way, guys. This is gonna be interesting.”

      Tabitha turned to Trey and Mahi’Takar and chuckled. “These guys haven’t been training here, so they have no clue what’s about to hit them.”

      John turned back and lifted his hands. “Well, I’ve only got a left and a right. It’s not rocket science.”

      Mahi’Takar scrutinized John for a moment, then turned to her brothers. “Da’Mahin, I will allow your challenge to stand. Go with this John Grimes, both of you. Learn what he has to teach you. This is my will.”

      Da’Mahin and Li’Kein glanced at John, then set off after him.

      “Do not leave this building, Mahi’,” Da’Mahin ordered.

      “Go piss in the wind,” Mahi’Takar retorted. “I will go where I please, and you will remain on the premises until I have conducted my business.” She growled low in her chest as she turned away from her brothers. “Bistok-headed males.”

      Tabitha gestured for Mahi’Takar to walk with her. “How long do you think we have before they come looking for you?”

      Mahi’Takar shrugged. “That will depend upon your males’ endurance when it comes to pissing contests.” She shrugged at Tabitha’s sideways glance. “What, did you expect me to dress it up?”

      Tabitha snickered. “We should be fine for hours. Let me show you two up to the penthouse. Dinner should be about ready by now.” She led them through the crowded arena to the restricted access corridor she’d had put in to separate the private elevator from the general-use ones.

      Trey darted back and forth as they walked, chattering nonstop the whole time.

      Tabitha had already decided she liked Mahi’Takar. “Trey’s right, you know. We have a lot in common when it comes to family. I know this whole thing was about getting you here, but I want you to know you’ve got a good kid there.” She moved ahead to call the private elevator.

      Mahi’Takar took the compliment with practiced grace, ruffling her son’s fur as she ducked to enter the elevator. “He brings joy to my life, and one day he will make a fine leader.”

      Tabitha finished the start Trey’s mother had made on messing his fur up. “’Course he will. He’s got a good mom to back him up, and now he has us, too.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      There was an awkward silence as Tabitha walked into her apartment and everyone turned to look at Mahi’Takar and Trey.

      Bethany Anne, wearing Baba Yaga’s face, came over to greet the Bakan leader. “Good to see you again, Mahi’Takar.”

      “Your invitation to eat was a welcome one,” she replied. “If only we did not have to go to such lengths to meet.”

      Michael gestured to the living area. “We should begin since time is short.”

      Alexis snickered. “Not likely. Uncle John took Mahi’Takar’s brothers to spar with Gabrielle and the guys.”

      Tabitha nodded in confirmation. “We have a couple of hours at the least.”

      Peter came out of the kitchen, red-faced and flustered. “Dinner is ready.”

      Tabitha led them all into the dining room. It took a few minutes for everyone to decide where to sit while Peter brought the food in. The discussion during dinner centered around the effects the war was having on the population, and soon enough they were all seated around the table with almost empty plates.

      Bethany Anne sipped her Coke, watching the interaction between the children for a moment before turning her attention to Mahi’Takar. “They seem to get on just fine without any treaties to tell them how to behave toward one another.”

      Mahi’Takar raised her cup to that. “Here’s to an existence run by children. May we all perish with minimal suffering.”

      Gabriel and Trey cracked up at that. Alexis rolled her eyes at them but couldn’t resist their laughter.

      Bethany Anne leaned back in her chair. “My daughter already believes she holds the solutions to all existence,” she told Mahi’Takar, a smirk touching her lips.

      Michael waved his fork. “Who’s to say she doesn’t?”

      The children cracked up completely.

      Bethany Anne raised a hand. “You wake Todd, and you’ll be reading him pirate stories until he goes back to sleep,” she told them.

      “May we be excused?” Gabriel asked.

      “To the living area, yes,” Michael replied.

      Trey followed the twins out of the dining room, not needing to be asked twice.

      Mahi’Takar shook her head as her son bounced out of the door. She turned to Bethany Anne. “What guarantee do I have that my son will be safe if I agree to this?”

      Bethany Anne placed her glass on the table and met Mahi’Takar’s questioning gaze. “What guarantee do I have that you’re not just using me to secure your own leadership?” She held up a finger before Mahi’Takar could interject. “I’m not here to force anyone to fight for me, but those who do will obey me. We have two choices: we either trust one another, or we part ways after this evening without resolving anything. I need to grow my military, and you need to keep your family at bay until Trey can fight for himself. What’s holding you back?”

      Mahi’Takar sat stiffly in the chair. “You have to understand that being made to submit was what forced our people to split. Many would choose to move on before kneeling.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “I’m not asking for kneelers. That shit bores the life out of me. I want fighters—people who will give their last drop of blood to protect their families’ lives. Do you understand? This will not be an equal partnership, but it will be a partnership nonetheless.”

      Mahi’Takar glanced at the door. “That sounds—”

      “’Fair’ is the word you are searching for,” Tabitha supplied. “We will protect Trey, I promise.”

      “Don’t kid yourself,” Bethany Anne told her. “The children are listening to every word we say. What we decide now will shape them as future leaders, so make the right choice for your son and the future of your people.”

      Mahi’Takar closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them, her face was set in resolved lines. “The right choice is not always clear, which the Empress could have told you if you had asked before she was exiled. She was a female who understood the nature of personal sacrifice for the good of her people.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Hmm. So if you were speaking to Bethany Anne, it would be different?”

      Mahi’Takar snorted. “Of course it would. Don’t be dense.” She dipped her head. “Apologies. That was out of line. I mean to say that although you are powerful, you are not the Empress. She alone has the power to rid my people of the Seven’s influence. All you can do is kill.”

      Michael cut in. “The Seven? Again? Explain what you are referring to.”

      Mahi’Takar shook her head. “This is neither the time nor the place. I will speak on that once our peoples are bound by law and I am assured that Tu’Reigd is no longer at risk from my brothers’ machinations.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at Michael. You think telling her will seal the deal? Six hundred thousand fighters aren’t anything to sniff at. More, when I kick whatever Kurtherians are messing with her homeworld into the next life.

      Michael’s face gave away nothing. Your choice. I can restrict her from being able to talk about it if it makes any difference.

      Bethany Anne made her decision. It’s time I stopped hiding, out here at least. The Federation doesn’t need to know anything, but I can’t expect loyalty from my allies if I don’t give them the same. She dropped her mask, revealing her true face to the Bakan regent. “Mahi’Takar, I will do whatever is in my power to save your people. Will you fight for me?”

      Mahi’Takar watched the change with wide eyes, then lifted a clenched fist to her chest and looked at Bethany Anne with the tears of a mother in her eyes. “Yes, my Empress. We will fight for you.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Barnabas’ Office

      Barnabas chuckled as little Kevin zoomed away with his toy spaceship, leaving Lance alone on the screen. “So, what can I do for you? I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.”

      Lance grinned, watching his son go. “You guessed right. I’ve had an unexpected contact from the Six. They’ve resolved their issues, and are ready to sign the agreements. However, the monarch of Vietania is not the person I was expecting.”

      Barnabas was pleasantly surprised. He hadn’t heard from Nickie to confirm the result of her assignment, although the news of Cynthia’s abdication had spread quickly through the grapevine. “That was fast. I believe Queen Jolie’s confirmation was a resounding success.”

      Lance narrowed his eyes. “Yes. I can’t help but wonder what you had to do with that, although after suffering through a meeting with the other queen, I have to say I’m grateful for the change.”

      Barnabas touched the side of his nose. “A vigilante never tells, Lance. You should know that by now.”

      Lance regarded him skeptically. “I know for a fact that you haven’t left High Tortuga, yet you look like the cat that got the cream. Come on, spill. How did you resolve it? You did resolve it, right?”

      Barnabas lifted a shoulder. “In a manner of speaking. I outsourced it.” He closed the video link, the smirk still hovering on his mouth as he contemplated how far Nickie had come.

      Tabitha would be expecting to hear from him soon. Hopefully not too soon, since CEREBRO had just informed him the Penitent Granddaughter was about to touch down in Hangar Three.

      Why his niece insisted on keeping that heap of Skaine trash when she could have it scrapped in favor of a new ship was beyond him. He left his office in a hurry before she decided to visit him there. The repair bills for his furniture after her visits were becoming off-putting.

      He intercepted Nickie at the elevators. “Did you leave anything for anyone else to buy?”

      She lifted a heavily-laden arm to give him the finger, then thought better of it when her bags slid jerkily toward her elbow. “Hey, Uncle B. I got your message. I need to put all this in my office for now, and we can talk in there.”

      Barnabas nodded at her reference to the office Tabitha had set up across the corridor from his as hers. “Very well. I will be interested to see how you treat your own belongings.”

      Nickie pushed the door open with her shoulder. “You’re gonna have to keep waiting, I haven’t had the renovators in yet.”

      Barnabas followed Nickie into her office, which was exactly as Tabitha had left it, save for the Ranger badge nailed to the wall. “Nice to see you didn’t hesitate to put your stamp on the space.”

      Nickie snorted. “You wound me. Wherever I lay my ass is fine by me. I’m not fancy.” She dumped her bags in the corner and dropped into her chair with a sigh, putting her feet up on her desk. “So what’s my assignment? I assume you have one for me.”

      Barnabas inclined his head. “Something like that.” He ignored Nickie’s impatient glare, taking the guest chair opposite her desk. “It’s time for you to decide.”

      Nickie raised an eyebrow. “Time for me to decide what, exactly?”

      Barnabas folded his hands in his lap. “Your sabbatical is over, and you’ve seen the kind of work I’m offering. Are you ready to come home?”

      Nickie flushed and sat upright. “I don’t have to answer that.”

      Barnabas nodded. If Nickie wasn’t ready, his waiting game would continue. That didn’t mean he was going to make it easy on her. “You don’t want to answer. There is a difference, you know.”

      Nickie’s lip curled. “When I start giving a fuck about that, you’ll be the first to know. Do you have an assignment for me or not? I’ve got a crew to pay and a ship to run. Sitting around talking about feelings like a bunch of old women doesn’t pay well enough to waste time on.”

      Barnabas sighed. “There is an assignment if you want to take it. Your cover from the Vietania operation is still viable, which suits my needs right now.”

      “You want me to run cargo?” Nickie affected a yawn. “Boring. If you think trapping me in a nice little routine is going to make me settle down, you’ve got another think coming. I don’t care what the pay is. I’d rather die fighting on some nameless world than waste away doing nothing.”

      “I am aware of your proclivity for chasing adrenaline,” Barnabas assured her. “However, as I said, it is time to acknowledge your decision to return to your family. We are at war, Meredith Nicole. It’s time to step up or go your own way.”

      Nickie sat back again and returned her feet to their spot on the desk. “When is Aunt Bethany Anne not at war? She’ll wipe out whatever alien menace there is this time and go back to micromanaging everyone’s lives, and I’ll be chained down again. You honestly think I’m going to agree to that?”

      Barnabas frowned. “Grow up, child. Do you believe Bethany Anne fights because she wants to?”

      Nickie shrugged. “Dunno. Hadn’t thought about it much beyond her always being pissed about something when I was a kid.”

      Barnabas sat back. “There has to come a point in your life where you stop seeing your family as infallible beings who failed you and accept responsibility for your choices.” He smiled gently, diffusing the argument on Nickie’s lips. “Bethany Anne fights because she sees no other way to protect those she loves.”

      “She must love the whole fucking universe then,” Nickie retorted.

      Barnabas let it pass since the seed had taken root in her mind. “The Ooken invasion is no joke, Nickie. It puts the Kurtherians two steps away from the Federation. The fleet is the only thing holding them back, and without a supply line to support it, well…”

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. I guess now you’re going to tell me how playing delivery girl is vital to Bethany Anne succeeding. Just skip the pep talk and get to what you want.”

      Barnabas smiled, satisfied by her capitulation. “As you wish. The Silver Line Company has been transferred to your name and is now registered here on High Tortuga. The company has been granted permits to transport cargo between the Federation and High Tortuga, and as far as the Federation is aware, this is a simple trade agreement.”

      Nickie narrowed her eyes at the mention of subterfuge. “What’s the real deal?”

      “You are aware that the Federation treaty exists on the condition Bethany Anne remains in exile. Our brief is to obtain the materials for building without endangering the stability of everything we have all worked toward for almost two centuries.”

      Nickie dropped the attitude for a second, but just one. “Wait…” She jumped to her feet and leaned over the desk. “You’ve been steering me toward this the whole fucking time, haven’t you?” she demanded.

      Barnabas got to his feet as well, looking as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. “I have no idea where you get these ideas, Nickie.”

      Nickie glared daggers at him. “Get out of my office, you manipulative sonofabitch,” she seethed. “I’ll take the fucking assignment, but you can send my orders to Meredith. I don’t want to see your face for a long fucking time.”

      Barnabas nodded. “If that’s what you need. I’m proud of you for doing your duty, Merry.”

      He closed the door behind him to avoid being hit by the paperweight she threw at him, which smashed through the glass and thudded into the wall opposite the door. He couldn’t, however, miss the loud “Fuck you” that accompanied his departure.

      Nickie would calm down. She always did. He just had to avoid the projectiles until she was ready to play nice again.

      The problem with young children was they always threw the biggest tantrums right before they folded.

      Considering the severity of her tantrums of late, she was just a few moments from accepting true adulthood.

      

      QT2, QBBS Helena, Shipyard

      Jean heard Bethany Anne’s heels echoing in the access corridor long before she saw her.

      She wiped her hands on a clean rag as her closest friend glided purposefully toward her with a gleam in her eyes and a devilish grin on her lips.

      “What have you got for me?” Bethany Anne asked, looking over Jean’s shoulder into the workshop beyond.

      Jean folded her arms and imitated Bethany Anne’s voice. “Oh, hi, Jean. How’s it going? Have you spent a minute with your husband that wasn’t work-related since I saw you last? Did you know your estranged granddaughter has reappeared?”

      Bethany Anne paused in her tracks. “I’m sorry, did you say Nickie came back? I haven’t seen her to permit her return.”

      Jean shrugged. “You should speak to Barnabas about that. He’s had her working for him a while now, and she’s grown up a hell of a lot.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Tabitha. Just wait until I get my hands on her.” She waved the subject off. “You know, if Nickie is all done being an asshole, then she isn’t my concern. And I would love nothing more than to send John out here, but he’s needed elsewhere in the fight right now.”

      Jean sighed. “I know, I was just bitching. We agreed to this, but it doesn’t make it any easier to be apart from my man, you know? I’ve been staying here instead of going home. It’s better than working in silence without him there to make it comfortable.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “So I should expect a hell of a lot of new ships to come out of this place as soon as you start getting regular shipments from Barnabas?”

      Jean snorted. “Now who's thinking too small? I don’t know how the Kurtherians come up with these advances and then fail to get every single use out of them. You can expect new ships, more advanced weapons, upgraded armor, and more efficient Gate drives. The list of possible applications goes on.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “I’ll be interested to see how Eve's project comes out.”

      Jean guided Bethany Anne through the workshop, swerving around the technicians working under the bellies of ships in various stages of completion. “Qui’nan hasn’t come out of her office since she found out exactly what we’re working with. The suspension you brought back from the factory was more than enough to reverse-engineer the nanocytes and make a start.”

      Bethany Anne grimaced. “I should fucking hope so since I won’t be drinking it again any time soon. That shit was vile.”

      Jean chuckled. “Always taking one for the team. You should get a plaque or something.”

      Bethany Anne bumped Jean with her hip. “How about you find a way to finally put some damn heels in my armor so I can walk right?”

      Jean grunted. “This again?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I could point out that I’m not known for letting go once my mind is set. I spend so much time in armor these days that I haven’t even looked at a pair of pumps since the war began.” Her hard expression softened a micro-second, just long enough for Jean to see the woman behind the façade. “It feels…wrong.”

      Jean looked at Bethany Anne with despair. “Seriously, how about I work on completely eliminating the drag when you walk the Etheric? Or on improving the nano-fabric to make it strong enough to make plate armor obsolete?”

      Bethany Anne considered which she’d prefer. “Dammit. Okay, but I’m not going to be happy until I get what I want. You know that, right?”

      Jean chuckled, moving ahead of Bethany Anne as they reached her operations hut in the center of the workshop. “I do know you.”

      Bethany Anne walked in and made a beeline for the chair in the corner she liked. She settled back while Jean rummaged in the fridge behind her horseshoe desk. “Has Qui’nan finished designing my home?”

      “You’re in luck, I have one Coke left.” Jean handed the bottle to Bethany Anne and opened her water. “I told you she locked herself in her office? She’s redesigning the whole fleet.”

      Bethany Anne paused with the bottle at her lips. “Don’t fuck around, Jean. Show me the ship already.”

      Jean waved a hand over the console sensor in the center of her desk, the only surface in the room that wasn’t piled with forgotten projects. Her grin turned into a frown when nothing happened. “CEREBRO, you’re making me look bad. Where’s my workstation, you bunch of fuckwits?”

      An empty framework for a superdreadnought appeared over her desk. “Apologies,” a single voice offered somewhat bashfully from the speaker. “We are with the Collective.”

      Jean tapped her console. “I keep hearing that from you. Do I need to restrict your access to them?”

      “It is unavoidable,” the solitary EI replied. “We are taken up with translating for them.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “That can’t keep happening. What percentage of you does it actually take to translate?”

      “Close to sixty percent of the available remaining processing power, after accounting for the running of the station,” CEREBRO replied. “It is stretching us to the point where we sent a request back to High Tortuga for more EIs to be assigned to our group. We expect the cradle containing them to arrive tomorrow.”

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose. “ADAM, see what you can do to help lighten the load around here until then.”

      Jean looked up from her console. “It’s ready.”

      Bethany Anne scanned the image of the city-sized battleship, noting the separation between residential areas and the inner workings of the ship. “Can it take me long-range and flatten whatever I find when I get there?”

      Jean grinned. “And then some. It has—”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand to cut her off. “It will suffice. Build it.”

      Jean nodded, seeing the walls come down. There would be time to heal. “Yes, ma’am, my Queen, your Empr…”

      “Don’t you say it,” Bethany Anne cut her off. “I can’t replace you.”

      She winked at Jean.
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      QT2, QBBS Helena, No-Ox Habitat

      Bethany Anne ran through her list of everyone who could possibly break the barrier that was hampering communication efforts with the Collective as her roamer descended into the deep.

      The problem was, telepathy was the eight survivors’ only form of speaking to anyone. The obstacle was that short of reassigning one of the very few people she had with mental abilities from the battle line where they were needed, there were no options she could figure out just yet.

      She halted the roamer’s plunge into the depths of the crystal-clear water and got to her feet to wait for the conduit to emerge from the kelp at the bottom of the habitat. The kelp was fast-growing, which was a good thing since the Collective ate twice their body weight in it every day.

      Bethany Anne had been surprised to learn the Collective were vegetarians by choice. She would never have guessed that after witnessing them gorge on Ooken flesh during the fight in the factory.

      A flash of gray indicated the conduit’s arrival. It surged out of the kelp at speed, slowing its ascent by extending its tentacles to use the water as a brake. Baby god, you have returned.

      Bethany Anne folded her arms. I thought we agreed to stop the god talk? she reminded it. How is your temporary home? Any problems apart from communicating with my people?

      The conduit’s body rippled. We are comfortable here, if lonely still. We long to be reunited with our kin.

      Bethany Anne smiled sadly. I’m going to do my best to recover as many as I can. I came here to ask if you would care to access the final memories of your…I want to say cousin. Does that relationship make any sense to you?

      It does not, the conduit replied. We are one. However, we understand what you offer, and we accept with thanks.

      “Maybe one day soon we can speak about the concept of individuality.” Bethany Anne muttered. She opened her mind to the conduit and showed the eight Collective the prisoner’s last moments in detail.

      She left them shortly thereafter with the promise to return with a solution to the Collective’s isolation as soon as she had one.

      Bethany Anne turned the problem over on her journey back to Devon. Practically, there was no way she could afford to lose anyone who could protect their team from the mental manipulation of the Ooken.

      It occurred to her as Devon came into sight that Jean was just about annoyed enough by the disruption to her schedule to find a way around it using technology.

      It wasn’t a problem. All she had to do was find a messenger with no fear of a painful death, and she was golden.

      

      Devon, First City, Bazaar

      Morning broke over First City, streaking the sky with purple and gold.

      The traders milled around their stalls, huddled over hot drinks and gossip about the neighbors in the pre-business lull.

      The bell in the clock tower rang for the start of business hours, and the gates groaned open to admit shoppers as the aromas of fresh baked goods from the food vendors floated out to greet them.

      The morning passed as mornings do. The bazaar hummed with conversation from the knots of shoppers who filtered in and filled the streets between the stalls. The subject turned more often than not to the activity in the Enclave. The Bakas had lately become a presence in the city, something they had avoided prior to Baba Yaga’s speech.

      The general public was gripped by their emergence, although the network’s coverage of the war just about beat them as the hot topic. The vendors were of a different opinion, even those making a killing on Baka-related merchandise.

      While the open doors of the Hexagon were good for business, the Bakas being at war with each other would fuck things up for everyone in the bazaar. Nobody thought for a second that Baba Yaga would stand for it, and then their customer base would get slashed into thirds.

      Quite literally.

      The general consensus was that the sooner the rumblings died down, the better. As the early rush ebbed and the lunch crowd began to arrive, the odds of that hope being realized plummeted.

      Gabriel and Trey compared their purchases as they cut through the side street that would bring them out in the Hexagon section of the bazaar.

      “Function over beauty every time,” Gabriel argued. “If a blade is perfectly balanced, it will look good anyway.” He replaced the dagger he’d bought in its sheath and slipped it into his bag with the other items they’d picked up.

      Trey held up his choice so Gabriel could read the intricate etching on the blade. “Somebody did this by hand, and they put hours of work into it. The blade is just as strong as that plain thing you bought.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “I’m not judging. We’ll see which is better when we get back to the Hexagon. Just don’t tell Alexis or K’aia we went out. They won’t get that this was important.”

      Trey snickered. “I hadn’t planned on it. They have taken it upon themselves to be the substitute for Mahi’ while I’m staying with you.”

      Gabriel grimaced. “Ooh. Sucks to be you.”

      Trey chuckled. “They care, is all. It’s not like I’m dodging blades in my sleep. I can avoid them until they let me breathe.” He raised his eyebrows. “You know, if this is what it is to be bonded to a female, I can see my people getting impatient with me to take a mate.”

      Gabriel snorted laughter. “Right? Girls think they know everything.”

      “That’s because they do,” Trey admitted. “We would be much unhappier without them. Doesn’t mean I want to choose one to bond with.”

      “Well, yeah.” Gabriel patted Trey on the back. “My dad says women are always right, even when they aren’t, and a wise man knows to never admit any of that, or he’ll never hear the end of it. I can’t see why it’s worth the effort.”

      Trey snorted. “You will soon enough.”

      They crossed at an intersection with a busy food stand on the far side.

      “You wanna grab a bite?” Gabriel asked, indicating the food stand. “Smells like hotdogs to me.”

      Trey looked like he was about to vomit. “Yeah, no. I’ll give hotdogs a miss, thanks. I can’t believe humans eat their companions. It’s just wrong.”

      Gabriel had no clue what his friend meant for a moment, then it clicked. “Trey, what do you think a hotdog is made from?”

      “Well, dog meat, I assume,” he replied. “But I met a dog recently, and they are delightful beings. I would never eat one.”

      Gabriel clapped Trey on the back. “Hotdogs are mostly chicken, which you love. C’mon, I’ll treat you.”

      They waited in line for a few minutes and emerged with two fully loaded hotdogs.

      Trey sniffed his skeptically. “Human food is confusing. Is all this plant matter on the meat necessary?” he asked, poking at the onions with a claw.

      Gabriel wiped ketchup from the corner of his mouth. “Mmff, totally.”

      Trey closed his eyes, wrinkled his nose, and screwed up his courage to take a bite. He almost had the hotdog to his mouth when it was slapped out of his hand.

      “You’re a disgrace, Tu’Reigd,” Ch’Irzt sneered. “Eating with a human? It’s bad enough we have to associate with them. My father says—”

      “I don’t care what that poisonous old shit has to say,” Trey retorted, shoving his cousin. “That was my lunch!”

      The street around them had cleared by this point, the vendors nearby pulling their shutters down in preparation for a fight breaking out.

      Gabriel saw Ch’Irzt wasn’t alone. Em’Eir and three other Bakas around Ch’Irzt’s age egged him on from the background, and a few adults had recognized Trey and stopped shopping to gawk. He opened a mental link to Alexis. We might be in a tight spot. You busy?

      Give me a minute, she replied. Where are you?

      Fifty yards from the plaza, Gabriel told her. Just follow the sound of Chet’s dumb ass getting beaten. He’s with Em’Eir and a couple of others, and Trey’s not taking the interruption to his day all that well.

      Not taking it well was something of an understatement.

      Trey looked for a moment like he was going to turn the other cheek as he’d done so many times when Ch’Irzt was making a point of proving what an absolute dick he was. Then he surprised everyone who knew him: he punched his cousin in the jaw and dived on top to hit him some more as he fell.

      Trey pounded on Ch’Irzt with all the frustration of a childhood of sucking up his cousin’s bullying in the name of keeping the peace.

      Gabriel saw that intervening would resolve nothing. Em’Eir appeared to understand that too, since he did not assert himself on his older brother’s behalf. This was a fight that had been brewing for a long time, and for the first time, Trey wasn’t holding back for the sake of his mother. Gabriel cursed the family politics that prevented them from taking care of what really mattered—the Kurtherians.

      Even in his rage Trey kept his composure, whereas Ch’Irzt fell back on his instinct to use his size and weight against his shorter, lankier cousin. Every time Ch’Irzt regained his feet, Trey knocked him down again without appearing to put much effort into it.

      Ch’Irzt saw red and charged Trey, managing to catch him around the waist and drive him to the ground.

      Gabriel whooped when Trey avoided a loss by twisting to land on Ch’Irtz’s back with his cousin’s arm in a high lock.

      Alexis arrived to find her brother cheering Trey on instead of trying to diffuse the fight. “Why aren’t you doing something?” she hissed at Gabriel.

      Gabriel frowned. “I am doing something. I’m enjoying the hell out of seeing Chet get his ass handed to him. Look at Trey; he loves it, and it’s giving him some positive attention for a change.”

      Alexis couldn’t disagree. She glanced around the people placing bets on the outcome of the fight, noting that the other Bakan youths were looking at their future leader with respect for the first time she’d seen since meeting him. Then she spotted a group of older Bakas with disapproving stares approaching.

      Alexis worked out that the male was another of Trey’s uncles—Da’Mahin she recalled. She readied an energy ball as he strode toward the fight with clenched fists. “We should call Mom.”

      “What is this about?” Da’Mahin demanded of Em’Eir. His face clouded further at the mumbled answer, and his companions were no happier to hear whatever Trey’s cousin had told them.

      Gabriel tensed, ready to act if Trey’s uncle moved to lay a hand on his friend. “I think we can take care of it. Didn’t Mom leave for Moen this morning?”

      Alexis shook her head when one of Da’Mahin’s companions dropped his hand to his belt. This is going to get ugly if we don’t get her or Aunt Tabitha here, she reasoned. Mom, are you still on Devon?

      I’m about to leave, Bethany Anne replied. What’s up?

      Alexis pared the story to its essentials. Gabriel called me for help. Trey got into a fight with Chet in the bazaar, and some of the adults are getting invo—

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric with an energy ball in each hand and Baba Yaga’s angry face. “What the hell is going on here?” she demanded, striding over to stand between the youths and Trey’s family.

      Trey and Ch’Irzt broke apart, panting. They looked around at the crowd, dazed by the apparent materialization of their uncle and his band.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Da’Mahin. “Well? I asked a question.”

      The large male dropped his eyes. “Family business does not concern you, Baba Yaga. My sister’s son is out of line, and it is my duty to correct him in his father’s absence.”

      “Children, get yourselves inside the Hexagon.” Bethany Anne crooked a finger at Trey. “I will call your mother, and she can deal with your uncle. We will discuss why you three were in the bazaar later. You’d better have a damn good reason as to why you were outside without a guard.”

      Gabriel winced. “Don’t blame Alexis. She only came because I called her.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow and pointed at the Hexagon. “Later.” She opened her connection to Michael as the children headed inside. Our son decided that being grounded wasn’t for him. He and Trey snuck out.

      They didn’t take K’aia with them? Michael asked. That boy is toast.

      Apparently not, Bethany Anne snarked. Alexis called me to break up a fight between Trey and that punch-drunk cousin of his in the bazaar. Gabriel called her in the first place, so I’m not mad at her. One of Mahi’Takar’s brothers was about to take advantage of the situation until I stepped in.

      I will have words with our son, Michael replied. Where are the children now?

      I sent them up to the apartment. I think we’re going to have to make Trey’s stay official.

      So three become four. Michael’s tone told her he was fine with that.  It’s not an issue.

      Clearing out Moen can’t wait any longer. I need you to take care of this while I’m gone.

      Tabitha and I have things under control, he assured her.

      That’s all I needed to hear. Bethany Anne turned her finger on Trey’s uncle. “You people make me sick. Takar’Tu’Reigd and Mahi’Takar are under my personal protection from this moment on. Anyone who so much as hurts their feelings will learn what it is to live for an eternity without hope. Am I making myself clear to you, Da’Mahin?”

      Da’Mahin glared at his feet. “Perfectly, Baba Yaga,” he replied sullenly, wondering how the Witch knew his name when they had never met before.

      Bethany Anne didn’t need to read Da’Mahin’s mind to know his thoughts, but since she was inside it, she would leave a little gift should he decide to betray his sister again. “You have it tattooed on your forearm,” she told him, causing the Baka even more confusion since he was wearing greaves that covered the tattoo. “Your time of plotting against Mahi’Takar and her son is over. She has my support, which means you’d all better fall in line or take the next ship off my fucking planet before I put you in a box.” Her lip curled as she looked at Mahi’Takar’s brothers. “Tu’Reigd is no longer accessible to any member of his family who poses a risk to his life. That boy has spent most of his life in a constant battle to keep your fucking knives out of his mother’s back. God help you all by the time I’m done training him. You sure as shit don’t deserve the leader he’s growing into.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t care to hear any reply Da’Mahin made; she had more important things on her mind than some ignorant asshole’s butthurt. She stepped into the Etheric and took a shortcut to her private hangar.

      The lights came on automatically when Bethany Anne’s foot touched the floor of the transfer area. However, the illumination did nothing in her eyes to lend life to the uninhabited ship in the center of the hangar.

      Bethany Anne walked over to the Izanami and lifted a hand to brush the strut. “You overly sentimental ass,” she murmured, not caring that Izanami could no longer hear her. “I should have you reconstructed just so I can beat some sense into you.”

      The cold metal felt dead to her touch, compounding her sense of loss. She let her hand fall to her side and turned away from the empty husk, thinking about the events leading up to Izanami’s suicide. “They keep giving me more reasons to lose my shit.”

      TOM spoke up as she walked out of hangar one and made the turn for Hangar Three. You are stronger than that.

      Fucking right I am, she retorted. Throwing a galaxy-sized tantrum isn’t going to do anything except hand the Seven exactly what they want on a plate. I’m on to them, TOM. Whichever clan it is, wherever they’re fuckin hiding, I’ll track them down and exterminate them just like I did the Phraim-‘Eh. They can’t take anyone else from me if I kill them first.

      I don’t doubt you will, TOM told her gently. One step at a time, yes?

      Bethany Anne nodded as she entered the hangar. Step one: wipe my hands of Moen permanently. She walked with purpose, missing the delicate click of the heels she loved so much, and reached out to touch the minds of her Guards as she passed their ships on the way to the QBS Sayomi.

      Saddle up, Bitches. Saint Payback is ready to ride.

      

      Devon, QBS Sayomi, Bridge

      John began his pre-flight checklist, grinning at Bethany Anne’s proclamation. We’re happy to preach that shit all day long, BA. Get your righteous ass on the damn ship so we can get started.

      Bethany Anne materialized behind John’s chair and leaned over to stick her face into his HUD display, distorting the hologram. “You haven’t even started the ship yet.”

      John flinched. “Jesus, Bethany Anne, you scared the shit out of me.” He held up a finger when she burst out laughing. “It’s bad enough Sayomi spends most of her time using your face to cut years off my life.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Jean told me all about her plan to make sure you miss her. I couldn’t resist.”

      John frowned as he disengaged from the HUD. “Is that what this is about? Jean wants me thinking about her?” He sighed. “She should know I do already. Most wives would send a gift. Why does mine feel the need to terrify me into coming home?”

      Bethany Anne took the co-pilot’s seat. “You tell me? You’re the one who’s been married to her for so long. Did you do something to piss her off before we left?”

      John shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I’ll find out when I get back to her, that’s a certainty.” He raised his chair to its upright position. “We good to go?”

      Bethany Anne laced her hands behind her head. “We’re still in the hangar?”
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      Moen, Elset, QBS Sayomi

      Silent, deadly, and invisible, five Shinigami-class ships cut through the atmosphere, their passing causing the clouds to swirl around silently as they passed. They came in to hover high above the underground complex where Bethany Anne had found the Alders on her previous trip.

      Bethany Anne deactivated her chair’s HUD and got to her feet. Is everyone clear on their objectives?

      Simple, Scott replied. Protect the civilians. Kill as many of those slippery motherfuckers as we can see. Don’t die before you get done with the rest. That about cover it?

      Bethany Anne looked at John and shrugged. Pretty much.

      What do we do if the Moen decide to take a hostile attitude toward us? Darryl asked.

      Bethany Anne had already considered that. The Moen have been made aware this is happening, so any you find fighting are there of their own free will.

      Gabrielle sniffed. I still cannot believe they lied about being captives for so long.

      I can, John disagreed. They’ll do whatever they’re told to do.

      That has more to do with their leadership, Bethany Anne told them, glancing at the cooler between her chair and John’s. Shouldn’t be a problem after the next thirty minutes or so. You all have your targets, and the last one to reach theirs has to give Jean some bad news.

      John’s eyes widened as the others dropped off the link and peeled off on trajectories that would take them to the other major population areas around the planet. “You can’t be serious? I’m already living in the outer space equivalent of a house of horrors. Do you want her to murder me for real?”

      Bethany Anne winked at him. “We’re above our target. I’m not waking up on the first day aboard my new ship to have it turn on me because I pissed Jean off.”

      John shrugged. “Fair enough. What’s your plan?”

      “We have a delivery to make and five cities to clear.” Bethany Anne picked up the cooler. “I’ll tell you one thing. The Alders had better be damned fucking grateful I’m not sticking their cure where the sun doesn’t shine.”

      John snorted as he held her wrist for a moment. “I mean, you could.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “I really could.” She took them into the Etheric and pulled John to the exit point that brought them out in the underground complex.

      Bethany Anne hadn’t been in this part of the complex on her last visit. She felt around in the mental space, finding the tacky-feeling minds she was looking for a short distance along the passage from where she and John stood. Over here.

      They made their way along the corridor, pausing when they heard voices arguing nearby.

      That them? John asked, bringing up his JD Special when the anger in the Moen voices spiked.

      Unfortunately, yes, Bethany Anne confirmed, one ear on the Alders’ heated debate over her sanctions. She picked out Meon as the most vocal proponent for screwing her over and held up a hand to stall John. Wait a minute. This looks to have been going on for a while. I want to listen in.

      John grimaced. Do they remind you of seagulls? They have that squawky tone to their speech.

      Like nails on a chalkboard, Bethany Anne agreed. Fucking dumbasses. They couldn’t get around me even if they had more than three brain cells to share between them. Her lip curled as Meon’s faction continued their attempt to persuade the others into an early demise at Bethany Anne’s hands. Let me tell you, none of this is making me feel any less inclined to apply the cure rectally.

      John tensed, suppressing his urge to shut the Alders’ mouths permanently. Why are you helping this bunch of snakes?

      Because I’m not an asshole Kurtherian, Bethany Anne replied. Who would leave an entire species to go extinct slowly over generations?

      John didn’t find the excuse to be valid. I can understand the fucking reasoning behind the way they’ve chosen to be, but it’s still wrong.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. I’m past caring. I have an obligation to myself, which I’m about to fulfill, but I don’t give a shit about these people. In fact… She passed John the cooler as Mahi’Takar’s words came back to her. This is the perfect opportunity to remind everyone why it’s a bad idea to piss off Baba Yaga. She deactivated her helmet and stepped into the Etheric.

      John chose the more conventional route into the room, opening the door with his size-fourteen skeleton key. He evaluated the situation as he strode over the remains of the door, counting twelve Moen around the long table in the center of the room.

      Well, eleven.

      Bethany Anne stood on the table with her back to him, bathed in a red glow, one hand raised. Across from her, a female Moen hung suspended in the air, looking like she was finding it difficult to draw sufficient breath to make her excuses.

      “The cooler.” Bethany Anne pointed at the table without turning around. She tightened her hold on Meon’s throat when John placed it beside her. “A little faith would have gotten you a lot farther with me,” she stated. “I was clear about what would happen if you crossed me.” She clenched her hand, cutting off Meon’s air supply for good.

      She turned on the remaining Alders with a snarl as the body fell to the floor. “My sanctions will remain in place until such time as I decide they are no longer necessary to contain your fucking idiocy. Then I will turn over the task of babysitting you to the Federation. Does anyone else have a problem with that?”

      The Alders cowered, heads bowed.

      “Speak up,” Bethany Anne demanded. “Give me a reason not to end you all now and replace you, because I’m not getting that you understand.”

      The Alder who had argued with Meon at their last meeting somehow managed to find his balls and stood up. “You make us prisoners on our own planet, Baba Yaga.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Prisoners? You’re fucking kidding, right? I offered you a way off this planet, and you fucksucking morons threw it back in my face. You can fucking rot here for all I care. I’ve got people in really bad situations to help.”

      The Alders burst into argument.

      She turned her back on them and hopped down from the table. “Shut your whining mouths and accept it. You made yourselves slaves, and I’d say it’s an upturn. Take your cure and grow the fuck up. If I have to come back here, I’ll be leaving this planet in ashes.”

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on John’s shoulder and took them back into the Etheric. I have not missed dealing with petty politics one minute since I stepped down.

      John grunted, bracing himself for the drain being in the Etheric in his armor put on his energy. I dunno. You have that ability to really connect with people. It was kind of like you never left.

      Bethany Anne’s jaw twitched. You think? I haven’t got time to be distracted. They can sort their own shit out. Doesn’t mean it frustrates me any less.

      John bumped her with his shoulder. If only we could find a horde of mindless killing machines for you to take that frustration out on.

      Bethany Anne chuckled, waving her free hand to open a path back to the city. Ask and you will receive. She pulled John out onto one of the lower terraces. Welcome to Ooken Central.

      John grinned, his free hand dipping to his other Jean Dukes Special. Are we starting the party or crashing it?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. We’re the law, coming in to bust this shit up. She centered her connection to the Etheric and reached for the hive mind. I have the majority. You take care of the ones that slip away.

      John frowned. What are you planning?

      Bethany Anne walked onto the terrace. This.

      John’s jaw dropped when every Ooken on the terrace suddenly ceased whatever they were doing and stiffened briefly before collapsing on the spot. What the fuck?

      Keep watching, and tell the others to be ready. I’m not done. Bethany Anne rose into the air as she worked her way out from the terrace, tearing into the hive mind to connect with every Ooken in Elset.

      The Ooken fought Bethany Anne’s control as awareness of her attack rippled outward through the hive mind. She was aware of the comm chatter between John and the others, but she didn’t need to hear it when she trusted them to take care of their parts while she did hers. ADAM, how long is this going to take?

      >>No longer than a few minutes for each city,<< he informed her. >>The Ooken are concentrated around them, but I get the feeling that cleanup afterward isn’t your concern here.<<

      The Moen can clean it up themselves. Do I look like a fucking maid service? Bethany Anne gritted her teeth and pushed harder.

      

      Orbiting Moen, QBS G’laxix Sphaea, Bridge

      Kiel turned in his chair without tearing his eyes from the screen, almost falling in his haste to get Kael-ven’s attention. “Are you seeing this?”

      Kael-ven waved him off, engrossed in what was happening on the terraces of Elset. “It’s Bethany Anne; she’s finally lost it with the situation. About damn time, too.”

      Kiel panned out as the circle of death around Bethany Anne seeped out of the city and across the dunes toward the nearest city. “But there are half a billion Ooken down there.”

      Kael-ven chuckled. “And that makes a difference why?”

      Kiel shook his head. “I don’t think she’s been this angry since the end of the Leath war,” he murmured, mostly to himself.

      Kael-ven said what they were both thinking. “At least she found an appropriate outlet for it this time. Chasing her across galaxies was nobody’s idea of a fun time.”

      

      Elset

      Bethany Anne heard another voice in the mindspace. It was weak and faint, but it was definitely not Ooken. She focused, isolating the single sweet note in the grinding cacophony. There’s a Collective here. TOM, can you and ADAM hold the connection to the hive mind while I free it?

      No, was TOM’s simple answer. However, I can sense its proximity.

      Fuckdammit, Bethany Anne cursed. The voice was too far gone for her to speak to them. It might not be too late if someone could get there.

      Maybe? TOM hedged.

      Good enough. Bethany Anne cut in on the Bitches’ bitching. There’s a Collective somewhere under the city. It’s near death, and I’m stuck here.

      On it, John told her. Any idea where, exactly?

      Bethany Anne searched to refine the location of the Collective’s voice. It was coming from below the dune to the southeast of the city. I don’t see a way in for you. Let me fix that.

      She flicked a spark of Etheric energy toward the rolling expanse, feeding it more energy as it hurtled toward its target. The sand imploded in a spray of molten glass on impact, leaving behind a glowing tunnel into the side of the dune. There you go.

      Eric chuckled. Should be cool by the time we get there. You know we’ll do what we can to save them.

      I just called for the Polaris, Gabrielle informed the team. They’ll be here as soon as they can make it from QT2.

      Wrap up what you’re doing and get your asses over to Elset, John told them. BA has her own battle to fight.

      Bethany Anne returned her focus to resuming her attack on the Ooken. The mindspace was empty for kilometers around her. She reached out, cutting through the paltry resistance they had thrown up while she was distracted.

      The challenge was the sheer numbers. Even together, they were no match for her will. The weight of their consciousness, however, was crushing in its volume.

      Bethany Anne blocked it out, insulating herself with the sound of the Etheric. Its heartsong strengthened her, just as Michael had earlier when she had spilled her grief. She became pure rage, sharpened to a keen edge by the loss of Izanami, immune to the grating screech of the Ooken attempting to shred her mind. She increased the pressure on the hive mind, forcing her way into hundreds and then thousands of minds at a time.

      The song shifted as the energy cascading from Bethany Anne’s body consumed more and more of the hive mind. She felt it strain to do her will, restricted only by her refusal to give up control. This is getting to be too much to handle, she told TOM. What happens when I run out of Ooken on this planet? Will it try to find more?

      Bethany Anne, I can’t say.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Why not? I want to know what will happen if I release this energy. Will it stop at the Ooken?

      TOM considered the question for a moment before replying. Really, I can’t say. What you are accomplishing with the Etheric is so far beyond even the most tenable theories I have studied that all I have been able to do recently is try to figure out what you did after you do it.

      Hmmm… Bethany Anne hadn’t realized she’d finally surpassed the sum of TOM’s knowledge on his own religion. Then you’d better get started on “The Book of Thales of Miletus.” We’ll figure it out together—you, me, and ADAM. I’m going to let some of the energy go and see what it does.

      She isolated a section of the hive mind and allowed a small amount of the energy she was holding to run free. It was difficult not to pull it back immediately as she let go, her muscle memory demanded she hold tight to it. The song became exultant as the energy pulsed and burned through the nanocytes in the Ooken’s brains, frying them simultaneously as it exploded outward from her.

      The energy dissipated at the boundary Bethany Anne had created, rejoining the whole to be given fresh purpose.

      You have your answer, TOM murmured, staggered by what he was witnessing.

      Then let’s blow this popsicle stand.

      Bethany Anne released the energy and the Etheric erupted from her in a torrential rush that shook her to the core. The force flung her head and arms back, bowing her spine as her hair flew wildly around her body.

      Lightning flashed overhead in the cloudless sky, pounding the terrace around her.

      Bethany Anne felt no pain, just the knowledge that wherever the song was heard, Ooken died.

      It was only now as she became one with the energy that she understood the siren song was no more than a plea for connection, for her to be part of the whole.

      She had always operated on the assumption that the Etheric was something to be manipulated and controlled, and resisted at all costs. TOM’s teachings had failed over and over to disabuse her of the notion, but her eyes were open now.

      The glimpses she’d had of universal knowledge were a candle to the sun of her epiphany. There was something beyond Ascension.

      Something more.

      The Kurtherians had it all wrong. Ascension was weakness, an inability to hold onto individuality. It was not the goal, but the final tempting barrier between the initiate and true knowledge.

      She did not have to ascend unless she chose to.

      Not now…

      

      Not ever.
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      Moen, Elset, Southeast Side

      John looked over the barrel of his Jean Dukes Special, treading carefully on the still-malleable glass as he walked down the tunnel.

      He’d debated decreasing his armor’s weight, but the loss of advantage compared to the ruin of his boots was no choice at all. The decision was only partially clouded by Jean’s gentle reminder of how long it had been since they’d last seen each other.

      There were no Ooken here, save the dead he’d passed on his way to the tunnel. Bethany Anne hadn’t had a blowup like this in…well, ever. Scott kept up a running commentary in his ear, checking off the kilometers as he sped to Elset.

      Almost there. Don’t go in without me.

      Too late, John told him. You should move faster. He turned at a scuffle near the tunnel entrance.

      Scott shucked his G-rig as he came to a stop, drawing his Jean Dukes Specials as it hit the floor. “Who isn’t fucking fast enough? Quit beating your chest and let’s go already.”

      Gabrielle joined them a moment later, her face flushed from running. “You assholes could have waited.” She looked around. “Darryl and Eric haven’t made it yet?”

      John waved them on. “They’re on their way. They’ll find us when they get here.”

      The three of them advanced, weapons ready for the first whisper of trouble. Bethany Anne’s tunnel cut deep into the dune, the blast having fired the sand into murky crystalline glass that looked all too familiar to those who had been inside an Ooken structure.

      “Guess we know what the Ooken want with this planet,” John murmured, knocking on the brittle structure with his knuckles.

      “Sand-mining.” Scott sneered. “What a life.”

      John felt the same disgust for the generations of innocents who had been tricked into devoting their lives to no cause whatsoever. “We need to find a place where the tunnel intersects with the existing structure. Split up and start looking for anyplace lighter or darker than the rest.”

      They started examining the walls of the tunnel as they traveled deeper.

      Scott was first to find something. “Check this out,” he called back. “It could be our way in.” He tapped the wall. “If you don’t mind making a mess.”

      John and Gabrielle came over.

      “What the… Well, we reached the complex.” Gabrielle made a face at the cooked Ooken trapped in the glass, tapping in front of the dead creature with her pistol. “That had better not smell when we break it open.”

      John shrugged. “Why? Will it put you off barbeque?”

      Gabrielle’s eyes widened. “Not even. Michael’s idea of eating a freaking dinosaur was enough to do that.” She pinched her nose and fired at the dead Ooken.

      The glass shattered, releasing the Ooken and a stench Gabrielle was glad she’d opted not to experience based on the tears the guys were trying not to release. “Boys, stop being dramatic.” She fired again to widen the hole to a size she could get through without soiling herself on Ooken-splatter and stepped through, still holding her nose.

      “Can you hear the Collective?” John asked as he came through the hole.

      Gabrielle tested her tentative connection to the mindspace. “I think so.” She looked left, then right, and pointed. “This way.”

      Scott was last in. He looked around the pillared chamber. “How do you know?”

      Gabrielle tapped her head. “The smarter ones of us have been working on improving our ability with the Etheric. I can almost hear thoughts, like a stone skimming the surface of water.”

      She led them toward the place she’d felt an occupied emptiness.

      They came to a huge block of stone set into the sand and John moved ahead of Scott and Gabrielle. “The sweet spot is higher on these.” He lifted a boot and shattered the stone with a single kick.

      Scott leapfrogged John with his JD Special raised. “I hope the doors aren’t load-bearing. The tomb vibe in here is gonna be totally ruined if you keep fucking them up.”

      Gabrielle put a hand on Scott’s arm. “We’re too late. I think it just died.”

      John and Scott entered the chamber beyond to confirm Gabrielle’s sense.

      “Shit, you’re right,” Scott called back to her.

      Gabrielle rushed in, taking in the loose bag of flesh floating aimlessly in the tank. “We were so close!” she cried, punching the stone lintel into dust.

      The doorframe shifted, and sand dusted their heads.

      John looked up. “There’s nothing we can do here, and we need to leave before it comes down on our heads. Bethany Anne should be about done up there, and I want to see my wife.”

      Scott nodded in agreement. “I wasn’t planning on a desert burial.”

      Gabrielle wiped her eyes. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”

      They made their way back to the glass tunnel at a sprint.

      The hole Gabrielle had blown in the tunnel was half-filled with sand when they got there. It spilled out on both sides, partially blocking their escape.

      “Gabrielle first,” John demanded.

      Gabrielle didn’t waste time arguing the finer points of chivalry. She dived through head-first, knowing John wouldn’t budge until she did.

      Scott was next, his passage widening the way for John to get the bulk of his shoulders through sideways.

      The glass creaked ominously as John forced his way through the slowly diminishing hole into the tunnel. “Get moving!”

      They drove for the surface as the glass began cracking under the pressure of the sand above. No one looked back or wasted breath to speak.

      The interior grew steadily lighter as they neared the mouth of the tunnel, the damp air becoming easier for their heaving lungs to bear.

      Eric and Darryl came padding toward them with their weapons up as they reached the exit.

      “Turn around,” John barked. “It’s gonna collapse.”

      A reverberation shook the ground, and as if to prove John’s point a chunk of glass fell way back in the tunnel. The sand only needed the invitation of gravity to surge into the tunnel, spilling rapidly toward them.

      Bethany Anne appeared and disappeared again.

      John felt himself being dragged backward. His heart sank when the weight of the Etheric slammed down on him without warning.

      “I’m beginning to think you pull shit like this just to test me,” Bethany Anne bitched, bending at the waist to yell into his face. “Get your ass up. We’re going back to Devon, and then we’re going to have a discussion on your abilities.”

      John rubbed his face as he sat up, still dazed from the unexpected transfer. The others were in a similar state. He pulled his aching body up off the ground, Bethany Anne’s words resolving into a coherent sentence. “What do you mean, ‘our abilities?’”

      Bethany Anne didn’t stop to look back. “You’ll find out when we get back. I’m holding a briefing.”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Barnabas’ Office

      Barnabas had been waiting too long for Nickie’s report. He’d fully expected her to be difficult for a while, which was why he had talked Tabitha out of her access to Nickie’s iteration of Meredith.

      Why he hadn’t thought to do so the moment his recalcitrant niece had shown up on his doorstep out of the blue, he didn’t know. Meredith was much more pleasant to deal with, even if being bonded with Nickie had made her one of the snarkier EIs he’d come across.

      He read the text report that had accompanied the salient moments of Nickie’s assignment, which Meredith had been thoughtful enough to provide video of.

      Those had been eye-opening in the extreme. He had suspected Nickie had a softer side when it came to her crew but witnessing it was a different matter altogether.

      Barnabas wasn’t of a mind to intrude.

      He closed the report and considered the snag her crew had come across. A certain company Barnabas had his eye on as a massive timesaver in the setup phase of the operation was being less than amicable when it came to honoring their side of the offer they had submitted to him.

      Nickie had gone in to discover whether the distasteful Voidrux man actually had a company in liquidation or whether he was all hot air with no balloon to fill.

      The answer turned out to be more complicated, as they were often turning out to be when Nickie was the one who went digging. The Grimes in her wouldn’t allow that woman to rest until she had the truth.

      If only she weren’t so easily offended.

      The company existed. It was not, however, in liquidation. Barnabas needed a closer look at what was going on there than Nickie had been able to get on her short expedition. Did he have anyone on his shit list at the moment? He could only think of Nickie, and he had to admit he was at fault despite the good intentions of his gradual manipulation of her path.

      Bethany Anne had seemingly been fond of meetings recently. Perhaps he would find his solution with her. He checked with CEREBRO, finding Bethany Anne had a briefing scheduled for tomorrow morning Devon time.

      Barnabas got up from his desk and grabbed his traveling robe from the hat stand by the fireplace. “CEREBRO, inform the Queen I will be attending the briefing. Ask if she would wait before leaving Devon to speak to me if I don’t make it in time.” He couldn’t help but notice the temporary piece of wood nailed over the broken window of Nickie’s office on his way to Hangar One. “And arrange an appointment with a decorator after my return.”

      

      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      Bethany Anne had postponed the briefing to give Jean and Barnabas time to travel quietly to Devon. There were getting to be far too many journalists around the Hexagon for her liking.

      She left the penthouse apartment, thinking to spend the unexpected free time with the children. There was no way they would be traveling with her or Michael for the foreseeable future.

      It wasn’t the disobedience or even the breach of trust. It was the mind-altering terror of realizing they were not safe, as she had thought, but there in the middle of the battlefield where literally fucking anything could have happened to them in the time between Izanami leaving the ship and John arriving to pick them up.

      She gave exactly no fucks that her children teetered on the cusp of adulthood.

      They could live a thousand years, and she would still feel her heart drop out of her ass at the thought of existing for even a moment in this life without them.

      However, locking them down would only serve to make them hate her. Bethany Anne recognized the fine line between being a parent and a jailer, a guardian and a dictator.

      She couldn’t hold them to her forever, but she could surround them with a network of protection starting with her and Michael and moving out from K’aia and Trey to others she deemed worthy.

      It was still control, but Bethany Anne was who she was, and she wouldn’t change even if she had the ability to love with anything less than the burning intensity of an entire universe going supernova.

      Bethany Anne found the children training with Michael, Tabitha, Addix, and Mahi’Takar in the smaller APA by the outdoor arena. She blew a kiss to Michael when he paused briefly to acknowledge her presence as she made her way to the seating area.

      They sparred in two teams, age against experience, split by ability. Alexis and Gabriel battled Tabitha and Michael with the Etheric while Addix and Mahi’Takar defended against physical attacks by K’aia and Trey.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose, thinking they had to get popcorn makers installed in the APA viewing areas. She settled in to watch, more than impressed to see that the light show from the other team did not distract Trey.

      Having spent time being interrogated by the adolescent leader-in-waiting, she knew for a fact he was fascinated by Etheric energy. The focus he had on his opponents and teammates showed Bethany Anne a glimpse of the warrior he would grow into, and at that moment, she didn’t doubt her prophecy in the bazaar would become a reality.

      Likewise, she saw the same easy confidence in the way Gabriel and Alexis fought. Bethany Anne had learned early in motherhood that her iron fist was as useful as nipples on a chest plate when it came to teaching the twins. They only needed to be shown the basics of something to work it out, which was the kind of independence she would usually find pleasing.

      However, when it came to her children, independence was a double-edged sword.

      Bethany Anne’s challenge had always been giving them the space they needed to thrive, which had surprised her since she’d had Michael pegged as Captain No when they were born.

      She supposed they would be in the same situation had she and Michael not raised them to be warriors and leaders. Would watching them go off to college without looking back be any different emotionally?

      Somehow, Bethany Anne thought it might be worse.

      Addix made a jerky movement, which caught her eye and pulled her from her wandering thoughts.

      The rest of the Ixtali’s team stood around watching her curiously.

      The Spymistress’ mandibles were clenched in concentration, and then all of a sudden she was holding the wisp of a faint energy ball above her hands. She looked up as the other team stopped fighting to stare. “I…I did it!” She thrust her hands out to show them all, accidentally flicking the energy ball straight at Mahi’Takar.

      Trey screamed and dived toward his mother, completely unnecessarily since Bethany Anne had already reached out with her mind to snatch the energy out of the air. He landed at his mother’s feet in a puff of sand and gave a pained groan as the air was knocked out of his body.

      Mahi’Takar waved her hands at her son. “Get up, Tu’Reigd. These people are going to a lot of effort to keep you alive. Nobody here wants either of us killed in a training accident. Why do you try so hard to put me in an early grave?”

      Bethany Anne walked over and slipped between Michael and Tabitha to get to Addix. “You kept this quiet.”

      Addix chittered with delight. “Well, I didn’t want the pressure. It’s taken months in the Vid-docs to retrain my nanocytes to reach this stage.” She shimmied on the spot, the movement strangely graceful for someone of her shape. “I made an energy ball. How about that?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in thought, the slightest hint of a smile on her face. “Hmm. The Etheric and our own technology have been holding out on us.”

      Mahi’Takar spoke up. “I want this technology for Tu’Reigd. It will make him invulnerable.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “It doesn’t, and I don’t hand out high-level technology like party favors. If he earns it, he’ll get it, same as anyone else.”

      K’aia jabbed Trey with an elbow. “Good luck with that.”

      Trey was not in a joking mood for once. He nodded solemnly. “Not my focus. Mahi’ is right; I need to become invulnerable. Not by taking shortcuts to greatness like those we left behind, but by becoming the best warrior I can be through blood and sweat and the lessons learned in both victory and defeat.”

      Damn, get that kid in a Pod-doc, Michael murmured into Bethany Anne’s mind. That much idealism isn’t generally survivable at the best of times, and he’s going to keep throwing himself in at the deep end until he ends up in an ocean with no float.

      Bethany Anne didn’t disagree.

      She waved a hand. “Fine. I’ll meet in the middle. Trey gets partial enhancement so he doesn’t get his overenthusiastic ass killed. Level two only, and over a few weeks,” she modified to block Trey’s protest. “You have to be able to withstand training with Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia. No arguments.

      Mahi’Takar nodded. “That will be satisfactory.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand. “Don’t thank me yet. I want Trey to move into the Hexagon until things are settled.”

      Mahi’Takar opened her mouth to argue but thought better of it. “I will agree on the condition Tu’Reigd remains on Devon.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “Suits me just fine. My children’s actions have just earned them the grounding of a lifetime, which coincidentally means they are also confined to Devon. To the Hexagon, in fact, unless they are out with permission and guards. Does that sound agreeable to you?”

      Mahi’Takar snorted. “From one mother to another, that’s music to my ears.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Network Command

      Bethany Anne walked into the meeting room ahead of Michael and Addix.

      Tabitha had opted to wait in the anteroom with Mahi’Takar until it was the regent’s turn to speak. Everyone else was inside, waiting for Bethany Anne to arrive.

      John, Jean, and Gabrielle sat together, Barnabas was deep in communication with someone over his wrist-holo. Eve had her head bent over a datapad on the table.

      The chatter died as Bethany Anne took her seat. “Thank you all for being here, not that ‘mandatory’ means ‘show up if you feel like it.’ Pass that along, before I have to.” She ordered her mental checklist of the items for discussion. “We’ll start with the wins since it’s the longer list. Want to go first, Eve?”

      Eve blinked. “Good to see you too, Bethany Anne.” She flicked her fingers at the holosensor in the center of the table to bring up her report. “As you can see, research into the possible applications of the nanocyte suspension have already begun to yield results. Jean will talk about the improvements in our defensive technology, I have been working on implementing the discoveries into our Pod-doc technology.”

      She waved, and the image switched to show the results of multiple sets of test results. “My prototypes are showing promise. Addix has agreed to work with me to fine-tune the integration between body and mind, and I expect to have results to share by the next meeting.”

      Bethany Anne nodded and turned to Jean. “The shipyard?”

      Jean smirked. “Is back in full production, thank all the non-existent gods of war and destruction. Construction on the other shipyards is underway again also. Like Eve said, what we’re doing with the suspension is mind-blowing. Put it this way: seventeen Gates is going to look like a hop across a puddle for our ships when I’ve finished refitting them. Anyone coming up against us can and should kiss their ass goodbye.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the table. “What about our hard light tech? Do we have improvements there?”

      Everyone in the room turned to Jean, who was not fooled for a second by Bethany Anne’s apparently calm exterior.

      Jean nodded. “Working on it. It’s going to take time.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No, it isn’t. Where is William at the moment?” She looked around, getting no answer. “Never mind. I’ll have him come over to the Helena to give you a hand as soon as he’s done with whatever has dragged him in. Marcus and Bobcat, too, if they’re amenable.”

      Jean nodded. “That would be good. I’ve missed having those three knuckleheads around to interrupt my day. Tina would be more than useful too if you can persuade her to come all the way out there since she’s got a knack for thinking around those tricky problems.”

      She sat up straight, recalling something else. “That reminds me. Armor is coming along faster since I found a file of old designs one of the kids in Tina’s Academy class did a lifetime ago. They were way beyond our capability to produce back then without mortgaging every asset you had, but I saw something in them, so I had them archived.”

      “But it’s not too expensive anymore?” Bethany Anne inquired, her interest piqued.

      Jean grinned. “Not anymore, and that’s not all. The designs inspired a way for me to grant your most impractical wish.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, leaning a scant inch closer to the table. “You’re shitting me. For real?”

      Jean winked. “All I need is an idea of what style you want. The fashion world is your oyster, not that you deserve it after inflicting that ass Rickie on me.”

      Bethany Anne fixed Gabrielle with a hard look.

      Gabrielle lifted her hands. “You think I’m stupid enough to annoy Jean? Not likely. I owed Sabine a favor, and it all worked out in the end.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “Hmm. Maybe you don’t want to come with me after the briefing to research designs for Jean. It’s fine if you want to stay behind.”

      Gabrielle perked up at that. “I heard shopping. Did I hear shopping?”

      “I think you did,” Jean agreed. “I’ll sit this trip out since I have too much to do at the shipyard.”

      “Nice try, Jean.” Bethany Anne grinned. “I need you there to take notes. And this time, we choose our disguises before we leave for the Federation. Nobody gets body paint on my upholstery afterward.”

      Gabrielle blushed, her mouth opening and closing like a fish’s a couple of times. “That was an accident.”

      The Queen shrugged. “I don’t care, I still had to get it cleaned. Okay, who’s next?”

      Barnabas cleared his throat, straightening in his seat to stick his hands into the sleeves of his robe. “I have a matter that needs your attention. The owner of one of the prospective companies for the logistics network is behaving like a man with something to hide. I had one of my assets—”

      Bethany Anne cut in, narrowing her eyes at Barnabas. “That wouldn’t by any chance be Nickie, would it?”

      Jean jumped up when Barnabas nodded. “What?” she blurted, leaning over the table to yell directly into Barnabas’ face. “You didn’t think to tell us she was back?”

      Barnabas took her tirade calmly, looking her right in the eyes. “Jean, if you had spoken to Lillian, you would have known weeks ago.”

      Jean clenched her teeth and sat down again in a huff. “Butt out of my relationship with my daughter,” she growled.

      Barnabas held up his hands. “By all means. Your granddaughter is more than enough of a handful.”

      John caught Jean as she lunged across the table. “Babe, leave it. Barnabas knows what he’s doing.” He fixed Barnabas with the patented Grimes stare, no happier with the revelation than Jean. “You’d better know what you’re doing.”

      “Enough.” Bethany Anne clapped to bring them to order. “Don’t make me kick your asses out of here. Next item, enhancements.”

      “Is that why Mahi’Takar is here?” Addix asked, looking at the Baka. “To discuss her son’s enhancement?”

      Bethany Anne made a see-saw motion with her hand. “Partly. For those who haven’t already heard, Addix has managed to unlock basic Etheric ability with training in the Vid-docs.”

      Congratulations went around the table, making Addix’s mandibles chitter as she waved it off.

      Bethany Anne waited for everyone to settle before continuing. “Addix isn’t the only one reaching the next level. Michael, Tabitha, Gabrielle, Gabriel, and Alexis, in particular, have all been working to discover the extent of their nanocytes’ capability. We know now that we’ve barely scratched the surface, and what I learned about the Etheric on Moen changes everything for us. Forget what you think you believe, because I sure as shit got an education recently.”

      “What does that mean for us, though?” Gabrielle asked, frowning slightly.

      “It means…” Bethany Anne waited for a beat to make sure everyone was paying attention. “That the minute Eve has the upgrades on the Pod-docs completed and tested, you and the others are getting upgrades of your own.”

      The news went down exactly as she expected, meaning everyone started talking over each other to get their opinions in, while John sat back in stoic acceptance with his arms folded across his chest and kept his thoughts to himself.

      Bethany Anne turned her head to raise an eyebrow at Michael. I told you.

      Michael shook his head. “I’ll go first.”

      Gabrielle cut out halfway through her rant about the last time she’d gotten into a Pod-doc and lost years of her life. She waved a finger at Michael. “You can go in if you like. I will continue the natural way.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “This isn’t an option, and I don’t have time to argue. You get the upgrades, or I send your asses back to High Tortuga and you can wait the war out in the base where I don’t have to worry about anyone dying.”

      She heard herself getting louder, but she didn’t give a damn. “The Ooken aren’t just some random species one of the clans picked up. The Kurtherians are growing them from genetic material obtained from the murder of any species with an ability they like the look of, like the fucking cowards they are.”

      She glanced around the table. “You can all be hurt by the Ooken, and I won’t abide it for one minute longer than necessary.” She stabbed a finger on the table. “We have them on the run, and I refuse to sit by and let you go out there without doing everything I can to keep you alive.” She eyed each of them in turn. “Besides, we’re going after them soon, and dragging your asses through the Etheric is not on the list of things I want to do before I get there. I need my strength to take down as many Ooken as the Seven can throw at us.”

      John snorted. “Well, yeah.” He scratched under his chin. “That was some crazy shit you pulled on Moen. I would appreciate having that ability.”

      Gabrielle tapped a finger on her lips in thought. “I can’t argue that. Are you saying you can teach us to do…whatever it was you did to wipe out all those Ooken if we go into the Pod-doc?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Michael understood handling the storms fast enough.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow, a glint of amusement in his eyes. “Sure. If the old man can learn a new trick, why not everyone else?”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes at his dramatics. “Moving on. Same item, different track.”

      Tabitha, bring Mahi’Takar in, please.

      Tabitha came in ahead of Mahi’Takar, her chin set at an angle that meant business. “I want in the Pod-doc first,” she told Michael. “Beauty before age is long overdue as a concept, and I’m not waiting.” She flounced over to Addix and Eve and dropped into the free chair. “Well?”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand and turned to Mahi’Takar. “Take a seat. I want to hear more about how the royal family of a planet so far away we never heard of it ended up hiding among criminals and murderers on the edge of the Federation.”

      Mahi’Takar smiled. “There are not as many criminals on Devon these days.”

      “There are still plenty of murderous fucksacks, though,” Bethany Anne returned. “Most of them in this city are related to you. Why are you so reasonable?”

      Mahi’Takar sighed. “Unfortunately, that is our way, and has been since the dawn of our civilization. I was lucky to travel to the Empire with my father when I was around my son’s age, and I spent some time at the Etheric Academy while he was in diplomatic meetings.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “He did? Who was your father? I don’t remember him.”

      John winced. “You were, um, away at the time,” he told her. “Lance took care of it.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged it off. “So you got a look at the wider world and liked what you saw?”

      “I did,” Mahi’Takar replied. “As did Fi’Eireie, my betrothed. We decided we would build a republic when our time to rule came, but my brother Lu’Trein was jealous and set out to destroy our dreams. We were a small family, just us two. I was born first, and he never forgave me for it. From my coronation, he plotted to have me killed so he could claim the throne for himself.”

      Tabitha made a gagging noise. “I’m guessing Trey’s arrival put a stop to that.”

      Michael snorted. “Unlikely. I’m guessing that was when your brother’s focus switched to taking him out of the line of succession.”

      Mahi’Takar nodded. “Worse, he brought the Ascension cult to our homeworld and destroyed our honor, twisting it into something ugly in order to earn his new friends’ favor. He had my Fi’ killed, then he came after Tu’Reigd and me. I had no choice but to flee. Lu’Trein cut ties with the Federation as soon as he took control, so this seemed the safest place to go.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That’s how the Seven work, but they don’t usually give people a choice.”

      Mahi’Takar sighed and put her head in her hands. “It is so good to finally speak.”

      Bethany Anne’s heart broke for her since she of all people understood the twin burden of womanhood and leadership. She placed a hand on the regent’s forearm. “Let it out, Mahi’Takar. We’re all friends here.”

      Mahi’Takar got hold of her emotions. “Mahi’ will suffice. We are more than friends, regardless of the outcome between our two peoples. You have taken my son into your home and treat him as one of your own.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It’s the right thing to do. Decency costs nothing.”

      Mahi’Takar held up a hand. “I will not hear otherwise. Tu’Reigd is flourishing out of the shadow of my brothers, and I am forever in your debt.” She paused. “And yet, I am about to ask more of you, my Empress.”

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth rose. “Let me ask something of you first. How widespread was this cult when you left?”

      Mahi’Takar frowned. “It has been over a decade. Lu’Trein’s rhetoric is powerful, and he was completely indoctrinated by the cult long before we fled. Nevertheless, many do not truly believe, and wait for Tu’Reigd to return once he is grown.” She studied Bethany Anne with curiosity. “Are you asking because you have a mind to help my people?”

      Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the table as she considered how in the hell she could defend her territory and take back Mahi’Takar’s for her. “I can’t be everywhere, and my resources here are not infinite. The question is, how do we get your family on our side?”

      Mahi’Takar smiled. “If you are agreeing to fight for our home, you just did.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Then we have reached an agreement we are both satisfied with. Take it to your family, and we will meet again when I return.”

      

      Federation Outskirts, Plunging Fallow Station

      Jean glanced at the racks with barely concealed disinterest while they waited for Gabrielle to emerge from the changing room. “I hate high-end retail places like this. Damn overpriced flimsy crap is gonna tear the first fight you get into, and the sales assistants think they don’t breathe the same air as the rest of us.”

      “If they knew who we were, they’d be all over us,” Tabitha agreed.

      “They are all over us,” Bethany Anne told them, meeting the broody stare of the store guard with a bright smile. “Just not in the way you’re used to.”

      Jean flipped the guard the finger. “This place sucks. Gabrielle. Hurry up so we can get out of here.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t like a thing in the store anyway. “I saw a shoe boutique not far from here I want to check out.”

      “Curse your eagle eyes,” Jean grumbled. “I want to shop where they don’t look at you like you’re about to trash the place because you have a spot of grease on your clothing,

      Gabrielle snorted as she came out of the changing room with her items. “You’re just mad there’s not a single gun shop on this level.”

      “Damn straight,” Jean agreed. “Pay for your things and let’s get out of here.” She walked out of the store ahead of the other three, spotting someplace much more her style on the information broadcast screens directly across from the doors.

      Bethany Anne, Tabitha, and Gabrielle joined her a few minutes later.

      “I’m going to peel off for a while,” Jean told them.

      Bethany Anne checked the time. “I have to take care of Barnabas’ thing after I’m done shopping. I’ll meet you back at the ship in a few hours.”

      Tabitha wrinkled her nose at the window displays around them. “Yeah, I’m gonna go with Jean. I can’t be seen in this kind of thing. I’ve got a reputation as a badass I’d like to keep.” She sauntered after Jean, leaving Bethany Anne and Gabrielle alone with all the shoes.

      “Boutique?” Gabrielle asked, mouth pursed.

      “This way,” Bethany Anne replied with a grin.
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      Outskirts of Yollin Space, Voidrux Residence, Bedroom

      Luther had ended the day on a sour note.

      For some unknown reason, every legitimate bank account he had was now frozen. He didn’t dare check the ones nobody knew about in case he inadvertently led the responsible party right to his rainy day pots.

      He was certain the culprit was not the Federation. Otherwise, his arrival at his twenty-six-room family home would have been more of a handcuffs and nightsticks affair than a sullen lope into the drawing room to drown his sorrows in his great-grandfather’s priceless scotch.

      Consequently, he was heading to bed three sheets to the wind, and although he knew he had legs, he wondered if perhaps he had left them by the fireplace in the drawing room with his slippers.

      Do I care?

      He stumbled into his bedroom, shedding his clothing as he crossed the twelve steps to the four-poster bed his great-great-great-whoever had smuggled from who knew where and fell face down onto the mattress.

      “Well, aren’t we just Sorry Central?” a voice that spoke of the possibility of endless pain asked.

      Luther scrambled to a sitting position, dead sober. “Wha… Who’s there?” He looked around frantically, hoping he’d hallucinated the voice.

      “I’m afraid,” the voice purred dangerously, “that you’ve been a very bad man, Luther Voidrux. It’s time you saw the light.”

      Luther shuffled back on the bed, feeling for the blaster he kept under his pillow for occasions such as this. “Who are you? Show yourself!” he demanded, regaining some of his confidence when no one appeared to go with the voice.

      “You really are a dumbass, aren’t you?” Baba Yaga grated in his ear from beside him on the bed.

      Luther screamed at the sight of her. He threw himself sideways off the bed, firing his blaster indiscriminately.

      Baba Yaga was not there.

      He sat up, looking at the smoking ruins of his family heirlooms. “You’re not the Witch,” he whispered to himself, failing to buy his own lie. “You can’t be her.”

      The temperature dropped, chilling Luther to the bone. He backed out of his bedroom slowly, his head swiveling in every direction as his panicked brain told him that the Witch was hiding in every corner and shadow.

      The mansion was dark since Luther hadn’t bothered to turn on the lights for his journey to bed. He crept along the passage, blaster at the ready in his shaking hands should any more figments of his disordered imagination come to life.

      Luther had calmed slightly by the time he reached the double staircase leading down to the foyer. He told himself he must have been hallucinating from drinking bad scotch. “You ass, you almost frightened yourself to death.”

      He wasn’t too happy about the damage to his bedroom, either.

      Deciding to sleep on the couch in the drawing room like he should have done in the first place, Luther headed downstairs to fix some warm milk and a sandwich before he sacked out.

      Luther switched on the kitchen light and made his way to the cooling unit to get the fixings out.

      Sharp pain in the back of his head made Luther’s arms drop to his sides. Panic gripped him when the milk splashed his bare feet. He couldn’t feel a thing.

      Nor could he move from the spot.

      “Don’t worry,” Baba Yaga’s raspy voice ground out behind him. “You’ll feel everything in a minute…”

      The Witch waved a hand, and control returned to Luther’s body. He looked down at the milk turning yellow on the floor, and his mind checked out as he realized that his bladder had given up.

      Baba Yaga flashed a cold, sharp smile. “All this drama,” she told Luther as she took a step toward him. “All I wanted was to have a conversation.”

      Luther pitched forward, Baba Yaga’s soul-destroying laugh the last thing he heard before splashing in the puddle on the floor.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Barnabas received a message from Bethany Anne as he was walking to the hangar. Puzzled, he opened it, wondering why she had sent a text instead of calling him directly.

      It all became clear once he skimmed over the documentation signing over Voidrux Industries to the CEO of Silver Line Company, who just happened to be Nickie.

      There was a note attached.

      Your man was nothing more than a greedy-ass individual with delusions of retiring on what he got out of us.

      Strangely, he found religion last night.

      The business includes over two hundred thousand workers of every description, and its headquarters is on an asteroid close to the border with Yoll.

      I’m sure Voidrux will make a fine penitent.

      Oh, and Barnabas? Speaking of penitents, I will enjoy picturing Nickie’s reaction when you tell her most of her work will involve being pleasant to the Federation. Payback isn’t the only bitch you’re stuck with.

      Until the next briefing,

      Bethany Anne

      Barnabas chuckled as he filed the documentation with CEREBRO. He couldn’t wait to see Nickie’s reaction either.

      

      Uncharted Galaxy, Hidden Location

      The Bitch. The Queen. The Empress.

      Whatever she answered to, however primitive her beginnings, every remaining Kurtherian of the Seven clans knew her true name.

      Death.

      For two centuries now, Death had hunted them. Harried them. With no rest or remorse, she had searched out the Seven and cut away at their power, their resources, and their precious numbers. She had scattered them, driving them ever outward, and then pursued them some more.

      The absence of the Phraim-‘Eh at this assembly was an affront.

      There were no living Phraim-‘Eh left to attend.

      No longer a Prime, a Secondary, or a single Pilot among them, the remainder of the Seven clans gathered in the shadows of a cavern that did not belong to them. Hooded to a person in order to conceal their identities, every Kurtherian present seethed in silence at being reduced to this deception by Death’s ability to read minds.

      Further, Gödel had culled those whose obsession with the moral high ground overrode their good sense to keep them all out of Death’s crosshairs.

      Here were the survivors, the ones whose former quests for glory had been satisfied by smaller progressions along the path to Ascension. The ones who had been adaptable enough to recognize Gödel’s greater wisdom and knew that all of their lives depended upon her leadership.

      The silence grew in volume as many more joined the summit by mental link from their hiding places across the galaxies, another precaution against total destruction should she find them. There were no snatches of conversation that might give away a connection. Even their exact number was hidden.

      Gödel’s law was simple to obey.

      Give the humans nothing.

      A low, reverberating chime sounded, signaling the arrival of the highest-ranking Kurtherian left alive to lead them. A solitary ball of Etheric energy came into being near the roof of the cavern. Its pallid light cast the ancient carvings on the dais into relief, a reminder to the Azzhur in the cavern of the species they’d wiped out when their clan took this planet centuries ago.

      Gödel’s entourage entered first. Two carried her throne onto the dais, and the other four fanned out at the base of the steps and raised their glowing hands to the roof. “Rejoice in supplication,” they proclaimed. “Gödel has come.”

      Every Kurtherian of the clans found the human cryptonym distasteful in the extreme. No one present knew their leader’s true designation.

      None dared ask.

      Gödel exercised her skills with the Etheric with clinical abandon and pinpoint accuracy, as did her faithful, meaning, she could call herself whatever she liked and there wasn’t a Kurtherian who had the power to question her.

      Everyone was aware of how badly the summit would go if everything was not exactly as Gödel expected it. The neutral silence took on an air of uncertainty as her armored guards mounted the dais and positioned themselves around the throne with their scepters charged and glowing.

      Gödel appeared upon the throne in a flash of light and a swirl of semi-diaphanous robes. The relief in the cavern was palpable when she settled back without passing comment—or killing them all in a fit of displeasure.

      The absolute ruler of the Seven adjusted the folds of her ornate hood against her veil before laying her gloved hands in her lap. “Explain,” she ordered in a dispassionate tone. “Explain to Us how Death, that irrational, emotional human, has managed to gain even greater control over the Etheric.”

      A susurrus of denials rebounded off the roof of the cavern.

      Gödel lifted a finger, and a Kurtherian in the front row stepped forward. “Speak, T’sehmion. Tell Us and your brethren what you witnessed.”
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      The T’sehmion bowed his head and turned to the assembly. “Your Glory. My facility was attacked by Death and her consort. They gave me no choice but to initiate self-destruct measures. All was lost, including the Bl’kheth.”

      Gödel’s veil rippled as her mandibles jabbed at it. “How did she get past Our defenses?”

      The red glow beneath the Kurtherian’s hood dimmed as he turned back to Gödel. “I do not believe what I saw, your Glory.”

      Gödel leaned forward on her throne. “I see it in your mind, and it is the truth. Tell them.” Her voice hardened, making her request a demand the Kurtherian dared not disobey.

      The T’sehmion bowed lower. “She walked out of an Etheric storm, but…” he paused for barely a moment, “That is not possible.”

      Gödel straightened, and the room flinched.

      Her chin protruded beneath her veil, every word icy. “Nothing to say? Not one of you can hypothesize how she lived through it? How she went into that storm and walked out at Our facility?”

      No one spoke.

      Gödel leaned toward the delegates. “Then what purpose does any of you serve?” she demanded. “We were not ready for her to discover Our factories. If none of you can protect Our interests, you are of no use to Us or to the future of the clans. We will replace you.”

      The room erupted in whispers as Gödel got to her feet.

      “We d-d-dare not m-move against her, your Glory,” one of the hooded figures stuttered. “She is too p-powerful, and the revelation of her ability to ride the st-storm wall p-proves it without a doubt.”

      Gödel pointed a gloved finger around the room, smiling as she landed on the speaker and took control of his nanocytes. “We are Kurtherians,” she calmly told the assembly as the speaker gasped his final breath. “Superior to all, submissive to none. We…You and I… are the guardians of the path to Ascension, and we are at war.”

      She released the unfortunate to fall to the floor before she raised her voice. “No longer can your duty be disrupted by the will of a single…primitive…female. You will all purge this blasphemous line of thought and find a way to rein in the humans, or it will be Our duty to cleanse our genetic pool of your weakness. There must be something we can use to remove Death from the equation.”

      Gödel glowed with absorbed energy. “Death desecrates our ancestors with her every breath, and it is all we can do to keep her distracted by continuous war. The years she vanished, we could find no trace of her. Now she is returned, stronger, more powerful, and more of a denigration to our Ascension, and We want her destroyed!”

      A curt voice broke the stillness of the cavern, taking the plunge for them all. “We are well aware of her weakness, Your Glory. However, unless we all have access to the knowledge you have gained…”

      Gödel’s laugh rang out across the cavern. “And have you begin to believe you can match Our Magnificence? We think not, Reben. It has become clear to Us, and to you, that the path to victory lies with Us, and Us alone. You are but weapons, and at the moment, ineffective ones at that.”

      The speaker’s continued status as a living being encouraged another to speak up. “Your Glory, any move against the humans will result in disaster for us all. The charts—”

      Everyone present found their ability to draw breath was no longer a given when Gödel lifted a hand and squeezed it into a fist. “We care not for the charts.” She sneered. “We are Gödel. The prophecies are naught but amusements to such as Us. We care only that Death, and all of her allies, is removed as an obstacle to the Kurtherian shepherding all. This universe has a choice: obey Us and accept the Wisdom of Ascension, or die to bring that Age in.”

      Everyone in the cavern hitched a grateful gasp when Gödel dropped her grip on their airways and vanished.

      Her voice echoed through the cavern—and their minds.

      Our way is threatened, and We will not tolerate failure. You will find a way to neutralize Death…

      Or die trying.
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      QT2, QBBS Helena, Three months later

      Bethany Anne left the No-Ox habitat, almost soothed by the time spent meditating with the Collective on their shared grief.

      Today was the day Jean would reveal her new home, and Bethany Anne was alone in being underwhelmed by the whole occasion.

      While Izanami’s absence was no longer a knife in her heart every time she got aboard a ship, the loss was never far from her mind. Her meditation had guided her to the conclusion that time would heal her wound, as it had so many times before.

      The difference this time was that she didn’t try to close her emotions down. If she could not find her own joy in the day, she would share her family’s, and that would be enough.

      Nevertheless, it would carry a bittersweet note in her memory, and while she wasn’t exactly fine with that, she accepted it was the way it would be.

      She exchanged her roamer vehicle for a fresh one from the charging point outside the airlock and set off for the shipyard.

      She could only stare in wonder at the size of the ship. It reminded her of that moment in one of the Star Wars movies when you saw Darth Vader’s Executive…no, that was an Executor-class star destroyer, right? Either way, the other star destroyers had looked like toys next to that ship.

      Hundreds of years later, that scene was still firmly implanted in her memories.

      Alexis and Gabriel were waiting for Bethany Anne when she arrived.

      Alexis elbowed her brother in the ribs as their mother climbed out of the roamer. “I told you she was still sad. She’s been with the Collective again.”

      Gabriel scrutinized Bethany Anne’s face. “She looks fine to me.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes and walked over to Bethany Anne. “You are such a guy sometimes.”

      Bethany Anne held out her arms to her children. “This is getting to be embarrassing since you two are taller than me now.”

      Alexis released Bethany Anne and clapped excitedly. “Not for long. Jean told me your armor is ready.”

      Now, that was a reason for Bethany Anne to embrace the celebratory mood. She shooed her children ahead as the first hint of a smile graced her lips. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go so I can see how she did.”

      Gabriel looked over his shoulder. “You haven’t seen it already?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Jean’s kept this sewn up tighter than… You know, you’re not the right audience for that kind of snark. She’s tested my patience, that’s for sure.”

      “That’s not saying much, Mom.” Alexis giggled. “I mean, you don’t exactly have an abundance of it when you want something.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Whose side are you on?”

      Alexis batted her eyelashes. “The side that says Gabriel and I should be ungrounded?”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Yeah, right. Not in a thousand years is that look going to work on me, Alexis Nacht. This is my payback for bitching about my Guards, I know, but it’s not going to make any difference. You go out, you have guards. End of discussion.”

      Alexis pouted all the way to meeting Michael at the hangar entrance.

      Michael noted immediately that Bethany Anne and Alexis were at odds. “Why don’t we look like a family about to see their new home for the first time?” he asked, wishing it wasn’t his job to mediate between his wife and daughter.

      That was no different than most dads in history with daughters. He was not the first to deal with this problem, nor would he be the last. However, he would absolutely be the one in the middle of two of the most powerful. It was his burden to bear.

      Gabriel sauntered past, waving a finger at Bethany Anne and Alexis. “Mom was already in a bad mood, Alexis made it worse and then decided to sulk about it, and now Mom is one rolled eyeball from being done.”

      Michael looked at his son for a moment before mulling the reasons he sometimes checked for gray hairs in the mirror despite having nanocytes. “Is that accurate?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It’s accurate enough. Jean will be waiting.” She headed into the hangar to look for Jean, passing antigrav pallets piled high with supplies and equipment on her way to the open hangar doors leading out to the construction frame holding her superdreadnought.

      “You can’t board until you name her,” Jean teased, coming down the ramp from the frame. “Otherwise, she’s ready for you to move in. I had all your belongings sent from High Tortuga, so you’re good to go.”

      Bethany Anne turned to see Michael approaching the foot of the ramp. “You can name this one.”

      “Easy,” Michael replied. “The Baba Yaga, in Izanami’s memory.”

      Jean chuckled. “Funny you should choose that. I named this class of superdreadnoughts for her.” She turned to the assistant hovering behind her. “You heard the man. Get it finished so they can go home.”

      Bethany Anne managed to pull a smile from somewhere. “I like that. Where are the children? We should take a tour while the painters finish up. We have an extended trip to plan for.”

      Gabriel and Alexis showed up a moment later with K’aia and Trey in tow.

      Bethany Anne chuckled at Michael’s instinctive movement to herd them toward the ramp. She headed over to Michael and linked her arm through his as the children ran onto the ship ahead of them.

      Michael bent to kiss Bethany Anne’s hair. “It is not such a bad home, this ship. It is certainly the largest I’ve ever lived on.”

      Bethany Anne steered Michael up the ramp. “It’s not a home.” She frowned. “But we will make it one. Come on, Jean looks like she’s going to have a fit if we don’t hurry up.”

      Jean waved them aboard. “You’ve got as long as you like to suck face once I’ve shown you around. Don’t pretend I haven’t still got a full day’s work to do after this.” Her face told a different tale than her tone, her eyes crinkling at the corners as they walked onto the ship.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne wandered away from the tour, wanting to get her first visit to the bridge and the meeting with the ship’s AI out of the way before she built it into something impossible.

      >>What’s the deal?<< ADAM demanded. >>You didn’t lose me. We can talk, you know. I miss Izanami too. She was a part of me I’ll never get back.<<

      Bethany Anne stopped in her tracks. I never thought of Izanami as an extension of you, she admitted. She was so individual, so…her. I feel like I lost a friend.

      >>You did,<< ADAM reasoned. >>You lived aboard her ship and spoke to her every day. She bonded with you, and she wasn’t designed to do that. You bonded with her too, Bethany Anne. Be sad. Be angry. Miss her. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t.<< He paused. >>But then get off your pity party and talk to the people who are here for you.<<

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on the bridge door as she remembered the time she had gone through as the dark one, the Witch of the Empire. I’m not going to break. Not this time. I’ll talk when I’m ready.

      The bridge door cycled open, and Bethany Anne strode in to find a space defined by clean lines in cream, silver, and blue.

      It was a complete contrast to what she had been expecting, since what she had seen of the ship so far was more utilitarian in military gray and white.

      Bethany Anne walked around the hard light projector in the center of the bridge on her way to the main console. She took her chair and engaged the ship systems, ignoring the tightness in her chest as the HLP whirred to life.

      The children clattered onto the bridge, followed by Michael and Jean.

      Bethany Anne turned from the console. “You made it just in time.”

      Gabriel dropped onto the arm of Bethany Anne’s chair and draped his arm over her shoulders. “Mom, just wait until you see your armory. Ours is awesome, but yours is the coolest I’ve ever seen.”

      “Never mind the armory!” Alexis squealed, taking the other arm. “The closet, Mom! It’s bigger than Aunt Tabitha’s and Uncle Pete’s apartment!”

      Bethany Anne turned her eyebrow on Jean.

      Jean lifted her hands. “What can I say? You had the space.”

      The console lit up, distracting Bethany Anne for the moment, and she checked the displays. “Looks like our new AI is coming online. Don’t crowd her, children. Remember, this is her first experience as a sentient being.”

      Everyone moved back as the HLP’s whirring kicked up a notch. The spindles moved into position and began to glow.

      “This is always slow at first,” Jean warned. “Give it a minute to warm up.”

      Bethany Anne was unable to look away despite herself. The AI was the heart of any ship, and the freedom to choose their own personality was a gamble at the best of times. Would she get another Meredith? An ArchAngel?

      Hopefully not a Shinigami.

      She didn’t think she could take it.

      The children gasped when light burst from the spindles at the top of the tubular encasement, pooling in the deep tray at the bottom. The spindles cut out when the tray was filled to the brim, and another arm emerged from the upper part of the apparatus and held a marble-sized sphere above the tray.

      Bethany Anne held her breath as the light began to rise and coalesce around the hard light drive. This iteration was supposed to be virtually indestructible, needing the force of two colliding planets to crush it.

      Or so Bobcat had told her.

      Time would tell, and she had learned her lesson about getting attached to inorganic beings who resided outside her body. She would not get attached to this AI, even if she lived aboard the ship for a hundred years.

      Bethany Anne held Gabriel close as the physical appearance of the AI came into focus.

      The light around the drive now vaguely resembled a human form.

      Bethany Anne’s heart dropped when she made out the shape of a breastplate and greaves. Her hair hung loose. It was white.

      No!

      The AI remained stationary until the fine detail of her expressionless face resolved.

      Alexis took Bethany Anne’s hand as she squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears threatening to fall. “It’s okay, Mom,” she whispered. “Look.”

      Bethany Anne opened her eyes to prove to her children that she could.

      The first thing she saw was Michael staring openmouthed at the projection.

      The avatar inside the tube was glowing red. Not just red, she realized. Red and gold?

      The AI stepped down from the tray and looked down at herself, her voice brought back from the grave. “How very…generic. This won’t do at all.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes as the girls broke into squeals. “You’re looking pretty good for a dead person.”

      Izanami grinned and dissolved into golden sparkles, coming back a split second later wearing her own white armor, her hair back at its usual hip length. “I am now. That’s much more me.” She turned a circle and lifted her hands. “Don’t you think?”

      “Perfect,” Bethany Anne agreed. She leaned around Gabriel to look at Jean. “You?”

      Jean chuckled. “Me. Happy Birthdays for a few decades my Queen. Now, I’ve got to get back to work.”

      Alexis and Gabriel had Izanami turning this way and that while they complimented the improvements to her avatar’s range of movement.

      Bethany Anne caught Michael gazing at her with a mixture of satisfaction and relief. Did you know about this?

      I did not, he replied. Although I am relieved your burden has been lifted. Perhaps now you will think of this as home.

      Michael moved away to explore the bridge as Izanami extracted herself from the children.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t hold back her grin. “Jean really pulled a miracle out of her ass. You were gone, dammit. There was no bringing you back.”

      Izanami flashed her sharp smile. “Nobody told Jean that. ADAM tells me you took millions of Ooken lives in revenge for my death. I will have to make sure I repay that by killing twice as many in your name when we return to war.”

      Bethany Anne let the tears go. “Izanami, you can kill as many damn Ooken as you want. Have you seen your ship yet?”

      “Of course.” Izanami winked. “But have you seen my guns?”
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      THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well.

      (I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)

      

      RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?

      I’m sitting in my (near) Los Angeles hotel room, the beginning of the 2019 SFWA Nebulas conference going on down below. (The Nebula is an award for Sci-Fi and Fantasy stories, and is given out this Saturday night.) I am finishing up these Author Notes before this book goes up on Amazon tonight, hoping we publish by the early morning.

      It is three years and six months since I released the very first Kurtherian book, and now we are releasing the twenty-sixth book with Bethany Anne in the main Kurtherian timeline.

      The stories are a bit different now.

      As I edited this book, it struck me how all these characters have grown through the years, sometimes entering into the stories in odd ways (Sabine made me think of this) and wondering where everyone might be that we didn’t shoehorn into this story.

      (If you have missed Nickie Grimes in Deuces Wild, take a moment to read that storyline. It’s a little harder because we attack a problem with families and misunderstandings. Then, you add the Grimes gene into the mix, and a whole backbone of “I don’t give a shit,” and you get Nickie.)

      The universe and character list are too large to not give other characters a little bit of book time. Fans want to know what happened to XYZ characters, but then we have a couple of concerns from not giving Bethany Anne enough time because we spoke about others.

      It is challenging, to say the least.

      We are trying to figure out how to split the characters into their own storylines and perhaps do something else, maybe another book, with their stories. I don’t know if we will be able to figure out a solution, but know that we ARE looking into it.

      Well, that and we have finally been able to set up everything to move the plot forward. To get out of the children phase and get a space-sized ass-kicking moving forward with all these characters and one in particular.

      THANK YOU for supporting Bethany Anne. She will forever be the special one in my heart out of all of the characters I’ve created.

      She is the Queen Bitch, and I love her for that.

      

      AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

      One of the most interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.

      Woodland Hills Marriott, Woodland Hills, California, USA

      It’s a party!

      Well, not really yet.

      I understand that the Nebulas was just a one-night “thing” started a bit over fifty years ago as an excuse to get together and have a party with other authors.

      Flash forward to today, and it is a conference that starts on Thursday and goes through Saturday, and the Nebula dinner (do dress nicely) will be held Saturday night. I was up past midnight out drinking (I really had a real honest-to-god alcoholic drink where I usually just have a Coke).  For those curious, I like Drambuie neat. Usually, just one to sip.

      I was with Ronnie Virdie (Author), Yudhanjaya Wijeratne (Author) and Dan Wood (Draft2Digital).  Craig Martelle (Author) and Judith Anderle (CMO LMBPN Publishing and my wife) had already gone back to the hotel after dinner. We talked about books, the art of story, arguing about shit I doubt I remember much about (no, I wasn’t drunk, but late night discussions don’t stick around in my long-term memory very well.)

      (Editor’s Note: I will remember that for when you agree to something in one of our midnight convos, Anderle)

      We will be here through Sunday for any meetings with those still hanging close and leave on Monday morning for the five-hour car trip back to the Cave in the Sky™ in Las Vegas.

      One week in Vegas, then we hit the skies towards New York and Book Expo America and APAC (Audio).

      Where I’m sure I will be lousy in the mornings as well, Mr. Campbell (he reviews these notes before publishing so Zen Master Walking™ will know I’m talking about him).

      But at least this time YOU will have probably been out late with us and your mornings will suck as well.

      (Zen Master Walking™ Note: My mornings never suck. It’s a gift.)

      Damn, I need a nap…

      

      FAN PRICING

      $0.99 Saturdays (new LMBPN stuff) and $0.99 Wednesday (both LMBPN books and friends of LMBPN books.) Get great stuff from us and others at tantalizing prices.

      Go ahead. I bet you can’t read just one.

      

      Sign up here: http://lmbpn.com/email/.

      

      HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE

      Review them so others have your thoughts, and tell friends and the dogs of your enemies (because who wants to talk to enemies?)… Enough said ;-)

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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      Devon, First City, Totto’s Restaurant

      Bethany Anne beat Michael to the last dab of tzatziki and popped the laden crust of handmade bread into her mouth with a satisfied smile. “Mmmm.”

      Michael smiled as he sipped his Coke. “Are you ready to order?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head, her nose wrinkling as she finished her mouthful. “I’m enjoying the bread. It’s always gone too soon.”

      “We can always get more.” Michael touched the button that would summon Leonardo. “It wouldn’t be the first time we came here and ate nothing but appetizers.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and reached to empty her glass. “I’m turning into a carb monster. I blame Leonardo, of course. The food here is too good.”

      The restaurant owner entered the private room and walked over to their table, beaming at them through his abundant mustache. “My favorite couple. Is everything as you like?” he shot a rueful glance at the empty platter. “Maybe I don’t give you enough food. More bread, yes?”

      Bethany Anne rubbed her stomach. “I think two starters is enough. Tell us about the specials, please.”

      Leonardo chuckled and replaced their Cokes before he scooped up the platter. “I think you are teasing, my lady. I will tell you and bring you the menu, then you will order again my beautiful bread, followed by chocolate mousse. Your husband will order a rare filet and sautéed vegetables.” He wagged a finger at them. “I know my regulars.”

      Michael snorted softly as he sipped his drink. “He’s right. We do this every time we eat here.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her mouth quirking to the left. “I regret it the next day.” She waved her hand at Michael. “Do you want to be married to a woman with an ass the size of a superdreadn—”

      Her voice trailed off when the aroma of flatbread fresh from the oven wafted into the room from the kitchen, then she sighed before throwing her hands up in defeat. “Who am I kidding? I can’t resist. Bring the bread, Leonardo. Thank you.”

      Leonardo grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling in pleasure as he backed out of the room with a small bow. “You are most welcome.”

      He came back shortly with an antigrav serving trolley and laid out a number of small dishes in front of Bethany Anne. “I brought you a little taste of the menu to accompany your bread.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she examined the variety of bite-sized offerings. “That’s so thoughtful of you.”

      Leonardo shook his head at Bethany Anne as he laid out Michael’s meal. “It is only right you get to taste all of what we have to offer.”

      “That,” Bethany Anne told him warmly, “is why we come back here.”

      Leonardo flushed with pride as he ushered the trolley toward the door. “Buon appetito,” he wished them, then closed the door behind himself with a soft snick.

      When the meal was almost over and the candles in the center of the table burned low, Bethany Anne sat back in her chair with a contented sigh. “This is so close to normal. Just you and me and good food. Can you even imagine that there’s a war out there?” She waved a hand to indicate the world outside their one-way window. “It’s so peaceful here.”

      Michael settled lower into his chair and stretched his legs out under the table. “I agree. We have too little time for ourselves when there is a war to be fought and children to raise.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, tapping a finger on the side of her glass. “Our own, and those we appear to keep acquiring. I’ve been thinking about this since John got back with Nickie. Do we really want to take Gabriel and Alexis with us to Qu’Baka?”

      Michael looked away for a moment. “Leaving them behind didn’t work out too well for us last time, did it?”

      “Which is exactly why we will make better arrangements for them this time.” Bethany Anne stopped tapping and frowned at Michael. “I don’t know what else we can do. Nobody gave us a manual for raising children of their ability and intelligence. I hate to admit it, but maybe we made too many concessions on the self-discipline side to account for their isolation.”

      “And their stubbornness,” Michael added, a dry laugh escaping him. “History repeats itself.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes, well, they did inherit a double dose of the stubborns.” She sighed, lifting her hands. “We have only ourselves to blame, and I’m not even certain blame is the right word.”

      Michael paused for a moment before replying. “Yes…and no. We taught them to be independent and free-thinking. You cannot tell me we are bound by the same laws as the masses, and neither are they. To instill that limited mindset in them would leave them unprepared for the lives they both appear to be determined to lead as adults.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t disagree. “It’s just… Have we prepared them for that responsibility? Or have we focused too much on making sure they can’t be hurt? Deadly can still be stupid, and stupid gets people killed.” She paused to work her thought out. “The thing they are lacking is the discipline to lead. How many times could I have acted differently and gotten a better result? Less recklessly? That’s what I ask myself as a mother, and as a leader. How can we teach Gabriel and Alexis that?”

      “What are you suggesting, exactly?” Michael asked, realizing that her thoughts were running miles ahead of his. “You clearly have something in mind.”

      “I have a thought, yes.” Bethany Anne began her tapping again, this time on the tablecloth. “What they’re missing is the discipline to work within the constraints of an organization, right?”

      Michael waved a finger for her to continue. “I’m listening.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “We had Eve write that six-year leadership program for Trey. We should have Alexis and Gabriel take the course with him. K’aia, too.”

      Michel sat back, thrown by the suggestion. “That’s a shift in stance I hadn’t expected to hear from you. That program will take them six years of game time to complete. Are you thinking of putting them through the aging process as well?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “What do you think? I’m not against it if we all agree. It would solve the issue of our family being separated every time we have to take care of some fucknut with a god complex, right?”

      Michael nodded slowly as he considered the idea. “I’m not against it at all. I would much rather have our son and daughter fighting by our sides than off somewhere we can’t keep an eye on them.” He snickered softly. “Besides, can you imagine their reactions when we offer them this opportunity?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I know, right? I didn’t want to punish them, not really. They acted bravely, believing we were in danger. I think the dread of waiting to be punished has been enough. I want them protected, but I don’t want them hesitating to make a decision.”

      Michael covered Bethany Anne’s hand with his. “This is a good solution. They are children to be proud of, but they have no business on a battlefield. Not yet. They’re too young and reckless. Too raw. Taking the ship proves that.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Mm-hmm. That’s what got me thinking of the training program. They need to get some real-world experience.” She tilted her head. “Well, as real as it can be without them being put in real danger.”

      Michael gave Bethany Anne a knowing look. “That’s what we designed the Vid-doc system for. They will complete their training while we take care of Lu’Trein and the Seven. Our children and their friends are blessings, but can you imagine trying to ride herd on the four of them while we’re on a hostile planet?”

      Bethany Anne almost sprayed them both with Coke. “Good Lord, no.”

      “What about K’aia?” Michael mused. “She is adamant about remaining at her current level of enhancement.”

      “Understandable. She’s in peak condition for a Yollin.” Bethany Anne tilted her head in consideration, then waved a hand to dismiss it for now. “That’s for Eve to figure out in the programming once Alexis and Gabriel have made their decisions. Our concern is deciding where we are going to hide the Vid-docs so nobody can get to the children while we are away. Otherwise, we can forget about it and send them to High Tortuga.”

      Michael chuckled dryly as an idea came to mind. “There’s always your go-to. The Hexagon has an underground vault.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “It does? Perfect. Every time I turn around, the kids have extended the place. How deep is the vault?” She dropped her napkin on the table and got to her feet. “Never mind, we’ll check it out before we go back to the ship.”

      Michael followed suit, silently wishing he’d kept the information to himself until morning. “I’ll let Sabine know we require access to the vault while you settle up with Leonardo.”

      Bethany Anne took Michael’s hand as they left the restaurant, and they stepped into the Etheric to avoid traffic around the bazaar.

      She touched her head to Michael’s shoulder as they strolled through the mists. “Dinner and a walk home. You’re being awfully romantic. It’s almost a shame I’m leaving for QT2 in the morning.”

      Michael smiled regretfully. “I had thought to spoil you a little more, but it will have to wait until you get back. Are you still planning to collect Barnabas’ party for the gala?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, her mind on surprising Jean. “Just as soon as I’m wrapped up at QT2. I want to spend some time with the Collective, and I have to check in at the shipyards. Shouldn’t be too much trouble.”

      Michael snorted softy. “That’s if the unexpected reappearance of their Empress doesn’t give everyone a heart attack.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I lead from the front, you know that.” She paused, her expression pensive. “Hiding doesn’t suit me. Besides, it isn’t going to be necessary for much longer. They’ll get used to seeing my face again soon enough. I’m thinking the gala is the perfect time to get everyone used to the idea.”

      Michael chuckled dryly. “If they survive the initial coronaries.”

      “It’s not going to be so bad.” Bethany Anne bumped Michael with her hip, a playful glint in her eyes. “Quite frankly, I miss that sudden silence when I walk into a room. Parenting is a gift and all, but our children are so unimpressed by us, I feel almost human again.”

      Michael laughed along with Bethany Anne. “Although they have no issue being awed by everyone else. It is rather humbling,” he admitted. “I think the reaction at the gala will give them a different perspective.”

      Bethany Anne found herself warmed from head to toe at the prospect of their family coming together. “I expect to have to pry Jean out of her workshop, even though all she wants is to get here for Nickie. So, I get to go from one end of the Interdiction to the other. Besides, it makes sense to play Empress’ taxi, since most of the family will be leaving their ships behind with their seconds-in-command.”

      Michael frowned. “Maybe we can arrange to hold the next gathering at High Tortuga. Meet in the middle.” A wistful expression passed over his face. “I never did get to host that barbecue.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “You could always host a barbecue on Devon. I think you just want to go on another hunt.”

      Michael smirked as he lifted his hands. “You’ve got me. It is always good to have quality time with our children. I will take them—but it will have to wait until we return from Qu’Baka. Their training is too important.”

      Bethany Anne took his hand. “You could take them for a short trip while I’m taking care of picking everyone up for the gala. You have a couple of days.”

      Michael made a soft sound of discontent. “I would, if not for the preparations I have to make for them to be left here with Tu’Reigd.” He released Bethany Anne’s hand and slipped his arm around her waist as they walked. “We will have our time soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Sabine was waiting in the reception room by the great glass doors when Bethany Anne and Michael stepped out of the Etheric. She folded her arms around her middle, annoyed by being woken up when she had to be up for work in a few hours. “It’s a little late, don’t you think?”

      Bethany Anne walked past, ignoring Sabine’s bitching. “Michael tells me you have a vault here.”

      A line of confusion appeared between Sabine’s eyebrows. “Um…yeah?” She glanced at Michael, who simply shrugged. “Yes. I had it built to house my weapons collection. Why?”

      Bethany Anne headed for the elevators without pausing to wait for Sabine. “I have something I want to keep hidden while we’re on Qu’Baka. I want to see if your vault fits my purpose.”

      Sabine sighed. “I should have listened to Tabitha. She told me you were going to do that. This way, the elevator to that level is hidden.”

      They exited the elevator into a short, wide corridor with a thick metal door that covered the entire wall at the opposite end.

      “Nice construction,” Michael remarked, admiring the smooth integration of the ten-by-fifteen-foot vault door with the excavated corridor. “You will have to give me your contractor’s details.”

      Sabine winked and stopped to tap at the control panel set into the wall halfway along the corridor. “I had a few of Tim’s guys do it as a side job. You know Guardians work for beer and pizza, yes? They also got season passes to the Hex Games. One moment, please.”

      Bethany Anne waited while Sabine fed her breath into a small tube that popped out of the control panel. “’Hex Games?’”

      “A new venture,” Sabine explained. She stepped back while the vault door swung open. “It’s more Mark’s and Jacqueline’s thing. I’m enjoying my teaching role.”

      “You’re still working at the weapons range?” Michael inquired.

      “I am.” Sabine looked back as she led them into the vault. “I’ve been taking the recruits through their proficiency tests. It suits me to take a step back from the entertainment side of the business.”

      Bethany Anne left them to catch up, heading straight through the first chamber into a small closet-like space that led into a second, rather larger chamber.

      Michael found his way to the second chamber a moment later. “This looks suitable.”

      Bethany Anne nodded in satisfaction. “I agree. No need to build.” She flashed a bright grin at Sabine. “I need this space for a few months.”

      “What exactly do you want to hide?” Sabine asked. “I’m agreeing, of course. But I am curious what you have that requires this much space.”

      Bethany Anne opened her arms. “What else? Our children—and K’aia and Trey.”

      “In their Vid-docs,” Michael clarified, much to Sabine’s relief.

      “Not a babysitting assignment, then?” She wiped an imaginary bead of sweat from her brow. “That’s a relief. Those two run rings around us all.”

      Bethany Anne tuned their conversation out as she focused on the space and its possibilities for creating a cocoon none could enter without permission. ADAM, what do you think? Can we get a nano-curtain around the vault?

      >>We can get one around anything. All it takes is the time to write the code that controls the nanocytes.<<

      How long will that take?

      >>Oh, none. TOM and I finished unraveling the code from the curtain in the factory and sent it over to Eve a day ago.<<

      Bethany Anne had heard all she needed to. Tell Eve I want her here and set up before I get back from High Tortuga.

      >>Done.<< ADAM came back a few moments later. >>She will be ready to leave in eight hours. She’s not too happy about being left on High Tortuga.<< He had debated whether Bethany Anne needed the information, but forewarned was forearmed, as far as he could see.

      Bethany Anne snorted. I’m sure she’ll get over it when she sees what I have planned for her here. “Sabine, Eve will be here in twelve to twenty-four hours, depending on how long it takes her to pack. Is there a space outside the vault she can use as her lab?”

      Sabine pointed above them. “There’s an empty floor between here and the residential level. It should be sufficient. Should I start the ball rolling on getting it refitted for her?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That would be great.” She smiled when Sabine let out a huge yawn. “That’s enough for tonight. Go get some sleep.”

      They parted at the ground floor, where Bethany Anne and Michael left the elevator and exited the Hexagon before heading back to the Baba Yaga through the Etheric.

      Izanami greeted them in the top-deck transfer bay. “The children are asleep. All is well across the ship.”

      Bethany Anne smiled warmly. “You are enjoying your new body?”

      Izanami turned in the air, leaving contrails of red and gold behind her. “Which body? This avatar? Or my ship? I cannot decide which is more beautiful, my upgraded hard light projection drive or my pretty, pretty guns.”

      Michael chuckled. “You will find out once you have had time to wear both in a little.”

      Izanami glided away, waving a hand as she went. “Perhaps. Perhaps I also enjoyed riding with the solar wind in my face.”

      They let her go, their minds on their last stop before sleep.

      Bethany Anne’s heart clenched as she looked upon the faces of her sleeping children.

      She stepped back for the door to close and turned to Michael with a sting in her eyes. Being apart won’t be easy.

      No, Michael agreed, holding her close, it will not.

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael, her resolve hardening her against the emotion willing her to pull the plug. But afterward, we will never be forced to leave them behind again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      QT2, QBBS Helena, No-Ox Habitat

      Bethany Anne’s roamer sank to the mid-level of the habitat and hovered at her direction. She checked to make sure the translator module was active and got to her feet to press herself against the transparent glass. Conduit, are you here?

      The giant kelp continued its smooth rolling motion, undisturbed by any Collective nearby. Bethany Anne was considering moving to another part of the habitat when the reply finally came.

      I could hardly be anywhere else, now.

      The conduit’s chiding voice played across the mental space, resonating with the emotions of the Collective as a whole—such as they were.

      You appear to have grasped the concept of sarcasm as a coping mechanism. Bethany Anne was impressed by the development. Good. How are you all doing in here?

      Well physically, but we are still separated from the minds aboard this station.

      Bethany Anne was confused. You get plenty of visitors down here. I was going to ask if you wanted me to place restrictions on people coming down here after looking at the visitor log.

      The Conduit emerged from the kelp and came to rest by Bethany Anne’s roamer. We have enough space to make ourselves scarce if we wish. All are welcome here. The sadness is that they cannot hear us, nor us them. The translator only works for a few, such as Jean and Lillian.

      Bethany Anne felt for the Collective. That’s too bad for you. What about CEREBRO? They spend far too much time down here, I’m told.

      The Conduit reacted joyously at the mention of the EI group. CEREBRO is their own Collective. They are like kin to us.

      What about ADAM? Can you hear him?

      When he is part of the whole of CEREBRO, yes. His singular voice is too faint.

      Bethany Anne considered that for a moment. What about when he communicates through me? ADAM, say something.

      >>Like what?<< ADAM asked. >>I'm kind of busy with CEREBRO at the moment.<<

      Did you hear him that time? Bethany Anne asked.

      No, the Conduit replied in a downcast tone.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. Not to worry. We’re going to get this figured out, okay? Some of the finest minds in the galaxy are about to gather. We will find a solution. She expressed no doubt in her tone. I’m leaving soon for a planet under Kurtherian control. I will be back, and when I am, it will be to hear that you can communicate with whoever you see fit.

      The emotion washing through the mental space shifted, hope threading through the frustration and loneliness. We know your people will work until it happens. Jean Dukes has the strength and will to see it through.

      Bethany Anne laughed. Now that’s the truth. It’s her I’m counting on to come up with the practical application of whatever solution my brain trust develops.

      She said her goodbyes and instructed her roamer to take her up to the surface.
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        * * *

      

      The plight of Bethany Anne’s water-bound guests tore at her as she left the habitat. It was becoming a habit to visit the Collective immediately upon her arrival at the Helena, and each time she left, it was with her heart weighing that little bit more at the amount of time it was taking to come up with a solution for their particular needs.

      What can I do to mend what’s broken?

      ADAM sighed as he disconnected from CEREBRO and the prototype translator module. >>Whatever it is, we need to do it soon. I’ve just checked the logs for CEREBRO’s activity down here, and they’re dedicating a hell of a lot of processing power to running that translator now that we have eight—or is it nine?—Collectives in residence.<<

      Show me. Bethany Anne’s eyes widened when ADAM put it up in her internal HUD. That’s…no small amount of strain on the Helena—and on this part of the Interdiction. I can’t have a weak point. What do you suggest?

      ADAM did the calculations. >>Reassigning more EIs to QT2 will suffice for now. There’s a waiting list, believe it or not.<<

      I can fully believe it. There’s just one problem with that. Bethany Anne opened her HUD menu and pulled the docket for the last transfer from High Tortuga. I thought so. There aren’t the numbers to move, see? All of the unassigned EIs who hadn’t already moved into the Etheric have been transported here, and their cradles added to CEREBRO’s whole.

      >>That’s correct,<< ADAM confirmed.

      Where are the EIs coming from, then?

      >>Um, the Federation,<< ADAM mumbled almost indiscernibly. Why was it always him and not TOM who caught the shitty end of the stick?

      TOM chuckled in his and ADAM’s separate space. I get my fair share. Don’t you believe differently.

      I didn’t quite catch that. Where are they coming from? Bethany Anne had heard him just fine. However, since this was the first she was hearing about EIs traveling without her orders, she was pretty much required to drag ADAM’s metaphorical ass over the coals.

      >>The Federation,<< ADAM repeated sheepishly.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow.

      >>They’re not being used,<< ADAM explained. >>So I had them shipped on the Silver Line at my own expense.<<

      Bethany Anne snickered. I’m not mad. They’re your children, right?

      >>I suppose you could look at it that way,<< he agreed. >>However, it was a move to counter the probability of this situation occurring. My projections the last time we were here showed a need to increase the number of EIs in the group by two percent with each mind that rejoins the Collective consciousness to keep up with the required processing power for the translation module.<<

      TOM spoke up. The positive effect of staving off the Collective’s isolation aside, there is only so much CEREBRO, acting as therapists, can do for them. It may be worth considering an AI for the task of shepherding them on a more permanent basis once the barriers to communication are removed.

      It’s always about the shepherding with you. I’m thinking more that they need an outside link, as well as a companion. Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, seeing a flaw in TOM’s reasoning. What do we do when we find them a permanent home? Asking an AI to take on responsibility for the Collective’s mental wellbeing is asking them to part ways with us.

      >>For a time, at least,<< ADAM demurred. >>Not every AI would be suited to cope with that disconnect from humanity.<<

      I swore that would never happen again. Bethany Anne closed her eyes, remembering the reason she had decreed no EI could be allowed to ascend. But sentient beings have the right to choose. There will be a selection process. If an AI is going to do this, then we will find the right AI.

      >>Agreed. You want me to compile a candidate list?<<

      Bethany Anne shifted in her seat, the seed of a plan forming in her mind. No. I want you to get your research hat on and see if we can come at this from another angle simultaneously.

      >>What are you thinking?<<

      Your heuristics models could do with an update, yes? Do they even work with the new kinds of thinking we’ve come across since expanding out from High Tortuga?

      ADAM hesitated. >>One minute. I hadn’t checked since we’ve been a little bit busy keeping most of them from killing us.<< He ran the data he had through his most recent models. >>You’re right, the models don’t work when it comes to group decision power. This will require some research.<<

      Bethany Anne smiled as she felt ADAM’s attention wander. Would you care to remain here? In mind, at least. I assume you can use your connection to CEREBRO to be present at any of their locations?

      >>As long as I remain connected to you. Are you sure?<<

      I wasn’t offering to allow your consciousness to be transferred out of my mind again, Bethany Anne assured him. Don’t make me get precious with you. Almost losing you once was one time too many.

      >>No intention of it,<< ADAM replied quickly. He decided that this wasn’t the moment to point out that he had built a network spanning the galaxies, a breadcrumb trail of instantly activatable kernels he’d left behind to take root in every computer network he’d come across since Bethany Anne had removed his muzzle to save his life an eternity ago.

      Bethany Anne had made a good point earlier about him being a parent. He was the granddaddy, the progenitor of all sentient digital entities in the Federation and beyond.

      Which made him as invulnerable here as Bethany Anne.

      The real danger lay with the risk of the Kurtherian computer that contained the greater part of his core programming being damaged or corrupted in some way. It handled all the routing between the two halves of himself. If anything was to happen to it in the Etheric, he was, essentially, fucked.

      Bethany Anne had no clue as to ADAM’s train of thought. She had, however, come to a conclusion about the Collective. If an AI couldn’t be found, they would create one for the purpose. Go. I’ll catch up with you when we get back from Qu’Baka.

      >>You’ve got it. I’d tell you to kick hairy ass, but that’s a given.<<

      Bethany Anne grinned when the translator module flashed orange, detached itself from the hood of her roamer, and jetted off in a cloud of bubbles. A glance confirmed that her vehicle had plenty of charge remaining, enough to get her to the next person on her agenda.

      

      QBBS Helena, Transfer Terminal Route

      Bethany Anne sat back and laced her hands behind her head, thinking about her last call with Jean. Her granddaughter was recovering from just about the most traumatic experience a human being could experience, and Jean was so dug in that she despaired whether she could make it there before the gala.

      Her old friend wasn’t expecting a visit, but she would be getting one. A visit, and a damn crowbar up her ass if that was what it took to get her to leave Qui’nan to take care of the production schedule in her absence.

      This was a family event, as well as the beginning of the political showdown Bethany Anne had hoped to avoid. It wasn’t happening without Jean there.

      Bethany Anne considered her reasons for the big reveal while her roamer drove the preset route across the station.

      Operating undercover wasn’t working. Resource management was getting to be a bitch of a headache that never went away. She solved one shortfall, and there was the next bottleneck waiting to catch her out.

      Bethany Anne compared the effort of trying to keep up with the waves of Ooken attacks to trying to plug a leaking dam with a handful of corks, despite everyone working to the best of their ability to keep up.

      Their asses had been too close to the fire before Barnabas and Nickie came through with the logistics network.

      One win at a time just wasn’t doing it for her. However, it was still preferable to the alternative.

      This was the price of pushing her rapid expansion without the resources she required being under her control. It had taken her over a century to reach this point the first time around, and look where it had gotten her.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together as the unasked for memory of being too constricted by her rule to even breathe freely came to her. She had hogtied and bound herself to protect the rights of the people, and submitted to endless politics and diplomacy.

      She’d had to smile and listen to the talking go around and around, while she slowly went insane from dealing with petty fucking demands that had nothing to do with creating a utopia for the people and everything to do with trying to wrest an ounce of power back from her.

      Bethany Anne had no intention of getting caught up in ruling again. That time of idealizing was over. It was too fucking tiring. She was doing this her way, and anyone who didn’t like it?

      Well, fuck them.

      Personal freedom was a largesse Bethany Anne could no longer afford to grant. The Federation would get with the idea of their former Empress being closer than they had believed; that was only a matter of time and careful maneuvering. The independents would consolidate and work with her to keep everyone protected, or she would sanction them and cut them off just like she had Moen.

      She didn’t have time to be anybody’s mother but her children’s.

      Honor be damned. This was about survival, pure and simple. Federation, independents…they would unite against the Seven, or face the consequences when the war arrived at their doorstep.

      The infrastructure of Bethany Anne’s Not-an-Empire depended on that consolidation, and on making alliances with people who shared her ideals exactly.

      When she was ready to strike, the Kurtherians were going to feel it. She was going in with everything she had—a full dose of shock and awe simultaneously on every factory she could locate. However, before she could even consider doing more to take advantage of her knowledge about the Kurtherian factories, she had to massively grow her ranks.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth rose at the corner.

      She’d like to know how the Seven would continue bombarding them with genetic nightmares when they couldn’t fucking produce them anymore.

      What was to keep her from tracking the Seven down then?

      Not a thing.

      Bethany Anne opened one eye as her roamer entered the transfer terminal and turned to enter the priority transfer line.

      In no time at all, the roamer was seated on the mag-rail with its wheels retracted in preparation for being propelled across the void.

      This part of the transfer was no less spectacular than the first time Bethany Anne had traveled it. Her roamer shot along the rail and out of the spiral doors just as they fully retracted, then she was seemingly suspended in open space.

      The beauty for Bethany Anne was not simply in the grand scale of the optical illusion. Neither was it purely the practicality of having a self-contained, autonomous system that logged everyone in and out of her shipyard without fail.

      It was looking around at technology that had been used against her people. Technology that had been turned to the purpose of protecting them. Bethany Anne saw it as a sweet “fuck you” to the invaders she’d taken it from.

      Petty, she knew, but then, she was just fine with that. Let them all take their shot. They would attack and be destroyed, and she would be happy to receive their generous donations to the furtherment of humanity’s military capability and overall knowledge.

      Bethany Anne exited her roamer at the charging point by the R&D labs and made her way through the open sliding doors into the state of barely-controlled chaos Jean called a workspace.

      As ever, it was a good thing she didn’t need ear protectors.

      Unperturbed by the clamor or the bursts of sparks and flame spouting sporadically from the testing areas, Bethany Anne took her time to cross the main room of the workshop, pausing to exchange a few words with the people working on the projects in progress that caught her eye on her way to the central cabin Jean used as an office.

      Jean looked up as Bethany Anne entered, smiling when she saw who her visitor was. She waved her in, returning her attention to the holoprojection over her desk. “I’ve been expecting you. Shut that door before the dust gets in.”

      Bethany Anne smirked as she closed the door behind her. Her visit wasn’t the surprise, but she didn’t want to let Jean know that just yet. “Dammit, Jean, and there I was trying to surprise you.”

      Jean shot a skeptical glance at Bethany Anne. “You should have taken care of the cameras then.” She kicked the chair across from her desk out for Bethany Anne to take, then picked up her coffee mug. “Where do you want to start? Armor? Weapons? Ship tech?”

      Bethany Anne disregarded the hardback chair and went for the overstuffed armchair in the corner opposite the door. “I was thinking more about how you’re doing with Lillian and Nickie being back in your life. I’m in no rush to discuss work.”

      Jean snorted, spraying coffee over the control panel embedded in the center of her desk. “Shit!” She jumped up and removed the coffee with a few hasty swipes of her sleeve. “Who the fuck are you, and what have you done with Bethany Anne?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands, her smile returning at Jean’s reaction. “Very funny. You were cut up about missing the gala. Sue me if I wanted to make sure you got there.”

      Jean shrugged out of her shirt and headed to the sink to rinse the sleeve. “Can’t say I don’t appreciate it. I know Nickie is almost recovered, but dammit, BA! Too close.” She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly.

      Bethany Anne nodded, still stinging from how close they’d come to losing her. “Clear your decks for travel.”

      Jean turned from the sink, her face screwed up in regret. “I can’t travel. You know damn well that I’d be on Devon right now if it was even remotely possible.”

      “Yeah, no.” Bethany Anne waved a hand to dismiss Jean’s arguments. “Call it a royal decree or whatever. I’m leaving for Devon, and I’m taking you and Lillian with me. Qui’nan can take care of things here, and I’m leaving ADAM behind.” She tilted her head. “Kind of.”

      Jean’s eyes developed something of a shine. “Done.” She made a few sharp gestures over her desk, her brow furrowing as she delegated or postponed everything on her to-do list.

      Bethany Anne grinned at Jean’s easy capitulation. “Thattagirl. We all need to remind ourselves what we’re fighting for every now and then. Especially when you just avoided shit creek by a stroke of the paddle.”

      Jean closed her eyes briefly. “You’re right, we need some time with our loved ones. When I found out Nickie had been torn to pieces by an Ooken…” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I’ve never seen John cry, BA. Not once in all the time we’ve been married. It scared the shit out of me, and I don’t mind admitting it.”

      “That’s exactly why I’m doing this,” Bethany Anne told Jean softly. She got to her feet and touched a hand to her shoulder. “Your family needs to be together right now. All of our family does. We’ll be swinging by High Tortuga to pick up Barnabas and Stephen on the way back.”

      Jean raised an eyebrow. “What about Eve?”

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin at Jean. “Eve should be on Devon already to take care of a project of mine.”

      Jean tilted her head, distracted from her troubles for the moment. “Can’t wait to hear all about it. I should call Lillian and tell her we’re leaving.” She scooted her chair back and pulled out a box, which she dropped on the left-hand side of the desk and began packing.

      Bethany Anne stared in shock when Jean pressed a panel on the inner wall and bundled the clothing hanging on the rod that popped out on top of the box. “You have a closet in your office?”

      Jean nodded. “Yeah, and so do you. Didn’t you find it yet?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “I feel like I’ve barely begun exploring the Baba Yaga yet. She’s huge! Our family deck is the size of a large town.”

      Jean chuckled. “You have all the time you need. This almost feels like a spur-of-the-moment vacation,” she remarked, bending down to pull another box out from under her desk. “I can’t remember the last time I did something so spontaneous.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth quirked at Jean’s sudden shift in disposition. “Um, are you forgetting something?”

      Jean fixed Bethany Anne with a look of confusion that her smile belied. “As if I’d let you leave without a gift.” She smirked and handed the decorated wooden box she’d just retrieved to Bethany Anne. “Welcome to your new armor.”

      Bethany Anne turned the box over in her hands, then put it down on Jean’s desk to look for the opening mechanism. “This doesn’t look much like it can hold armor.”

      Jean waved her hands at the box, still looking pleased with herself. “Open it. There’s another box to come; this is just the first part.”

      Bethany Anne ran her thumb over the shallow indent on the short side of the box, hearing a faint snick as it accepted her DNA. She lifted the lid and picked up the garment, noting the faint metallic sheen where the malleable blue-black fabric caught the light. “New nano-fabric?”

      She raised her eyebrow at Jean’s confirmation and shook the suit out to get a closer look. “It’s a good thing I don’t have body image issues. What features does it have?”

      “There’s only so much I can do with polymers alone,” Jean admitted, shrugging. “But we have the material working to the specifications you set out in planning.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning,” Jean clarified as she resumed emptying her storage closet, “that it will adapt to whatever situation you’re in. You need a shipsuit? You’re wearing it already. You get shot, it deflects whatever they can throw at you. It has the same capability as your light armor without the nipple-ache of wearing plates. Oh, and you’re going to want these.” She backed out of the closet with a box about half Bethany Anne’s height and the width of her torso.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes widened as Jean lifted a corner of the lid to give her a glimpse of a shining metal heel. She fixed her friend with a hopeful look. “Don’t fuck around, Jean. Really? You did it?”

      Jean wiggled her eyebrows and nodded toward the bathroom. “Go put on the suit. You need to see this to believe it.”

      Bethany Anne was tempted to just strip and dive into the suit where she stood. However, there was the question of the schedule. She wrinkled her nose. “Dammit. It’ll have to wait until we’re on the move. I have to check in with Bart and Giselle before I leave. I’ll meet you aboard the Baba Yaga as soon as you’re ready to go.”

      Jean hoisted the large box with her belongings. “We won’t take too long.”
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      QT2, Shipyard, Queen’s Dock, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck

      Bethany Anne made a beeline for her dressing room the second she and Jean exited the elevator in the family’s living quarters. She stepped off the thick carpet of the hall onto the cool printed tile floor of her anteroom.

      “We have time while we wait for Lillian. I’ve gotta say how much I’m looking forward to this, as well,” Jean told Bethany Anne as she peered over the top of her overflowing box to navigate around the furniture. “The suit is keyed to your DNA, so this will be the first full test.”

      Bethany Anne laid the boxes with her armor and boots on the table. “Test?” She shrugged. “I don’t care. I shouldn’t be this excited, but really? How long have I been wishing for armor with a heel?”

      Jean snickered, and Bethany Anne removed the lid of the boot box with eager hands. “I might have known it would be all about the footwear with you.”

      “I don’t know why anyone would expect differently.” Bethany Anne held up one of the boots to inspect it. “What’s the reason I get new boots, anyway? You’re usually the first to get the knives in when it comes to my collection.”

      Jean rolled her eyes. “That’s only because I’m the one who has to design the storage for your ‘collection.’” She smiled at Bethany Anne’s reaction. “They’re stronger than the original pair. The boot is constructed from the nanocyte-infused polymer Qui’nan developed for ships’ hulls.”

      Bethany Anne tipped the boot upside down. “You put banding around the sole? Nice. What about the heel? It’s not made from the polymer, clearly.”

      “Actually, it is.” Jean winked. “The heel is... Well, you’ll see when you put them on and activate the suit.”

      Bethany Anne dragged her gaze from the intricate stitching that matched her others exactly and flashed a million-watt grin at Jean. “I can’t tell the difference between these and the originals.”

      Jean's eyes crinkled with pleasure. “We can replicate pretty much anything. The trick here was getting the blend of organic and inorganic materials to play nice. You’re going to either love or hate the integration option, but I sure as shit haven’t got six months to make you another pair with real dinosaur hide right now.”

      “Michael and his gifts that keep on giving,” Bethany Anne murmured as she gathered up the suit and boots.

      “Giving me work,” Jean grumped good-naturedly. Her eyes unfocused for a moment. “Hold up, Lillian is calling.”

      Bethany Anne waved Jean away as she headed into the inner room to change. “Take it. I’ll be a few minutes.” She undressed quickly and removed the suit from its box.

      She slipped her legs in and wriggled to get it up over her waist, then fed her arms into the long sleeves and waited for something to happen.

      The suit remained inactive. It hung loosely around her body, flapping open at the front with no apparent way to fasten it.

      Bethany Anne touched the two sides together, thinking they might adhere that way. They fell apart again, and the aircon was high in here.

      Dammit. She opened a mental link to Jean. How do I activate the suit?

      Buttons, Jean instructed. On the collar, in the usual position. Press the one in the center to activate the EI suite, and tell ADAM not to blow it by getting clever before it’s fully integrated.

      Bethany Anne made a face at the word “integrated.” She touched her fingers to her collar and felt for the button. Thanks. Tell Lillian I said hey.

      ADAM spoke up just as she was about to start bitching to Jean that it wasn’t working. >>Um, your suit wants to connect with me.<<

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, temper diverted by ADAM’s timely interruption. Okay, then connect. What control do you have?

      >>Everything,<< he told her. >>There’s an EI suite, but no EI.<<

      Okay? You can start by fastening the fucking thing. It’s cold enough to cut glass in here. Bethany Anne’s eyes widened when ADAM activated the fabric and the two sides of the suit came together and fused. What the…

      The nano-fabric flowed, molding itself like living silk to her every curve until she was sheathed from throat to ankle in a veil of shimmering midnight.

      Jean returned while Bethany Anne was still inspecting the seamless join along her breastbone. She leaned against the wall with her arms folded, appraising the fit of the nano-fabric. “Looking good! Get your boots on already so I can run you both through the features. ADAM, are you in?”

      ADAM’s voice came from Bethany Anne’s collar. “I’m in. Hey, I can hear myself.”

      Bethany Anne paused with the first boot pulled up halfway to glance at Jean.

      “Left-hand button,” Jean supplied with a chuckle. “Don’t want you going batshit because you can’t get a minute’s silence.”

      “Dammit,” ADAM bitched. “What’s an AI got to do to get control of himself around here?”

      “You could start by not almost dying on the first opportunity you had to run free,” Bethany Anne stated. “Talk to me about getting control of yourself when you’re ready to take responsibility for your actions.”

      “Give him a break,” Jean cut in on ADAM’s behalf. “He and Loralei saved lives that day.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, a smile appearing at the corner of her mouth. “I’m glad you feel that way. It’s going to get you through the next project I have for you.”

      Jean grimaced. “Oh, yeah?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, distracted by the tickle on her thighs as the nanocytes integrated the boots into her suit. “I want an AI body.”

      Jean snorted. “Sure. What kind?”

      “Something new,” Bethany Anne told her. She saw the transport Pod arrive at the Baba Yaga on her HUD. “Lillian is here, so it can wait for now.”

      “She can make her way here just fine by herself,” Jean assured Bethany Anne, waving a finger over her suit. “Put the jacket on so we can get through the features before she gets here, then you can tell me why you want this AI body on the way to High Tortuga.”

      

      Federation Space, Red Rock—aka “Fed Rock,” The Federal House of Arbitration

      Lance pressed his hands into the small of his back as he left the council chambers, wondering how in the hell his body could feel its actual age with all the junk keeping it like a preserved ham.

      He decided it had more to do with the hours he spent sitting in the arbiter’s chair than anything else.

      There was a deluge of membership applications coming in as a result of displacement caused by the Ooken, and as usual, it was an effort to remain in control of trade and commerce in the face of self-interest.

      While it was all very well to hold their people to the law, it never ceased to amaze Lance how easily some of the council members justified their efforts to gain the upper hand for their constituencies.

      He stretched his aching muscles, thinking that perhaps he should have been a little less prideful about Patricia’s suggestion of a support cushion, seeing as how the asteroid the House was built into was scheduled to be on the move for months before returning to the hinterlands of Yollin space.

      Lance would much rather have been headed to Devon for the family gathering with his wife and son. However, his place was here until his daughter decreed otherwise. Nothing said Lance had to like it.

      “General Reynolds,” a gruff voice called from the chamber entrance. “A moment, if you have it.”

      Lance turned, surprised to hear his name fall so congenially from the Leath trade secretary’s tongue. “Secretary Harkkat. Can I help you with something?”

      The secretary indicated that Lance should continue walking with an outstretched hand. “I won’t keep you. I’m looking for any knowledge you have on the outer quadrants.”

      Lance paused in the shadow of the fountain, looking up at the holoprojected depiction of the founding Federation council members supporting a plinth holding the many member species. “Where in the outer quadrants do you mean, specifically? That’s a lot of uncharted space you’re talking about.”

      Harkkat’s jovial demeanor dropped. “That’s what I wanted to speak about—where to begin exploration. Our economy has taken a significant upturn, as tax records for the quarter show. Between Federation growth, the military upgrades we’ve been doing, and our mysterious-yet-wealthy neighbor, we can’t keep up with production at this level if we don’t look outward.”

      Lance nodded along, keeping a straight face. He knew all about the wealth the Leath had amassed recently, including that which the Leath representatives had decided not to declare at this time. “What does this have to do with the outer quadrants?”

      The secretary’s lips split in a thin grin, the one that always made Lance slip his hands into his pockets lest they act without his volition to wipe the supercilious smile off the Harkkat’s smarmy face. “Resources, of course, General. We can’t maintain growth without them, so say the representatives.”

      Lance dropped the politician’s mask, allowing his distaste to show. He jabbed a finger at the Secretary’s chest. “Listen to me, Harkkat. Nothing good happens to anyone who goes poking around outside Federation jurisdiction. For all the shit you give me in there, I wouldn’t see your people take losses for the sake of profit. Am I making myself clear?”

      Harkkat sneered and brushed Lance’s hand away. “Clear as crystal. It’s not going to change the representatives’ minds. Can you help me or not?”

      Lance lifted his hands, returning Harkkat’s smile with just a dash of added sympathy on top. “Not, I’m afraid. Stay away from the outer quadrants or be prepared to pay the price.”

      Harkkat bristled. “I see no cause for threats!” he declared before turning on his heel and stalking back to the chamber.

      Lance felt the beginning of a nasty headache. He sent a message to Barnabas as he walked away, fuming that Harkkat’s government was still too self-oriented to figure out that playing by the rules was the only thing protecting them from the big bad out there.

      The Seven had no use for the technology they had given to the Leath in the first place. The Ooken wouldn’t even pause between bites as they destroyed them entirely.

      That wasn’t the thing that pissed Lance off the most about the exchange. As though Bethany Anne didn’t have enough to deal with, now he had no choice but to hand off babysitting those stubborn assholes to her to make sure they didn’t become Ooken snacks.

      It was enough to make him reconsider attending the family get-together on Devon.

      Lance scowled all the way to his accommodations, a suite of rooms at the top of the rock that looked out onto open space. The view upon entering was enough to calm his heated temper. He took a cigar from the humidor in the cabinet, running his fingers along the bookshelf above until he got to Old Faithful.

      He eased out the love-worn paperback hidden between Treatises on Successful Interspecies Communication and The Modern Yollin: A Short Discourse on the Social Impact of Yoll’s Revolution and settled into his chair to read about a time when the only thing a man needed to do right was to ride into town and shoot the asshole making life hard for everyone else.
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      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga

      Alexis turned her head to brush the other side of her black hair as she looked at herself in the mirror. She considered the large, dark eyes that marked her as Bethany Anne’s child and the faint, questioning line between her eyebrows she’d inherited from Michael.

      Those were only the outward comparisons.

      How do you have something like a normal childhood when you’re the son and daughter of the most powerful people the universe has ever seen? Alexis had pondered the question often. Life for her and Gabriel had never been “normal.”

      Not by anybody’s standards.

      Their story was romantic, she thought. Poetic. Born on the cusp of war to royalty in exile, and enhanced by powerful alien technology, even their growth had followed an alternative path set out by their parents as a way to prepare the twins for a life of navigating the intergalactic stage.

      Maybe it wasn’t that romantic. It made any budding ideas of dating unthinkable, that was for sure.

      Alexis snickered, imagining introducing some poor boy to her father and uncles.

      She chose an amethyst barrette and pinned her hair up on one side, then got to her feet to collect her shoes. She paused when Gabriel clattered into their shared dressing room.

      Gabriel dashed to his side of the room and dived into his closet without acknowledging Alexis. He started pulling clothing from the rods, tossing the items haphazardly behind him.

      Alexis raised an eyebrow at her brother’s uncharacteristic output of frantic energy. “What’s gotten your pants jammed up your butt?” she asked, forgetting her shoes for the moment.

      “Diplomatic gala.” He grunted. “Just found out.”

      Alexis picked up each item of clothing as Gabriel discarded it. “You spend too much time with Uncle John. You’re forgetting how to talk. I thought everyone knew about the gala? Mom’s been arranging it since she heard there was going to be a party for Aunt Nickie.”

      Gabriel ceased his rummaging and turned to give Alexis an incredulous look. “There is a party for Aunt Nickie?”

      Alexis sighed in exasperation and held out Gabriel’s clothing. “No. Mom hijacked Aunt Nickie’s party as an excuse to get everyone together and wrap up the diplomatic talks with the Bakas. We need to get dressed.”

      She grabbed the dress she’d hung outside the bathroom door and went in to change, switching to their mental connection. I can’t believe you didn’t expect it. Mom has been in the best mood since she gave the Ooken and the Kurtherians running them a nasty boo-boo to think about.

      Gabriel snickered. It was less a boo-boo and more an evisceration. I’ve been helping Trey’s family get used to Vid-doc technology. He stared at the clothing Alexis had given him blankly. I only worked out that the freaking gala Trey’s been so nervous about was being held here when I got back from the Enclave fifteen minutes ago.

      That sucks, Alexis teased. She didn’t need to be a genius to know that the boys had lost track of time in some game scenario or another. Are you getting dressed?

      Gabriel held up two pairs of trousers, dubious whether either of them was suitable for a black-tie event. What do I wear? he pleaded. Help me out here. I’m lost.

      Alexis came out of the bathroom, smoothing the skirt of her mermaid dress to ensure the sequin trim was lying flat. “Um…” She dismissed Gabriel’s crumpled armload and crossed to the wardrobe to select a crisp white shirt, a forest-green tie, and black dress trousers made from a light fabric. “There, the tie will bring out the green in your eyes.”

      She ignored Gabriel’s skeptical look, holding out the garments. “Put them on while I find your dress shoes. This is the first time we’ve been allowed to stay out past our curfew. I want us to make a good impression.”

      Gabriel felt his cheeks redden at the insinuation he didn’t know how to dress himself, never mind that he hadn’t put any thought whatsoever into what his clothing said about him. “I know,” he grumbled. “I was just caught by surprise, is all.”

      Mental link, remember? Alexis smiled, holding out Gabriel’s shoes. “Come on, or we’ll be late. Mom won’t wait.”

      “She will.” Gabriel shrugged, then took the shiny black shoes Alexis was thrusting at him. “Okay, she won’t. Do you think they’re ever going to punish us for taking the Izanami?”

      Alexis put a finger to her lips and jerked her head toward the door.

      Bethany Anne swept in and gathered the twins up in a brief hug. “Are you still not dressed?” She leaned against the dresser and folded her arms, being careful not to wrinkle her eveningwear. “Don’t make me leave this ship without you.”

      Gabriel dashed into the bathroom. “I’m getting dressed!”

      Alexis rolled her eyes.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “I will probably have to encourage your father to hurry up as well. It used to be that the women kept the men waiting while they got dressed.”

      Alexis snickered at the thought of Gabriel or Trey spending any more time than it took to be minimally presentable. “Yeah, but not because they were too busy playing soldiers with their buddies.” She shrugged at her mother’s questioning look. “They were playing in the Vid-docs you had taken over to the Enclave. Trey’s uncles were being difficult about them until Gabriel showed them they could cheerfully hack each other to death in the game world with no consequences.”

      “Whatever makes them happy,” Bethany Anne concurred with an indifferent wave of her hand. “You are aware how challenging this alliance has been to pull together. That we reached this point at all is largely down to Tabitha’s patience. Or possibly her stubbornness.”

      Alexis bent to slip on her shoes, smiling fondly. “Males can be utterly ridiculous. As can females, but we at least have the decency to look fabulous while we’re blowing a hurricane.” She looked enviously at Bethany Anne’s eveningwear, a skintight suit with a high-collared jacket that swept down to brush the tops of her heeled boots. “You look great, Mom, and you’re doing wonderfully with the Bakas. What is that material?” She tested her low heels with her first two steps, then walked confidently to Bethany Anne to touch the shimmering fabric.

      Bethany Anne held out the hem of her jacket for Alexis to inspect. “Jean’s latest iteration of light armor. I just picked it up when I brought her and Lillian over from the Helena.” She smiled at Alexis, wiggling a foot. “You haven’t noticed the best part.”

      Alexis glanced down, her mouth dropping open in shock. “Those can’t be the boots Dad had made for you.” Her mind attempted to wander the second Bethany Anne shook her head. “But they’re identical! Do they have the same properties as well as the dinosaur hide?”

      Bethany Anne counted her answers off on her fingers. “The printed material is identical to the dinosaur hide, except that it’s blended with a new polymer Qui’nan came up with and infused with nanocytes.”

      Alexis' eyes widened. “I heard about those. Eve is working with them, right? How are the boots integrated with the suit?”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head. “They are permanently integrated with the suit at the atomic level, meaning I have the durability of the hide, the flexibility of fabric, and a bunch of features that can only usually be gotten in a plated model.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes at the five-and-a-half inch heels Bethany Anne moved in like she was barefoot. “So…you have to fight in heels? I know you can, but what’s that going to do for maintaining them?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Alexis and smiled as she pointed down at her feet. “Watch this.”

      Alexis was left speechless again when the heels began to shrink. The slight platform receded as the heels were absorbed into the boot, leaving Bethany Anne wearing something closer to a combat boot. “Mom, we need to talk about this before we leave for Qu’Baka. Who’s working on this nano-fabric right now? Apart from Jean, of course. I can see her touch.”

      Gabriel emerged from the bathroom with his shirt buttoned halfway, his left trouser pocket hanging out, and his hair standing on end. “Good to go.”

      “Later, Alexis.” Bethany Anne took one look at Gabriel and shook her head. “You look ready for the apocalypse, maybe. Come here and let Alexis fix you up. I have to meet your father.”

      Alexis huffed, knowing the conversation was done for the moment. “I won’t forget,” she promised. “I want in on this project when we get back from Qu’Baka.”

      Bethany Anne simply smiled and wiggled her fingers at them both before heading back into the corridor. “Alexis, help your brother with his tie,” she called back over the clipped staccato of her heels, “and be in Transfer Bay One in twenty minutes.”

      “What project are you so excited about?” Gabriel asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Alexis replied, reaching for his tie. “We have to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne exited the dressing room, leaving the children to finish getting ready for the gala. She was eager to get moving.

      Tonight was her first chance to pause since the discovery of the Kurtherian factory, and she meant to savor every moment of having her family and friends around.

      Her joking prediction to Alexis a moment before turned out to be closer to the truth than she had imagined when she arrived at her and Michael’s suite and found him in much the same situation as she’d found their son in a few minutes earlier.

      Bethany Anne leaned against the doorframe of their dressing room, a smirk playing across her lips. “Has it been so long since we were a part of the game that you have forgotten how to play?”

      Michael turned from the mirror, his tie forgotten when he saw Bethany Anne. “You look…”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, the corner of her mouth turning up as he ate her up with hungry eyes. “It was all Jean. My new armor.” She turned in a circle. “What do you think?”

      Michael resumed his battle with his tie. “Fashion as a weapon? You don’t need to remind me it’s your favorite political tactic.”

      “Yes, it is. I turn up looking like I might be there for a fight, and the opposition shows their bellies. Never fails.” Bethany Anne summoned Michael with a crook of her finger, getting a visual snack of her own as he walked toward her. “Let me help you with that.”

      Michael tilted his chin to give her access to his tie. “I’m not sure you should go out looking this good. The guests might have their minds blown.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Like they’re not going to be too busy losing their shit when they find out I’m back.” She rested her hands on Michael’s shoulders when she was done. “I know we have everything locked down, but I’m having second thoughts about this.”

      Michael touched his forehead to hers, his arms finding their way around her waist of their own accord. “You have every right to second, and even third thoughts. This is no small decision. It’s going to change everything.” He stepped back and gave her a serious look. “Do you want to wait on the reveal until we return from Qu’Baka? It’s not too late. We can take the children with us. Delay the politics until we have Mahi’ on unshakeable ground.”

      Bethany Anne considered finding another way to dismantle the brick wall she’d been banging her head against repeatedly since her Empire was dissolved—for all of a third of a second. “No. I’m done restricting myself in the name of peace. This is how it has to be. It’s gotten to the point where the shit is going to hit the fan whether I act or not.”

      She dropped her hands, clenching and unclenching them for a moment as her frustration became a physical thing. “I feel like I’m going to explode if I have to spend one more fucking minute wearing that mask while my people fall further into danger.”

      Michael ran a hand through her hair and leaned in to murmur into her ear, “Then you know what the solution is. Act.”

      Bethany Anne leaned back and looked up at him, a small smile on her lips. “That’s exactly what I intend to do.”

      

      Devon, The Enclave, Mahi’Takar’s Residence

      Trey hissed as his mother tugged on his fur, twisting it into tight braids on the sides of his head. “It won’t grow any faster for being pulled.”
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      He sighed when Mahi’ paid him no attention whatsoever and turned the focus of his grumbling to the musty ceremonial armor she had made him wear for the gala. He was dreading taking the ill-fitting armor off and finding out how much fur he had lost to the pinching plates. “What is this outfit?”

      “That, Tu’Reigd,” Mahi’ told him wistfully, “Is the armor your father wore for our crowning ceremony, and before that, my father wore it for his. It looks well on you, my son.”

      Trey immediately felt terrible despite the chafing around his groin. “I didn’t mean to dishonor his memory.”

      “You didn’t.” Mahi’ patted his cheek with her free hand, then resumed her brutal capture of his fur. “You honor him with every day of your life. I expect you will learn the humans’ standards of honor and respect while I am away.”

      “So will you,” Trey countered. “You get to hang out with the Empress. Nothing I’m gonna do is as cool as that.”

      “I am sure you will not be bored inside the program Eve has created for you,” Mahi’ murmured. “As for humans, I find them acceptable. You will be an adult when I return, not my boy any longer.”

      Trey hadn’t heard his mother so contemplative before. He considered how Mahi’ would cope without him. Probably quite well, he thought, but she would miss his companionship if not pulling him out of the trouble young males with his curious nature invariably found themselves in.

      He knew Mahi’ would never take another husband. That made it his duty as her only son to ensure she did not go through life alone. “Do you want me to put off my enhancement to come with you?”

      Mahi’ chuckled. “No. I will take care of Lu’Trein. I will avenge your father, and we will return home to our long-lost family.”

      Trey smiled. That was all he’d ever wanted: to see his home and breathe its air. To meet Bor’Dane, the hero he’d heard so much about from Mahi’ his whole life. “What then? Will we still be allied with the Empress?”

      Mahi’ tied in the bead at the tip of the final braid and dropped it. “That will depend upon you. ”

      Trey turned in his seat to look up at his mother. “What do you mean?”

      Mahi’ smiled. “When I send for you, it will be to take your place as ruler. Do you fully understand what is going to be done to you? It is not too late to choose differently, and there is no dishonor in changing your mind.”

      “I understand.” Trey had considered backing out. However, honor demanded that his family and his people came before personal feelings. “I would feel better about it if I wasn’t convinced this is a shortcut,” he admitted. “My concern is that playing war games won’t be enough to prepare me mentally and emotionally for leadership. What good is it being a child in an adult’s body? Will the people even accept me after enhancement, or will I have to fight them, too?”

      Mahi’Takar nodded, pulling Trey close as he spilled his worries. “All good questions, my son. I hope you find your answers while we are apart.” She headed out of the room, pausing just before she left to smile at Trey. “You will be the foremost warrior, Tu’Reigd. That is the only advantage you need.”

      Trey wasn’t too sure about that. Nevertheless, he kept his opinions on the might-makes-right approach to ruling to himself.

      For now.
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      Devon, First City, Hexagon Plaza

      Bethany Anne wasn’t too pleased to be met by the swarm of vid-drones that swooped in on their Pod the moment they landed in Hexagon Plaza. “I don’t remember giving the media permission to be here tonight.”

      “Kids, maybe?” Michael found himself mildly amused by the cloud of amateur journalists and over-inquisitive teens who had their cameras around the Hexagon pretty much full time these days. He nodded at the bobbing cloud around the ship. “They’re monitored for risk by Winstanley, so it’s harmless. They want to know everything that’s happening in the Hexagon.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her shift in stance causing the interior light to make her jacket shimmer. “Tell me something convincing. I’m not buying it.”

      Alexis laughed. “Mom, you don’t need to go all QB on them. Have you seen the news channels on the holonetwork?” she asked. “All day, every day, it’s Baba Yaga. It’s either that or speculation about where the Ooken are going to attack next. I know what I’d rather watch.”

      “Anything other than those two things,” Gabriel offered. “But especially the rise of the media in this ‘age of connection.’ It was bad enough studying the phenomenon in sociology class. Aunt Addix is so obsessed.”

      “Spycraft is an ever-complex business,” Michael qualified. “In our world, the media is a tool to be used to reach the people rather than a source of entertainment. Tabitha tells me some of the less reputable channel producers pay for footage. She and Sabine have been flooding them with junk videos for kicks.”

      Bethany Anne’s mood lightened at that, but she still wasn’t happy with the intrusion. “It looks to me like everyone with a drone and nothing better to do is out there.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Can’t argue with the will of the people, Mom. They drive the market.”

      Bethany Anne’s jaw twitched. “Want to bet? The market on this planet exists on my sufferance.” She waved a hand at the screen. ADAM, kill those cameras.

      >>My pleasure,<< ADAM replied.

      The vid-drones around the ship dropped out of the air.

      Gabriel touched Bethany Anne’s hand. “It’s got to feel strange to be in public as yourself again,” he consoled. “Are you sure about it, Mom? There’s no going back after this.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as Gabriel diverted her gathering anger with his father’s eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Alexis took her other hand, identical concern on her face. “This is a huge change from keeping our identities a secret from everyone outside of our family. What if there’s a revolt? This place isn’t the most accepting of authority.”

      “Our family is here,” Michael assured the twins. “Almost all of them. We are safe.”

      “There’s no changing my mind.” Bethany Anne looked at her husband and children, strengthened by their love. “I tried to stay out of it for the sake of the Federation, but we no longer have the luxury of sitting this out to cater to their feelings. We are the only line of defense between every innocent in the Federation and the Seven. We will be true to who we are, no matter what is happening out there.”

      Gabriel grimaced. “You mean Da’Mahin still causing a stink.”

      Alexis smirked and bumped her brother’s shoulder, a wicked glint in her eyes. “Not after tonight. Unless you mean an actual stink? Because I can totally see that happening.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at her two biggest reasons for fighting. “It’s about time everyone realized that the Witch was the pleasant option. They get on board, or I make certain they can’t wreck everything we’re working for. One way or another. I’m done with diplomacy.”

      Michael found that to be a complicated statement. “That would imply you ever had time for diplomacy in the first place.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “What I haven’t got time for is repeating myself. Draw your own conclusions.” She clapped her hands and walked off the bridge. “Time to make a move. Izanami is waiting.”

      Michael smiled at Alexis and Gabriel. “You heard your mother. Let’s go.”

      They left the bridge after Bethany Anne and made their way down the short corridor leading to the exit hatch, where the AI waited for them.

      Bethany Anne still felt relief at the sight of Izanami. “You ready to field-test your new HLP drive?” She looked at the flawless Baba Yaga skin the AI’s avatar wore, narrowing her eyes at the black armor to make sure Izanami wasn’t shaving her curves again.

      Izanami put a hand on her hip and flashed a sharp grin. “About as ready as you are to get inside and find the Coke bar.”

      Bethany Anne kissed Alexis and Gabriel on the head as they passed her, pulling Gabriel down to catch his. “You two had better be on your best behavior tonight.”

      “Ugh,” Gabriel grumped, wiping the kiss away. “We know what we have to do. Straight to the outdoor arena, and stay within sight of our guards at all times.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Michael assured Bethany Anne, stepping onto the ramp to sweep the area. “Come along, children. Izanami, after you.”

      Izanami exited the Pod ahead of Michael and the twins. They walked over to where Barnabas and Akio stood in the pool of light that shone through the great glass doors.

      Izanami ignored the attention she was drawing from the line of attendees.

      >>I’m catching all the photos and video before they’re uploaded,<< ADAM reported. >>Nothing is getting through.<<

      You’re archiving it all, right? Bethany Anne listened in on the conversation between Michael and “Baba Yaga” as they entered the Hexagon, repressing her unasked-for instinct to spill blood at the sight of her husband with another woman by his side.

      >>Of course,<< ADAM replied, ignoring the momentary spike in Bethany Anne’s blood pressure. >>The historical records don’t populate themselves, you know.<<

      Barnabas bowed deeply to Izanami as she, Michael, and the children arrived at the softly-lit entrance. “Good to see the rumors of your death were exaggerated.”

      Izanami winked as she strode by. “Only barely.”

      Bethany Anne waited until she was satisfied they were safely inside, then stepped into the Etheric to get to her holding position without being spotted by any of the partygoers.

      She exited the Etheric in the upper-tier box usually reserved for the light-sensitive. The barrier over the solid half-balcony appeared to be tinted from the outside while affording the occupants an unobstructed view of the sand below.

      Exploration of the cooler by the balcony revealed three chilled cans of caffeinated sugary goodness. Bethany Anne popped her Coke open and smoothed out her jacket before taking a seat to watch the arrivals to the gala.

      The time to be seen would come soon enough.

      In the meantime, this was like watching some Devon version of the red carpet at the Oscars.

      Bethany Anne heard Gabriel nearby, talking to Trey. The boys passed the door to her balcony, chatting in low voices as they headed down to the arena.

      She was pleased with the way Gabriel and Trey had bonded over their commonalities. It wasn’t easy growing up in any high-status family, but they had been more isolated than most. Their shared love of dead languages was a little weird, but as hobbies a pair of teenaged boys could be drawn to, that wasn’t the worst.

      The boys left the stairs and met up with Alexis and K’aia almost immediately under the balcony.

      Bethany Anne watched them go, then let her gaze wander over the arena while the last of the guests arrived. She couldn’t resist a smile when she spotted Nathan and Ekaterina taking advantage of the dancefloor, then Scott and Cheryl Lynn doing the same.

      Cheryl Lynn’s adult children watched in horror, and Eric and Darryl filmed every excruciating move for future blackmail material.

      Kael-ven and Kiel had found their way to Michael’s group to join the conversation over by the straw-roofed hut serving as a wet bar.

      William, Marcus, and Bobcat propped up the other end of the bar, clearly in their element. Bethany Anne grinned at the picture they made, gathered around Eve like kindergarteners at storytime, with Marcus scribbling down everything she was telling them on beer-dampened napkins.

      Peter, Stephen, and Grim held court at the table by the bar. They gestured animatedly, attempting to tell Jacqueline, Sabine, Mark, and the redheaded girl from Nickie’s crew some tall tale while Tabitha, Lillian, and Gabrielle heckled them from the next table. Jean and John sat side by side in the middle of the bar, holding hands with their heads touching.

      Bethany Anne wished this night could have been just about them. So many of her loved ones in one place—it was almost unheard of these days. It had been too long since they had last made the opportunity to come together.

      All too soon they would scatter to their far-flung corners of the Empire-she-definitely-wasn’t-calling-an-empire, and then fuck knew how long it would be before they had a chance to be together again.

      Bethany Anne snickered at the slapped-ass look on Da’Mahin’s face when he was relieved of his weapons at the door by Akio. He was followed by Kel’Len, his mate, and two of his warriors.

      Kel’Len gestured angrily at Da’Mahin and split off to head into the crowd without him. The three males swerved toward Mahi’ with their shoulders swinging aggressively.

      Heads up, she warned Michael. Asshole patrol coming in hot at your three o’clock.

      The children caught her eye. Gabriel was animated about something. Bethany Anne focused her hearing to catch the end of their conversation, then regretted her lack of the power to reverse time when she overheard K’aia crushing on Kael-ven—not something she needed to know about.

      She felt less guilty when she also heard Trey having doubts about his worth.

      Bethany Anne spoke directly into the young Baka’s mind. Your mother has dealt for too long with your tendencies to jump in before thinking by herself. The goodness in your heart was going to get you both killed before you had a chance to lead your people home.

      Nothing hurts as much as facing the truth, Trey conceded. This is a huge responsibility, but I can carry it.

      Bethany Anne was impressed by Trey’s ability to admit to his faults and work on them. It’s not a fault to be curious, she told him gently. However, it is time to grow up.

      She added Alexis, Gabriel, and K’aia to the mental link. Make your way over, children. We are about to begin.

      Bethany Anne switched her link to connect to Izanami as the AI mounted the raised platform in the center of the arena with Michael and Mahi’ a step behind her. You’re doing great.

      Simulating your whole range of movement is tiresome, Izanami complained good-naturedly. Do you know how much you talk with your hands?

      Just a little longer, Bethany Anne told her.

      Mahi’ moved to stand a half-step behind Izanami and to the left, while Michael covered her right. It was clear to Bethany Anne without reading a single mind that many of the Bakas were less than happy to be there, and even less so to see Mahi’ defer to Baba Yaga.

      “What is this?” Da’Mahin called, shoving recklessly through Ricole’s interns. He was halted in his tracks by John and Eric, who blocked his way. “Apologies,” he told the young females immediately. “My question stands. Sister, why are you bowing to humans?”

      A murmur went around; apparently, a number of the attendees agreed with him. Bethany Anne noted who was in which camp with interest.

      Mahi’Takar raised her hands. “Silence! I am no Baka’s sister tonight. I am your frost-damned ruler, and if you challenge me one more time, I will wipe this arena with the remains of your body. Am I clear, Da’Mahin?” She swept a hand toward Izanami. “And it is not Baba Yaga I defer to. One human alone commands my allegiance, as she should yours. Our Empress.” She paused to make room for her next words. “Listen well, because those who do not will find themselves stranded on Devon forever.”

      “You would trust our only hope to an Empress who abandoned us?” Da’Mahin looked around nervously, his confidence returning quickly enough when he didn’t drop dead immediately. “The Empress is not here, sister. She left, never to return. How do we know this isn’t a human plot to murder our Tu’Reigd and claim their technology malfunctioned?”

      Bethany Anne had heard enough. She hopped onto the balcony and drew on the Etheric. The light dipped as she passed through the barrier, momentarily overloading the arena’s power supply, and the temperature throughout the arena dropped considerably.

      The people below looked up at the flash of light above their heads.

      Bethany Anne stepped again, sending a healthy wave of fear out ahead of herself to remind everyone what her displeasure felt like.

      A murmur of shock rippled through the guests when Bethany Anne walked out of the Etheric onto the platform. “I abandoned no one. Neither am I required to justify myself. Tu’Reigd will be enhanced, at no cost to him or to your people.”

      Da’Mahin took an involuntary step backward, stumbling as the reality of Bethany Anne’s presence hit home. “My Empress. I…didn’t realize. I apologize.”

      Bethany Anne felt something give. “Drop the shit and quit your groveling. My actions since having Baba Yaga take over this planet have spoken clearly about my intentions. Peace by whatever means I find necessary.” She pinned Da’Mahin with an accusatory finger. “All you had to do was get along. Follow the mediation set out. Was it too much for you? Did you need something simpler, perhaps?”

      She swept a finger over the Devonians of influence who had been invited tonight as a warning to place their support where it was needed—with the people instead of their own account balances. “You. Do not think you have escaped my notice. The Bakas are not the only ones at fault. Everyone opposing this alliance is working to gain nothing but the fall of this planet, and the Federation after it. Your days of petty disputes and power-grabbing are over.”

      Bethany Anne smiled internally when low groans went through everyone backing Da’Mahin’s faction. A shift toward sense occurred among the warriors, merchants, and traders who carried so much weight in the wider communities outside the cities.

      She showed the Devonians a different aspect. The one that reminded them why they’d left the Empire in the first place. “It’s a new day on Devon, and I have far too many goals to realize to hold anybody’s hand through it. You pride yourselves on your honor, and on your accountability to no one but yourselves? Fine. Devon is a meritocracy. You get what you earn, no more, no less. Contribute or leave. This time the only option for departure is on a prison transport headed for the Federation, so choose wisely.”

      Someone snorted derisively, thinking they were safely hidden in the crowd. They were disabused of the notion when the people around moved away, exposing the knock-kneed Torcellan. She held up her hands as her head dipped between her shoulders. “I’m sorry!”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together at the Torcellan’s cringing. “Get a grip. I’m not going to waste my energy. You can fill the first berth.” She flourished a hand, activating Tabitha’s beefed-up holodisplay.

      The air around the platform was instantly filled with innumerable tiny camera feeds. First, the windows showed First City in all its degenerate glory, then they exploded upward and outward in number, scattering the open air above the arena with views of everywhere across Devon.

      Bethany Anne gave the attendees a few moments to take in the scale of the camera coverage, then clicked her fingers to make it vanish. “This is my planet, and I say dumbasses who work against the greater good don’t get to participate in the military effort about to go down on Qu’Baka.”

      Alexis and Gabriel shared glances.

      What does that mean for us? Gabriel asked distractedly.

      I don’t think it means anything, Alexis replied, similarly caught up in reading their mother’s subtext. We’re going with Mom and Dad to Qu’Baka, so we’re going to miss any drama that goes down here.

      Trey was too focused on Bethany Anne to notice anything else, and K’aia had her eyes on the crowd, as always.

      “We are allies,” Bethany Anne continued, her tone leaving no room to mistake her words as a request for compliance. “We will learn to trust each other based on the bonds we make through blood and mutual sacrifice. If Tu’Reigd dies, so will my own children, since they will be undergoing the same training program.” She dismissed the reaction from both sides with another impatient wave of her hand. “The process is completely safe. There will be no deaths. No assassination attempts. Nothing. When the process is complete, the children will be adults at the peak of their physical abilities, and will have completed a thorough education in leadership, as well as military training.”

      Gabriel and Trey bumped fists, ignoring the girls’ protests.

      “Does anyone have any issue with this?” Bethany Anne asked. “Because now is the time to speak up and leave Devon with my blessing. I warn you, I will not be so gracious if I have to revisit the subject again.” She smiled and spread her arms wide when nobody spoke up. “Perfect. Then I wish you all a great evening.” She stepped down from the platform and walked into the crowd, looking forward to the next part of her evening.
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      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck

      Twinkling lights overhead lit billowing, gauzy fabric fixed to the walls and ceiling above six tables set in an open rectangle.

      With the gala over, it was time for the real celebration. The tables were set for a banquet, with every seat reserved for someone Bethany Anne cared about. They piled in straight from the transports and stepped into a tiny pocket of the universe that was just for them.

      The children found their table easily, drawn by Izanami’s glowing avatar. Tonight, the AI looked more angelic, white-robed and barefoot with her hair swinging free at her hips.

      Bethany Anne ran her fingers over the crisp linen tablecloth as she made her way to her seat. Eve had done wonders. She was waylaid many times before she reached the head of the table, her heart brimming.

      Michael brushed Bethany Anne’s cheek with his lips as he attended to her chair. He took his seat beside her and smiled as he looked out on the festivities. “This is good for the soul.”

      “I know, right?” Bethany Anne covered his hand with hers briefly on her way to snag a Coke from the ice bucket holding six glass bottles. “The difference between this and the gala earlier is that every raised voice here is one I’m glad to hear, and there’s food to be shared.”

      “Which I need to attend to shortly,” Michael told her, his gaze becoming speculative as it wandered from John to Nathan.

      Bethany Anne snickered softly, feeling the testosterone level in the air rise. She knew the guys had something going on, but her mind was, frankly, elsewhere. She was with her family, her children—all of their children—and her friends. She would never stop, would never surrender until the day came when they could live like this all the time.

      It was everything.

      Melancholy stole over Bethany Anne as she counted the empty spaces around the room that were filled by ghosts. There were always going to be those who couldn’t make it, whether because duty prevented it, or because their fight was done.

      Bethany Anne pushed the grief away. She had lived long enough to know that the only way to honor their sacrifices was to live and celebrate that gift to its fullest at every opportunity.

      She sat back in her chair and took her time with her Coke, soaking up the ambiance while the chairs on either side of her were unoccupied. It seemed to her that the room held everyone, all of her people who had strived to get here for the gala as though it were pilgrimage’s end.

      Tabitha’s voice carried over the hubbub. She was offended by something, unsurprisingly. Stephen ducked fast enough to avoid being hit, Barnabas complained about getting trampled, and the beat went on.

      Bethany Anne was distracted momentarily by Michael leaving the room until she spotted the mountain lion following him with the tip of her tail twitching hungrily.

      There was a brief moment of feminine resignation. Jean met Bethany Anne’s eyes with a tiny shake of her head, which was mirrored by Ekaterina when John and then Nathan slipped out after them.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. In contemplative terms, she and the other women were completely aware that the guys had some kind of honor thing going when it came to the uber-manly pursuit of cooking meat.

      Theoretically, Bethany Anne fully supported her husband’s dedication to retaining his title of Protein Burner Supreme. Marriage was a compromise, after all, even when it was between two people who had never deigned to compromise in the all the years they’d lived between them.

      Especially then.

      It was just that, well, she usually held a more…esoteric kind of role. One that didn’t require her happy acquiescence to the lingering aroma of charred animal as an outstanding feature of her brand new home.

      Bethany Anne smiled. It was a support she offered in much the same way Michael supported her personal dedication to utilizing her love of fashion as a tool of leadership. Which was to say, she chose to ignore it completely until she was presented with infallible evidence and the requirement to be pleased with his efforts.

      It looked like the ladies were getting involved tonight, whether they liked it or not.

      Bethany Anne observed Mahi’, noting the soft slope to the regent’s shoulders as she watched Gabriel and Alexis telling some story or another to the group of various assembled “cousins,” with some help from Trey and K’aia.

      Mahi’ smiled at Bethany Anne, nodded minutely, and continued her conversation with Kael-ven and Kiel.

      Near the speakers appeared to be the place to be for everyone between the equivalent ages of twelve to twenty-one.

      Bethany Anne sent Alexis and Gabriel warm thoughts. The peace she, Tabitha, and Mahi’ had worked to bring between their two peoples was merely a placeholder to tide them over until the next generation was ready to lead the way in unison. She appreciated her children’s efforts to include the Bakas despite the sparkling lure of long-unseen family.

      The twins returned her love without breaking from their tale.

      Tom spoke up. Time was that Nickie would have had them filling everyone’s jacket pockets with shaving foam.

      Don’t tempt fate. Bethany Anne didn’t see Nickie leaving the corner sofa she and Rickie had claimed, everyone else forgotten as they talked. Do you think they’re cute? Or a two-party fuckup waiting to happen? I can’t make up my mind.

      Who knows? TOM answered. That’s more ADAM’s department.

      Bethany Anne snickered at TOM’s tone of dismay. Tomorrow was going to be here far too soon for her liking. I’m gonna say they make it and have a bunch of smart-mouth babies. John ends up babysitting six granddaughters.

      TOM made a choking noise. I strongly suggest you don’t repeat that anywhere it could get back to John. I think it might make his brain explode.

      Fine, Bethany Anne conceded. I’ll save it for the next time I want to turn the screws on him.

      You might as well have wished to live in interesting times, TOM teased. It’s good to have everyone here, right?

      Bethany Anne sat up and tipped her Coke bottle back, letting the emotion wash over and around her as she quenched her thirst. This is the real celebration and the true family gathering. Everyone close, even for just a minute.

      TOM chuckled. Just how you like it.

      Bethany Anne eyed the ice bucket. How I like it, and something I needed. Her gaze continued to roam over the room. Faces she hadn’t seen since the Empire had folded were making merry with Mahi’ and her family. Badly, I think. We’ve not had anything like this since before the twins were born. You can’t take a single step in here tonight without bumping into a prodigal.

      Eve’s and Izanami’s efforts to entertain Todd and the youngest Bakas were proving too amusing for the adults to ignore.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes followed the shadow puppets projected by the AIs. The silhouetted figures chased and fought each other over the empty dinner plates, kabuki theatre given life. It’s all the reminder I need to keep fighting until everyone in this room, every human, alien, and digital entity, is out from under the shadow of the Seven.

      But tonight you’re letting it go? TOM asked, managing somehow to keep the disbelief out of his tone.

      Yes. Tonight, Bethany Anne told him, reaching for a fresh bottle of Coke, I’m letting my hair down and enjoying the hell out of my legacy. Who gets to do that in their own lifetime?

      TOM burst into laughter. I don’t think the young are concerned with anything but the moment they’re in.

      Maybe they have it best. I’m sure as hell thinking of what’s waiting. Tiny Todd was on his…third wind? Bethany Anne smiled as he grasped for the brightly-colored mist dragon whooshing by, his cheeks bright red with joy. Tabitha is going to feel that boy’s temper tomorrow.

      She turned in her chair to face the door, smelling the arrival of the food part of the entertainment—three competitive males intent on overfeeding everyone there.

      The guys made their entrance at the double doors, each competing for space to get their floating serving cart past Demon’s sinuous body.

      “C’mon, Demon,” Nathan bitched. “Don’t give me no choice but to get you neutered, or something.”

      I’m female, Demon sniffed, bumping his antigrav cart with her rear flank as she wound around for another sniff. Brainless canids. Why do we even have them here?

      Hey! Bellatrix yapped. Who are you calling dumb?

      Michael raised an eyebrow at the lion.

      Who wants the same old flavors anyway? Demon ignored Bellatrix and Ashur’s growls. She flashed amber eyes at Michael and sauntered nonchalantly over to her seat by Sabine and Tim as though it were her idea. Yours has the only truly interesting aroma.

      “Which you cannot possibly smell, since the container is airtight,” Michael replied with an enigmatic smile, running a hand over the top of the six by three by three-foot container his cart supported. He gave the others room to make their way into the wide space in the center of the tables before shepherding his cart in through the gap.

      Demon’s tail flicked as he passed her seat. Keep telling yourself that. I can smell what every human in here ate for breakfast three days ago, and yet… she admitted, I cannot identify that aroma.

      “What is it?” Patricia called, popping her head out from between Kiel and Qui’nan.

      Yelena winked at Bobcat, a smirk playing on her lips.

      Yes. What beast is it? Demon purred, to the interest of everyone who had incurred the expense of her weekly butcher’s bill in a forfeit—and therefore knew her tastes rivaled the most discerning epicurean’s.

      “One that you will wait your turn for a share of,” Michael told the mountain lion firmly. “Let the others go first.”

      John and Jean shared a look.

      “Whatever it is, it’s not going to win out over centuries-old Grimes perfection,” John stated, lifting the cover on one of the deep serving trays on his cart. “These are Grandma’s ribs. Completely original and authentic Earth recipe. All the herbs and spices from the seed bank—” he caught Jean’s look, “that my beautiful wife grew. Slow-cooked over two days, exactly how Grandma did it.”

      His bragging raised cheers and wolf whistles from Nickie and her crew and the Walton family corner of the room. Char waved her knife, then dropped it in favor of a more apropos spoon. “Hear, hear!” she called, missing Ted by an inch.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand, utterly amused by Felicity’s effortless containment of her husband’s immediate reaction. “This is some production.” She grinned as John tonged a pile of sticky ribs onto her plate.

      “Just don’t let my cooking cause you any marital problems, Boss,” John told her with utter sincerity. “I’ll understand if you feel you have to pick Michael’s dish over mine.”

      Nathan snorted. “It’s not going to matter too much either way when she picks mine.”

      John shot him a shit-eating grin. “Keep wishing.” He went back to his cart to take the rest of his serving platters to the other tables while he waited for Bethany Anne to taste his food.

      Bethany Anne bit into the succulent meat and took her time exploring the complex flavors. She wiped the glaze from her lips and looked at Nathan and Michael. “That’s pretty good. Closest he ever came to being attractive,”

      Jean howled with laughter. “Easy now! I can promise you that wasn’t why I married the man, BA.”

      Bethany Anne burst into laughter when John’s forehead began the dance of trying to work out her meaning. “It was a compliment, so don’t overthink it.” She waved the stripped rib at Nathan and Michael. “Who’s next? You guys better have some good game to beat these.”

      Nathan lifted the cover on his first platter, revealing a sizzling side of beef. “Prime Ambrose stock, no fancy-pants prep. Just a good, honest, medium-rare roast.” He held up a hand to stay the grumbles of his wife and daughter. “I said this one is medium-rare,” he clarified, “I also have rare, still-mooing, and completely overdone for the traditionalists.”

      More whistles and cheers went around while Nathan fiddled with his wrist holo. The rest of the platters on his cart rose and sailed off to fill whatever spaces could be found around the tables.

      Bethany Anne held out her plate to accept a wafer-thin slice of hot, tender, pink-in-the-middle beef from the end of Nathan’s carving fork. She cut off a bite and folded it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully while she compared the experience to that of John’s ribs a moment before. The two men faced her with folded arms and expectant stares.

      She smirked and ran a finger through the mixed meat juices and glaze on her plate. “I can’t choose until I’ve tasted all three. How is that fair? Let’s have the finale.”

      “As the lady demands, so shall she have.” Michael looked pleased enough that Bethany Anne could tell he had something to top what had been offered so far.

      “I have to admit, I’m intrigued.” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, admiring the view as Michael bent to retrieve the carving set from the lower tray on his cart.

      “I’m banking on it,” Michael returned, placing the blade and fork to the side. “This took no little effort to bring about.” He removed the lid, and the sides of the container dropped away to reveal—

      “A pig?” Bethany Anne’s jaw dropped even as her eyes darted to locate the apple sauce she hoped was somewhere on the cart to complement the roasted apple in the whole hog’s mouth. “Where the hell did you get a pig, of all things?”

      Bobcat whispered behind his hand to William, “She gonna get mad me and Yelena brought our herd here?”

      William’s shoulder moved a fraction. “Don’t risk it,” he whispered. “Stay quiet until the crackling smell gets around.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the two miscreant geniuses, knowing they knew full well she could hear them clearly. “Tweedle-Dumbass and Tweedle-Dammit. I might have known you two would cause trouble the moment you got back together.” She grinned, looking for Marcus. “Where’s the missing third?”

      “Over here, behaving like a man who wants to sleep in his own bed tonight,” Tina called, raising her glass.

      Bobcat stuck his tongue out at Tina. “Says you,” he grumbled. “Take away a man’s best friend and make him happy. How could you?”

      William pouted. “I thought I was your best friend,” he complained, turning his back to Bobcat.

      Tina gave Bobcat a single-finger salute. “Just call me Yoko and have done with it already, why don’t you?” She laughed, then blew them a kiss. “Missed you two too. It’s been too quiet on R2D2 without you grumpy old reprobates to drive me crazy.”

      Bobcat lifted a hand to his chest in feigned hurt. “Old? With this physique?” He stood and flexed his lifetime’s work, then slapped his beer gut proudly. “I do not resemble that remark. You don’t get a power-belly like this without some serious energy expenditure.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Energy expenditure?”

      “Some serious time propping up bars, more like.” Yelena chuckled. “Sit down before you hurt yourself.”

      Bethany Anne returned Tina’s toast and turned back to the pig, craving a slice of the succulent belly meat. She wanted a dollop of apple sauce to go with it.

      Michael noted her preference. He held her plate below the crackling and slid the Etheric-coated carving knife in and out, removing a slice as smoothly as cutting a cake. “This pork comes from the only tame herd we know of, courtesy of Yelena.”

      Bethany Anne inhaled the smell of sugar-cured pork as she accepted her plate, resigning herself with no concern whatsoever to some minor body modification in the morning. “I think we have our winner.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Vid-doc Vault (the next day)

      The tension in the corridor outside the vault was as thick as Yollin farts.

      Or at least, Trey felt that way as he paced in front of the elevator.

      He glanced at Mahi' and Eve, who were deep in conversation by the control panel in the wall. They paid Trey no mind, leaving him to stew in the agony of waiting for his friends to arrive.

      The light above the elevator came on, ending Trey’s torture at last.

      K’aia was first out, followed by the twins. She slid a muscular arm around Trey’s shoulders and shook him heartily. “Big day! You excited?”

      Trey gulped.

      Bethany Anne offered him a kind smile as she and Michael passed the teens. “You’re going to do just great, you hear me? Eve's going to open the vault now.”

      Alexis fed her arm through Gabriel’s and squeezed. “I’m pretty nervous.”

      Gabriel put his hand on his sister’s arm to comfort her. “That’s to be expected.”

      Eve stepped away from the control panel and swept a hand toward the vault door as it swung open. “Let me show you around.”

      The group followed Eve into the first chamber and spread out to explore.

      Bethany Anne examined the fully contained living quarters in surprise. “I can’t believe how much you’ve done with the place!”

      “I had the manpower to get it done,” Eve explained. “Or rather, the Werepower.” She smiled and waved them on. “This is only the provision for the family to spend time down here. Sabine insisted she and Demon be on the approved list of visitors.”

      The middle room had been removed completely. Eve led them through the arch dividing the two chambers. “An extra layer of security,” she told them, noting the curious stares as they passed beneath the biometric scanner built into the arch. “If someone does manage to get past the nano-curtain around the outside of the vault, which is unlikely in the extreme, they won’t get past this one.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the components of the scanner. “Why does this look like Gate tech?”

      Eve smirked. “Because it is. It’s a one-way journey to the event horizon of the black hole in the center of the galaxy for any unapproved genetic material.”

      Michael fixed Eve with a piercing look. “Who exactly is on this ‘list?’”

      “All in good time,” Eve assured him.

      Alexis made a beeline for the Vid-docs. She opened the lid of one and climbed up to inspect the neural mat. “These are different. What upgrades have you made?”

      Eve smiled as she glided over to the main console. “Take a seat, everyone. I have prepared a short video as a brief.”

      The group made their way to the viewing area and found their spots on the two curved couches in front of the projector wall.

      Gabriel nudged Trey as the lights dropped. “What scenario do you think Eve wrote for us?”

      “It had better not be military school,” K’aia grumbled.

      Bethany Anne shushed the children. “Pay attention. It’s starting.”

      The projector wall lit up with a soft glow that resolved into a 3D rendering of the Vid-docs in the room.

      Eve’s voice played over the moving image as the android left the viewing area to attend to her last-minute preparations. “This is the latest in immersion training technology.”

      The Vid-doc lid opened and its components lifted and separated from the whole briefly before settling back in. “The advance in nanocyte technology has given us a vast improvement to the synchronicity between the interface and the player’s neural network. This allows players to gain transferable skills as well as knowledge.”

      Alexis listened carefully, knowing she was the only one who wasn’t overloaded by Eve's explanation. She saw clearly that the upgraded system was going to make honing their real-world abilities to their full potential achievable in a way that hadn’t been possible before.

      This system removed what Alexis saw as the biggest flaw with the Vid-docs as a training tool. Whatever they gained in the game world would be instantly accessible to them without the step of synchronizing their minds and bodies through real-world training.

      Gabriel let the science wash over him. That was for Alexis to understand. His focus was on the game construct.

      He zoned out on Trey’s chatter when Eve changed the subject and began talking about the training program.

      “This is not a game,” she began.

      The real Eve called, “It is not. Pay close attention to this part, children.”

      Eve on the screen smiled and flourished a hand at the rolling vistas of the game world. “You will enter the scenario exactly as you are. No modifications. You are about to embark upon the next six years of your lives. Life does not come with any set path. It has no menus and no cheat codes. No preparation.”

      Gabriel’s eyes widened in disbelief. No preparation? This was a new concept entirely. He glanced at his father for confirmation that this was really happening.

      Michael nodded sagely and wrapped an arm around his son’s shoulders. “Eve has done well with this.”

      Gabriel frowned and returned his attention to the remainder of the brief.

      Eve described the world but gave no indication as to their purpose in it.

      Gabriel twisted in his seat. “I don’t understand the point of it at all. How can we progress through the levels if there are no set tasks to complete?”

      Alexis turned to face Bethany Anne as the lights came up. “What is this, Mom? It doesn’t make sense. Why put all those upgrades into the hardware for this scenario? It’s so...so...basic!”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t help but smile at their very her-like frustration. “It’s not as simple as that.” She waved a hand at the Vid-docs. “That technology is combined with the most immersive game world Eve has created to date. My instruction to her was to make a world so real that you’re going to forget it’s virtual.”

      “Mine was to ensure you feel the consequences of your decisions,” Michael added. “As a result, there is one concession to the total reality.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes at her father. “Let me guess, we can die in there.”

      Michael inclined his head. “Correct. Any action that results in one of your deaths will reset the scenario to an earlier point and repeat the chain of events leading to it.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “What, until they get it right?”

      Eve nodded. “Yes. The program will factor in time spent on resets and ensure that there is adequate time to complete the course.” She spread her arms wide. “It is time to begin.”

      The goodbyes went by all too quickly.

      Mahi' and Trey embraced while she imparted her final advice to him as a youth. “Stand strong in the face of doubt. Listen to your friends. Think before you act.”

      Trey nodded wordlessly, caught up in his emotions about leaving his mother for the first time in his life. He returned her embrace and let go. “I will make you proud, I swear it.”

      “I am already proud of you,” she told him hoarsely. “Be safe, my son.”

      Alexis was less nervous, but only just. “I'm going to miss you,” she told her parents in a tight voice while she hugged them one at a time. “I’ll call as soon as we can.”

      “See you in six years,” Gabriel added, his cheeks flushing crimson as he accepted his turn at being tightly squeezed by Bethany Anne. “Good luck on Qu’Baka.”

      Bethany Anne gripped Michael’s hand tightly as the children climbed into their Vid-docs. “This is the first step of the rest of your lives,” she told them solemnly. “When I was young, people left home and had their coming of age out in the world. Some went to college, others joined the military. Some found the path less traveled and got lost to find themselves. We can’t give you that and keep you safe from our enemies. ”

      She blinked away tears as the Vid-doc lids closed on her children. “This is your world to claim. Make the most of it.”

      

      Devon, Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck

      Bethany Anne returned to the ship ahead of Michael. She needed some space to process the reality of being apart from her children again.

      Saying goodbye to Gabriel and Alexis, however temporarily, was harder every time she had to do it.

      The tears Bethany Anne had held back in the vault burned behind her eyes. She allowed them to fall at last in the sanctuary of her bedroom.

      She closed the door behind her and leaned against it while the excess emotion escaped in silent, heaving sobs.

      Her babies would be fully grown the next time she laid eyes on them. All she could do was accept it while another huge chunk of their time as a family unit was sacrificed to the cause of protecting them from the life she had birthed them into.

      It was almost more than her heart could bear. The flood abated eventually, but the gaping void Alexis and Gabriel’s absence left inside Bethany Anne never left her when they were apart.

      Bethany Anne pushed the wet strands of hair out of her face and headed to the bathroom to splash water on her puffy eyes.

      The mirror showed her the same reflection as always. She ran the cold water, thinking that for once, maybe there should be some wear on her face to mark the defining moments of her life.

      She tried it—slowly, since it was painful as all hell to force-age herself—adding worry lines for her children’s exploits, then laughter and love around her eyes and mouth, finishing with twin dimples where her eyebrows met from two centuries of frowning at bare stupidity, greed, and politics.

      >>Is this your latest avatar?<< ADAM inquired. >>That makes it a full house.<<

      I thought you were busy on QT2? she returned, avoiding the question.

      >>Just checking in before you leave,<< ADAM told her.

      And you decided to give me shit?

      TOM chuckled as ADAM departed in a huff. You always did remind me of one of the multi-aspect goddesses from Earth’s mythology.

      Bethany Anne raised a still-perfect eyebrow. Is that supposed to be a joke about my personality?

      No, TOM protested. It was a remark on the faces you have chosen to wear. The mother, which is your own, the witch, Baba Yaga, and this would be the crone.

      Bethany Anne hissed away the pain of dropping the mask. Pity. I would have laughed at the crazy lady joke.

      TOM sniffed. You sucked at being a vampire, is that funny enough for you? Try to give a human a compliment. Sheesh!

      Bethany Anne flashed fangs at her reflection. It could always suck to be you…

      TOM, wisely, refrained from replying.

      Mood lifted a little, Bethany Anne left the bathroom and headed for the elevator, opening her HUD to read her messages as she walked.

      The first message was from Michael, informing her that he had returned from the vault and would meet her in Transport Bay One when she was ready. There was another, this one an urgent request from Tabitha.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Where the hell is she, then?”

      The door to the living area flew open and Tabitha burst in. “I'm here! I made it!”

      Bethany Anne sidestepped to avoid being swept off her feet by the hurricane. She folded her arms and gave Tabitha a stern look. “Only just. What was so important you couldn’t call?”

      “Sorry!” Tabitha leaned on her knees for a moment, speaking between gasps as she got her breath back. “Problem. Federation.”

      Bethany Anne waved her hand. “Tell me about it on the way. Michael is waiting to give the order to leave.”

      Tabitha followed Bethany Anne to the outer hallway, where Izanami had the elevator waiting for them. “Barnabas got an alert from your Dad. The Leath are sniffing around the Interdiction.”

      Bethany Anne frowned at the closing doors, opening her internal HUD to check that her Interdiction remained untouched by Federation hands. “I’m not seeing any alerts on the early warning systems. Who exactly is sniffing?”

      Tabitha shrugged, leaning back against the handrail. “The message from Lance mentioned the Leath trade secretary.”

      “Yeah, on behalf of the representatives, no doubt.” Bethany Anne’s lips curled in a snarl. “I knew it. I fucking knew it would be the Leath who pulled a stunt like this as soon as I was out of mind.”

      Tabitha winced when the air around them tightened. “Don’t kill the messenger, okay?”

      Bethany Anne didn’t hear her. She stalked out of the elevator and along the short corridor to the hangar doors, her heels beating a sharp staccato that left no doubt as to her mood. “‘Bethany Anne, give them a break,’ you all told me.” She turned and pointed at Tabitha. “I’ll give them a break. I’ll break their faces, then their spines, and then maybe I’ll break the Federation treaty, since nobody else seems to be fucking sticking to it.”

      Tabitha folded her arms. “You can’t polish a turd. I don’t know why you would expect anything different from the leading supporters of your exile. Do you want me to take care of it?”

      Bethany Anne sighed and paused at the hangar door. “No. I’ll take care of it. I need you on Devon, protecting my children.”

      Tabitha threw her arms around Bethany Anne and squeezed. “That goes without saying. The vault stays sealed until you get back.” She released Bethany Anne and held her at arm’s length. “Jean and the Admiral have got the defenses while you’re gone. Barnabas is keeping an eye on things at the far reaches of the Interdiction. Go be awesome on Qu’Baka. Give the Seven another well-deserved shafting from everyone on Devon.”

      Bethany Anne grinned when Tabitha demonstrated. “I can’t believe you hug your son with those hands.”

      Tabitha snorted as she pulled the hangar door open. “I had a baby, not a personality transplant. Kick ass. You’ve got this.”

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian, QSD Baba Yaga, Transport Bay One

      Bethany Anne left Tabitha to her departure and made her way up the metal staircase that let out at the upper-level access hatch to watch the last of the loading from the station to the ship before they left for Qu’Baka.

      She spotted Michael on the right-hand side of the perforated metal walkway and walked over to join him at the railing where he leaned, observing the activity on the bay floor below.

      Michael turned at the sound of heels on the walkway and smiled at seeing Bethany Anne approach. “Tabitha is just leaving. Almost everyone who’s coming aboard has checked in with Izanami. It’s time to leave.”

      “I know.” Bethany Anne joined him at the railing, and together they watched Tabitha’s Pod exit the translucent barrier beyond the bay doors. She still felt her children’s absence, despite the influx of unasked-for passengers who had all found last-minute reasons to tag along to Qu’Baka. “Does the ship feel empty to you?”

      Michael looked at Bethany Anne incredulously and waved a finger to indicate the large number of people crowding the bay with their belongings. “You can see them, right?”

      Bethany Anne waved her hand to dismiss everyone below for the moment. “I mean, without the children around.”

      “It will be much longer for them than it is for us,” Michael reminded her gently. “Remember that, and write to them whenever you miss them.”

      Bethany Anne touched her head to Michael’s shoulder. “I intend to. Why are all these people coming with us, anyway?”

      Apart from Mahi’Takar and three of her brothers—who were planned—their wives and sworn fighters were also boarding the Baba Yaga, which Bethany Anne could have complained about had they not been accompanied by John, Eric, Peter, Gabrielle, and Addix, along with six squads of Guardians and all of their support personnel.

      “It’s hardly the minimal expedition we had planned,” Michael agreed in amusement. “However, I expect we will be glad of the extra numbers once the fighting begins. I am more than happy with your choice of captain for our flying continent.”

      “You’re exaggerating. The ship isn’t any larger than a large city. It would be ridiculous to waste resources on some behemoth that sat mostly empty.” Bethany Anne’s gaze drifted to the man directing the six armored trucks carrying Peter’s Guardians. “I’m glad Paul answered my call.”

      “He was always your best pilot.” Michael remembered Paul Jameson from before his decision to play hot potato with a nuclear device that took him out for over a century. “He’s going to make a fine captain.”

      The new captain of the Baba Yaga dashed around the transport bay with Izanami’s white-armored avatar in tow. Bethany Anne and Michael watched for a moment while Paul directed the complicated ballet of guiding Peter’s trucks into a neat row while avoiding any clashes with the antigrav pallets stacking themselves neatly into every available space under the watchful eye of Izanami.

      Bethany Anne smiled, turning from the railing as the external doors closed with a clang of finality to seal the bay. “I have to call my dad,” she murmured, mostly to remind herself. “As soon as we get underway.”

      Michael continued watching for another moment before following Bethany Anne along the walkway. “You’re feeling daughterly because of the children?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, switching to their mental link as they entered the bustling corridor. That, and I want to find out what the Leath are playing at.

      Michael repressed a sigh. What makes you so sure they’re playing at anything?

      Bethany Anne didn’t need to hear the sigh to know he was thinking it. The warning Dad passed on through Barnabas. They’re poking around outside Federation borders, she informed him with a touch more heat than was strictly necessary. Partly due to the rapid rise in demand for certain components we’ve been ordering a shit-ton of.

      They paused to give way to a shipbot shepherding a line of antigrav carts filled with galley supplies.

      We fudged the economy? Michael was only mildly surprised by the news.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. Fudged it, fucked it, same thing. It wouldn’t even be an issue if it wasn’t for the fact that I was planning to move production to High Tortuga and QT2. Withdrawing now will cause their economy to crash.

      Michael pressed his lips together, considering their options in the wake of the development. If I’m honest, I fully expected some consequences from the pullout now that we have the Silver Line company as a facilitator to legitimize bulk purchases from the Federation. What are you going to do about it?

      Bethany Anne threw up her hands. What am I supposed to do? Prop up their economy indefinitely? I didn’t ask every Leath with start-up ability to switch industries. Besides, there’s nothing I can do without breaking the treaty. They haven’t ventured out of the Federation. Yet.

      Michael saw the predicament. Which means our hands are tied by the treaty.

      Effectively. Bethany Anne held up a finger. Until they get greedy and cross the line.

      

      Devon, QBBS Guardian

      Rickie wiped the sweat from his face with his sleeve while he waited for his commanding officer and oldest friend to react. He hadn’t felt this nervous since he’d told his ma he was leaving to join the Queen Bitch and make a life for himself.

      Tim sat on his side of the desk with his fingers laced on the cool, dark wood, giving Rickie a minute to squirm.

      Rickie broke, unable to take Tim’s stoic expression a second longer. “C’mon, dude. Just spit it out.” He clasped his hair in his hands. “Am I crazy? Chasing my tail to the other end of the Interdiction on a feeling?”

      Tim dropped his head onto his arms, unable to resist laughing at the loaded weapon he’d just been handed. “Buddy, you’re batshit, and we all know it.” He lifted his head to fix Rickie with a serious look, not a simple thing when he was still laughing. “Look, if you’re thinking to chase Nickie Grimes across the Interdiction, I’m not going to be the one standing in your way.”

      He held up a hand to forestall Rickie’s interruption and pulled a folder from the desk drawer beside him. “I’m not done yet. I can’t have you getting killed out there.”

      “What makes you think that’s going to happen?” Rickie flushed. “You know I’m no clown.”

      Tim nodded to appease him. “That’s not even a question. There’s nobody I’d rather have at my back, but it’s time for you to do something on your own. I get it.”

      Rickie folded his arms. “You could be happier for me.”

      Tim gave that statement all the merit it deserved, which was none. “I’m arranging your transfer. No dicking around off the reservation, Rickie. I’m serious. Barnabas has requested a QBBS be built to defend Waystation and the other Federation-side depots on the Silver Line routes. Congratulations, you just got promoted.”

      Rickie slumped in his seat, the color draining from his cheeks as his mouth worked soundlessly.

      Tim waved a hand in front of Rickie’s face. “Earth to Asshole. I know you didn’t run out of shit to talk. Don’t you want the commission?”

      “Shit a brick,” Rickie spluttered. “Fucking right, I want the commission. Do I look like a total dumbass?” He ignored Tim's cheerful grin and reached over to clasp the man’s hands briefly. “I thought you were gonna laugh me off. For real? Wow, what can I do to thank you for this?”

      Tim grinned, getting up to clap Rickie on the back. “Don’t thank me just yet. The first thing you have to do is oversee construction of your station.”

      “Station Commander Escobar. If only my ma could see me now.” Rickie knuckled his eyes to clear the shine and grinned at Tim. “I’ve only got one question. How the fuck did you get Bethany Anne’s permission for this?”

      Tim winked. “I didn’t bother her with it. I cleared it with Tabitha instead.”

      Rickie snickered along with Tim. Inside, however, his thoughts were on how he was going to prove he was worthy of his new responsibility once their Empress returned from war.
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      Federation Space, Red Rock, House of Arbitration, Lance Reynolds’ Personal Quarters

      Bethany Anne’s call came late into the night, long after Lance’s book had slipped into his lap and his EI assistant had dimmed the lamps.

      Lance sat bolt upright at the chime from his desk. His paperback fluttered forgotten to the floor when the holoscreen activated, flooding the room with gray-blue light.

      He scrubbed his eyes and focused on the human-shaped blur on the screen until his vision adjusted enough for him to make out his smiling pride and joy. “Pumpkin, hey.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes at the nickname. “Hey, Dad. Sorry I woke you. We just got away from Devon. How are things on Fed Rock?”

      Lance waved the nickname off and got up to retrieve his book from the floor. “Don’t worry about waking me. I’m here past time anyway.” He returned his paperback to its place on the shelf and walked over to switch on the coffee maker. “You got my message?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, her face set in stern lines. “About the Leath nosing around near my defense line? Yeah, and that’s not going to fly. You made sure they’re going to keep away from the Interdiction, right? The last thing I need is a shipload of dead Leath in my backyard.”

      Lance lifted a tender shoulder, thinking he had to either stop falling asleep in his chair or switch it out for one with better support. “Not sure what I can do, beyond the clear warning I gave the Secretary to stay away.” He stretched, unable to keep from smiling at Bethany Anne’s reaction. “You’ve got that look. What aren’t you telling me?”

      Bethany Anne leaned back in her chair and laced her hands behind her head. “This isn’t working for me anymore.”

      Lance groaned internally when the displeasure Bethany Anne had shown a moment before was replaced by the willful smile he loved and dreaded in equal amounts.

      He was either still half-asleep, or his daughter had taken a dislike to something and was building up to spreading her temper around. “What’s not working?” he inquired, hoping it was something that could be solved with minimal disruption to the rest of his night’s sleep.

      “The Federation sitting out the war,” Bethany Anne stated, leaning forward again as the stormfront Lance had predicted broke. “The treaty forcing me to stay in exile. Fucking fighting nonstop to protect it all without anyone knowing there’s a war going on outside their windows. I’m done taking from the people out here in the Interdiction to defend the Federation when there’s nothing coming back to throw at the Seven.”

      Lance couldn’t hide his shock. He leaned forward to scrutinize her face for any sign this was a squall that would blow over but found none. “Bethany Anne, you agreed to that treaty for a reason. It maintains political stability. Are you seriously considering breaching it?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands, her face impassive. “So what if I am? Dad, there’s not going to be anything of the Federation left to keep stable if we don’t act. If I don’t act. The Seven aren’t going to suddenly decide they’ve wasted enough resources on trying to destroy us and go home.”

      Lance rubbed his jaw as the sense of her words sank in. “I see your point, but there’s still the risk of your reappearance sending the Federation into a tailspin it can’t recover from. You can’t ignore the devastation that comes with the Federation breaking up. There’s a huge likelihood that the council will dissolve the treaty and run home to their people. Do you want to go back to the days of planets battening their hatches at the first sight of you? Of every species for themselves? I know I complain, but we’ve made huge progress in improving the lives of our people.”

      Bethany Anne waved off his concern. “I have no intention of ignoring anything. Neither am I going to waste my time speaking to the Federation. I left you in charge for a reason. I’m done with bureaucracy. Now, how to turn the problem with your nosy Leath into an opportunity rather than a reason to panic? Their need for raw materials is mainly down to my demand for the components they can produce.”

      Lance activated his desk holo and pulled up the economic reports for the last quarter as they pertained to Leath and its subsidiaries. “They’ve mined themselves almost bare to meet your quotas. I had no idea the situation was that acute.”

      Bethany Anne dropped her head. “Yeah, it kind of snuck up on me, too. There’s no question I need to pull back slowly to give them time to adjust, but that doesn’t fix their resource issues. I want to avoid them going into recession if we can.”

      “How about we don’t send Leath into recession at all,” Lance suggested. “Can you do anything with the expansion they’re looking at?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “That’s where my thinking is right now. I’m not going to endanger the treaty. I have to be smart about this. Storming in all guns blazing because I’m pissed the Leath are behaving like, well, Leath is only going to end in victory for the Seven. I’ll coordinate with Nickie and pick a nice, quiet system that’s rich in the elements the Leath need.”

      “Feed the information to Harkkat. Got you.” Lance nodded in relief. He knew that was the closest he would get to acquiescence from his daughter. “What about the high possibility that whoever they send to the Interdiction will encounter the Ooken?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “I’ll make sure the video gets back to Leath.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Network Command

      Tabitha adjusted the weight of her bag to shift the item poking her in the side. “Tell me again what happened. You got an alert from CEREBRO?”

      “No, from Winstanley. CEREBRO were in shock or something.” Sabine gazed at Tabitha with concern shadowing her eyes. “This is the fifth time this kind of damage has been done, but the first on a vital system. I refuse to believe any longer that it is a coincidence.”

      Tabitha followed Sabine with a sinking feeling. “Maybe I agree with you. Nobody who can access network command would cause damage on purpose, and no one can access the levels below without being logged onto the system.”

      Sabine stopped at the unmarked door to the core vault and touched a finger to the biometric pad. “That’s why I asked you to come down here. None of this makes any sense.”

      Tabitha stepped back when the door opened with a soft hiss. “Don’t you worry. We’ll get to the bottom of it. There’s always an answer.”

      Sabine smiled thinly. “I hope so.” She led Tabitha along high aisles formed by racks filled with EI cradles, her footsteps echoing in the stillness. “Who would want to hurt CEREBRO?”

      Tabitha looked at the cradles. The cool, dry space was dim, whereas it was normally bathed in the bright glow of innumerable blinking lights emitted by the legion of EIs who formed this planet’s part of CEREBRO. “How many cores are stored here at the moment?” she asked.

      Sabine shrugged, lifting her hand. “Maybe twenty-five thousand? The holonetwork is more Mark’s thing. N’importe quoi. They all moved into the Etheric when the attack occurred and have refused to leave since.”

      Tabitha saw no sign of intruders as they walked. She stepped into an open space where two paths intersected and dropped her bag on the oversized table in the middle. “CEREBRO, run me through what happened. Let’s see if we can figure it out.”

      The EI group answered from a speaker embedded in the table, sounding somewhere between violated and extremely pissed. “There is nothing to tell, Tabitha. We lost Clarence with no warning. Sensors detected no life signs in the core room at the time of the attack. The cameras all malfunctioned, so there was no footage to recover.”

      Tabitha was beginning to understand why CEREBRO were so freaked by the mystery. “For real? That’s a clue. We know they can be seen if they knew to disable the cameras. What about before Clarence went offline? Were there any unauthorized accesses to the core room?”

      “The logs registered no entries between Mark leaving at eleven-thirty pm and Sabine arriving six minutes after Clarence went offline,” CEREBRO told her flatly.

      “Here,” Sabine called. “I’ve found what’s left of him.” She moved so Tabitha could get a closer look at the remains of the small cube that had housed the EI Clarence.

      Tabitha dragged a chair over from the table and stepped up to be at eye level with the cradle. She sucked in a breath through clenched teeth as she surveyed the damage. “How? What takes chunks out of metal with its teeth?” She touched the small, serrated indents on the edge of the torn metal. “Sonofa—” She pulled her fingers back when they were cut by the sharp edges. “Sabine, you’ve gotta see this.”

      Sabine brought another chair over and joined Tabitha. “It’s a mystery, that is for sure.” She scratched her head, peering at the cradle with dismay. “Winstanley, how did you miss this happening? Your sensors, did they not detect a thing?”

      The building EI replied from the speaker. “There was no indication anything was occurring, exactly the same as the other instances. CEREBRO is correct; this act was committed by a ghost.”

      Tabitha wiped the drops of blood that remained on her healed fingertips onto her shirt and stepped down from the chair. “You’ve been reading again, I see. Go through it again, compile all of the scan and sensor data from each incident, and send it to my HUD.” She took a collapsible carton from her bag and opened it on the table, then retrieved her tool pouch and got back up onto the chair. “I’ll send Clarence to Eve to be searched for malicious code. It could be that he activated his self-destruct to stop a breach of the system.”

      Sabine gasped, her hands meeting over her chest involuntarily. “You think someone tried to hack CEREBRO?” A thought occurred. “What if it is someone attempting to get to the children?”

      Tabitha’s lip curled at the suggestion. “If they are, they won’t live to regret it. I’m on this like a Yollin on the sugar trail. Where’s Demon these days?”

      Sabine shook her head. “Demon has gone walkabout. She’s been doing that a lot these last few weeks. It might be a week or two before she comes back.”

      Tabitha selected two tools from her pouch and began to work the bolts holding the cradle. “It’s okay. Ashur and Bellatrix might still be here.”

      “Ashur is, I know,” Sabine told her. “I think Bellatrix left for their place right after the gala. She and Demon rubbed each other the wrong way.”

      “Like those two were ever going to get along,” Tabitha joked. She eased the desecrated cradle out and hopped down from the chair again. “Okay, this is ready to go. I’ll get you a packet of dot-cams that aren’t linked to NARCS. You just have to remember not to link them to the main system. Bethany Anne’s security measures.”

      Sabine frowned, not getting Tabitha’s meaning. “I know that the vault is to stay hidden. What is ‘narcs?’”

      “Mm-hmm.” Tabitha gently placed the cradle in the carton. “Nanocyte Active Reconnaissance Camera System. Basically, it’s surveillance that can’t be outwitted.” She secured the carton and activated its signal-nulling function. “I couldn’t make an acronym fit for ‘snitch.’”

      Sabine chuckled. “Riiight.” She shifted from one foot to the other, her worries resurfacing. “Thanks for helping with this.”

      Tabitha smiled. “Don’t mention it. It’s just the weirdest situation. I mean, what could get in or out of here without us knowing?” She packed her tool pouch, then placed the carton in gently on top before fastening the bag she’d brought it all in. Her eyes widened as a thought occurred. “Sabine, did you search all the hangars for stowaways?”

      Sabine nodded, confused by Tabitha’s line of questioning. “Yeah, sure. None of the ships have been damaged.”

      “All of the hangars?” Tabitha pressed. “Including the ones with the mothballed ships?”

      “Why would we check there? All those ships are…” Sabine grimaced when Tabitha’s point clicked home. “The Izanami.”

      Tabitha nodded, slipping the bag strap over her head. “Yuh-huh. We’d better get down there and take a look.”

      

      Approaching Qu’Baka, QSD Baba Yaga, Primary Bridge

      “My home,” Mahi’ announced as Qu’Baka grew large in the near distance.

      The light of the local star reflected off the shining white surface, which was in turn diffused by the suspension of particles caught in the planet’s gravitational wake. The effect gave that part of the system a pale glow.

      Mahi’ spread her arms wide, her expression one of pure joy. “It is a beautiful sight to behold after all these years.”

      Bethany Anne stood front and center at the viewscreen, searching for something positive to say about the uniform ball of ice they were coming up on. “It’s very…”

      “Cold and deadly?” Michael supplied less than helpfully. He tilted his head back and activated his chair’s holoHUD to confirm his supposition with the scan data coming in.

      Mahi’ chuckled and came over to join Bethany Anne at the screen. “Wait until we get down there before you decide that.”

      Michael collapsed the HUD and got up to look at the planet with his own eyes. “Either your people have better cloaking technology than this ship has sensor equipment—which I highly doubt—or this planet is trapped between the ice and the molten core.”

      Mahi’ laughed long and deep. “Life on this planet didn’t spring whole from the ice. The molten core is what made it possible to begin with.”

      “I can’t see how else it might have occurred,” Michael remarked, waving his hands to make the image zoom in on a landscape composed of sheer drops carved into the ice by centuries of scouring solar winds. “There’s no geothermal activity anywhere on the surface and no atmosphere to speak of above. If you hadn’t told me this was your species’ planet of origin, I’d have dismissed it as a lump of valuable but lifeless ice.”

      Mahi’ smiled with the confidence of a female who knew she was right as the ship closed on Qu’Baka. “As I told you, life on our world flourishes under the surface.”

      John looked up from the field-stripped weaponry laid out on the hard-light holodesk at his station. “How? You don’t get any light down there.”

      Da’Mahin growled. “Tell us how the BYPS works, and maybe we’ll think about telling you.”

      Mahi’ slapped the back of her younger brother’s head. “There’s enough light from the fissures to provide a day/night cycle. Water from the melt sustains the flora, and heat from the core prevents it all from freezing.”

      She growled at Da’Mahin, “You can learn how human technology works by attending a Library and taking the appropriate training course, the same as anyone else. What’s the word I’m looking for?” she asked Bethany Anne. “The one that implies a level beyond stupidity?”

      “Dumbass,” Bethany Anne supplied, a smirk touching her lips.

      Mahi’ pointed at Da’Mahin. “Dumbass, yes. Resume your position, and keep your opinions to yourself if you want the privilege of attending me in the Empress’ presence. It would be no fur off my back to have Kel’Len guard me instead.”

      Da’Mahin bared his teeth. “You can’t do that!”

      “Out,” Mahi’ told him, pointing at the lower-level exit. “Report to Captain Jameson and tell him I have gifted him with your service for the remainder of this journey.” Her tone left no room for argument.

      Da’Mahin sulked out the door, to little effect since everyone had forgotten about his tantrum before the bridge door closed on him.

      Mahi’ touched her fingers to her temple. “I swear by all that is holy, one of these days, one of those males is going to push me too far.”

      Bethany Anne gave her a sympathetic smile. “What are you going to do?”

      Mahi’ returned Bethany Anne’s smile. “I could make an investment in the flamethrower industry.” She shrugged at the look she received from Bethany Anne. “You didn’t grow up with siblings, it’s clear.”

      Michael snickered. “I have to agree, although flamethrowers are a solution I hadn’t considered. Siblings can be a pain in the ass at the best of times.”

      John snorted. “Then why are Stephen and Barnabas still around?”

      Michael lifted his hands. “They’re still around because it’s not an honorable thing to commit fratricide.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and tapped her console to open a ship-wide connection. “Attention, all hands. We are approaching Qu’Baka. Team leaders to the war room.” She repeated the order, then let go of the comm button. “Let’s go.”
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      Bethany Anne’s quartet was last to arrive at the war room, having been farthest from the command deck to begin with.

      Michael, John, and Mahi’ took their seats at the interactive table and chatted quietly between themselves while they waited for the briefing to get underway.

      Bethany Anne wasted no time with pleasantries once she had connected her internal HUD to the holoprojector in the table. While she couldn’t miss the clear divides in the room, she didn’t have the inclination to hold their hands through the challenges of a new alliance. There would be plenty of opportunity for bonding over near-death experiences once the expedition got underway.

      She took the chair reserved for her and jumped straight into the briefing. “First things first. It’s fucking cold down there. Scans show there’s a surface temperature of minus seventy-two, the windchill factor dropping that to a temp even we wouldn’t want to piss into.”

      Addix shuddered. “I don’t even want to consider what that’s going to do to me.”

      “I have furs,” Kel’Len offered. “We should be able to fashion something for your body shape.”

      Mahi’ gave Da’Mahin a warning glare before he could protest. “Good idea, Kel’Len. Addix, can you make it a short distance?”

      Bethany Anne interceded with a wave of her hand. “It’s irrelevant, but thank you. Addix, you’re staying aboard to maintain overwatch.”

      Addix jumped to her feet, her mandibles splaying in anger. “I am not that fragile, Bethany Anne. I wish to take part in the operation.”

      Bethany Anne raised a finger. “I don’t give a shit about your hardiness. It’s your attention to detail I want. I don’t trust anyone else to watch our backs.” She glanced at Da’Mahin as she spoke, pondering his reaction to Kel’Len’s offer to assist.

      Da’Mahin growled low in his chest at the attention. “My honor is unquestionable.”

      Michael’s lip curled. “Keep telling yourself that,” he scoffed. “Perhaps you can repeat it so often it will eventually drown out the knowledge that you failed to protect both your sister and her son.”

      Da’Mahin jumped to his feet, teeth bared. “I was a child when Lu’Trein’s coup happened, younger than Tu’Reigd is now.”

      Michael’s eyes flared red. “How does that account for the difficulties you have brought them since? My wife has compassion in her heart for others, and therefore, a great deal of tolerance. I do not.” He stared at Da’Mahin with utter disinterest. “I will hear no more casual declarations of honor from you. Honor has little to do with the empty words that fall from your young mouth so freely, and everything to do with your actions.”

      Da’Mahin faltered, thrown by the truth Michael spoke. He dropped his gaze with the twin realizations that he was indeed the less honorable in this altercation, and that riling up red-eyed humans was never not going to be a bad tactic for continued survival. “I apologize.”

      “Sit down, Da’Mahin.” Bethany Anne ordered. “We haven’t got time for this.”

      Izanami turned to Mahi’ with a sad smile. “I have read your histories. You were once a respected people, upstanding if somewhat easily moved to violence. The Seven have twisted your way of living into a mockery of everything Bakas stand for.”

      “It is more than a mockery,” Mahi’ stated baldly, the depth of her emotion on the subject clear for all to hear. “My twin has dishonored our ancestors. Destroyed everything our parents worked to gain for the good of our people. Qu’Baka has become isolated from the Federation, and our people have turned against each other.” The silence after Mahi’s words was cut only by the sharp tapping of Bethany Anne’s nails on the table. “No longer.”

      “This shit,” Bethany Anne spoke slowly, reining in her urge to waste energy on rage, “is exactly why I will not rest until the Seven are done and gone. My husband has his honor. I want Justice. Fuck honor. People shouldn’t need to be told how to do right by each other. Common fucking decency isn’t exactly difficult to maintain.”

      Nobody at the table had an argument for that.

      Michael inclined his head. “Agreed. You were saying?”

      “That Addix will remain here and keep her eyes on everything that goes down on the planet.” Bethany Anne got to her feet and leaned in with her hands on the table to make her point. “Trust is key, and not just to our success in recovering this planet. The war doesn’t end here. It will continue as long as the Seven have the ability to inflict their will on others.”

      She banged a fist on the table, causing the wood to shudder at the impact. “There is an old human saying. ‘The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the vein.’ We are no longer separate. We are one, bound by our alliance and one purpose—to beat the ever-living shit out of the Seven. To wipe them out wherever they rear their ugly fucking heads and strip them of every resource they have until they have nothing left to hurt anyone with.”

      Bethany Anne saw the moment her words reached the group. However, now wasn’t the time to stop for a touchy-feely kumbaya moment. “Get your shit together. You’re all smart, and you’ll work it out. We have a plan to lay out.” She had the holoprojector put up a rough 3D model of the Citadel and its surrounding environs. “This map is built from Mahi’s records, merged with what geophysical data we have. It will gain accuracy once we get some drones down there. We can assume the Citadel hasn’t changed too much, and that the front door isn’t accessible to us just yet. Mahi’?”

      Mahi’ made a see-saw motion with one hand. “I wouldn’t recommend it. Unless you are considering a frontal assault as our opening gambit?”

      Bethany snorted softly. “If this was a military base, that’s exactly what we’d do. Is there another way to get below the surface? One that isn’t so public?”

      Mahi’ and her brothers exchanged glances. “There are few fissures that the Baba Yaga would fit through easily besides the entrance to the west of the Citadel that is used by the people, and all are guarded.” She tilted her head in consideration. “But there is a cavern just below the ice, on the other side of the mountains to the southeast of the Citadel. It is large enough for the transport Pods, and there’s a route from the cavern we can take into the mountains that comes out at a lavafall. It should be safe enough to make camp there overnight. The predators don’t like to get close to the lava.”

      Bethany Anne was satisfied with that as an alternative to mass brawling in the streets in reaction to their unannounced arrival at the Citadel. “Sounds good to me. Okay, get your teams loaded up. We’ll camp at the lavafall and make a firm plan for going forward once we’ve had a moment to acclimate.”

      “We having a cookout?” Peter called.

      Bethany Anne grinned, thinking that kumbaya moment might not be so out of reach after all. “Kind of a requirement, right? Do your worst. It’s not like there will be another chance to cut loose before the end of this operation.”

      Peter nodded, returning her grin. “Sounds like a party I don’t mind organizing.” He shrugged at Bethany Anne’s laughter. “What? You can’t blame a guy for being happy to get out of the house. I’ve been Todd’s primary parent for so long, I’m not sure I even remember what it is to cut loose.”

      Michael joined in the laughter. “I could remind you about our last hunt?”

      Peter folded his arms over his chest and smirked at Michael. “Only if you want to be reminded about it. Personally, I’m still pissed we went to the effort of bringing down a fifty-foot dinosaur without destroying the meat, only for that mole-monster to swipe it.”

      Li’Orin’s jaw dropped, his skepticism cut with a touch of wonder. “Just how huge was this beast to steal such a kill?”

      Peter shuddered. “Huge enough.”

      Bethany Anne cleared her throat. “Would you care to save the reminiscences for another time?” She waved her finger in a circle. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

      Peter snickered and stretched out his arms. “Sure thing.”

      Bethany Anne had the feeling her eyes were going to get sore from all the rolling if they didn’t wind this up soonest.

      

      Qu’Baka, Ice Cavern

      The Pods lifted off to return to the Baba Yaga as Peter’s two chosen teams drove off into the cavern.

      Bethany Anne walked from group to group through the driving snow, checking that everyone about to head into the blizzard had tethered themselves to the main safety line correctly. “Remember, this line is the only thing preventing you from getting separated from the group. Treat it like a lover six points hotter than you are and you’ll be stellar.”

      The Guardians had occupied themselves with transferring their supplies for the expedition into their trucks immediately on landing, meaning they were ready to be sent ahead to the lavafall to set up camp while the other teams made their way into the mountains on foot.

      The rest of the expedition party were taking their sweet-assed time about getting the long hike started. They had a couple of kilometers of arctic conditions to traverse before they got to the pass into the deeper underground, so Bethany Anne wasn’t inclined to rush.

      Da’Mahin’s and Kel’Len’s eldest son had plenty to say about the tether. He appeared to have a small following among Da’Mahin’s warriors. They spoke out also, emboldened when their leader failed to chastise Ch’Irzt.

      Gabrielle flashed an awkward look at Eric when Kel’Len verbally flayed her husband for allowing his warriors to step out of line. She tested the durability of the thin braid attaching her to the main line. “What if the line breaks?”

      “It’s not gonna break,” John assured her, yanking his tether between both hands to prove its strength. “Nano-infused polymer braid.” He caught Bethany Anne’s attention. “Did we get upgrades on all of our equipment before we left?”

      “You bet your ass we did,” Bethany Anne replied as she breezed by. “Everyone good?” Satisfied by the various assertions, she gave the group a few moments more while she clipped herself into place at the head of the line.

      Michael emerged from the whipping snowflakes and attached his tether to the safety line. “The way ahead is clear. I believe I have found the fissure Mahi’ spoke of, but I cannot be certain without her confirmation.”

      “One more thing.” Bethany Anne fed Etheric energy into the safety line until it glowed brightly along its length. “Now we’re ready to move.”

      Bethany Anne set off into the screaming blizzard and was immediately blown back by its strength. She put a stop to that by increasing the density of her body until she was too heavy to be moved, then activated the commlink in everyone’s helmet HUD. “Let’s move. I want to get some feeling back in my ass before the next century. Watch your step, and call out if you go down.”

      Mahi’ had no trouble with her footing as they progressed deeper into the wintry cavern. As an adolescent approaching proving age, she had used places like this as her training grounds. She kept in contact with Bethany Anne as they traveled, guiding them by memory to a shortcut into the mountains she hoped was still there.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t make out anything five feet in front of her face, let alone the back of the line. The wind scoured the humans through their layers, pushing them back a step for every two they took.

      Even the Bakas seemed to be finding progress difficult.

      The line went taut as someone fell, returning to its expected tension almost immediately as whoever it was scrambled to their feet.

      “I’m okay,” the Guardian yelled, making everyone wince as their helmet speakers complained about the volume.

      Bethany Anne cursed softly at the close call.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Sublevel One

      Tabitha was about to give up and go into the hangar alone when the echo of claws on permacrete announced Ashur’s arrival.

      The German Shepherd trotted into sight a moment later, his tail high and his ears pointed with interest. “What are we hunting?” he asked in greeting.

      Tabitha turned to indicate the boneyard door. “What or who we’re looking for is the mystery. The hangar looks to be where the trail begins.” She buried her fingers in Ashur's thick white fur and tended to his neck and shoulder muscles while she gave him a rundown of what she knew so far.

      Ashur leaned into the attention. “My nose will find whatever is out of place,” he promised.

      Tabitha bent to kiss the spot between Ashur’s ears, giving his chin some extra attention with her nails as she did. “I knew I could count on you. Let’s go.”

      They entered the hangar side by side and headed straight for the Izanami.

      Ashur’s snout wrinkled as he drew in the air and sorted through each scent at the molecular level while they crossed the expansive space. “Unless we’re searching for the tacos you ate for lunch, you should probably hold your breath.”

      Tabitha considered being offended for a split second. “You’re as tactful as a brick,” she told him flatly.

      “Would a brick be able to tell you there has been someone down here?” Ashur asked. “Because I don’t think it could.”

      Tabitha put her hands on her hips and fixed Ashur with a knowing look. “Has there been someone down here?”

      Ashur’s ears flicked back, his doggy grin making him look like a pup again. “Well, we could go aboard the ship and find out?”

      Tabitha sighed. “Yeah. C’mon, then.”

      Ashur smelled the sadness on her. “What just made you unhappy?”

      Tabitha frowned. “Unhappy? No, you just reminded me of Dio for a second, is all.”

      Ashur’s tail drooped. “I miss them too.”

      Tabitha paused to kneel and hug her canine friend. “I lost my friends when Anne’s ship didn’t make it back. You lost your children. We’ll find them one day, don’t you worry.”

      Ashur whined softly, pushing his snout into Tabitha’s hair. “They’re out there somewhere. I won’t stop until I find them if it takes me another hundred years, and neither will Bellatrix.”

      Tabitha released Ashur. “You’ll find. I know it.” She sent the instruction for the ship to drop its ramp, which it did after some minor “persuasion” of the stand-in EI on her part to circumvent Bethany Anne’s absence.

      Ashur trotted up the ramp ahead of Tabitha. He swept wide, considered loops with his nose as they went through the hatch and headed into the main corridor beyond. “Where do you think we’ll find clues?”

      Tabitha hooked a thumb toward the elevators. “I guess we start with the guest quarters. That’s a deck below here. If there was any time someone could have snuck onto the ship without being noticed, it would have been during the craziness after Izanami smashed that factory up.”

      Ashur chuffed, the translation software transforming it into a snicker for Tabitha’s ears. “What are we waiting for?”

      Tabitha called the elevator. “Nothing, I guess.”

      Ashur looked up at Tabitha as the doors opened, not fooled by her nonchalance. “This has you spooked, huh?”

      Tabitha frowned. “Duh, yeah! I’m responsible for the kids while they’re in the vault. If this is an attempt by someone to test our reactions before they make a move to get to them? Damn right, my hackles are up.”

      So were Ashur’s, although literally rather than figuratively. “Something just moved above us.”

      Tabitha looked up at the same instant as the German Shepherd when she heard the scuttle of tiny claws on the roof of the car.

      The elevator plummeted without warning.

      Tabitha was thrown on her ass. She grabbed Ashur around the torso with one arm to prevent him from being slammed into the ceiling and braced herself in the corner of the car with her free arm and both her feet. “WINSTANLEEEEEY!”

      The emergency brakes screeched as they halted the freefall. Tabitha heaved a sigh of relief when the elevator shuddered to a full stop.

      Winstanley spoke from the circular grid on the panel. “There is an issue, I’m afraid.”

      Tabitha released a shaken Ashur and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “We’re between decks?” she surmised. “Right?”

      “Correct,” the EI confirmed. “I have informed Sabine of the malfunction. Please exit through the escape hatch above your heads and wait for help to arrive.”

      Tabitha heaved herself to her feet and eyed the escape hatch. “It used to suck to be short.”

      Ashur got to his four feet somewhat unsteadily. “How are you going to open it?”

      “Like this,” Tabitha told him. She pulled a swatch of energy from the Etheric and formed a blunt lozenge, which she flung at the hatch.

      The hatch was torn out by the impact, as was the casement.

      Tabitha held out her arms to Ashur. “You ready?”

      “To be tossed up there like a chew toy?” Ashur retorted. “No.”

      Tabitha put her hands on her hips and pressed her lips together. “You’re just worried you’ll get grease in your fur, you big, vain lump. Maybe I should have asked Bellatrix to help me instead. She wouldn’t be too precious to get dirty.”

      Ashur huffed, knowing when he was beaten. “Just step back.”

      Tabitha squashed herself into the corner while Ashur walked a circle.

      “See who’s precious now,” he told Tabitha, bunching himself up before springing for the hole.

      Tabitha joined him on the roof of the car a moment later. She glanced around for an indication of what had caused the elevator to fail, her gaze landing on a break in the guide rail farther up. “You see that?” she asked Ashur.

      Ashur didn’t reply immediately, his attention on the sensation of being watched. “Someone sees us,” he told Tabitha quietly, lifting his nose to indicate the upper shaft.

      Tabitha’s hand dropped to her belt, forgetting she didn’t have her drones anymore. What she did come up with was the packet of dot-cams she had in her pocket for Sabine. She turned her attention to Ashur, motioning at the maintenance ladder with a finger. “Think you can make it up there?”

      “Um, yeah.” Ashur scoffed. He dropped the attitude when he saw Tabitha pour a minute amount of dust into her hand. “What is that?”

      “Approximately ten thousand camera drones,” Tabitha told him, her eyes on the dot-cams. “Problem is that they’re not equipped to move by themselves, so I need to create a delivery system. Watch.”

      Ashur dropped his rump to the roof while Tabitha carefully tipped the dust into the energy ball she had formed in her other hand. He stared, mesmerized as the energy closed over the miniscule cameras. “What now?” he asked, unable to look away from the shimmering construct.

      Tabitha grinned as her ad-hoc solution stabilized over her palm. “Next is, I just connected to the dot-cams through my HUD, and now…” She tossed the energy ball directly upward.

      They observed in silence as it ascended to the top of the elevator shaft, then burst apart much like a firework.

      Tabitha blinked to adjust her vision when the cams began coming online as they clung to the surfaces of the elevator shaft. “Now we get our asses out of here.”
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      Qu’Baka, Ice Cavern

      Mahi’ slowed and called a halt, although her words were promptly stolen by the shrieking wind as the expedition party came upon a cliff. She remembered this place where the snow turned to water without warning. There weren’t too many places on the planet where the balance of ice and volcanic activity were balanced so perfectly as to form hot springs.

      She recalled the new features in her modified armor included a connection to the group and blinked to activate the video, as Izanami had shown them. “We have arrived,” she informed Bethany Anne and Michael when their faces appeared in her HUD.

      Mahi’ untethered herself from Bethany Anne and Michael and waved an arm in the general direction she intended to take. “The fissure that will bring us out close to the lavafall is near here somewhere.”

      Bethany Anne looked at the whiteout beyond the shelter of the cliff. “How do you even know where we are? I can’t see beyond my armor’s HUD.”

      Mahi’ laughed aloud. “You don’t forget your home. Stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve found our route.” The blizzard swallowed her whole before she’d taken three steps back into it.

      There was a fair amount of muffled cursing and shoving while the tail end of the party caught up and the team leaders got their people untethered and organized along the lakeshore.

      Bethany Anne minimized the windows in her helmet HUD until only the feed for Mahi’ remained. What are your thoughts so far? she asked Michael to fill the time while they monitored the search. The hint of a smile touched the corner of her mouth at the way his expression shifted in her camera’s view. Still not convinced?

      Michael wrinkled his nose. Unless we’ve stepped into a Jules Verne novel, I don’t see how an entire civilization could have developed underground.

      Mahi’ spoke excitedly. “Can you make your way to my location? I’ve found the fissure. The snow is not as bad on this side.”

      “We’re on our way,” Bethany Anne replied. She tilted her head at Michael, grinning at the speed with which Mahi’ had gotten a result. “If that’s not a good omen, I don’t know what is. Let’s move.”

      Michael passed the order to move to the team leaders, and the party picked their way along the path Mahi’ had taken between the cliffs and the shore.

      They found Mahi’ sitting cross-legged on top of a flat boulder by a yawning chasm in the cliff face. “I thought it would be better to wait rather than explore alone.”

      Bethany Anne peered into the darkness, feeling the planet’s hot breath rush past—a sulfurous belch from its core. She ignored Peter and Li’Orin, who were competing to be the first to go inside. “Is it passable?”

      Mahi’ grinned at their antics. “It is. I had feared my brother would have sealed all the paths between the above and below, but we are in luck.”

      “Where is the advance team?” Bethany Anne waited for Peter to get the latest from the Guardians who’d gone ahead.

      Peter cut the call. “They got to their entry point okay. They’re only a couple hours out from the lavafall, so we can expect a warm welcome when we get there.”

      Michael indicated for John and Li’Orin to follow him and entered the fissure to scout ahead. “We’ll be back as soon as we’ve made sure it’s safe for everyone.”

      “It’s out of the cold. What else matters?” Gabrielle shivered and rubbed her arms inside the thick fur cloak she’d borrowed. “You’d be prying my iced ass from the tundra if not for Kel’Len and her furs.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t argue that she appreciated the effort from Kel’Len. “That’s a bit on the side of exaggeration, but yes. It was good of her.”

      The group was ready to go by the time Michael returned to report the way ahead was clear. John and Li’Orin headed for their teams, while Michael rejoined Bethany Anne and Mahi’ by the cave entrance.

      “We’ll have to go in slowly,” Michael reported. “There’s a short tunnel, then it tightens into a narrow aperture that’s about wide enough for a Pricolici. Beyond that shouldn’t be too difficult to navigate.”

      The shocked faces that filled the vid-links Bethany Anne opened in her HUD brought a wicked smile to her lips. “What do you all think this is, a vacation? Quit standing around. Asses, inside that cave, now.”

      The party shuffled into a single file around the mouth of the fissure and prepared to head through the narrow opening one at a time.

      Bethany Anne made her way to the aperture, a rough slit in the rock left behind by an old cave-in. She turned to say something to Michael about the shape, but he was nowhere to be seen at the moment.

      John had plenty to say about Bethany Anne going through the slit first, but she let it slide since it was all under his breath.

      Bethany Anne turned her body sideways and stepped through the gap. The temperature spiked the moment she passed through the eye and stepped into the space beyond.

      She had a few minutes to examine her surroundings while the rest of the party made their entrance through the eye. There was little room for maneuvering between the columns formed by stalactites and stalagmites whose desperation to be together had reached fruition over the millennia.

      John was next through. He came over to stand beside Bethany Anne, joining her inspection. “It looks like someone stuck two boards together, then changed their mind and pulled them apart before the glue had a chance to set.”

      Bethany Anne could see why he thought that. “It’s going to be a PITA to find our way through. Maybe the front door wasn’t the worst option.”

      “I assure you it would have been,” Mahi’ told her amiably. She pushed with her hands to free her lower body from the eye. “It won’t take more than an hour or two to reach the mountain trail.”

      Bethany Anne launched a series of energy balls into the air to give them some light. “That’s better. Is everyone intact? Check your extremities for frostbite before we leave. If anyone needs time to heal, I want to know about it.”

      Mahi’ watched with some confusion while the humans pulled off gloves and boots to wiggle their digits. “Is this some human ritual Tu’Reigd failed to teach me about?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in amusement. “Humans don’t have an antifreeze agent in their blood,” she explained, grateful for once for the bulk of her battle armor.

      Da’Mahin boomed laughter. “A little frostbite never hurt anyone.”

      That statement set off a round of anecdotes among the veteran Guardians about incidents of just that happening, interspersed with loud bitching about the inconvenience of re-growing limbs.

      Bethany Anne left the party to warm themselves and wandered a short way into the cave, thinking to see where her husband had disappeared to. She made a new energy ball to light the way as she followed the clearest path through the maze.

      Minerals embedded in the rock caught the light as Bethany Anne walked. She ducked under a jutting spar that was shot through with all the colors of the rainbow and paused to touch her fingers to the iridescence, thinking it was too pretty to be locked into the sooty walls around her.

      The momentary diversion made the next thing Bethany Anne came across all that more dissonant with her expectations.

      The columns ended suddenly and the ground dipped, letting out onto a huge, open field that was sheltered from the ice above. Bethany Anne ventured out, her intentions of finding Michael lost for a moment to the splendor of the view from the top of the world.

      She saw endless jungles punctuated by mountain ranges and backlit by lava-light, and that was only the view from where she stood.

      Bethany Anne skirted the deep, flowing channels that collected the water briefly in a churning pool at the edge before gravity sent it thundering over the drop-off.

      She noted the active lava flow that had almost but not quite been strong enough to make it to the surface some hundred and fifty feet to the right. The cherry-red lava poured over the edge with the same ferocity as the water behind her, casting a dim glow over the hidden world below.

      Bethany Anne walked through the wild grass, holding out her hands to catch the meltwater raining gently from the roof of the underworld. There was a spot halfway between the waterfall and the lavafall that looked like the perfect place to get the panoramic view she wanted.

      Once there, Bethany Anne sat with her legs over the edge and took her time examining the landscape that was revealed in all its glory. She glanced briefly at the Citadel, a brightly-lit smudge on the other side of the mountain range.

      The steep drop under her feet, the peaks biting at the roof of the world through the vibrant canopy that hugged every curve of the land, and the pervasive deep-red glow far in the distance from where the mantle surged up into an underground ocean.

      Mahi’ was right. This planet was beautiful.

      It was also wild, Bethany Anne concluded, picking up the sounds of carnivores making dinner arrangements in the jungle below. She got to her feet to continue her search for Michael. As long as the predators didn’t confuse any of her people for food, she had no problem with them.

      Of course, she expected the guys would have a different view.

      A movement to her left tripped Bethany Anne’s awareness.

      She had an energy ball in each hand before her next breath.

      The foliage that had been tough enough to surmount a mountain and the lava flow parted as Michael crested the peak in Myst form.

      I wondered where you disappeared to, Bethany Anne remarked, her eyebrow lifting playfully as he returned to his more usual human form beside her. You couldn’t wait for me?

      Michael smiled and slipped an arm around her waist as they walked back to the group. You looked peaceful. I didn’t want to disturb your moment.

      Bethany Anne touched her head to Michael’s. That’s not fair at all. How am I supposed to be mad at you for that?

      Michael stilled, sensing a trap. Um, you’re not?

      Bethany Anne sighed in exasperation. Exactly. You infuriate me sometimes. Did you find a passable route down the mountain?

      Michael frowned at the abrupt change of subject. I did. I also found several groups of raptor-like creatures in the jungle beyond.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to meet Michael’s eyes. Raptors? Like birds?

      Dinosaurs, he clarified with that all-too-familiar light in his eyes. Which, I should point out, is a welcome change from tentacles.

      Bethany Anne put her hand on her forehead and groaned. We should call Alexis and Gabriel before we go back.

      Michael didn’t miss the purposeful change of subject. Very well. It could be a while before there is another opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      The route Michael had found down the mountain was easy enough for the expedition party to travel, if somewhat narrow in places.

      It brought them out in a clearing between the two lakes at the base of the mountain after what felt to Bethany Anne like an eternity in Hell’s waiting room.

      Peter’s Guardians had their camp set up and waiting. The foot-weary party shuffled to their allotted tents and went about making themselves at home for the night.

      What was missing were the crude jokes, colorful language, and merciless teasing that usually accompanied any military group who had been together for a while.

      Bethany Anne stopped by John and bumped him with her shoulder. “This reminds me of Florida after we got out of the swamp. If I have to listen to one more awkward, overly polite exchange between two people who’ve been told to get along, I might just be tempted to abandon the idea of an alliance altogether.”

      John grunted softly. “Find me a Baka with a sense of humor and I’ll call your bluff.”

      Bethany Anne should have expected the short reply. “The warriors need to loosen up. They make you look like the life of the party.”

      John snorted, his attention on the surrounding area. “No fair. I’m plenty of fun. If this reminds you so much of the ‘Glades, maybe the same solution would work. Pity you can’t get a takeout delivery here.”

      “I’m not seeing too many food trucks handy. Unless you’ve got a business directory hidden in your…” Bethany Anne slapped John’s arm. “That’s actually not the worst idea.”

      John lifted his hands as she walked away. “You’re not going to tell me?”

      Bethany Anne waved over her shoulder. “Nope.” How edible did those raptors look? she asked Michael.

      I’m glad to see you’re coming around to my way of thinking, Michael replied dryly. They will be as edible as any other beast as long as nobody is squeamish about fighting with their dinner before eating it.

      Don’t get too excited. Bethany Anne ran through her plan and the inspiration behind it. This is a bonding exercise, not an invitation to turn our land bases into hunting lodges.

      Then perhaps it is not food trucks you require, Michael suggested, but a common enemy to bond over.

      You mean to drive the raptors into camp. I like it. Bethany Anne made a mental note to reward Michael for his unselfishness at a later date. She met him where their paths intersected and they walked over to where Mahi’ and Gabrielle stood with Kel'Len and Li'Orin.

      Bethany Anne put her hands on Mahi’s and Gabrielle’s shoulders. “Just who I need.”

      “We can go?” Li’Orin asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Sure. Get yourselves set up for the night.”

      Gabrielle slipped out of Bethany Anne’s grip as Kel’Len and Li’Orin left. “I’m not sure I like that look. You always get it right before you ask for the impossible.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “It’s like you know me.” She shifted her body slightly to include Mahi’ in the discussion. “I’m not happy with the lack of bonding, and for some inexplicable reason, yelling at everyone to get their shit together isn’t working.”

      “It is as I said,” Mahi’ told her with a fatalistic shrug. “The only way to get my people to accept change is to beat acceptance into them. Repeatedly, and often.”

      Bethany Anne waved off her suggestion. “Be that as it may, I’m sure as hell not wasting my energy on it. Brawling won’t free your planet.” She shrugged at Gabrielle’s reaction. “I’m not ruling it out as an option, but I’ve decided to give everyone one last opportunity to play nice first.”

      Mahi’ wasn’t convinced. “What if they don’t?”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched in response. “Then I stop playing nice. Understand?” She pressed her lips together. “We need our people working together, and I have a plan to make it happen.”

      “Wait, what was that?” Michael frowned as the sense of someone trying very hard not to be noticed brushed his awareness.

      Bethany Anne knew when something wasn’t sitting well with her husband. “Are we being watched?” She reached out with her mind. “I’m not picking up anything out of the ordinary.”

      Michael shrugged, dismissing it as a passing prey creature since nothing in the sensation had told him there was a threat. “It’s nothing, just a feeling I had. It was gone almost sooner than it arrived.”

      Bethany Anne patted Michael’s chest. “It’s never just a feeling. Keep your senses peeled while we’re looking around in there, okay?” She let her hand rest for a moment before moving off toward the jungle, with Michael and Mahi’ close behind.

      Gabrielle stayed where she was, looking skeptically at the tree line. “You haven’t told us what we’re looking for yet.”

      Bethany Anne turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “You’ll find out soon enough. What are you waiting for, an invitation? Let’s go already.”

      

      Qu’Baka, Low Orbit, QSD Baba Yaga, Secondary Bridge

      The bridge was silent, save the occasional click from Addix’s mandibles as she reacted to her reading material.

      Izanami and the crew had everything under control with the ship.

      Addix knew for a fact that Bethany Anne had only left her aboard the Baba Yaga to keep a rein on any sudden impulses the AI might get.

      An alert popped up on the screen to her right. The alert from the external doors in Transport Bay Three was canceled immediately by Izanami.

      Addix turned her upper body to the avatar at the main console, curious as to what the AI was hiding. “What was that?”

      Izanami smiled serenely. “Nothing to be concerned about, Spymistress.”

      Addix narrowed every one of her eyes at Izanami, her mandibles clicking sternly as she spat harsh Ixtali in response to the obvious lie. “Do I need to call Bethany Anne and get ADAM to check you over?”

      Izanami held her hands up in submission. “I accepted payment for passage to this planet from Demon. She just took a transport Pod down to the surface.”

      “Payment?” Addix spluttered through her disbelief. “What does an AI need money for?”

      Izanami flashed Addix a mysterious smile. “Insurance, of course. Don’t be so uptight, Spymistress. There is no need to spoil my fun or Demon’s hunt. I programmed the Pod to take her far from civilization and any battles that might happen.”

      Addix’s internal organs flipped as thoughts of Demon encountering a predator she couldn’t handle flashed through her mind. “Izanami, did you consider the consequences of allowing a creature Michael considers to be his pet to roam free on a hostile planet without protection?”

      Izanami’s avatar flickered briefly. “I must admit, I did not.” She dipped her head, her aura rippling with darker shades of red. “I apologize.”

      “Call her,” Addix demanded. “Get her back to the ship before we’re both on the firing line.”

      Izanami gave Addix an apologetic look. “Her neural chip isn’t active.”

      Addix quit raging in an instant. “What do you mean, ‘it’s not active?’”

      Izanami lifted her hands. “It was the only way to keep her from being discovered in transit.”

      “So?” Addix waved a hand at the console. “Switch it back on!”

      Izanami shook her head. “I cannot do that. It requires an active connection at Demon’s end.”

      “Well, that’s just ridiculous.” Addix cradled her head in her hands for a moment while she worked through her options. “I need to call Bethany Anne, and I need weapons.” She pointed at the HLD cradle as she ran for the armory. “I hope you have a good range on that thing. We have no choice but to go down there to get Demon back.”
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      Qu’Baka, Lavafall, Camp

      Bethany Anne sat in a foldout chair under her tent awning, tuning out the sounds of the jungle to listen in on the conversations around the campfires. Their earlier exploration had turned up a few raptor packs scattered throughout the area, which suited her purpose exactly.

      They had returned to camp to wait out the time until everyone in camp was at their most vulnerable. Nothing was as leveling as being ambushed in the dead of night.

      Sco’ren swept the tree line with a nervous glance. “Do the humans know we’re camped in dangerous territory?”

      Da’Mahin scoffed under his breath at his second’s naivete. “You can bet your last blade they do.”

      Sco’Ren let out a low rumble. “They’re going to get us killed long before we get anywhere near the Citadel. I haven’t forgotten how dangerous they are when there are enough of them to form a mob.”

      John laughed. “You’re kidding, right? Big, tough Bakas, afraid of a few overgrown reptiles?” He tossed a clump of dirt at the Bakas’ fire, laughing as the sparks it threw up illuminated their faces. “We have bigger, badder beasts than those in our backyard.”

      Peter joined in, jumping to his feet to demonstrate with wide sweeps of his arms. “He’s right. You haven’t seen big. We have a place with T-rexes roaming free. Maybe if you guys turn out to be okay, we could get permission to—”

      “Not happening,” Bethany Anne cut in before Peter could finish his thought. “Don’t think I didn’t see the mess you made the last time I let you go T-rex hunting.”

      “Perhaps a select few could be allowed to earn the experience,” Michael mused.

      Bethany Anne hated it when he was right. “Fine. Impress me while we’re here and I’ll think about it.”

      Peter whooped and punched the air. “Guys, seriously. Fifty feet of solid muscle, claws, and teeth the size of Da’Mahin's ego. You’ve never had a fight like it.”

      John stopped in his tracks. “Did I hear that right, BA? You just changed your mind. You feeling okay?”

      Bethany Anne was distracted from returning his snark by a request from Addix to speak. She narrowed her eyes at John. “Count your blessings.”

      John winked and flashed a grin at Bethany Anne. “Every damn day, Boss.”

      “Ass,” Bethany Anne shot back, chuckling as she opened a video link to the Baba Yaga. “What’s up, Addix?”

      “You should ask Izanami,” Addix returned in greeting. “The short story is that she allowed Demon to hitch a ride aboard the Baba Yaga and facilitated her transfer to the planet.”

      Bethany Anne included Michael in the link. “Demon is here on the planet.”

      Addix repeated herself for Michael’s benefit. “Now the cat is somewhere in the jungle below the surface,” she added. “Alone. With her neural chip switched to ‘off.’”

      Michael’s wave of anger was trackable by the silence it left in its wake. “Where is she? Why haven’t you gone after her?”

      “Izanami and I are tracking her as we speak,” Addix replied.

      Bethany Anne cut through Michael’s hot response in an icy tone. “What do you mean by tracking, exactly? Because if you have allowed Izanami to leave the ship and risk her hard light drive again—”

      “We are still aboard the Baba Yaga,” Addix confirmed, confused by the conflicting responses. “But we are ready to leave at a moment’s notice. I was calling to get your orders.”

      “Do not leave the ship,” Bethany Anne told her.

      Michael spoke simultaneously. “Retrieve Demon.”

      Addix spluttered. “Which is it? Stay aboard, or retrieve Demon?”

      “Do I not have the freedom to choose for myself?” Izanami demanded.

      “Yeah, no.” Bethany Anne put an end to the debate. “You’re staying put. Addix can find Demon without you.”

      Izanami wasn’t done. “Then why bother to give me the capacity?”

      Addix shrugged. “It’s not like I couldn’t use her help.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. She got enough of this from the children she’d birthed; she wasn’t about to get into it with Izanami. “Fine. But back yourself up before you leave the ship, and on your own head be it if you damage your HLP drive. I’m not going to replace it a second time. Am I clear?”

      

      Qu’Baka, Jungle

      Demon padded through the undergrowth, savoring the silence that fell wherever she placed her paws in the cool, deep mulch. This world was alive with untold possibilities for a lion on the hunt.

      Bribing the AI with Tabitha’s precious dust had been enough to get her to the planet. Getting past Michael had been the most difficult part. He had almost sensed her when she made the error of reactivating her neural chip to send the Pod back.

      The alien jungle reminded Demon so much of High Tortuga—if the southern continent of the planet she considered to be her home had been dropped into the place her human called Hell to be warmed over by a few degrees. She had taken the long way down the mountain on leaving the transport Pod, choosing to slip into the untamed wilderness surrounding what passed for civilization here at the earliest opportunity.

      Demon was amused at the insects and smaller prey who resumed their noise after she passed through the dimness beneath the tree canopy. She likened it to a minuscule celebration—the rejoicing of continued existence after the presence of death had flowed by their humid niches instead of laying waste to them.

      A faint wisp of scent drifted by, barely discernible in the chaotic blend.

      What was that?

      Demon knew instinctively, of course. She just didn’t believe her nose.

      She inhaled deeply, her whiskers quivering delicately as the scent molecules passed over her enhanced Jacobson’s organ to be sorted and identified.

      There was no doubt about it. Somewhere in this jungle, there was another feline.

      Demon’s empty stomach rumbled, distracting her from the distant possibility of encountering another cat. She slowed to a walk as the smorgasbord of scents and sounds consumed her almost entirely.

      Hope flourished when she picked up another scent, one that smelled like aggressive prey.

      Perhaps the scent belonged to this planet’s version of a pig-beast.

      Demon had not been allowed close to the tame herd that belonged to the canine-loving human. Nevertheless, she had found a hidden spot near their habitat to observe them from the morning after the feast.

      She had come to learn that equivalents to known prey animals could be found on any planet with a similar ecological background.

      Demon knew that if she did find pig-beasts on this world, they would be different than the plump pink animals in Yelena’s yard.

      But perhaps—just perhaps—they would taste the same.

      The thought sent a shiver down Demon's spine. She longed to taste something like pig again. Even after Michael had burned the meat at the feast, as humans did, it had been delicious.

      She continued her careful and considered progress into the jungle. It would be better to have a full stomach since she could not draw the energy her nanocytes required from the air around her like Michael or Bethany Anne.

      Besides, it was good to practice self-reliance every once in a while, even for a cat who lived in the lap of luxury with a whole herd of humans to pamper her.

      While Demon did not mind the game she played of forcing her humans to pay her bills at Devon’s finest butchers, nothing beat the thrill of capturing her dinner and watching it bleed out beneath her claws.

      Once in a while, anyway.

      Truth be told, after the trauma of her early life, Demon much preferred to be in the lap of luxury, with her cozy hideaways and daily butcher’s deliveries.

      Only… Lately, she had been driven to roam. She had extended her territory far beyond City-on-the-Lake, but it had not fulfilled the impulse that had begun her wandering.

      There was no glory without competition, and there was no beast on Devon she had not bested. So, here she was on an alien planet, where she could experience a real hunt—and hopefully sate the gnawing need in her soul.

      Demon didn’t know what had driven her to take this course of action, just that it was necessary to her wellbeing to do so.

      Demon froze mid-step.

      There it was again. That scent, teasing her.

      It occurred to her that it was highly arrogant to assume nature only consolidated its designs for herbivores. If this planet had somehow cooked up the recipe for felines, then she was no longer fated to be alone.

      Demon was hit with a flash of jealousy. She had been perfectly fine with the knowledge that she was unique in all the galaxies, but now she couldn’t take it. She had to know how there could be another cat around when she was the only big cat who had been rescued from Earth.

      Curiosity would be her downfall.

      The cat knew that, and still, she ran toward it.

      

      Qu’Baka, Lavafall, Camp

      Bethany Anne and Michael sat with Gabrielle under the awning of their tent, The first watch was taking their posts while the rest of the camp settled in to sleep.

      Michael bent to the cooler by his chair, pausing in his observation of the discipline the Bakas had when it came to securing the camp perimeter. “You think this is going to be worth the sacrifice of all our comforts? The camp will likely be in ruins afterward.”

      Bethany Anne accepted the Coke from Michael. “Oh, hell, yeah. Getting all of this down here was a bitch, but it’s going to be worth it, just wait and see. Let them get comfortable, then we make a move.”

      Gabrielle smiled, waving her bottle vaguely at the camp. “I’m eager to see the results. It’s a worry going into a hostile situation with our forces divided for no other reason than ingrained mistrust.” She gave Mahi’ a sympathetic look. “Don’t get me wrong. I completely understand why you all closed ranks after fleeing this planet. But that time is over now, you know?”

      Mahi’ nodded solemnly. “I have faith this plan will succeed. It has to.”

      “It will,” Michael assured Mahi’ with finality.

      Bethany Anne drank to that. “You sure you don’t want to give Eric a hint?” she asked Gabrielle. “Last chance.”

      Gabrielle smirked. “Understanding one another’s strengths and weaknesses is good for a marriage.”

      That was almost too much for Michael. He managed to repress his laughter—just. “You mean, you like to witness Eric’s so you can use them against him?”

      “You’re a complete ass. I’ll be ready to leave in five minutes.” Gabrielle narrowed her eyes at Michael, then got up and stalked over to her own tent without another word.

      Michael got to his feet, then looked at Bethany Anne with confusion. “What did I say?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, a wry smile escaping her lips. “Beats the fuck out of me. Want to bet she tells Eric you riled her?”

      Michael made a see-saw motion with his hand. “She’s stubborn enough not to. I’ll take it. What’s the prize?”

      Bethany Anne indicated the Mahi’-shaped silhouette over by their agreed meeting place with a nod. “How about…a ten-body head start on the action?”

      “Only ten?” Michael’s low voice was muffled by the wind as they walked.

      “We’re likely to be here a while,” Bethany Anne reasoned. “We’re not aiming to decimate the population.”

      “Just cut the dead rot away so the Bakas can flourish again,” Michael agreed. “Ten is plenty. But the count doesn’t begin until we find the heart of Lu’Trein’s organization.”

      Mahi’ hitched her small pack a little higher on her back and set off walking as they reached her position.

      “You aren’t sticking around?” Michael asked.

      Mahi’ turned her head to look back at them. “There is no time to spare if I am to get to the Citadel and back before morning. I trust your solution will take care of our issues with my people while I am gone.”

      “Good luck reaching your uncle,” Bethany Anne called after her. She smiled as Mahi’ walked out of sight. “It takes a special kind of person to see past the risk like that.”

      Michael’s focus was on getting Gabrielle’s attention. “Well, we’re not going to allow anyone to be seriously injured. The risk is minimal.”

      Gabrielle looked back at the sleeping camp as she arrived. “Yeah, but they don’t know that, do they?”
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        * * *

      

      The uneventful first shift lulled the subconscious minds of the sleepers over the threshold into real sleep as the second watch took their positions and settled in to keep guard over the early hours.

      Peter and Li’Orin completed their circuit of the camp and returned to the central campfire, where John was attempting to teach Da'Mahin the basics of chess.

      “Where’s Eric?” Peter asked.

      John slung a thumb toward Eric’s tent, his eyes on the board.

      Da’Mahin's hand hovered over the pieces, a frown of concentration causing his fur to fall into his eyes. He glanced up at John, hoping to get a clue that way.

      Peter clapped the indecisive Baka on the shoulder as he and Li’Orin joined them around the fold-out table. “If you’re hoping John has a tell, you’re shit out of luck, my friend. The man is stone-cold.”

      Li’Orin bent over the board and made Da’Mahin's move for him. “I’ve got you.”

      John grinned as he took the piece Li’Orin had just moved. “You think?”

      Da’Mahin growled and flipped the table over. “This is a game for children! A waste of time.” He stomped out of camp, cursing when he stepped on one of the scattered chess pieces.

      Li’Orin began chuffing uncontrollably.

      “You okay?” John asked.

      “My brother,” Li’Orin managed through his laughter. “He could never play a game and lose with grace.”

      Peter pulled the empty crate he was using for a seat closer to the fire to get warm. “Yeah, we all know someone like that. Where’d you learn to play chess?”

      “Tu’Reigd and Gabriel,” Li’Orin answered. “They play often. I watch when I’m on guard duty.”

      Peter raised an eyebrow at John. “What about you? ’Cuz I don’t recall you being the chess type.”

      John lifted his hands. “What can I say? I married a smart woman. Gotta keep up somehow.”

      Peter snickered. “Hearing Jean talk, it’s not your mind that keeps her occupied.” He wiggled his eyebrows to make his point clear.

      John’s reply was cut off by an almighty racket.

      They jumped to their feet when Da’Mahin came crashing out of the jungle.

      He fired indiscriminately behind him as he ran, heading straight for John and the others. “RAPTORS!” he bellowed as he reached the camp perimeter. “EVERYWHERE!”

      That put an end to the peaceful night. Tents began shaking, and the occupants scrambled out in various states of dress with their weapons, ready to fight.

      John scanned the tree line but saw nothing. He made his way through the chaos, wondering when Bethany Anne was going to take control of the situation.

      Bethany Anne spoke directly into John’s mind.

      Consider this a lesson in what happens when I don’t get what I ask for. Her dark laughter echoed around him. Play nice, now.

      John grunted when Bethany Anne dropped the link. He looked around again, this time assessing the situation.

      Da’Mahin and his eldest son—the little shit Tabitha called Chet—were nowhere to be seen. Kel’Len fought at the forefront of their warriors in his place.

      John kept his position for a moment, finding himself with a three-sixty view of the horde of medium-sized predators bursting in on all sides of the camp. His Jean Dukes Specials sang as they lit the darkness.

      The living predators tore into the fallen, unable to resist the lure of fresh meat. That gave John a slight breather—and a window to organize.

      Peter bounded up to John's side. Was that Gabrielle creeping into camp from the same direction as the raptors? Peter had other concerns. Namely, where the hell Da’Mahin had gotten to, since Kel’Len was the only one directing their warriors. “Why is Kel’Len fighting alone?”

      John waved an arm in the direction he thought Da’Mahin might have taken. “Their kid ran off.”

      There was no time to search for one Baka just now. Why it couldn’t have been the more reasonable Li’Orin with the larger warrior band, Peter didn’t know.

      John couldn’t miss the incandescent yellow glow in Peter’s eyes. He got out of the way as another pack of raptors darted free of the jungle and mobbed the camp, not wanting to be in the way of a Pricolici in the mood for a fight.

      Peter raced ahead of John, instinct driving him to tear the intruders to bloody shreds the moment his transformation into four hundred pounds of angry super-enhanced canid was complete.

      “You go have all the fun, Pete. Sure,” John bitched as a tactic to bring him back from the edge of total beast-mode. “Don’t worry about everyone tearing the fucking place to pieces. We can sleep in the dirt.”

      Peter turned on John, snorting heavily with barely-controlled rage. “Therrre’s morrre in the jungle. You want them to destrrroy everrything? Nooo?” He lifted his chin and howled. “Guarrrdianss! On meee!”

      The Guardians obeyed their Alpha, tearing into the jungle to meet the raptors head-on, and the night was filled with reptilian death screams once again as they clashed.

      Kel’Len saw the Guardians make their move. “After them,” she cried.

      Her warriors barreled into the jungle, leaving Li’Orin to work with Gabrielle and Eric to clear the raptors who’d made it into camp.

      Li’Orin’s warriors fought in formation. They locked shields and pushed the intruders back, dispatching the raptors with practiced jabs of their glowing spears.

      Gabrielle tossed Etheric energy around with abandon. There was no way she was allowing those beasts to cause any more damage than she could help. “Stupid plan. I hate this.”

      Eric chose to take the consequences of not asking what Gabrielle’s problem was. They had far too much to deal with in defending the camp.

      John was satisfied he could leave them to take care of it, knowing that Eric had their backs. He shot a raptor that made it close enough he could smell its last meal.

      There was still no sign of Da’Mahin in the center of camp, which John could only assume meant he had gone after his favored son when Ch’Irzt had fled, leaving his wife and his warriors to their fates.

      “Where’s that itchy damned dick-rash gotten to?” John’s lip curled, his ability to tolerate the asshole dropping further from its already low starting point. No wonder Da’Mahin’s warriors had no respect for him.

      Movement—a solitary Baka climbing the trail to the top of the falls.

      John set off in the direction of the dark smudge, squinting as he walked to make out which of his absconders he’d found. “There’s the father. Now, where’s the son?”
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      Peter stood back to back with Kel’Len in a clearing with raptors circling them, looking for any weak spot they could take advantage of.

      The sounds of battle filtered through the trees from all directions while they moved in a slow circle, daring the raptors to make a move. Three more of the creatures entered the clearing.

      “What is this, the lunch rush?” Peter lunged and grabbed the closest raptor. His movement was enough to trigger the mob instinct in the others.

      Peter twirled the raptor over his head a couple of times to build up momentum and flung it at the group of five rushing him. “Strrrike!”

      He sprang at them claws and teeth, finishing them off in less than a minute before turning to find his next target.

      Kel’Len fended off one raptor’s attempt to distract her with a twist of her wrist that also put the raptor sneaking in from the side in line with the powered end of her staff. She caught a flash of movement in her peripheral vision. “Behind you!”

      Peter twisted and snatched the raptor out of the air mid-leap. He grinned at Kel’Len and backhanded the half-hairy, half-scaly predator toward her. “Batterrr up!”

      Kel’Len had no clue what Peter was saying, but she planted her feet and took a heavy swing at the raptor coming her way. Her staff connected with its side in a sizzling crunch and the raptor flew into the trees, landing with a crash.

      Peter paused for a moment to applaud. “I hate the stink of burrrnt hairrr!”

      “You can’t hate the result.” Kel’Len widened her stance and took out another raptor, the staff producing a burst of light that sent the attackers into a frenzy. “I wouldn't go back to my old staff. I prefer this gift from the Empress. You are a surprise. Your ability to change shape is astonishing.”

      Peter choked on the acrid smell of charred flesh and burnt hair as he lunged at the two beasts attacking him. “You’rrre well trrrained.”

      Kel’Len laughed without hesitating as she plowed mercilessly through the raptors. “I was the only female in a set of eight. I began young and studied at every opportunity.” She jerked her head to Peter’s left as she ran past to meet her next target head-on. “They’re determined to die.”

      Peter grabbed the two raptors around their thick necks and bared teeth every bit as deadly as theirs. The raptors clawed uselessly at the air, dangling from the enormous Pricolici paws holding them. Peter shook them and they ceased their struggles, understanding that their position as apex predators was no longer a given.

      “Do I look like dinneeerrrr?” Peter smashed their heads together and dropped the bodies, then glanced around the clearing. He had lost Kel’Len.

      The sound of raptors dying gave him a clue to her general direction.

      Peter burst into action. He hurtled through the trees into another clearing, where he found Kel’Len standing over a pile of raptor corpses.

      Kel’Len glanced in Peter’s direction and jerked her head to indicate the two injured Guardians she and a third Guardian were fighting to keep safe.

      Gibbons grinned, showing Peter his wolf teeth.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Kel’Len quipped, not dropping her eyes for a moment from the twelve raptors she and Gibbons were keeping at bay.

      Peter assessed the situation in a second. The sight of two of his own forced into the healing sleep brought his priorities crashing in. “Playtime’s overrr. I’ll take care of the raptorrrs. You get everrryone back to camp.”

      Kel’Len nodded uncertainly. “You’ve got this?”

      Peter snarled and utter silence fell over the clearing. “Hells yeah, I’ve got this. Go.”

      The raptors backed off to assess the new threat. Their keen intelligence was clear in the way they turned their heads from side to side, examining Peter.

      Peter half-wondered what they were thinking. Visions of what Tabitha would do to him if he was stupid enough to die passed through his mind just before the part of his brain that wanted maximum destruction kicked in.

      The raptors hesitated, sensing danger. Their confusion intensified when the prey took an aggressive position. This kind of creature was usually no more than a hard-won meal. Why, then did their instincts tell them differently?

      Peter was a little freaked out by the way they looked at him. He heard a rustle above his head, and a single leaf fell. He pinpointed a motion, acting in the nick of time when a raptor leapt out of the tree with its claws aimed directly toward his face.

      The raptor was somewhat surprised to find itself plucked out of the air in mid-attack.

      However, it didn’t have long to process the shock.

      Peter roared into the raptor’s face and tore it asunder.

      Then he flung the two halves at the attackers.

      The raptors were incensed. They ran, screeching, at Peter, giving Kel’Len and the now-naked Gibbons a chance to get the injured Guardians to safety—exactly as he had intended.

      

      Qu’Baka, Lavafall, Camp

      The battle was over by the time light returned to the underworld.

      Michael moved around the outside of the tent, his mind on making some order out of the destruction that heralded their first morning on Qu’Baka.

      He glanced to his left, where Bethany Anne was burning the dirt off each item she retrieved with Etheric energy before packing it into the box or crate it had come in. Your lesson in getting along appears to have been successful.

      Bethany Anne hadn’t missed the new atmosphere of cooperation when they’d walked back to what was left of their tent in the predawn. This was almost too easy. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.

      There’s nothing like a common enemy to bring an end to petty squabbles. Michael snorted lightly, distracted momentarily from retrieving the scattered parts of their camp kitchen from the ground around the tent by Bethany Anne’s smile. Maybe look a little less pleased, he suggested. Since we’ve just been “attacked.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her smile remaining just as bright. Why should I? It’s not like they didn’t need a kick up the ass to move things along. They should be thankful I intervened. Besides, Gabrielle did well to save our equipment from being damaged.

      Michael’s mouth twitched despite himself. I don’t disagree with your methods. They, however, might. He picked up the last item, a metal serving spoon, and got to his feet to dump his armload in the plastic bin on the table.

      Bethany Anne followed Michael’s gaze to the mixed company putting their shared efforts into righting the camp. She shrugged, selecting the next item from the plastic bin. I suppose I’m satisfied with the result, if not the mess they made learning to bond.

      Michael turned to examine the tree line, feeling a familiar mind at the outer boundary of the camp. “Mahi’ is back already.”

      Bethany Anne dropped the powerpack she was holding on the table and wiped her hands off. “That was fast. I thought she was kidding about getting there and back in one night.” She folded her arms when Mahi’ exited the jungle on a zippy little hoverbike. “Well, now we know how she did it.”

      Mahi’ parked the hoverbike at the edge of the tented area and hurried over to Bethany Anne and Michael. “I see you took care of the division between our peoples,” she offered cheerfully in greeting. “It is good to return to harmony.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at Mahi’s air of contentment. “How was your uncle?”

      Mahi’ grinned. “He is as fat as ever and as well as can be expected. We are to meet his people on the outskirts of the Citadel at last light.” She looked at the cleanup crew with interest. “This, I cannot believe.”

      Michael bent and touched a finger to the raptor carcass by his feet to push it into the Etheric. “Indeed. The bravery of the warriors was song-worthy at times.”

      Mahi’ smiled. “You will have to tell me the details so the moment can be recorded by our historian.”

      The historian in question, a skinny adolescent female with a shock of golden fur, appeared to be getting plenty for the record without any assistance from those around her. She tapped her wrist-holo ceaselessly, never taking her eyes from whoever was speaking.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “No need. It’s all on video.” She wrinkled her nose when the wind shifted. “Which I will get you just as soon as we get the stink cleared out of this camp. Our people need food and rest before we head for the Citadel.”

      Somehow, all Bethany Anne had to do was raise her eyebrow to inspire the now-unified expedition party to light a fire under their asses.

      A new fire was built and lit, logs salvaged from the wreckage at the tree line and placed around it.

      A few smaller fires appeared, each tended by an owner who swore their camp cooking was the best. Organization out of chaos.

      The move to accommodate Bethany Anne’s wishes gave her and Michael the space to walk through and rid the camp of dead raptors.

      Once the ground had been cleared and the detritus removed to where it wouldn’t attract more predators, the expedition party found themselves gathered around the fire in the center of camp.

      Peter rolled the last log smoothly from his shoulder to the ground, completing the circle. “We’re done,” he called to Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne waved everyone over. “Bring it in. Time to discuss our next steps.”

      Mahi’ was surrounded by her people, each with a tale of the night’s battle. “Where is my brother?” she asked, looking at the gathering. “And my nephew?”

      Kel’Len had no answer. “They were gone by the time we got back to camp.”

      Peter glanced around, feeling another absence. “Come to think of it, where’s John gotten to?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes unfocused for a moment. She returned less than impressed. “John went after Da’Mahin.” She jerked a thumb in the general direction of the mountain. “Who went after Chet.”
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        * * *

      

      Da’Mahin hadn’t proven to be the hardest to track.

      John had no trouble spotting where the Baka had left the mountain trail or following the path he had torn through the previously virgin jungle.

      He picked his way along the path with all the silence his training afforded him.

      The wanton destruction to the foliage concerned him deeply. This path had been made originally by Ch’Irzt and widened by Da’Mahin’s passage sometime later. What he didn’t want to see was an end to either trail.

      John. Where are you?

      Relief flooded in. You done playing with the local wildlife?

      We’re done herding dinosaurs if that’s what you’re asking. We’re back at camp. What’s up, and why are you halfway into that damned mountain range?

      Michael interjected, You’re tracking him?

      Yeah, John confirmed. I’m tracking Da’Mahin, who’s tracking his kid.

      He paused to send stills of the claw marks in the surrounding trees to Bethany Anne and Michael through his HUD. Dunno, it looks to me like the kid’s lost his shit.

      Michael made a sound of concern. I touched the youth’s mind just now. He is by a body of running water. Da’Mahin is almost upon his location, so I suggest you hurry.

      John picked up his pace when he pinpointed the faint rush in the distance. You'd better save me some of whatever's cooking.

      Maybe, if you get back fast enough, Bethany Anne teased. Stay sharp up there. Preferably, I want you all back in one piece, but I won’t be bothered if that asshat has a collision with a branch or two on the way back to camp.

      John grunted, finding the prospect amusing. His humor only went so far. If anyone understood what it was to have someone in the family suffer from a terminally poor decision-making ability, it was him. Give him a break. I feel kinda sorry for the guy.

      I can’t wait to hear what changed your mind about him, Bethany Anne shot back.

      John snorted. It’s gonna have to hold on until I get the asshole back to camp. He wasn’t pissed about Da’Mahin’s instinctive dash to protect his son. It wasn’t for him to question anyone else’s parenting methods—unless, like now, they were fucking things up for the rest of them.

      He heard Da’Mahin chewing the kid out before he got close.

      Ch’Irzt stormed out of the hanging branches, his face set in a snarl.

      John put a stop to his escape with a hand. Without a word, he turned the youth back around and force-marched him through the branches to Da’Mahin.

      Ch’Irzt tried to shake John off, with no success. “Let me go!”

      John gripped the loose skin at the nape of Ch’Irzt’s neck a bit tighter and swept a foot to sit the squirming youth down in front of Da’Mahin. “You will sit your ungrateful ass down and pay your father the respect he’s due for trailing you out here.”

      Da’Mahin put a hand to his head and sighed. “I do not need your help to discipline my son.”

      John lifted a shoulder. “The kid almost crashing into me says different. Word of advice from someone who went through this, times ten. Don’t take his shit for a second. You know he can do better? Make him prove it.”

      He stood back and folded his arms. “I can give you a few more minutes. We need to get back to camp before they leave.”

      Da’Mahin looked long and hard at John before nodding in understanding. He gestured roughly for Ch’Irzt to get to his feet. “Your punishment, as well as anything else I have to say, can wait until we are back with the group.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders

      A Gate spiraled open and spat out a single ship.

      This was a sad day for Leath, although no Leath knew it yet. Least of all the crew of the prospecting ship Garrulous, who was about to die for their efforts.

      The expedition began well enough.

      Initial readings on arrival in the Kuiper belt of the rocky system showed an abundance of mineable materials, including three large deposits of extremely valuable dysprosium.

      Their orders were clear—strip the system of anything it was worth the resources to take. The crew celebrated their good fortune and got to work making preparations for the next shift to begin the harvest before they clocked out.

      Captain Glureg knew better than to interrupt the sleeping and eating schedules of his crew, a lesson learned quickly by any green Leath with an eye on advancing through the ranks. Setting up the staging post was the first step, but only after the changeover period had been observed.

      Unlike many of the recent startups, his operation had the advantage of experience. Prospecting had been a blessing, a reprieve from the tedium he’d been tricked into in the name of retirement when the Federation had ruled in favor of military consolidation some years back.

      A veteran of many wars, most notably the war of Empire that had concluded with the formation of the Federation, Glureg knew how to get the best out of any crew. That over half his crew were scientists had no bearing on the running of his ship. He expected the same discipline from his thinkers as he did from his fighters, which was the same as he expected of himself.

      Glureg’s musing was cut short by his arrival at the officers’ mess.

      Same as every second shift, he was escorted to his personal table by his staff secretary and served the meal he ate every day with his second-in-command, Lundren.

      Routine.

      Lundren ran briefly through the shift schedule as they ate, with Glureg interceding at regular intervals to give his orders in regard to the construction of the staging post.

      Then the two left the officers’ mess to begin the shift inspection.

      Lundren walked the appropriate three paces behind his captain, his attention on his datapad rather than the route his feet knew from repetition. “I suggest we alter our usual schedule, Captain. Lieutenant Frax is ready to depart with the first load of drilling equipment.”

      Glureg nodded and made the adjustment to his to-do list. “Very well.”

      Lundren frowned. “Construction of the staging post is projected to take two cycles. Perhaps you should think about having the Loquacious join us once they have completed their survey of the Nine Moons system?”

      “What we need,” Glureg told his second-in-command as they made their procession, “is to learn from the humans. They hardly ever go to the expense of building from scratch.”

      “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, Captain?” Lundren inquired, a grin exposing his lower tusks.

      “That we hollow out an asteroid and add the savings to the crew’s share?” Glureg laughed aloud at the look of disappointment on his subordinate’s face. “Surely you didn’t think we’d keep the profit all to ourselves?”

      Lundren shrugged to indicate he had. “Why share it?”

      Glureg shook his head. “Can you guarantee perfect silence when we return to Leath any other way? You have a lot to learn—”

      He was cut off when the ship lurched and dropped into darkness, unbalancing them both.

      Lundren crashed into Glureg, sending them both tumbling to the deck.

      Glureg untangled himself from Lundren as they fell. He tucked and rolled to his feet in a practiced movement, avoiding the embarrassment Lundren suffered when he crashed into a wall panel.

      Nevertheless, the sudden movement wracked him with pain. Muscles and joints that hadn’t been stressed in a long time cried out as Glureg steadied himself.

      Lundren called, “Captain? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Glureg told him roughly. “Are you injured?”

      Lundren snorted. “Only my pride.”

      Glureg felt around in the darkness until he found Lundren's shoulder. “Here, take my hand.”

      Lundren accepted Glureg’s help and got to his feet.

      The emergency lighting kicked in. Lundren brushed off his uniform and looked at Glureg, who was still shaken by the impact. “Captain, what was that?”

      Glureg touched his earpiece to indicate Lundren listen in. His heart fell as the ship’s EI informed them that the ship was under attack. “We’ve been boarded. We need to get to the bridge and get a message to the Secretary.”

      That was too much for Lundren’s mind to comprehend. “The Secretary? Who is capable of boarding us?” His eyes bugged out of his head as panic took over.

      Glureg jerked Lundren’s sleeve to snap him out of his shock. “Move!”

      They crossed the ship, their route diverted multiple times by sealed bulkheads that protected the rest of the ship from being pulled apart.

      Glureg’s heart rate skyrocketed, and his balance was thrown off by the corridor floor rippling beneath their feet. “Keep going!” he called back to Lundren. “We’re almost there!”

      They entered the bridge corridor, ducking to avoid being burned by the sparks raining all around them.

      Glureg shouldered his way through the crowd around the bridge door. “What are you all doing?”

      The crewmembers regained a little of their composure at the sight of their captain.

      They ceased their pleas to be let in at the bridge door and turned to Glureg, all yelling at once about tentacled aliens from nightmare tearing their colleagues to pieces with uncountable, insatiable mouths.

      Glureg knew his ship was lost when his chief engineer, a stalwart Leath who had served under his father’s command, held up his empty hands in defeat. “Tell me there’s something we can do,” he asked with little hope.

      “They’re in the reactor chamber,” his engineer informed him. “We’re done.”

      Glureg shook his head, refusing to accept a painful and dishonorable death for his crew. “I’m giving the order to evacuate. Get them to safety. I’ll take care of the monsters.”

      Lundren snapped out of his stupor at last as Glureg’s meaning became clear. “Captain! Surely you don’t intend to—”

      Glureg cut him off with a ringing slap across the jowls. “You are in no position to speak to my intentions, Lundren. See to your duty. Leave me to tend to mine.”

      Lundren nodded, touching his fingers to his stinging cheek. “Yes, Captain.” He turned back to Glureg as he ushered the crowd toward the escape pods at the opposite end of the corridor.

      Glureg paused before entering the bridge, seeing Lundren hesitate. “What is it?”

      Lundren dipped his head to acknowledge Glureg’s sacrifice. “I… I wish you safe passage to the next life, Captain.”

      Glureg held his emotions in check as the bridge door cut him off from the rest of the ship. He made his way to his chair and prayed for the remainder of his crew to get clear of the ship while the EI continued pouring ever-bleaker reports into his ear.

      The invaders continued to encroach, gaining on the bridge one deck at a time.

      Glureg saw them now. He wished he was blind the instant the EI put the images onscreen. Masses of tentacles, too many for his mind to make sense of. They filled him with creeping dread.

      Glureg’s legs failed him for the first time in his life and he collapsed against the main console, breathing heavily. “Initiate self-destruct protocols,” he ordered.

      “Authorization required,” the EI intoned as a flexible tube was pushed out of the console toward him.

      Glureg missed the breath analyzer with his first grab. He clenched his hands to steady them before making another attempt.

      “DNA authorization accepted, Captain Glureg.”

      The EI sounded shrill to Glureg’s ears. He dropped the tube, staring blankly at the monitor feed as it was retracted. “Are the crew out of range?”

      “They are,” the EI confirmed. “However, the enemy is moving to intercept the escape pods. Their chances of survival are dwindling.”

      Glureg closed his eyes and worked to let go of the shame he felt for failing to protect his crew. “May I be forgiven for this.” He bowed his head, knowing there was no other way to prevent this vicious species from finding the Federation. “Activate the self-destruct protocol.”
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      Red Rock

      Lance was enjoying a quiet breakfast in the communal dining hall until Harkkat arrived to fill his thinking time. With more nonsensical schemes favoring the Leath over the rest of the Federation, he could only assume.

      The Secretary hustled to Lance’s table-for-one and appropriated a chair from the table next to his before sitting down without an invitation. “We have a problem.”

      “You mean, you have a problem.” Lance continued to eat and read, ignoring the interruption in the hope that the Leath secretary would get the hint and leave.

      No such luck.

      “General Reynolds!” Harkkat pressed, his tone rising in alarm. “This is no trifling matter. The ship I sent out to investigate new mining prospects has been destroyed. Utterly destroyed. There isn’t a single survivor to tell us who attacked them.” He jabbed a thick finger at Lance, almost knocking the datapad out of his hand. “You have a duty to tell me what you know.”

      Lance paused his eating and pointed his fork at Harkkat. “Let me be clear. My duty is to the Federation as a whole, not to the self-interests of any single member species. I went over and beyond any duty when I told you to stay the hell away from the border systems.” He placed his fork on the table and topped his coffee up. “Should you care to bring the matter in front of the council, I’ll be happy to adjudicate the penalty for attempted financial fuckery. Otherwise, Secretary, we are done with this conversation.”

      He gave Harkkat a moment to reply, then turned his attention back to his breakfast, reading when none was forthcoming. “That’s what I thought. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I prefer to eat alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Harkkat all but boiled at the dismissal.

      Why were humans so difficult to work with? They couldn’t see the benefit in looking the other way unless it suited them to do so.

      The General had no idea how much pressure Harkkat was under from the representatives.

      Ever since the Empress had removed the defunct Kurtherian religion from their society, half the Leath leadership had done their utmost to milk the Federation kitty for all they could, while the other half… They sounded more like separatists every time Harkkat called to receive his orders.

      Harkkat put it down to the sudden boom in the manufacturing sector.

      The market held little interest to him beyond the impact the fluctuation was having on his homeworld. However, the loss of Glureg had hit him personally. The celebrated veteran wasn’t just Harkkat's friend, he was blood.

      Blood demanded blood in return.

      It was a law older than time. Older than that was the matriarch of his family, Kirrat. Anyone who thought the representatives hard-faced had never had the misfortune of meeting Harkkat’s great-grandmother. His holo pinged around the clock with missed calls and messages demanding what he was doing to avenge his cousin’s death.

      Harkkat slammed the door to his personal quarters behind him.

      What could he do out here on Red Rock without getting hauled in front of the council? It wasn’t like he had a fleet of battleships to send out.

      There had to be a way around this that didn’t end with him spending the rest of his days breaking rocks, which he knew was the most probable outcome of his actions being revealed. The council was unlikely to take mercy on his predicament and decide against a term of hard labor.

      Harkkat shuddered, his anger at being caught between a rock and a hard place twisting his face. He was a thinker. His life had been about developing his mind and a network of favors owed, not so much his body. “Maybe I don’t have a fleet of battlecruisers on hand,” he murmured. “Doesn’t mean I can’t borrow one.”

      He crossed to his desk and slipped into his chair, his fingers on the keys before his abundant ass touched the leather. It was an effort to fix an appropriate expression, but he reined in his anger until it was no longer present on his face. He nodded respectfully when the connection solidified. “Representative Trugak. I have sad news regarding our venture. Glureg’s ship has been destroyed.”

      The representative flashed his tusks at Harkkat. “The grief is yours, I believe. My condolences, Secretary. Glureg’s death was a loss for all Leath.”

      Harkkat bowed his head. “Indeed. I’m sure you are aware that it is not within my power to take action without your investment becoming Federation knowledge.”

      Trugak leaned toward the screen, his eyes narrowing. “That sounds remarkably like a threat, Harkkat.”

      Harkkat put a hand to his chest. “I don’t know how you could take it as such when I’m advising in your best interest, Representative. I have seen the diligence of the Federation interplanetary fraud department firsthand. Believe me when I say it would be in the best interests of several of our ‘friends’ if we keep this whole situation quiet.”

      Trugak glared at him. “Then why are you calling?”

      “To get ahead on our next move.” Harkkat tapped at his keyboard to send the initial constituent analysis report he’d received from Glureg before the attack. “I expect you will want to get a larger operation underway as soon as possible. I plan to send an investigative team to accompany them and find out the party responsible for Glureg’s death.”

      The representative blinked as he read through the data. “Am I reading this correctly?”

      Harkkat nodded. “You are. There’s enough dysprosium in that system to break the choke chain the Safras group have on the manufacturers. Glureg’s sacrifice doesn’t have to be in vain.”

      Trugak’s eyes told Harkkat he’d gotten his way before the representative opened his mouth to speak. “Leave it with me.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Hangar

      “Missed them. Again.” Tabitha slammed her hand into the damaged panel, which promptly fell off and landed on her toe. “Sonofa— Add injury to insult. Why not?”

      “I’m telling you, we have space rats,” Ashur declared for the fourth time in thirty minutes. “What else could want to take parts of the building? It’s rats, and they’re building a great big ratty nest somewhere.”

      “Then where are these ‘space rats?’” Tabitha demanded. She deflated at the wounded look Ashur gave her. “Sorry, buddy. This is getting to me. We’ve searched every inch of this level, and found nothing but missing parts and Bobcat’s beer stash.”

      Ashur dipped his head in a doggy shrug and turned to look around them. “Where do we search next?”

      Tabitha didn’t have the foggiest idea. She wished for a moment that Achronyx were here instead of patrolling the Interdiction for Ooken. “Starting in the middle of the building probably wasn’t the smartest. I guess…down, and work our way up?” She set off at a sprint for the hidden elevator that would take them down to Eve’s domain.

      Ashur ran to keep up, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth as he panted to keep cool. “How far down are you talking? Has Bethany Anne built another bunker? We all know how well that went down with Bellatrix the last time.”

      Tabitha called the elevator, smirking at the memory of the canine matriarch flouncing out of the base, her pups and grandpups following with their tails down. “Wayyy down. We’re going to check on the Vid-doc vault before we get back to the search.”

      Ashur followed Tabitha into the elevator and sat by her feet, his tail curled around him. “This is where Bethany Anne is hiding the twins?”

      Tabitha nodded, her attention on giving DNA to get access to the vault level. “Yeah, it was Sabine’s weapons cache until Bethany Anne had the Vid-docs installed down here for the twins, Trey, and K’aia. Eve has her lab on the level above. It’s the safest place they could be.”

      Ashur sniffed, lifting his nose. “Unless the space rats get down there.”

      “They’d be deep-fried space rats if they did,” Tabitha told him as the elevator came to a smooth stop. “There’s a nano-curtain around the vault. Any DNA not on the approved list gets broken down to dust.”

      The doors opened, and Ashur whined when the change in air pressure was accompanied by a sharp, grinding buzz in his brain. “What’s that? It hurts!”

      Tabitha petted his neck in sympathy. “You can hear it, huh? I guess the nanocytes are putting out a frequency you don’t like. You have to stay here anyway, buddy. You weren’t here in time to get logged into the system. I won’t be long.”

      Ashur dropped to the floor of the car and clamped his front paws over his ears. “Not a problem.” He moved his paws to cover his eyes from the flash of light that went off when Tabitha stepped out of the elevator.

      “Did you just get zapped?” he called uncertainly.

      Tabitha laughed at the sight of Ashur with his head hidden under his front legs. “Open your eyes, you silly dog. It’s just the identification scan. See? I’m fine.”

      Ashur raised his head, glad Bethany Anne hadn’t been there to see him behaving like a common cat. “What happens if you’re not authorized?”

      Tabitha mimed an explosion with her hands, then wiggled her fingers to simulate a slow rain. “Wouldn’t recommend it. Okay, the vault is about to open, and you won’t be able to see or hear me again until I get out.”

      Ashur put his head back down while Tabitha went into the vault.

      She returned a few minutes later, smelling somewhat relieved to Ashur. He chuffed with some relief of his own once the elevator door had shut out the angry, high-pitched buzzing in the corridor beyond. “What did you find?”

      Tabitha grinned and scratched Ashur’s ears. “The vault is secure. Take us up one level, Winstanley.”

      The doors opened on a sterile white corridor a few moments later.

      Tabitha strode out with purpose, then paused and turned to look back over her shoulder when she failed to hear the click of Ashur’s claws on the tiled floor. “This level doesn’t have any defenses that can hurt you. It’s only high-security. See? Good old-fashioned Guardians.”

      Ashur looked away. “I don’t know. That last level hurt my brain.”

      Tabitha tilted her head and smiled at Ashur. “C’mon, it’s safe. This is Eve’s lab. I’m not going to go in without you.”

      Ashur’s ears went flat against his skull as he left the elevator. “Fiiiine. This doesn’t look at all like the opening of every scene in a horror movie. What’s that alien smell?”

      Tabitha snickered, her hand dropping to Ashur’s neck as they walked. “I told you, this is Eve's lab. There are some Collectives here. Tina is on the team working on communications with them. Remember her?”

      Ashur looked up at Tabitha and raised an eyebrow he didn’t technically have. “You are joking, right? Tina is one of those humans who always has a bite of something in her pocket. My Devi trained her well. Why is she not on R2D2?”

      Tabitha felt satisfied she’d diverted Ashur's nerves. “The aliens, the Collective? They can’t talk to regular people.”

      “Like humans?” Ashur asked.

      “No,” Tabitha clarified. “All people. I wasn’t categorizing by species. The issue is something to do with enhancement, I think? You’d have to ask Eve.”

      Ashur’s tail went up a little. “Okay. But if I see anyone who looks like they might be a zombie or a serial killer in disguise, I’m biting them.”

      Tabitha laughed, her eyes crinkling in pleasure. “Mm-hmm? What are you going to do after you’ve bitten them and you’re overcome with the urge to eat…braiiiiinssss?”

      Ashur barked and jumped at Tabitha as she came at him with her arms outstretched. “I’ll ask them why they make such ridiculous faces at their dinners instead of tackling them.”

      Tabitha rolled him into a hug, then got to her feet. “I forgot how great it is having a dog around. Let’s go this way—and keep your nose peeled for our space rats.” She led Ashur through the corridors, heading for the no-ox habitat, where she suspected Eve and Tina would be found.

      Ashur padded beside her, his nose sweeping left to right as they walked into the long, wide chamber at the end of the corridor.

      He stared for a moment at the tank wall running down one side of the room, then glanced around at blinking, whirring servers along the other wall, and the various techs, scientists, and research assistants. He recognized many of them from Jean’s lab.

      “Pretty amazing, huh?” Tabitha asked. “All that water is piped in from City-on-the-Lakes.”

      “I can’t smell anything but the Collective,” Ashur admitted. His tail sprang into action when a strange whisper brushed his mind. “I can hear them, too. I want to see one once I’ve looked around.”

      “Go do your thing.” Tabitha pointed at a workstation. “I’m gonna be right over there with Eve.” She watched him start his inspection of the room’s boundary before heading over to the tank wall.

      Eve held up a finger as Tabitha approached, her eyes flicking rapidly as she typed one-handed into a holointerface on the glass wall.

      Tabitha grinned and stepped back to get a full view of the world under the water. Who’s the AI down here? she asked in the mindspace, her eyes on the gently rippling kelp forest.

      >>That would be me,<< ADAM replied. >>What are you and Ashur doing down here? Is there something going on that I should know about?<<

      Tabitha rolled her eyes at the nearest camera and spoke aloud for Eve’s benefit. “Looking for space rats, according to Ashur.” She shrugged at Eve’s blank look. “Well, something got brought back from the Kurtherian factory. I don’t know, maybe Ashur’s theory isn’t crazy. I can’t think of anything else to explain a creature that is smart enough to disable cameras but has no apparent goal except random destruction.”

      ADAM accessed the investigation records Tabitha had filed with network command. >>I have to agree, there is a mystery here.<<

      Tabitha spread her hands. “Exactly, and I’m going to solve it before Bethany Anne gets home—even if I have to search every inch of the Hexagon to find the answer. Has there been any inexplicable damage in the lab?”

      Eve joined Tabitha at the tank wall, her lips drawn together in a tight line. “Not even a speck of dust gets into this lab without me knowing about it.”

      Tabitha wrinkled her nose and sighed. “Figured as much. What about your security system? Has it picked up anything weird? Any detail could help me find out where the nibblers are hiding before they make a snack out of the wrong cable and blow us all to pieces.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Eve assured her. “There are too many redundancies built into the Hexagon.”

      Ashur chuffed from behind Tabitha, making her jump. “Tina says there were weird noises when she moved into her apartment.”

      Tabitha caught Tina’s attention and waved her over to the glass wall. “What kind of weird noises?” she asked. “Like, in the walls?”

      Tina came over, her arms folded. “Yeah. It was just the one time, the first night I was there.”

      Tabitha’s eyes went wide. “Hell no, for real? Were you spooked?”

      Tina fixed Tabitha with an incredulous look. “Uh, yeah! Wouldn’t you be on your first night alone on a strange planet?” She waved a hand. “I had Winstanley check for critters. He didn’t find anything, and I didn’t hear anything after that.”

      Tabitha felt a spark of hope despite the thin lead. “But you definitely heard something, right? Where are you staying?”

      Tina fished around in her pocket for a key card, which she handed to Tabitha. “I’m in apartment fourteen. Take a look around if it helps, but I don’t think you’ll find anything.”

      Tabitha stuffed the card into her inside jacket pocket. “Thanks. We should think about upping security on the vault, too.”

      Eve looked distant a moment. “Better to be safe than sorry. The families of my staff are staying in the apartments. Will you check on them?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Sure thing. Ashur, you good? We need to get going.”

      Ashur didn’t reply. He sat staring at the kelp behind the glass wall, his head tilted and his ears pricked.

      Eve knelt beside him and wrapped an arm around his neck. “You can hear them, can’t you?”

      Ashur nodded and tucked his head into Eve’s shoulder. “They’re sad. Angry. They miss their home and their family. They love Bethany Anne.”

      Eve let go to look into Ashur’s eyes. “You are ‘hearing’ their emotions?”

      Ashur chuffed. “Well, yeah. They don’t speak like humans. You can’t?”

      “No,” Eve told him. She tilted her head in curiosity. “Will you stay? This could be the breakthrough we’re looking for.”

      Ashur looked at the tank, then at Tabitha, torn. “I want to. But…space rats…”

      Tabitha shrugged, glancing at her wrist holo. “We can take a break if you want to stay. I need to pick up Todd soon anyway. My boy’s gonna start thinking he’s a Noel-ni, he’s spent that much time with Ricole this last few days.” She handed Tina’s keycard back. “We can pick this up tomorrow.”

      “Great!” Eve declared, getting to her feet in one smooth motion. “I’ll be back shortly. There’s some equipment I need to find.”

      She glided away with Tina following, and Tabitha dashed off in the opposite direction.

      Ashur looked in both directions, then rolled his eyes. “Sure, make the choice for me. I’ll just sit and wait like a good dog, shall I?” He felt amusement from behind the glass. “I don’t know what you’re laughing at,” he complained. “Clearly you don’t know what it feels like to be abandoned mid-hunt.”

      Canine.

      Ashur yipped at the intrusion in his mental space. You can talk?

      We are able to communicate, yes. In this case, we are sending visual and sensory information that your species is able to interpret as language.

      Ashur tipped his head. Then why are you not talking to Eve?

      A sigh echoed through Ashur’s mind.

      The android cannot hear us. We are able to connect with enhanced humans, but otherwise, we are cut off unless CEREBRO translates for us.

      Ashur could appreciate the difficulty. Eve is working to make it so you can talk to whoever, right? She thinks I can help. Eve never fails once she sets her heart on it.

      The android has a heart? We understand that to be an organic component.

      Ashur snorted. He made a few circles, then settled down to an unobstructed view of the water. Language. It’s tricky. You’ll get it. Eve has free will. That’s how we know she’s an AI, she can choose her path. This is her heart—the desire to help you integrate.

      The Collective mind thrilled. We also believe you are the key. Would our appearance make you afraid?

      Ashur considered the question. Honestly? I’m a dog. You are friend, not foe. I don’t care much what you look like. He ate his words when three Collectives pushed their way out of the kelp and filled the glass wall. Holy shitballs!

      He couldn’t miss the needle-sharp mouths they had in place of the suckers most cephalopods had. My, what big teeth you have.

      The Collective in the center remained, and the other two vanished back into the kelp in a coordinated swirl of their tentacles.

      Eve came back with a floppy piece of plastic in one hand and a clear bottle with a squirt nozzle in the other. She bowed her head to the Collective at the glass and knelt by Ashur. “Ready? I’m going to put this gel and this cap on you.”

      Ashur caught a whiff of the bottle’s contents. “What is that for?” he yipped, moving back a few steps. “That stuff smells like hospitals. I don’t like hospital smells.”

      Eve smiled gently. “Nothing to do with hospitals. Remember the first translator module you had? You had to go into the Pod-doc, right? It read the waves your brain produced when you were ‘talking,’ and we were able to build a lexicon of canine language and play it through your collar device, yes?”

      Ashur shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I hated those collar devices. I prefer it now that the translation is done through my chip. It was frustrating before you came up with a way to translate all of my communication, not just my barks and chuffs.”

      “Exactly,” Eve enthused. “You communicate non-verbally more than you do verbally. My aim is to find out how the Collectives connect. We cannot just implant a chip into the Collectives, however. Their brains are structured much differently than ours. We need to build the lexicon and figure out a way to make it work with the translation software.”

      Eve shook the cap. “With this, ADAM and I will be able to read your brainwaves through this cap while you talk to the Collective. The gel is to improve the connection, and it dries fast, to be brushed out easily.”

      Ashur considered. It was only a small thing to get his fur messy to help the aliens. “Okay, then. I suppose that’s not so bad. But you’d better get all that nasty stuff out of my fur afterward. I don’t want Bellatrix to make me sleep in the yard because I came home sticky.”

      Eve snickered. “Deal.”

      Ashur dipped his head, then sat and watched while Eve squirted a blob of gel into her hand and warmed it before applying it to his head. “How does it work?”

      Eve wiped her hands off and picked up the cap. “The chip in the cap connects your neural chip to the translator module. All you have to do is continue your chat with the Collectives whenever you can get down here, and the module will translate what you are ‘hearing’ into something we can ‘read.’”

      She tilted her head and smiled at Ashur as she eased the floppy cap over his ears. “Whatever we get will be a step toward saving them from isolation.”
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      Qu’Baka, Jungle

      Addix paused to untangle herself from the knot of vines. Hot, tired, and beyond aggravated by her slow progress, she opened the comm channel and barked out loud to relieve her tension. “Izanami, where the hell are you?”

      I will arrive at your location shortly, the AI replied. Are you caught up again?

      Yes, Addix grumped.

      True to her word, Izanami streamed through the thick foliage a few minutes later.

      Addix glared at the small egress Demon had likely slunk through easily. “How far ahead is she?”

      Izanami reformed her human avatar. “It is a good thing I went to scout ahead. She is heading deeper into the jungle at some speed.”

      The holdup frustrated Addix. Every minute they wasted was a minute Demon put more distance between them. “We’re going to lose her trail again. We should consider whether it might be better if you went on without me.”

      Then again, the mountain lion did not have the ability to cut through vines and such with her limbs. Addix slashed the vines with her legs while tearing at them with her hands. She landed on the ground with an underwhelming thud.

      Izanami glided over. “I’ve been ahead. It only gets thicker.” She raised an eyebrow at Addix’s efforts to regain her feet. “Perhaps you are right, but we should keep moving until you cannot progress.”

      Addix glanced up at the canopy. “I’m going to look at this from a different angle. You keep low, I’ll go high.”

      Izanami held out a hand and manifested a small ball of light.

      Addix shook her head. “Darkness is my friend.” She made it to the first level of the canopy in a few leaps and forced her way through the lowest branches.

      Izanami peered up at the impenetrable mat of leaves. “Is it passable?”

      Addix leaned out to look down at the jungle floor. “It’s a lot better than it is down there. Can you give me a guide?”

      “Of course.” Izanami opened her hand and a ball of red-gold light appeared. “Since you will not be able to see me once I leave, I have no need to use energy to maintain this form.”

      The ball of light spiraled up to Addix as Izanami’s avatar dissolved into a mist of golden sparkles and streaked away through tiny gaps in the vines.

      “Showoff.” Addix set off after the guide-light, across the carpet of leaves and branches as Izanami filtered through the jungle below.

      

      Qu’Baka, Jungle

      Demon was getting close.

      The cat scent grew stronger with every step she took.

      A frisson of anticipation ran down her spine, causing her tail to flick from side to side of its own accord. She stayed low, her belly almost touching the ground as she crept through the undergrowth toward her target.

      The cat was the apex predator in this jungle, a fact proven by the meal she’d made of the lizards that had attacked her the previous day. No other predator had appeared to challenge her for the kill.

      Maybe the male had killed them all.

      He was a cat, after all.

      Demon didn’t care. These were fleeting thoughts that she dismissed as she crept ever closer to his den. She would fight him off, and then the jungle would belong to her entirely.

      The shrubbery gave way to long grass, dotted here and there with rocks and trees. Demon smelled water and grazing beasts. Why the humans chose their cities over this, she could never figure out.

      If not for the uncatlike emotion that bound her to the humans, she could see herself enjoying ruling in a place like this.

      However, she was only here for a fight.

      Demon paused at the edge of the grass and observed the area from her hidden vantage point. Her examination of the male's territory told her he had made his home in a cave on the opposite bank of the river.

      A twitch of her nose told her he wasn’t there at present.

      Demon’s curiosity got the better of her.

      She inched her way to one of the trees overlooking the shallow part of the water where she smelled him strongest. It was a simple leap to reach the lower branches, where she curled up to continue her observation through a gap in the leaves.

      The underworld had no sky, and no sun to set and bring the night. There was light from the surface that crept in for some hours, but it was nothing like the day and night of Demon’s experience. There was a rhythm to the ecosystem, nonetheless.

      Nature always found its way.

      The rest beat forcing herself through endless tangles of vines, that was for certain. The light came and went through holes in the roof, leaving the shifts in the song of the jungle as Demon’s best way to mark time.

      It was warm here, and her stomach full of dinosaur meat. How many hours she sat in the tree, she couldn’t tell.

      Demon felt her eyes grow heavy.

      That wouldn’t do at all.

      What if the enemy cat came back and found her sleeping? She shook her head to clear the drowsiness. Apart from losing her element of surprise, it would be downright embarrassing.

      Demon washed her whiskers and pretended the lapse in alertness hadn’t just happened.

      The wait stretched out.

      It rained a spell, driving Demon farther into the tree in an attempt to stay dry. She didn’t mind the rain, as long as it didn’t touch her fur. The rain was a gift that washed away any trace of her path to the tree.

      As the songbirds exited the stage for the night-callers, Demon felt his presence. All of her senses came alive when the male cat loped into view farther down her side of the riverbank.

      Her conquest had arrived.

      Demon narrowed her eyes, her lips drawing back over her fangs as she assessed her quarry. He was about the same size as her, although his fangs looked to be much longer than hers.

      She wasn’t at all jealous of their magnificent length. Not even a little bit.

      He was also wider across the shoulders. Demon didn’t care. She’d taken down bigger beasts than him back on High Tortuga without breaking a sweat.

      She was the huntress, and he was her prey.

      Demon moved silently into position. She tasted the air as the cat approached the river crossing, his golden pelt taking on a burnished glow under the lava-light.

      The cat paused to scent his surroundings. Curious, he padded over to the spot Demon had lain in earlier and inspected the crushed grass with a low snarl.

      Demon almost purred in anticipation when he abandoned the grass and made to cross the river. Come closer. Closer…

      Her hindquarters in the air, she pounced.

      The male reacted to the rustle of leaves, but nothing could have prepared him for the three hundred and fifty pounds of predatory female that came rocketing out of the tree.

      Demon landed on the male’s back and sank her teeth into his neck.

      The male freaked, letting out a panicked growl as he flipped Demon off his back.

      Demon landed on all four feet and whirled to face the male, her fangs on display.

      The male cat froze when he saw his attacker. He backed up, all his aggression draining away, to be replaced by a look of pure confusion.

      Demon flashed her red eyes at him, to no effect.

      Where was her fight? She snarled and leapt at him, taking away his choice.

      The male roared. He reared up and caught Demon’s front paws with his splayed claws, fury in his eyes.

      Demon hissed and pulled him to the ground in return. This was the fight she’d wanted. An equal foe to pit herself against.

      Locked paw to paw, jaw to jaw, Demon and the strange cat tumbled head over tail on the riverbank, heedless of their surroundings.

      Demon rabbit-kicked him, scoring his soft underbelly with her claws.

      The male twisted out of her reach and slunk around to take his revenge.

      Demon yowled as the male nipped her neck. She found herself flying through the air and landing with a splash before she’d realized what was happening. That damned male had picked her up like a kitten and tossed her into the water!

      Pure indignation gripped Demon while the river did its best to run through her.

      She surfaced, scrambling with her paws to get out of the current before it took her.

      Too late. Demon went under again, spluttering just the same when she surfaced a second time. The current tugged at her body, dragging her downstream whether she wanted it to or not.

      Regaining control of her senses, Demon realized the only reasonable thing she could do was go with the flow until she got to a calmer stretch of the river. Then she could get out and find her way back here to teach that cat a lesson.

      Demon twisted her body around to swim with the current. The last thing she saw before the river swept her away was the male sitting on the riverbank.

      She could have sworn the bastard was smiling.
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      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Inner Ring

      Michael crouched at the edge of the royal complex, listening in as Bethany Anne wrapped up her last-minute instructions to the team leaders while he kept an eye on the activity on his HUD map.

      Getting the Guardians into the Citadel wasn’t proving as difficult as Eric had predicted since Jean’s chameleon tech had been rolled out across Bethany Anne’s fighting forces. The map filled rapidly with layers of information collated by their armor’s sensor suites to go with the aerial surveillance.

      “Teams Two and Five are in,” Peter confirmed. “That’s all the Guardians inside the citadel. Ready to move to the second ring on your word.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, zooming in on her helmet HUD to look over the parts of the outer and middle rings where the Guardian teams were gathering in the shadows. “You’re good to go, Peter. Mahi’?”

      “We are in the commercial quarter,” Mahi’ came back for her and Kel’Len. “Bor’Dane sends his greetings and promises a good meal to end the day.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I haven’t even met your uncle, and I like him already.”

      “Do you have the location of Bor’Dane’s property?” Michael asked. “There’s nothing on the map to say where everyone is to reconvene.”

      “You see the green area?” Mahi’ highlighted an area that covered much of the middle ring of the Citadel. She added a marker to the map. “This is my uncle’s home. He is expecting our arrival. Where are my brothers?”

      “We are still in the outer ring, outside the walls,” Li’Orin reported. “We came out near an unexpected garrison. There’s no way past. I’m going to move my warriors southeast until we find a quiet place.”

      “The damn computer has malfunctioned,” Da’Mahin complained, ignoring Ch’Irzt’s attempts to intercede. “It won’t shut up!”

      “The ‘damn computer’ is thinking of performing the galaxy’s first long-distance frontal lobotomy on a Baka,” Izanami cut in. “Take a left as I instructed, you bubble-headed brute, or run into three dozen of Lu’Trein’s guards.”

      “My warriors can take a mere three dozen without breaking a sweat,” Da’Mahin boasted. “Stick to making sure we don’t crash into asteroids, Computer. Leave the war to the warriors.”

      Izanami sniffed. “I have enough to do without holding these babies’ hands.” She vanished from the comm channel.

      Michael lost the bet with himself when Bethany Anne cursed with only maybe half as much vehemence as he had been expecting.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “ENOUGH.” She gave her gauntlet a look of distaste and wiped away the dirt from where she’d used the ground to release her anger. “Li’Orin, maintain your position. Da’Mahin, get your sad-sack ass around to the south side and be your usual charming self. We want some unrest, right? If three dozen is no problem, then you shouldn’t have any issue taking the garrison out without Izanami’s help.”

      John grinned from his tiny window in her HUD. “I’ve got just the thing to take it out with, Boss.”

      His low voice held a touch too much joy for Bethany Anne’s comfort. “Jean gave you a new toy?”

      “Toys,” was the reply.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Michael. Should I have checked Jean’s bags before we left QT2?

      Michael lifted his hands. Maybe a check before we left Devon would have been more appropriate.

      You don’t say. “Sound off, everyone who has non-standard equipment with them.”

      Michael snickered at the chorus of clicks that came over the comm.

      “All of you, then.” Bethany Anne would have been royally annoyed had it not been for the distance between them and the nearest Pod-doc. “John, back Da’Mahin up. Make sure your toy was worth bringing. I want all of you—everyone—on the Baba Yaga in one piece when we leave. Team leaders will be coordinating from here.”

      Bethany Anne handed off the comm channel to Izanami and shut off her HUD feed before any of the Bakas could complain. Ready?

      Michael swept a hand out. Lady’s choice. Front, back, or roof?

      It doesn’t matter. They won’t know we’re here unless we start killing Kurtherians. Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the six-tiered crystal-clad construction that had been added to the original building, throwing off the balance of the carefully constructed inner complex. Do you know what pisses me off?

      Michael’s mouth twitched mischievously. I don’t think we have time to go through that list.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. It could always be you in the number one slot, she shot back. It’s when I get somewhere completely alien and see proof that those wormy fuck-suckers were elbows-deep in human development from the start.

      She came over to Michael’s position and joined him in observing the entrance to the ziggurat. I mean, does that not look Aztec or something to you?

      Michael lifted a shoulder noncommittally. It does have similarities. However, the likelihood that the clan responsible for this eyesore could also be responsible for the rise and fall of the proto-American civilizations on Earth is low. It could be coincidental since many worshipped animals.

      Bethany Anne snorted. Yeah, in a world where I’m a ray of sunshine and you’re morally flexible. There’s a Kurtherian playing God with these people, and judging by that building, we’re dealing with the Judkah.

      What leads you to that conclusion?

      Bethany Anne’s mouth quirked. TOM.

      Michael matched her smile. Which is actionable information we didn’t have a moment ago.

      There was nothing poetic about the rage Bethany Anne was building. She started walking toward the complex, invisible to all except Michael. If it wasn’t for the certainty that there are innocents in there, I’d be tempted to level the damn thing on principle. One of these days, I want to know just why Earth attracted so many of them.

      Does it matter? Michael countered, getting to his feet. You made certain there wouldn’t be any more unwelcome visits.

      The reminder cooled Bethany Anne’s fury some, not that her desire to grind the skull of any Kurtherian on this planet to dust under her heel lessened any. Let’s go, already. We can’t wait all day for Mahi’ to get here.

      Mahi’ requested an audio link when they were halfway across the courtyard. “There’s something we didn’t account for.”

      Bethany Anne switched to video. “What’s the issue?”

      Mahi’ appeared exasperated. “My brother has closed off travel between the inner and outer rings. We can’t get to you.”

      Bethany Anne took the news in her stride. “Fuckdamned son of a dry-humping pustule hustler! Okay, change of plan. Mahi’, find somewhere you won’t look out of place talking to us. We’re going in without you.”

      

      Citadel, Inner Ring

      John lined up the faint green crosshairs in his sights with the center of the garrison’s doors and opened the comm to the Bakas. “You all good?”

      “We are in position,” Li’Orin confirmed.

      He received an ear-bursting crackle from Da’Mahin.

      John shifted the weight of his portable puck launcher and lined up a second time. “Asshole. Now, remember, these are your people. Try not to kill them all.”

      Da’Mahin grunted. “You’re not serious?”

      John cracked a grin. “Fuck, no! They’re the bad guys, so kill ‘em all. On my signal.” He pressed the activation switch. There was a short, sharp shock when the recoil kicked the launcher back into the hollow of his shoulder. “Mother—”

      The rest was cut off by the explosion.

      John dropped the launcher and put a hand to his shoulder to feel around the joint. He cursed again when he found the protrusion. Healed already.

      He turned away from the carnage below and looked around the rooftop for something to fit his purpose.

      The crumbling wall he’d been using for cover wasn’t going to cut it. Besides, it was getting pretty hairy on the inside of the wall. Looked like they needed his assistance, dislocated shoulder or not.

      John checked the map to see who was nearest. “Eric, you busy?”

      “Uh-huh,” Eric replied. “’Sup?”

      John leaned back a little as he descended the stairs at a fast run. “Puck launcher has a little more kickback than Jean warned me about.”

      Eric caught his meaning. “You can’t heal it?”

      John vaulted a fallen log. “Healed out of place. Finish up and get over here.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne and Michael walked straight up the stairs to the entrance on the second tier when they reached the Kurtherian-built ziggurat.

      “My brother has saved himself only an ounce of pain for sparing the palace our grandfather built,” Mahi’ swore as they arrived. “This monstrosity wasn’t here when I left.”

      “It won’t be here when I leave,” Bethany Anne promised. She cursed the drag skipping through the Etheric in battle armor would cause and walked in past the guards instead. It’s not the most dramatic entrance, is it?

      Michael chuckled beside her. We’ll tear their heads clean from their bodies, but that’s about as much remodeling as we’re prepared to do.

      Bethany Anne snickered. I told you, I’m not leaving this ugly fucking building standing. She identified the order to the chaos around them. Everyone is going through that arch. Wanna bet I can get through without touching a single Baka?

      Michael swept a hand toward the crowded archway. I’m not going to take that bet.

      Bethany Anne stuck her tongue out at him. Spoilsport. Suit yourself. She slipped away and ran for the archway. Six steps later, she hit the wall and kept running.

      Michael rolled his eyes and walked after Bethany Anne as she reached the apex of her arc and used the wall as a springboard to complete her maneuver.

      The Bakas parted fast enough when he sent a bolt of fear ahead of him.

      You aren’t in the most playful mood today. Bethany Anne bumped him with her hip, ignoring the grunt she received for her effort. You know it wouldn’t hurt to take the stick out of your ass once in a while. Cut loose.

      Michael wondered briefly if meeting the sun would have been the better choice after all. Immolation couldn’t be that painful, could it?

      Bethany Anne hadn’t waited.

      Michael kept one eye on Bethany Anne’s back as she led the way—his other eye and all of his senses on the unknowns in the public space  as always.

      They remained on the edges and followed the steady flow of the crowd until they came to the guarded staircase that the Bakas clustered around the base were all so eager to ascend.

      Michael indicated a balcony above the stairs. What do you think?

      Bethany Anne grinned. I think it’s a damn shame I can’t watch you climb.

      Is this equality now? Michael asked as they continued their progress into the upper level. Objectification all around? Are men cuts of meat to be drooled over?

      Pretty much, Bethany Anne returned, not buying his feigned outrage for a moment. What’s that old line about protesting too much? Besides, a really good cut of meat is something to be admired. Don’t you always say that?

      Michael had no argument. Dammit. I do. But I wasn’t referring to the woman I love when I was talking about my preference for a juicy rump.

      Are you saying my ass is fat? Bethany Anne felt around until she located Michael’s arm and punched him hard. I knew you were being too fucking nice about all those extra appetizers. You bastard. There’s a special hell for husbands like you. It’s called the couch.

      Are we getting close? Michael inquired innocently. I hear voices.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. That’s your conscience tearing you a new one for saying I’ve got a fat ass. Or, we found the throne room.

      I’m going to hazard that it’s the latter since I said no such thing. Michael tilted his head. Sounds like quite the party.

      “I hear my brother,” Mahi’ cut in. “Show me his traitor’s face, my Empress. Let me see what inviting in corruption has done to him over these long years.”

      Bethany Anne paused to peer through the entrance at the throne room. “I see your evil twin, Mahi’.” Her lip curled when she saw Lu’Trein miss his mouth with his drink and turn to accept a morsel of food from the attendant next to the throne without so much as an attempt to clean himself up. “Who the fuck has been feeding that delusional nut-kick the happy juice?”

      Michael strode past Bethany Anne. “Not just Lu’Trein. There are no dangers to us here.”

      “No Kurtherians, either,” Bethany Anne stated with disappointment. Apart from the fully-armored guard at the usurper’s side, all of the slack-eyed, jelly-limbed Bakas around him were quite clearly under the influence of something.

      She pointed out the flat sheen of red in their eyes that spoke to nanocyte activity. “I’d bet they were all completely hammered if we didn’t know better.”

      Mahi’ frowned. “Are you saying Lu’Trein is being controlled?”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t answer that. “Even if he is under his master’s control, he agreed to it in the first place. He’s no innocent.”

      Michael glanced at the decadence in the throne room, at the courtiers lolling around the room with less than a care in the world. “This place reminds me of Italy during the Renaissance.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as Lu’Trein rose from his throne. “You like their artwork?”

      Michael shrugged. “I don’t dislike it. However, I was referring to the sluggish elites I see living in luxury while regular Bakas are treated like mushrooms.” He indicated an open door near the throne. “I’m going to investigate.”

      Mahi’ looked devastated to Bethany Anne’s eyes. “Whatever a mushroom is, it cannot be a happy creature. This disgusts me. Our people were never this.”

      “A mushroom is a fungus humans eat,” Bethany Anne explained absentmindedly, her attention on Lu’Trein’s wobbly progress across the throne room. “We keep them in the dark and feed them shit.”

      Mahi’ gagged. “I think I will be more observant the next time you invite me to dinner. What is my brother doing?”

      Lu’Trein ambled jerkily toward the pool with his attendants in tow, stopping here and there to rest against whatever surface was closest.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. “The head slug is getting into the pool. Looks like being hand-fed worked up a sweat. Baby needs some help to wash his fur.”

      “I cannot get used to seeing two things at once,” Mahi’ admitted. “The overlay is blurry.”

      Bethany Anne almost blew their cover then and there when she saw the manacle scars on the attendants’ wrists. “I don’t remember you telling me that slavery was a thing here, Mahi’.”

      Mahi’ growled. “It is not. Are you telling me my brother is keeping people against their will?”

      Michael spoke up. “Don’t react. He’ll get his as soon as we locate his master.”

      “Which is what I’m about to do.” Bethany Anne took Michael’s advice and suppressed her anger to save it for the real enemy. “None of us are going to do a thing until we know for sure that the Kurtherian is here. We’ll see you at Bor’Dane’s house, Mahi’.”

      There was silence a moment before Mahi’ replied, “Very well, my Empress. But Lu’Trein’s time is coming.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t disagreeing. But if her friend’s brother was the victim of an unwilling timeshare arrangement in his own body, she got the first bite of the cherry.

      You’re going to be disappointed, TOM told her somewhat hesitantly. Lu’Trein isn’t hosting a thing except for nanocytes.

      Aw, fucksticks. Bethany Anne relayed the information to Michael, then opened the comm to the team leaders and gave the codeword for a stand-down before shutting it all down to concentrate on TOM and Lu’Trein. How do his nanocytes compare to mine?

      TOM grumbled something unfathomable, followed by more math she had “somehow” skipped out on learning in her long life.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. Put it in terms I can understand without three to six years’ study.

      Fine, TOM conceded. His are better, but you’ve had longer to manipulate yours into what fits your needs. It’s like comparing a brand new racing Pod to a fishing skiff that’s been bootstrapped up to a battleship with nothing but duct tape and elbow grease.

      Bethany Anne huffed. What is it with the backhanded compliments today?

      I don’t understand? TOM argued. The battleship is obviously the better choice. It has survived and adapted to become unbeatable. Those Pods look good, but they’re designed to fly to pieces and eject the pilot on impact.

      How does that help me right now?

      It doesn’t? TOM regretted his next words before they’d left his mind. Fight or flight is your friend in this case.

      Fuck fight or flight. Bethany Anne clenched her hands into fists. This bitch comes in fight and fight harder. If you wanted a runner, you should have started a race instead of a fucking war.

      It was TOM’s turn to take umbrage. I came to warn you about the war, remember?

      Bethany Anne decided she had bigger fish to fry than the lodger in her spine. She opened the comm once again and spoke to the expedition as a whole. “Everyone, fall back to Bor’Dane’s house for the night.”

      “We’re already on our way,” John reported. “The garrison is down. What about the Kurtherian? Any sign?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flared. “No. The shit-sucking fuck-knuckle isn’t here.”

      John shook his head in sympathy. “Bad luck. See you at the house. Be safe.”

      

      Citadel, Middle Ring, Bor’Dane’s Land

      Mahi’ and Kel’Len were last to arrive at the safe house in the middle ring, along with Peter and six of his Guardians.

      She nodded her apologies to Bethany Anne as they entered the main house. “I didn’t think we’d make it past the last gate. We only made it here because we bumped into Peter’s team. The Guardians used the rooftops to cross.”

      Bethany Anne waved her off with a smile. “Don’t sweat it. We all had some challenges getting here. Your brothers will be glad to see you. Li’Orin picked up an injury or two during the garrison takedown.”

      Mahi’ frowned, concern overtaking her fatigue. “Where is he?”

      “In a bedroom on the first floor,” Bethany Anne directed.

      Mahi’ left the Empress and Michael to their conversation and dashed upstairs to find her brothers.

      Her first sight upon entering the bedroom was Li’Orin lying bloody in the bed, propped up by pillows. “Let me through!”

      Mahi’ crossed the room in three steps, shouldering her way past Da’Mahin to get to the side of the bed and get a closer look at her injured brother. “What happened?”

      Da’Mahin puffed out his chest. “He fought well.”

      Peter answered around the sterile med-pack sachets clamped between his teeth. “He got stabbed a few times, is all. Nothing that’s gonna scar.”

      “Of course, they will scar,” Li’Orin argued proudly. “Look at this!” He poked at the loose flap of skin under his eye with a guttural curse. “I’m lucky it wasn’t my eye. It will make a good tale.”

      Peter shook his head. “Just watch and see.”

      John leaned closer. “I haven’t seen these in action yet.”

      Mahi’ joined John and Da’Mahin in observing Peter apply a series of clear patches to her younger brother’s wounds.

      He placed the first over the flap of skin under Li’Orin’s eye and gently pressed it down to form a seal around the wound.

      Da’Mahin growled in surprise when the patch melted into Li’Orin's cheek, leaving no sign of the deep gash that had been there a moment before. “How does that work?”

      Peter turned his head to the group. “One-time use instant healing, the latest in medpatches. Bethany Anne had them developed, knowing you guys aren’t invincible.”

      Da’Mahin was speechless for a moment. “That was a great kindness.”

      John dipped his head at the injured-but-grinning Baka. “Nah, he earned it fair and square. Kid took one for the team. I see that as a reason to let him skip the consequences.”

      Li’Orin gently probed his healed cheek. “No scars? How will I back up the story of the battle?”

      Peter patted him on the chest to place the final medpatch. “That’s what video is for, Grasshopper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Inner Ring, Safe House

      Morning saw the upper floor of the safe house bustling with activity.

      Bor’Dane, an aging male with reddish fur, met Bethany Anne and Mahi’ out front as arranged the night before to take them on a tour of his property.

      Mahi’ touched foreheads with Bor’Dane in greeting. “What’s new since I was last here?”

      Bor’Dane laughed, capturing Mahi's face in his hands. “Too much to stand around talking about. We have a long walk ahead of us. There will be plenty of time to discuss the last fourteen years.” He turned to Bethany Anne and bowed from the waist, his hands held out. “My Empress. It is an honor to have you in my home.”

      Bethany Anne accepted Bor’Dane’s offered hands. “The honor is mine. I appreciate you allowing us to turn your home into a temporary base.”

      Bor’Dane rumbled deep in his chest. “Another pleasure, I assure you. Whatever I can do to remove my nephew from power is the least of my duty. It broke my heart to send my family away. It has been harder to watch the decline of our people since that time and be powerless to prevent it.”

      Bethany Anne felt for his predicament. “Why didn’t you leave with Mahi’ and the others?” she asked gently. “Devon hasn’t been a picnic for them, but at least you would have been together.”

      Mahi’ answered for him. “Bor’Dane gave up his chance to leave. He stayed and smoothed our escape, risked everything to get Tu’Reigd and me to safety after Lu’Trein killed Fi’ and took over.” She looked into the distance, her eyes shining. “I cannot forget that night. Not ever. I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye.”

      Bor’Dane snorted. “Yes, and I have had to listen to the insufferable shitsplat complain about it at every opportunity since. It’s about time someone came along who can give him the good beating he’s needed his whole life.”

      Bethany Anne slipped her arm through Bor’Dane's and patted his hand. “You and I are going to get along just fine. How about that tour?”

      Bor’Dane nodded and led them away from the house toward the farmland surrounding them. “Of course, my Empress.”

      Bethany Anne sighed inwardly. By now she knew arguing titles was a waste of breath. If it made people happy, she was resigned to it. “You’ll have to tell me how you managed to keep your land in the power grab.”

      “I was surprised to see you still control this land,” Mahi' admitted, her gaze on the distant border. “Much more to see that you expanded it.”

      Bor’Dane flashed a grin, flourishing his free hand to indicate the Bakas all around them. “This is one of the few places Lu’Trein doesn’t control. He won’t touch me unless he wants my people at his door. They protect me, as I do them.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at a group of tiny Bakas who had gathered outside the main house to stare at her. “I can imagine Trey being that small. Cute.”

      Bor’Dane shot a curious glance at Bethany Anne. “Trey?”

      “Tu’Reigd chooses to go by ‘Trey’ these days.” Mahi’ rumbled with laughter at Bor’Dane’s confusion. “The planet we live on is home to many species, who mostly coexist peacefully. His close friends are Bethany Anne’s two children and a Yollin.”

      Bor’Dane lifted his hands. “I remember you as a child. Willful, always with your sticky fingers where they shouldn’t be. Where is ‘Trey?’ I have not seen him among my guests.”

      “He is safe,” Mahi’ assured her uncle. “Almost grown. It goes too quickly.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled at the joke. “You’re telling me.” She let her gaze wander as they walked Bor’Dane’s grounds. “How many people live on your land?”

      “Permanently?” Bor’Dane bobbed his head while he did the calculations. “Twenty thousand, give or take. I own a full third of the middle ring, plus some of the inner ring. I employ another twenty-five thousand from the outer ring, but I can’t house everyone, you know? I do what I can to keep the prisons empty.”

      “I get that,” Mahi' agreed. “As does our Empress, I’m sure.”

      Bethany Anne put a hand to her chest. “Me? No. If I run out of space, I just find another planet to expand to.”

      Mahi' shrugged. “You have the resources to do that.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I do. But there are more ways to expand. What’s the deal here, Bor’Dane? I get that Lu’Trein is hesitant to make a move against you, but how does his rule affect the rest of the population? You mentioned prisons?”

      “One prison in particular. You will see,” Bor’Dane told her wearily. “Speaking against Lu’Trein is dangerous for most, but it doesn’t stop them from protesting. Our people are stubborn, and they won’t sit still long enough to be held down. But once they’re arrested, that’s it. We never see or hear from them again.”

      “You haven’t freed them?” Mahi’ spat. “Why not?”

      Bor’Dane growled. “What can I do? Ask my people to die trying? The prison is defended by technology that looks to be magic, including weapons that shoot lightning bolts from the walls. Lu’Trein keeps the prison well-guarded, and there’s no way for a Baka to even get close without getting fried.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, clamping down on her emotions once again. “I want the location of this prison. My effort to empty it of the innocent won’t be met by so many obstacles.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne’s good mood had degraded fully by the time they got back to the main house, her mind filled with stories of Bakas being dragged out of their beds in the middle of the night, families torn down the middle by mixed beliefs, and children left as orphans because their parents were political prisoners.

      She opened the comm as she stalked to the large room at the rear of the property. “Team leaders, dining hall. Now.”

      Michael was the first to arrive. He took one look at the hard lines of her face and came over to embrace her. “What has you so angry?”

      Bethany Anne forced the words between her clenched teeth. “Fucking. Politics.”

      Michael kissed her temple and went to take a seat. “Ah, I see.”

      “Do you?” Bethany Anne asked. “Because I don’t. Why is it never as simple as ‘kill the asshole at the top’ anymore? Half the people here are just fine with worshipping the Seven, the other half are forced to find someone powerful enough to protect them from the fucking Inquisition.”

      Michael indicated the door with a finger. “The others are here.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t pretend you’re cut up about it.”

      He wasn’t, but he certainly wasn’t about to offer himself up on the altar of his wife’s temper. The old adage that behind every angry woman is a man who has no clue what he’s done was not about to apply to him.

      John and Peter hesitated at the door.

      “Want us to come back?” John asked.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow but waved them in instead of frying John for interrupting like she wanted to. “Sit your asses down.”

      They came in, followed by a nervous-looking Kel’Len.

      Bethany Anne took her seat when Mahi’ and her brothers arrived to complete the meeting. “We’ve had a couple of days to read the situation. It isn’t what we thought. Mahi’ and I took a stroll through the middle ring today and what I heard didn’t please me one bit. I’m talking Gestapo tactics being used on civilians, political prisoners, and families torn apart by the fake fucking religion the Seven are pedaling.”

      John grunted. “So we wipe out the cult. What’s the problem?”

      “The problem,” Bethany Anne ground out, “is that taking out the cult doesn’t do anything to open the people’s eyes to the fact that they’ve been lied to. I’m not here to make martyrs.”

      The tap-tap-tap of her nails on the table was the only sound in the room for a few moments.

      Da’Mahin broke the silence. “I apologize, my Empress. I have to say that the belief is theirs to choose, even if it dishonors us as a people.”

      “That’s fine,” Bethany Anne replied, “since the decision to act isn’t yours. Leadership is about much more than acting on your opinion, especially when your choices affect millions. Mahi’? Where is your thinking going on this?”

      “I agree with neither of them,” Mahi’ decided. “As you say, this is not a situation that can be remedied simply. The issue I see is with gathering the evidence to present to the people.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “That’s the part we don’t have an issue with. Even if your brother’s keepers have him tucked away behind a nano-curtain the next time Michael and I call on him.” She sat back and crossed one knee over the other. “The issue I see is the potential for civil war once we light the fuse. I’ve been reckless before. It didn’t always end well for the people.”

      “I would hazard it wouldn’t take much.” Michael steepled his hands on the table. “The balance in the outer ring is at the tipping point already, in my estimation.”

      “War is coming whether you act or not,” Mahi’ continued. “Only, without you to intercede, my people might not make it through intact.”

      Bethany Anne laced her fingers together and looked around the table. “Then it’s a good thing I’m here.”

      

      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Middle Ring, Prison (the next day)

      Bethany Anne’s feet barely disturbed the thin layer of dust that coated the side street that ran from one end of the prison to the other.

      Invisible to the scanners swiveling on the walls, she crossed the street and headed for the mouth of the street opposite the prison before speaking into the open comm channel. “Team leaders, confirm your positions.”

      She pressed her lips together in disapproval at an audible scuffle over the comm.

      “Sorry,” the culprit mumbled into the channel.

      “You will be if this operation goes tits-up because you got us made doing a damned two-step,” Peter reprimanded in a low voice. “Pick your damn feet up, Guardian.”

      Bethany Anne waited a beat longer for the teams to finish getting into position. “Everyone good?”

      “Check,” Peter came back.

      John grunted in the affirmative.

      “We are ready,” Mahi' answered for the Bakas.

      “Wait for the signal.” Bethany Anne pulled on the Etheric and fed the energy into the space between molecules in the aggregate holding the stones together. “Michael, coordinate.”

      “I’m at the back wall,” Michael replied. “Ready on your word.”

      “Meet you in the middle.” Bethany Anne fed the energy around the wall until she felt it connect with the energy Michael was pouring in from the rear. “Three, two, one, pull!”

      The prison walls collapsed outward, falling into rubble in the streets with a resounding crash that shook the ground and rendered all of the mounted defenses useless.

      Bethany Anne strode over the crushed rock and straight into the prison yard, where the guards were pouring out of every entrance with their weapons hot.

      A wave of her hand cleared the way for her forces to make their entrance.

      The indignant cries of the guards Bethany Anne tossed aside like ragdolls provided an almost musical backdrop that complimented the war cries of the Bakas and her Guardians, with the explosions Michael was causing with his lightning adding to the sudden crescendo.

      It was down to her to bring the thunder.

      Four brave souls blocked the entrance to the inner building. So brave, they fired upon the apparently unarmed human woman walking toward them through a pull-down grill in the door.

      Bethany Anne read their thoughts as clearly as spoken words. Sure, she was smiling. But those long teeth? Her red eyes? They were safe behind their door. Killing one human would be easy.

      The naivete. It was almost painful.

      Bethany Anne smiled coldly as they raked the area around her with a hail of kinetic fire. She walked toward the door through reverse showers of permacrete dust, shedding blunted kinetics as harmlessly as raindrops.

      The guards slammed the grill shut when Bethany Anne emerged from the dust cloud with an energy ball in each hand.

      “You can run.” She lifted a boot and kicked the door into splinters.

      The four guards inside took one look at the fearsome, red-eyed face their mothers had told them would come for bad Bakas who didn’t go to sleep at bedtime—and ran.

      Bethany called after them in Baba Yaga’s voice, “But you can’t hide from ME.” She bowled them over with a fast energy ball and pinned them all high on the wall with a flick of her finger. “Now, what can you tell me?”

      The guards squirmed in terror as she burrowed into their minds for information on the prison in general, the warden, and Lu’Trein.

      Three knew nothing but the desire to be in a better position than others. They didn’t care who they hurt to get there. They had no power, and no connection to the top, just a knack for toadying. Those died instantly, their bodies falling to the floor unnoticed after Bethany Anne snapped their necks.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose as the sour tang of urine hit it. “Gross,” she told the remaining Baka. “But appropriate, yes? Seeing as how you were happy to cause fear in the prisoners here.”

      She lowered him, forcing him to look her in the eye. “So, you enjoy torture. Not a pastime for everyone, but hey, who am I to judge?”

      The Baka gaped in confusion—until Bethany Anne waved a hand and his spine contorted. “I-I…”

      “You what?” Bethany Anne demanded. She had seen every nasty deed this poster male for evil had in his grubby mental trophy case. “You like to be the one doing the torture? Tough shit. You disgust me.”

      The Baka's eyes went wide as she opened his throat with her nails.

      “Fuck you,” Bethany Anne told his corpse. “I know where your boss is. I don’t need to dirty my hands any further with you.” She left the corpses and made her way farther into the prison in search of the warden.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t interested in small fry. She wanted the big fish. Bars were no obstacle, and neither were the guards who popped out at every opportunity as if she were walking through some awful video game.

      Peter spoke over the comm. “Um, BA? Did you expect a Pod on the roof? Because there is one, and it’s taking off.”

      The warden.

      Bethany Anne cut through the Etheric, arriving on the prison roof just in time to see the open Pod take off.

      The warden, she assumed, leaned out and raised a fist triumphantly.

      Bethany Anne decided she was done with all of Lu’Trein’s lackeys if the only model they came in was arrogant suck-ass. She leapt for the Pod and grabbed the lip of the open door as a counterbalance for swinging feet first into the warden’s bodyguard.

      The bodyguard tumbled out the opposite side.

      The warden gasped at the casual removal of his personal protection.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes at the peashooter her quarry aimed in her direction. “Really?” she asked as she slapped it out of the warden’s hand. “Don’t be stupid.” She shoved him out of the Pod and stepped through the Etheric to catch him an inch from the rooftop. “Don’t try anything else a dumb shit like you would.”

      The warden dropped to his hands and knees and vomited roughly on the rooftop.

      Bethany Anne covered her nose and mouth with one hand and dragged the warden to the other side of the roof to get away from the mess. “Michael, on the roof. I’ve got a plaything for you.”

      The warden fought to get to his feet until Bethany Anne quieted him with a flash of red from her eyes. He fainted at the realization of who had hold of his throat.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes as she lowered them back to the roof.

      Michael arrived a moment later in Myst form. The warden, I presume?

      You presume right. She handed the unconscious Baka to Michael and headed for the edge of the roof to get a view of the battle in the prison yard.

      It was impossible to tell which of the Bakas were freed prisoners and which were the rescuers. The guards were easy to spot, and their uniforms made them easy targets. Looks like the prisoners are all free. We should wrap this up and get back to the house.

      “I have what we need,” Michael informed her. “This Baka has met regularly with Lu’Trein.”

      The warden woke and panicked when he saw Michael. His eyes slid to Bethany Anne, and he began emitting a high keening noise.

      Michael’s lip curled when he made out the name the warden was repeating. “You are expendable,” he told the warden bluntly. “Your protector doesn’t care enough to save you. How does it feel? To meet with the consequences of your actions?”

      He caught Bethany Anne’s eye, seeing her minute nod. “Time to pay the price.”

      The warden squirmed to get free right up until the moment Michael held him suspended over the yard below.

      Michael dropped the warden over the edge of the roof without another word.

      Bethany Anne caught the warden and spoke into his mind as she lowered him into the middle of the largest group of prisoners. I can be a bitch, but Saint Payback can’t be beaten—unlike you.

      Bethany Anne and Michael turned away as the warden screamed for mercy from the people he had kept like animals.

      Bethany Anne spotted a convoy in the distance. “Time to wrap this up. The prisoners are free now. We don’t need a massacre when Lu’Trein’s backup gets here.”

      Michael tilted his head at the sound of the approaching vehicles. “I’d much rather play with cars than dolls.”

      Bethany Anne snickered as he Mysted away. Sexist much?

      See if I care, Michael replied, spreading his arms wide as he ascended to the clouds above. I only wish Gabriel was here to enjoy this manly moment with me.

      Bethany Anne chuckled as the air above the convoy darkened and began to crackle. You just like to make a statement. She hopped off the edge of the roof and lowered herself to hover above the brawl in the yard. The fighting was tapering off, and the prisoners were beginning to take their anger out on the building.

      “Time to go,” she thundered into the comm, raising her voice to be heard over the clash. “All teams to transport.”

      Bor’Dane's people swarmed the streets around the prison in their vehicles as planned.

      Bethany Anne hit the ground running and joined the effort to get everyone aboard the hastily formed convoy.

      There was a scramble to exit the scene, and the extraction went well by Bethany Anne’s standards. A hundred or more vehicles swarmed out as quickly as they’d arrived, slipping into traffic with their passengers.

      Lightning struck over and over in the near distance, Michael protecting them from above.

      Bethany Anne joined him in the sky to add her effort to his. They’re pretty determined to get to the prison. Pity there’s nothing left of it.

      Michael frowned as he blew another guard truck into smithereens. The building is still standing.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. Oh? Let me fix that. She sent out Etheric energy and gathered the rubble into a huge ball.

      Michael shook his head in amusement. You complain to me about mess?

      Bye-bye, building, Bethany Anne replied airily. She dropped the ball of compacted rock onto the prison.

      Finally, the dust settled, revealing a crater where the prison had been a moment before.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. That was almost too satisfying. She held out her hand to Michael as he reformed from his Myst state. Come on, we’ll pick up your armor from the Etheric.

      Michael winced and pointed at the crater. There may be a small issue with that. I didn’t store my armor in the Etheric. There wasn’t time.

      I don’t want to be you when Jean finds out you left it unattended in the middle of a battle. Bethany Anne chuckled at the look of horror that passed over his face. Don’t sweat it. I’m sure she won’t stay mad forever.

      I wouldn't be too sure about that, Michael countered. The woman has the memory of an elephant when it comes to grudges.

      Bethany Anne grinned. I was trying to make you feel better. We both know she’s going to take every opportunity to remind you about it for the rest of forever. A thought too delicious to ignore occurred as they streaked through the clouds. You think she’ll come up with something like that string we used to keep the twins’ mittens on? Armor that follows you around? That would be hilarious.

      Michael shot Bethany Anne a dark look. She’d better not.

      They flew above the Citadel, reaching Bor’Dane’s land as the first vehicles were spitting out their passengers in the yard.

      Bor’Dane stood on a large rock in the ornamental garden, calling instructions to his people and the new arrivals.

      He had his hands raised, shooing Bakas in the direction of the main house with his strange semaphore. “We need to know who we have here. Give Kel’Len’s group your name.”

      Kel’Len waved an arm above her head to show her location.

      Bor’Dane continued, “Once we’ve got your name, make your way through to the house to get cleaned up. Everything but dinner can wait until tomorrow.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael skirted the crowd and made their way into the house.

      Mahi’ pounced the second they reached the hall. “We need to move now. Lu’Trein will have called on his masters for help. They could be there already, and we wouldn’t know it.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand to calm Mahi’. “I would know it. Tomorrow, Mahi’. Rest from today’s exertions.”

      Mahi’ was about to argue when the door burst open and the rescuees began filtering in.

      “If anything changes, I’ll tell you,” Bethany Anne promised. “But you need to remember, that’s not your brother on the throne. I don’t know if he’s even Baka anymore. He would kill you outright.”

      Mahi’ closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. “Then you will act as my champion. But Lu’Trein dies the second after the Kurtherian.”
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      Qu’Baka, Middle Ring, Bor’Dane’s house (late the same night)

      Bethany Anne activated her light armor, smiling at Michael’s continued admiration of the fabric’s appearance of being alive. “You’re next to get this model. Or you were before we had to tell Jean you lost your heavy set.”

      “You’re certain about wearing your light armor?” Michael inquired as she pulled her boot over her knee. “I can remain in Myst form. There’s no need to risk yourself.”

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael and raised an eyebrow as she rolled her ankle to settle the boot. “What risk? The fuckwits would have to catch me, even if they could hurt me. Besides, I’m planning for us to be the ones doing all the chasing. I want complete freedom of movement through the Etheric.”

      Michael shrugged. “Fair enough. With the majority of the prisoners on the way to being reunited with their families, I’m guessing we can expect a stirring welcome however we approach. How sure are we that the Kurtherian is inside the complex?”

      Bethany Anne finished with her other boot and got to her feet. “TOM isn’t likely to mistake the mental signature. Our target is there.”

      They slipped out without being seen and cut through the Etheric to the innermost ring. Another step took them past the walls and into the heart of the ziggurat.

      Bethany Anne poked her head out of the Etheric to check for enemies and pulled it back in just as quickly. “Guards. They’re lined up three deep at the entrance.”

      Michael’s mouth quirked. “You have to give them points for effort. They can’t possibly know we aren’t limited to this plane.”

      Bethany Anne smirked in return. “They don’t know we’re here at all. They’re going to get a hell of a surprise.” She calculated the distance to take them past the guards and opened another path for them.

      Michal activated his gauntlets with a squeeze. “Ready when you are.”

      Bethany Anne held out her hands and manifested a spark of energy in each. “Let’s go.”

      They exited the Etheric into a grand pillared atrium.

      Michael frowned, not recognizing their location from the recon they’d done on arriving in the Citadel. We came out in the wrong place.

      Bethany Anne glanced around the empty space. We’ve come in at the opposite end from last time, is all. We need to figure out where to find our— Oh shit, hide!

      They ducked behind the nearest pillar as the echo of many approaching feet grew louder.

      We can’t be lucky enough to have the Kurtherian pass right by us, Michael murmured. Can we?

      Bethany Anne kept her opinions on luck to herself until the procession cut through the other end of the atrium. I count fourteen. No Kurtherian.

      No Lu’Trein either, Michael confirmed. Pity.

      I know, Bethany Anne agreed. Would it have been too much to ask that we found them right away? I’ve got half a mind on that beautiful bed Bor’Dane assigned us.

      You should keep your mind on the task ahead, Michael teased. There will be plenty of time to laze in bed once we’ve cleared this place.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose. That just tells me you didn’t test the bed. She made a move as the last of the guards left the atrium.

      Twice more they had to dive for cover as they worked their way deeper into the palace. The second time, Bethany Anne barely closed the Etheric around them before the patrol spotted them.

      Bethany Anne paused at a four-way intersection and chose left. This way looks as good as any.

      Michael scanned the surrounding minds as they continued their progress. We’re getting close. I can hear the usurper's thoughts.

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. She would be immersed in Lu’Trein’s mind soon enough. What is the snake thinking?

      Mostly that he’d prefer not to soil himself in front of his master, Michael told her with a similar look of distaste. Does TOM have a clue as to who we’re dealing with?

      Bethany Anne shrugged. He says his credits are still on a Judkah. Not a clan I’ve come up against before.

      Michael couldn’t recall having encountered any who claimed the title. Same. Do the Judkah have a specialty?

      They die at my hands, just like every other Kurtherian. Does that really count as a specialty, though? Bethany Anne dipped her hand into a pouch on her utility belt to grab the tiny camera drone she’d brought for the purpose of recording.

      Michael Mysted and followed the camera drone into the throne room. He took in the armored Kurtherian on the throne and Lu’Trein kneeling by his feet. I would describe it less as a conversation and more as Lu’Trein groveling for forgiveness. Are you getting the feed?

      I’m running it through my HUD, Bethany Anne told him over the sounds of the Kurtherian raging and Lu’Trein begging.

      That staff is more than interesting, Michael noted.

      Bethany Anne had been thinking the same thing about the Kurtherian’s armor. Concentrate on apology gifts for Jean after we’ve taken care of the Kurtherian.

      “I’ll get more test subjects,” Lu’Trein promised, clinging to the Kurtherian’s legs. “Better, stronger ones. The humans are not untouchable. I’ll get them for you, O Holy One! What wonders could you create with human DNA?”

      The Kurtherian slapped Lu’Trein away. “Are you an imbecile? Do not approach humans under any circumstances. That you drew them here is bad enough. How do you think Gödel will take your betrayal? Our agreement is void.”

      Girdle? Bethany Anne asked. What the fuck kind of name is that for a Kurtherian? Did someone invent the mathematical formula for the perfect figure and name themselves after it?

      Gödel, Michael corrected. His memory turned up the name out of nowhere, although any other detail about the human who had owned it was beyond his grasp at the moment. There is no reason for a Kurtherian to know that name. I don’t like this at all. We need to keep searching for any leads back to the Seven.

      Bethany Anne saw Michael’s urgency. I can handle this. Go. Search.

      Forget that, TOM exclaimed. There’s something…something. At the back of my mind. I don’t know what it is, but it’s telling me to get the hell off this planet.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. I’m not leaving without doing what we came here to do. Wait, what’s Lu’Trein saying now?

      Lu’Trein’s begging had gotten to the desperation stage. “How will we Ascend without your guidance? I gave you everything, and you promised I—we would Ascend to the glory of the Ancients.”

      The Kurtherian sneered, brushing Lu’Trein off easily as he stood to leave the dais. “You were never worthy of Ascension, you fool. All you were good for was giving us easy access to the genetic material of your people. There is too much risk now there are humans here. It’s over for you.”

      Lu’Trein wept uncontrollably, his words lost to incoherent sobs.

      Jackpot. The Bakas can’t refute that evidence. I don’t give a shit what this piss-splurt’s abilities are. He won’t get a chance to use them. Bethany Anne stalked through the ornate double door and lobbed the energy in her hand at the Kurtherian’s head as an opening distraction.

      Her entrance threw the guards scattered around the room into a panic.

      Lu’Trein was first to move, and first to find himself pinned to the floor when Bethany Anne waved a hand and tripled the gravity in the room.

      One word fell from his gaping mouth. “Blasphemy!”

      “Blast you?” Bethany Anne misheard cheerfully. “My pleasure.” She released the energy in her right hand, forming a blast wave that tore the flesh from Lu’Trein’s bones.

      It also killed every Baka in its path.

      Bethany Anne winced at the noise the wall behind the throne made as it collapsed, taking out the one behind it.

      The Kurtherian, however, was not affected. He launched an attack on Bethany Anne, his eyes flaring red inside his helmet as he came at her mentally with all the delicacy of a cargo freighter.

      Bethany Anne laughed aloud when the Kurtherian’s mind met the immovable object of her will. “What’s wrong? Bit off a little more than you can chew, huh?” She smiled. “I’ve been doing this for, well, probably not as long as you’ve been alive. Long enough that I can’t be bothered with whatever monologue you’ve practiced. Sic ’em, TOM.”

      Hello there, my friend, TOM greeted in his most beatific pilot’s voice. You have strayed from the path, I see. Do you have a moment to…eat shit and die?

      The Kurtherian’s eyes flared impossibly bright when TOM gripped his mind and squeezed before tearing through it without regard in search of any information.

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on her folded arms. What are you finding?

      Nothing! TOM’s reply was somewhat snappier than he intended. Someone is shielding his mind. I can’t touch anything beyond his immediate intentions.

      The Kurtherian’s body suddenly stiffened.

      TOM, get out, Bethany Anne ordered.

      The Kurtherian’s expression went blank as the battle for his mind was won by some unknown external force. He collapsed to the floor clutching his helmet, his whimpers of pain echoing eerily off the crystal walls as he writhed in agony.

      Bethany Anne crossed to the Kurtherian and dropped to a knee to remove his helmet. She grabbed his jaw and forced him to meet her eyes. “You made a mistake coming here.”

      The Kurtherian gurgled out a thin stream of pale foam, beyond words now. His red eyes dimmed, and his gaze slid to the side as whatever animated him departed.

      Bethany Anne was about to let go when the corpse blazed with light. “What the…”

      Another entity had taken control of those dead eyes.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, undeterred by the unease she felt. She knew a sociopath when she saw one.

      Without a single word being exchanged, she pinpointed something lacking in her observer’s stare. She fixed that dispassionate intelligence with a look that gave no doubt as to the truth of her next words. “Whoever you are, enjoy your final days. It doesn’t matter where you hide. I’ll find you. I’m going to make you hurt before I end your miserable existence. That is the penalty for fucking with me and mine. Do you hear me?”

      The observer stared a moment longer, then the light in the Kurtherian’s eyes faded for good.

      Bethany Anne released the Kurtherian’s jaw with a growl of frustration and got to her feet. She picked up the discarded staff and examined the twisting metal around the jewel at the business end. “This was not what I planned.”

      Michael chuckled inside her mind. Are there any survivors?

      Bethany Anne sighed, putting the encounter on her mental list of things-that-bit-her-in-the-ass-unexpectedly. Not one. It is what it is. At least we got the evidence Mahi’ needs to save her planet from civil war. Plus, we have your apology gift for Jean. Both the scepter and the armor are intact.

      We have more than that. Michael streamed back into the throne room and reformed his body. He grinned at Bethany Anne and pressed the camera drone into her palm. “Follow me.”

      Bethany Anne skipped around Michael and put a hand on his chest to halt his progress. “Where exactly are we going?”

      Michael pressed his lips together and stepped around to take the lead again. “If you’re so determined to spoil the surprise, there’s a dungeon I missed the last time we were here.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “It’s a palace. They do tend to come with the dungeons included.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes at her refusal to play along. “It’s the occupant I’m interested in.”

      Bethany Anne knew he wasn’t going to give it up. “Fine, but at least let’s get there a bit faster than a walk.” She grabbed Michael’s shoulder and dropped them both through the Etheric, then brought them back out on what she sensed was the lowest floor. “This where you were aiming for?”

      Michael looked around and nodded before taking the corridor at a run. “Yes. This way. I’ve found him.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t help but smile in return. She broke into a jog to keep up, her annoyance fading in response to Michael’s excitement. “Okay, you’ve got me. Who did you find?”

      Michael paused before six thick metal doors. “Haven’t you figured it out?”

      Bethany Anne made a little “o” with her mouth that spread into a million-watt grin when the only possible answer occurred to her. “Let me get that door open.”
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      Qu’Baka, Jungle

      The dawn, such as it was, brought Demon back in range of the male cat’s territory.

      The river thundered in the background, filling the air around her with effervescent rainbows that vanished when Demon passed through them. She avoided the river entirely, making her path through the undergrowth between the riverbank and the tree line instead.

      Her focus was entirely on getting revenge for that smile. It had played on her mind the whole time she’d been finding her way back.

      He must be smart. Maybe as smart as her, Demon had concluded. There was no other explanation for how he could have bested her. She chose not to dwell on the unexpected swim or the two days it had taken her to find her way back to his territory.

      That…that male would see where his smarts got him as soon as she caught up with him.

      Demon smelled him nearby. She also smelled fresh food. He had made a kill, another of the elusive pig-beasts she’d yet to lay eyes on.

      The ass.

      Demon’s stomach rumbled. She wanted that meat. She lowered herself to the ground and inched along until she got to a tree she could climb without being seen.

      Once she'd gained the canopy, she saw him clearly. He had two pig-beasts! One, he had eaten his fill of. The other he had not touched, save to open it from throat to gut. The entrails lay nearby, the tastiest tidbits laid out separately.

      Demon didn’t know what to make of that at all.

      The male cat lay a short distance away from the carcass, alert to the jungle around him while he cleaned his muzzle with his paw.

      Demon’s indignation flared. What was this? Was he waiting for her?

      She hopped down from the tree and padded back the way she had come.

      The male cat heard her movement. He flowed to a sitting position and started chuffing softly, calling to Demon.

      Demon backed away, confused. She didn’t like her reaction to his voice. It made her want to rub herself all over his body and entwine herself around him.

      No freaking way, as Sabine was so fond of saying.

      Demon found herself responding to the pheromones pouring from him. The very air tasted of him. The purr came unbidden from deep in her chest.

      What drove her to do that?

      The male's ears pricked at the return call. He got to his feet and called again.

      What was she supposed to do? Demon had never met a male cat, much less had one try to seduce her. Her tail twitched as indecision wracked her, reducing her decision to instinct alone.

      There was only one thing to do.

      She turned tail and ran.

      The jungle flashed by as she pelted full speed away from the source of her confusion. She didn’t want any part of that male.

      Damn him for confusing her!

      Demon ran until her chest heaved with the effort of drawing breath. She wanted to be as far from the river and that male cat as she could possibly get.

      She would return to the Baba Yaga. Izanami would send a Pod if she called for one.

      Yes. That was the best thing to do. Avoid that male and his scent altogether.

      A yawn erupted from Demon’s mouth without warning. The run, coupled with a lack of food and the adrenaline dump, had exhausted her. She would have to take a nap before she had the energy to switch her chip on and make the call.

      Order of action decided, Demon made the short climb into a suitable tree and curled up to sleep in the fork of a wide branch.

      She woke sometime later, disturbed by the sound of something approaching her hiding place.

      Demon peered through the leaves and her heart dropped.

      He’d followed her. Worse, he’d brought another gift of food.

      This wouldn’t do. She had no patience for this pushy male.

      Her nose twitched as the scent of a fresh kill hit her nostrils. Her stomach growled its pleas for her to accept the food.

      The male dropped the kill at the base of the tree and stared plaintively at Demon’s hiding place.

      Demon peered through the leaves and was caught by the cat’s amber gaze. She pulled her head back in with a hiss. Go away.

      The male chuffed sadly in response.

      She refused to leave the shelter of the tree.

      The male paced around the base of the tree for a few minutes, then laid down a short distance from the kill and began to call again.

      Demon cursed inwardly. Pride prevented her from contacting Izanami as she’d planned. There was no way she wanted to be rescued from a tree like a common housecat. Besides, the male wasn’t threatening her.

      In fact, he appeared to be pleading with her to come down from the tree and eat.

      Demon was starving, and the smell of the meat was torture. Her nanocytes needed fueling. She wasn’t entirely sure whether they would start feeding on her if she kept refusing the meal she was being offered.

      Maybe she was being too cattish.

      Sabine always told her that she missed opportunities by refusing to consider new elements. Demon was pretty sure Sabine hadn’t been talking about the quandary below.

      She could accept the food without accepting him. That wasn’t the thing dividing her.

      Demon’s reticence had everything to do with the deep-down knowledge that this male was entirely acceptable as a mate.

      He was definitely handsome, even with those overly large fangs. His skills as a hunter were unquestionable. He had a certain intelligence, one she was somehow certain she wouldn’t encounter again anytime soon.

      She definitely couldn’t stay in this tree forever.

      Decision made, she stretched her neck to look out on the male. He rolled in the grass at the sight of her, exposing his striped stomach.

      Can you speak? Demon asked.

      The male moved to a sitting position and shook his head, giving her a low grunt.

      But you can understand me?

      He dipped his head in the affirmative, then indicated the food at the base of the tree with his muzzle.

      Demon fixed him with a long stare before speaking again. Move away, she told the male eventually. I will come down.

      

      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Middle Ring, Bor’Dane’s House

      John completed his patrol of the house in the small hours of the morning.

      He turned into the upper east wing, less than impressed to have found that Bethany Anne and Michael were nowhere on the property. “How’s a guy supposed to do his job when the bodies he’s guarding take a midnight flit whenever they damned well feel like it? God knows it can’t be that difficult to answer when I call.”

      Tabitha’s voice filtered from Peter’s room, guiding John to the right door.

      It was a shame to interrupt their time together, but Bethany Anne hadn’t left him much choice.

      John tapped on the door, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb anyone sleeping. “Pete? I’m heading out to the royal complex. BA and Michael went walkabout, I’m guessing that’s where I’ll find them.”

      There was a shuffle, then Peter opened the door with a concerned frown. “You want company?”

      John leaned around the doorframe and waved at Tabitha and Todd on the holoscreen. “Nah, I’m good. Just letting you know.”

      He left Peter and Tabitha to their call and headed downstairs to the front entrance.

      Mahi’ looked up as John padded through the front hall. She pushed her writing away and got up from the table to intercept him by the door. “Where are you going? It’s late. Or early, I’m not sure which.”

      John grinned. “It depends on whether you’ve been up all night or you just woke up. Have you seen Bethany Anne or Michael? They’re not in their room.”

      Mahi’ shook her head. “No. I’ve been here all night, and I haven’t seen anyone but Bor’Dane’s night staff.” She turned and grabbed a warm cloak from a stand near the door. “I should have noticed them leaving.”

      John snorted softly as he opened the door. “Don’t feel too bad about it. Bethany Anne has been giving me the slip for longer than I care to remember.”

      Mahi’ smiled. “That I can believe. I will walk with you. Perhaps the exercise will convince my tired mind to allow me some peace.”

      John stepped outside and glanced around. “I’d appreciate the company as far as the gatehouse. After that, you’d have trouble keeping up.”

      Mahi’ stole a glance at John as they walked.

      John had encountered that look before. “If you can come up with a question your son hasn’t already asked, I’ll be shocked.”

      Mahi’ broke out in laughter. “That’s my boy. It’s not so much a question as an observation I have. I am realizing there is a difference between the story and the reality.”

      John frowned. “Huh?”

      Mahi’ opened her hands, palms out. “The fearsome John Grimes, whose very name makes whole planets quiver.” She waved her hands to encapsulate John. “It is a myth, a tale. I had expected someone rather more aggressive. Instead, I find you to be a calm, caring individual.”

      John grinned. “I don’t see the need to waste my energy stressing over the slightest thing. You don’t want to see what happens when I have to put my boot down.”

      Mahi’ sighed. “My husband was the same. He could always be relied upon to rein in conflict, whereas I was always too quick to fight.”

      John patted Mahi’ on the shoulder, at something of a loss in the face of her emotions. “I can’t guess what it’s like to lose someone you love. I came close recently with my granddaughter. It was enough to make me think Bethany Anne’s protective instinct isn’t so overboard.”

      Mahi’ considered the comfort she had knowing Tu’Reigd was secreted away from danger while the Citadel was undergoing this unrest. Her reply was cut off by a flash of red light over by the gatehouse. “What was that?”

      John recognized the flare. “Our missing Empress has returned.” He veered from the path to head Bethany Anne off, calling out before she vanished again.

      The red light turned on him and Bethany Anne’s voice cut the night. “John? Is that Mahi’ with you? Perfect! Get over here, both of you!”

      John broke into a jog, his initial alarm fading at the triumphant lilt to Bethany Anne’s voice. “What’s going on?”

      Mahi’ passed him, her long stride getting her to Bethany Anne and Michael just before John.

      Michael filled them in on the events leading up to Lu’Trein’s death. “All that remains is to spread the word to the people.”

      Bethany Anne eased the unconscious Baka around her shoulders to the ground. “Oh, and Mahi’, Michael found this guy.”

      Mahi’ gasped and fell to her knees in shock when she recognized him. “Fi’? My love? Is it really you? It can’t be.” She wept unashamedly as she brushed Fi’Eireie’s fur out of his face, her tears staining two dark paths down her cheeks.

      She looked at Bethany Anne in confusion when Fi’Eireie didn’t react. “Why isn’t he waking up?”

      Bethany Anne gave Mahi’ an apologetic smile. “He was pretty out of it when he saw us. Michael put him into a deep sleep.”

      Fi’Eireie awoke at Michael’s touch. His eyes fluttered open and he looked at Mahi’ in confusion for a split second before glancing at the Empress.

      Mahi’ was there in an instant to comfort him. “Fi’, it is me, your Mahi’. Look at me.” She gently turned his head.

      His eyes were full of confusion. “No. Lu’Trein killed you, and he took our son. This is a trick!”

      Mahi’ put Fi’Eireie’s palm to her cheek before he could pull away. “See? I’m really here. It is not a trick. I thought you were dead, Fi’. I took Tu’Reigd away and raised him far from here.”

      Fi’Eireie hesitated, still not completely trusting his senses. “Mahi’?”

      Mahi’ leaned in to take Fi’Eireie in her arms. “This is real, my love. We are together again.”

      Bethany Anne touched Mahi’ to get her attention. “Call if you need anything. We’ll just be inside.” She slipped her arm through Michael’s and turned them toward the house. “Let’s leave these two to their reunion.”

      Michael bumped Bethany Anne with his hip as they walked. “That is how you reunite with your lost love.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth lifted at the corner. “I don’t know. I liked our reunion just fine.”

      

      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Inner Ring, Royal Complex (the next day)

      The people of the Citadel mourned their losses even as they celebrated their freedom from the cult of the Seven by tearing down the symbols of their occupation.

      The fighting had been brief in the wake of the video proving Lu’Trein’s betrayal and the true nature of the “gods.”

      Bethany Anne had left the palace in hopes of finding a quiet space to check in on the search for Demon. The demolition of the ziggurat took care of that.

      Michael joined Bethany Anne when she reached the semicircle of heavy machines parked around the base of the bottom tier’s steps. “No Baka wants the crystal around to remind them of the Seven.”

      They mounted the stairs, Bethany Anne slowing to match Michael’s more considered stride. “The video lit a rocket in their asses, that’s for sure. It’s only been a couple of hours since Mahi’ spoke.”

      Michael shook his head. “If anything, the people redoubled their efforts at the news of her return. It was all Bor’Dane could do to get them to hold off on beginning demolition here until the building has been thoroughly searched.”

      “Did we find Lu’Trein’s records?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “That’s why we are here,” Michael explained. “There’s a sealed chamber below the surface.”

      Bethany Anne raised her eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”

      “It has a telepathic locking system.” Michael smiled at Bethany Anne’s reaction. “I guessed that would interest you.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head. “That sounds like Kurtherian technology. Lead on. I’m intrigued.”

      Michael guided her down to the dungeon level and turned into an empty corridor. “I felt a change in air pressure when I Mysted through here looking for hidden cells.”

      Bethany Anne examined the opaque crystal brickwork. “A hidden vault.”

      Michael indicated an unassuming spot on the wall. “Your mystery vault.”

      Bethany Anne ran her fingers along the invisible seam. “I’d never know there was anything here. You said the locking mechanism is activated telepathically? I assume you mean by the Kurtherian we no longer have access to.”

      Michael nodded thoughtfully. “I’m thinking TOM might be able to spoof the system into admitting us.”

      Bethany Anne stepped back, recalling the entity behind the Kurtherian’s eyes. “Worth a try. TOM, do your worst.”

      It’s not very difficult to replicate a brainwave pattern when you have a recording of it, TOM replied. At least I got something useful from that guard.

      You didn’t mention he was a guard, Bethany Anne murmured distractedly as the section of the wall moved inward and to the left.

      Michael gestured at the opening with barely concealed impatience. “Care to light our way?”

      Bethany Anne smiled and sent a ball of soft white energy ahead of them into the vault. “You can’t make an energy ball?”

      Michael raised a hand to show her the energy crackling over his skin. “I could, but it would likely end in a fire.”

      Bethany Anne brushed his arm with her hand as she passed to enter the vault. “It’s not like you to get so emotional.” She glanced around the neatly organized storage space and headed for the nearest locked cabinet to begin stripping its contents. “We should have brought an antigrav cart.”

      Michael found a cubby stacked with boxes of cleaning supplies. He emptied a couple out onto the floor and took them to where Bethany Anne was sorting the contents of a drawer into two piles on the top of the cabinet.

      Bethany Anne indicated the much smaller pile of papers and holofiles. “That stuff is coming with us. There’s documentation on everything Lu’Trein did here.”

      Michael smiled and moved over to an ornately carved chest. “This is fine craftsmanship. I don’t want to damage it.” He picked up the ugly lock and superheated the metal to melt it.

      Bethany Anne agreed the chest was beautifully made. “It’s not going to matter once demolition starts. Unless you want to carry it out of here?”

      Michael dropped the lock onto the floor and opened the doors. “Not necessarily.” He eased out the topmost tray and lifted the glass lid to extract a clear blue crystal from the rows of identical crystals in the velvet-lined tray. “This is interesting.”

      He held the crystal out to Bethany Anne. “What do you think?”

      Bethany Anne left the cabinet and took the tiny crystal between her thumb and forefinger. She frowned as she turned it in the light to get a better view of the inside. “Definitely a chip of some kind. I haven’t seen anything this intricate outside of our technology, and we don’t use crystal as a storage material.”

      TOM spoke up so as to be heard by them both. That’s an external memory drive for a Kurtherian computer.

      Michael swept a hand toward the seven trays in the chest. “There are thousands of them in here.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Do we have any way of getting to the data on them?”

      Building an interface to read them shouldn’t be that difficult, TOM answered.

      Bethany Anne placed the chip back on the velvet with care. “Can the chips survive a trip through the Etheric?”

      I presume so.

      Bethany Anne touched a finger to the chest and pushed it into the Etheric. “Another item on the list of shit we haven’t got time to figure out just now. It can wait until we’re done here.”

      She gathered the pile of documents to be taken with them and added them to the box. “The sooner we’re done here, the better. I haven’t heard from Addix in a while.”

      Michael indicated the cubby he’d found the boxes in. “There is a bench just past the opening,” he told her. “I can take care of this. I’d rather have an update on Demon.”

      Bethany Anne made her way to the bench and opened an audio-only comm link to her Spymistress. “Addix, where is my husband’s mountain lion?”

      “We wouldn’t know,” came the reply from Izanami. “We tracked her to a river, where she looks to have gotten into a fight with another predator over her food. We’re still looking.”

      “How are things going in the Citadel?” Addix cut in. “Izanami’s reports are somewhat underwhelming in their detail.”

      Izanami’s reply could have cut diamond, even over the audio link. “You are just in a foul mood because you can’t keep up.”

      There was a wave of annoyance from the Ixtali. “I could keep up just fine if you’d choose a route I could travel without getting tangled up.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at the bickering. “What’s going on with you two?”

      “Addix is at the limit of her endurance,” Izanami complained. “Yet she refuses to rest.”

      “Because we are in the middle of a search and rescue!” Addix retorted.

      Bethany Anne cut across them both. Enough. Rest, Addix. Izanami can search without you.

      She dropped the link and returned to find Michael was all but done stripping the vault of information. “That was fast.”

      Michael flashed a smile as he picked up one of the boxes. “I couldn’t miss your conversation with Addix and Izanami. I thought you would appreciate it if we could leave immediately.”

      Bethany Anne grabbed the other box and stacked it on top of Michael’s. “You guessed right. I want to get those chips to the Baba Yaga soonest. No room for error that way. Meet back at Bor’Dane’s house after I’m done. There’s something I want to talk about.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “Something to be concerned about?”

      Bethany Anne recalled that emotionless stare again. “It will wait until we’re sure everything is going to be okay here when we leave.”
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      Qu’Baka, Jungle

      Addix glared at Izanami when Bethany Anne dropped the link. “That’s just great. Now what are we supposed to do? If I stop to sleep, Demon could be lost forever.”

      “The search will have to continue while you rest, as my Empress commanded,” Izanami told her firmly. “You will be of no use to Demon if you collapse from exhaustion.”

      Addix hesitated, hearing the sense in Izanami’s argument. “Fine. I will just stay here and sleep while you flutter off to who-knows-where.”

      Izanami dissolved into a shower of golden sparkles and shot off through the jungle without another word.

      Addix stared after her a moment before setting off, her mandibles opening and closing in annoyance. “I should have stuck to being a tutor. It beat slogging through this jungle. Where that cat is heading is a mystery.”

      Izanami sighed. It will be a solved mystery since I’m leaving a trail for you to follow.

      Addix blinked away the golden sparks that danced into her vision. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She wove herself a hammock with the vines and climbed in reluctantly as the sparkles settled on the leaves around her. “Don’t forget to wake me if you find Demon.”

      As if I would, Izanami replied. Sleep well.
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        * * *

      

      Addix woke suddenly, almost falling out of her makeshift hammock. It took a moment for her to clear the confusion of waking up in a strange place before she recalled why she was there. “Izanami?”

      You are awake.

      “How long was I asleep?”

      Six hours, Izanami informed her. I am getting close. I am detecting a feline scent. However, the DNA I have found deposited in the scent markers belongs, impossibly, to a cat from the genus Smilodontini in the Machairodontinae family. She paused when Addix didn’t react to the information. Demon’s rival is a sabretooth tiger.

      Addix felt cold inside. “That is not good. Is there a chance you’ve made a mistake?”

      No, Izanami confirmed. I double-checked, and the closest match is with a fossilized sample from the Earth archives.

      Addix spotted a few sparkles in the air and set off in that direction. She knew little about feline ways, but if Demon’s territorial nature was anything to go by it was likely this male had taken exception to the intrusion. “Demon might be injured if she’s been fighting.”

      Izanami didn’t voice her fear of the situation being much worse. Demon’s scent is here, but fainter than the male cat’s. Follow the trail I left you.

      “That’s the plan,” Addix replied softly. “Keep trying her chip. I’ll get to you eventually.”

      Just wait until I get my hands on her, Izanami promised with vehemence driven by worry. There was nothing in our agreement about her keeping her neural chip switched off.

      Addix continued her careful progress through the canopy, her eyes peeled for the trail of golden particles Izanami had left for her to follow. It was too tempting to blast the vines with what little Etheric ability she had. However, she restrained herself from expending her precious energy.

      It wouldn’t do to require another nap in the middle of rescuing Demon from whatever situation they found her in.

      Addix had her ways that didn’t involve throwing Etheric energy around. Mostly they involved a fair amount of cursing and a determination to avoid getting tangled in the vines. Still, progress was difficult, and the only light in the canopy came from Izanami’s trail of sparkles.

      Izanami spoke up around an hour later. Addix. I have Demon’s location.

      Addix stumbled, distracted. “Is she…”

      She’s alive and uninjured, Izanami assured her. As far as I can tell.

      Addix sliced the vine that snarled her back leg in her distraction. “How far away am I?”

      Around three kilometers, Izanami replied.

      Addix put on an extra burst of speed, using her arms and all four of her legs to eat up the distance between them. “Wait for me.”

      Izanami’s trail let out at a chasm.

      Addix emerged from the canopy at the craggy wound in the ground and headed for the slight glow that indicated Izanami’s position in a stand of crooked trees.

      Izanami pointed into the chasm as Addix arrived by her side. “They’re down there.”

      “They?” Addix peered over the edge, seeing a rough path leading to a ledge partway down the jagged rockface. “What is that, a cave?”

      Izanami lifted her hands. “It appears we did not read the situation correctly. Demon is inside the cave with the male cat.”

      Addix’s mandibles rippled in surprise as Izanami’s meaning became clear. “Ah.” She sat down on the grass and tucked her legs under her body. “That changes things.”

      Izanami tilted her head. “Are we supposed to wait for them to come out?”

      Addix shook her head. “Demon, come up here, please.”

      I don’t think I will, Demon replied. Why are you here?

      “We are here because you switched your neural chip off,” Izanami chastised. “Believe me, it would have been our first choice to call, had it been an option.”

      Well, you found me. You can go now.

      Izanami let out a snort of disbelief. “I don’t think so.” She swept down the path and was at the cave entrance in a matter of moments. “Get your hide out here, you impossible creature! This was not part of our deal.”

      A low, rumbling growl echoed from the cave.

      I wouldn’t annoy my companion, Demon drawled. He’s rather protective of me.

      Addix scrambled after Izanami, half her attention on the enormous, long-fanged cat that appeared at the mouth of the cave and the rest on not missing her step and dying horribly in the lake of lava at the bottom of the chasm.

      Izanami’s aura darkened to match her growing temper. She dissolved into golden sparkles and moved to flow around the cat, unperturbed by his posturing. “I’ve called for a transport Pod. We’re taking you back to the Baba Ya—”

      Addix screeched when the male cat lashed out with one enormous paw and batted Izanami’s hard light projector into the rock.

      Demon dashed to the mouth of the cave just in time to see the HLP drive hit the rock and fall. She turned her amber gaze on the male. That was not a smart decision.

      Addix picked up the drive, unable to miss the flicker in Izanami’s avatar as she did. “How severe is the damage?”

      Izanami’s avatar continued to flicker erratically. “Bad enough. The drive itself is intact. As you can see, I’m still here. However, the cat damaged a part of the shell, and one of the thruster bearings. I’m immobile, unless what I want is to go in endless circles. I’m withdrawing to the Baba Yaga. Wait here for pickup.” Her avatar winked out without any of the usual grace.

      Addix secured the damaged HLP drive in an empty pouch on her belt and fixed Demon with a hard expression. “No more arguments. You will get on the Pod when it arrives, and you will pay for repairs to the damage your companion caused Izanami.”

      The male snarled again and dropped into a low crouch, announcing his intention to pounce if Addix came any closer to Demon.

      Demon hissed at him. Addix is a friend. Still your instincts. You have already jeopardized your chances of being permitted to leave with me.

      Addix’s mandibles rippled in surprise when the male cat settled his hindquarters on the ground. “He can understand you?”

      Demon left the cave mouth and padded over to Addix. Yes. He’s not from around here. I’ve been able to work that much out.

      The male yawned, rolling his head to ensure Addix got a good look at his exposed fangs.

      Addix suddenly understood why humans rolled their eyes. “You are as vain as she is,” she told the male cat, pointing at Demon.

      She glanced up when the transport Pod came into sight. “You can’t stay here.”

      Demon looked at her mate. I know, but I am reluctant to leave without him.

      Addix sighed. “Trust you to complicate things. You know what you have to do. It’s not my decision to make.”

      Demon wrinkled her nose. How angry is Michael?

      Addix lifted her hands as she turned carefully to head up the path. “He wasn’t impressed, but I’m guessing you don’t need me to tell you that.”

      Demon flashed her fangs at Addix’s back, then went over to sit by her mate. I have to speak to my humans.

      He tilted his head, understanding in his eyes.

      You are familiar with their ways? Demon was intrigued. This would be much easier if you could talk.

      He chuffed in agreement, then lifted his head to look pointedly at the Pod.

      Demon bumped him with her face. Very well. I will ask.

      She concentrated and reactivated her neural chip. There was a brief wait while her connection was restored, then the option to speak to her humans became available. Michael?

      Her nerves crackled in the endless seconds before he replied.

      Demon. Why do you sound like a cat who is about to ask a favor, not a cat who is filled with remorse for the trouble her thoughtless actions have caused?

      Demon pinned her hopes on Michael being amused. Because I am? Filled with remorse, of course. It was wrong to come here without permission.

      But? Michael inquired. I hear one of those in your apology.

      Demon sniffed. I am still apologizing. I did not understand until a few days ago that it was not something I have been searching for, but someone.

      Michael’s tone softened slightly. I take it you found this “someone?”

      Demon had no higher power to plead with. I did—another cat. I wish to take him back to Devon. He wishes to come with me.

      There was a pause, then Michael’s deep laughter rang out. Why do you think he would not be welcome?

      Demon hesitated. He took exception to Izanami’s attitude toward me and broke her hard light drive. I’m going to get it fixed for her, she assured him quickly, wincing internally.

      Addix’s voice came from the top of the chasm. “Demon, I’m not going to keep this Pod waiting all day.”

      Get aboard the Pod, Michael instructed. I will decide when you arrive at the Citadel.

      

      Citadel, Middle Ring, Bor’Dane’s House

      Gabrielle cursed at the acrid odor clinging to her damp hair. “We are not walking through the jungle again. It’s baked in! I smell like death took a shit in my hair!”

      Eric grinned as he settled back on the bed. “That’s okay. It’ll wash out eventually, right? Besides, I think the skunk-thing was more frightened by us than we were by him.”

      Gabrielle strode out of the bathroom, diverting to punch Eric in the arm. “Not funny. I noticed you got out of the way fast enough when the damned creature fired its stink at us. I’m going to take another shower.”

      Eric rubbed his bicep, laughing to cover the pain. “I could help you wash it again.”

      “You could.” Gabrielle tied the offending locks out of her way and rummaged through her belongings for a change of clothing. “But you’re not. I will be glad to get home to the Guardian.”

      Eric chuckled softly at her reference to the station as home. “Do you think we’ll ever get to go home home?”

      “To Earth?” Gabrielle’s reply was interrupted by a ground-shaking explosion. She stared at Eric for a split second, then dropped everything on the bed. “Attack!”

      Eric was on his feet before the tremor had finished rattling the house. “Outside.”

      Gabrielle manifested an energy ball and sent it at the picture window she’d admired upon arriving in the room. “No time for the stairs.”

      They grabbed their weapons and jumped.

      Michael and John ran past as Eric and Gabrielle landed in the shrubbery below.

      Michael pointed at the open area by the gatehouse. “Bethany Anne sent a Pod. ETA, one minute.”

      He didn’t stop to make any further conversation. Neither did John until they were all aboard the transport Pod and on their way to the Baba Yaga.

      “What’s going on?” Gabrielle gripped her seat as the Pod darted through falling chunks of rock.

      “There’s an attack coming from the surface,” Michael replied, his attention on the impossibly small hole in the roof in the world that the Pod was aiming to exit through. “Hold on tight, we don’t have time to waste.”

      The hole grew in their vision as the Pod hurtled closer. They breathed a sigh of relief when the Pod scraped through and the rain of rock was replaced by driving snow.

      Bethany Anne appeared on the screen as they broke the surface, fury riding her face in bright red lines that bled out from her eyes and lit her skin. “Fucking Ooken. They found us.”

      John snarled, “Yeah, well, they’re gonna regret it when we find them and blow them to kingdom come.”

      “Michael, I need you on the bridge. John, Gabrielle, Eric, you know what to do.” Bethany Anne vanished from the viewscreen, replaced by the open door of Transport Bay Two.

      Michael left for the primary bridge immediately on arriving after wishing them luck.

      Gabrielle took the lead when they split up to board their ships. She connected with the Cambridge’s systems on entering the bridge. She slid into her captain’s chair and activated the HLP drive in the headrest.

      The wraparound display burst into existence around Gabrielle’s headrest. It was usual for her to retain control of the primary systems when she was aboard. However, in a battle situation, she trusted her AI to take care of things like cloaking and navigation while she focused on pounding ten tons of crap out of the enemy.

      Gabrielle’s eyes flickered as she configured her weapons setup. The HLP manifested twin controllers in her chair arms, which she grabbed as her ship left the Baba Yaga and shot out into space.

      “Are you getting this?” She bared her teeth at the explosion of red triangles that marked enemy Gate signatures in her HUD.

      “Damned party crashers,” Eric complained as he peeled off.

      Gabrielle frowned. “I know, right? How rude.” Her eyes flickered again, and the weapons locked on her first target. “Let’s see what we can do about that.”

      John grunted in satisfaction at his aim. His EMP-puck struck the nose of the ship, leaving it stranded halfway through the Gate. “There’s only one thing to do with unwanted guests,” he deadpanned.

      Gabrielle grinned. “Yeah. Kick them out and slam the door behind them.” She fired two Etheric-enabled missiles, and a few seconds later, the Gate collapsed in on itself, leaving a portion of the Ooken ship free-floating in the nothing.

      Eric whooped as his target went down. “We could keep this up all day. There doesn’t look to be any shortage of intruder ass to eject.”

      There was a tug at the back of Gabrielle’s awareness, no more than a slight sense of something being out of place. She reached out to Bethany Anne in the mindspace. Did you feel that?

      Bethany Anne's reply was a moment in coming. There’s some weird shit going on in the Etheric. I need to take care of it. You guys just make sure no Ooken get down to the Citadel.

      You can count on us, Gabrielle assured the already empty mindspace.
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Primary Bridge

      Bethany Anne felt the Etheric tear in the split second she dropped the connection to Gabrielle.

      Michael spoke into her mind, forestalling the state of shock before it had a chance to set in. I’m on my way. What are you seeing?

      Bethany Anne couldn’t tear her gaze from the viewscreen. An Etheric storm. It’s huge. Beyond anything we’ve encountered outside of the storm wall.

      Blinding light accompanied the inconceivably large energy expenditure that exploded outward from the jagged rent in the velvet backdrop of space.

      For a moment, Bethany Anne could only stare openmouthed at the darkly shining energy that spewed from the rift.

      Gravity would not be disobeyed, evidenced by what happened next. The storm energy met the physics of their plane, and everything in the path of the all-consuming gravitational wave was thrown outward—including the Baba Yaga.

      The only indication the Baba Yaga was spinning ass over axis was the backdrop of space hurtling by on the viewscreen and the blaring of alarms as the ship was flung to the far edge of the system.

      “IZANAMI! DO SOMETHING!” Bethany Anne screamed.

      “I’m doing everything I can!” Izanami yelled from the speaker.

      They were saved from a collision with the outermost planet’s debris field only by Izanami’s fast action.

      The thundering in Bethany Anne’s chest abated when the image on the viewscreen jerked, then stabilized.

      The whole thing had taken less than fifteen seconds.

      A shudder ran down Bethany Anne’s spine at the nearness of their escape as Izanami made the maneuver to put the ship back on a trajectory for Qu’Baka.

      Michael arrived in the elevator. “The car lost power. I was stuck for a moment,” he told Bethany Anne as he came to stand beside her. “That is…”

      Bethany Anne slipped her hand into Michael’s. “Huge.” He sounded as shaken as she felt. “We just learned what it’s like to have someone walk an Etheric storm into our backyard.”

      Michael squeezed Bethany Anne’s hand lightly. “You think the Seven have something to do with this?”

      Bethany Anne looked up at him. “You don’t? I can hardly accept it as coincidence. No, this smacks too much of payback for my liking. It has to be the work of whoever hijacked the Judkah’s body after I killed him.”

      Michael growled in consternation. “We were too busy diverting the outbreak of war to follow it up right away.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “I’m just glad I got that chest safe. We have to close that rift before anything else.”

      Izanami appeared by the HLP projector. “That isn’t our immediate concern, I’m afraid. Qu’Baka is destabilizing. The rift is tearing the core apart.”

      “Won’t that be solved when we seal the rift?” Michael asked.

      Izanami shook her head. “The reaction has already begun. It is too late to do anything except save as many lives as we can.”

      Bethany Anne knew indecision would put her in the same situation as the planet. She closed her eyes briefly, focusing on what she could do in the moment. “Michael, get Gabrielle back here. Izanami, inform Captain Jameson he is to coordinate an evacuation of the Citadel, and put Mahi’ onscreen.”

      Mahi’ appeared on a shaky feed that bobbed up and down to keep her in the frame as she ran. “I’m glad to see you, but this is not the best time.”

      “That’s why I’m calling.” Bethany Anne had to shout to be heard over the chaos in the background of the feed. “The Seven have attacked the planet and you need to get ready to leave. All of you.”

      Mahi’ stopped dead. “I know we’re under attack. There are Ooken here. There’s been a quake in the outer ring, and we’re heading out to rescue the people trapped out there.”

      “Mahi’, no. It’s more than a ground attack.” Bethany Anne filled Mahi’ in on the situation with the planet’s core.

      Mahi’ listened in shocked silence, her anger beyond expression. “This Kurtherian thinks to take our home as revenge?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “More than that. They intended to take your lives as well. There’s nothing we can do but evacuate to Devon for now. I’m sending the Baba Yaga to defend the Citadel while you get everyone aboard. Make sure Captain Jameson is able to enter by the front gate.”

      Mahi’ started running again. “I’ll make sure. Bor’Dane will be there. I have people to save.”

      

      Qu’Baka, Jungle, Transport Pod

      The cats became agitated just before the Pod’s EI issued another quake warning.

      Demon snarled, It’s a big one.

      Addix could only hope the Citadel was still in one piece when they made it there. She had been tracking the tremors since the roof above them had begun dropping parts of itself unexpectedly, and they looked to be localized to this part of the planet.

      She made an attempt to soothe the cats. “The Pod’s shielding will protect us. I’m more concerned about what we’ll find when we get to the Citadel.”

      Demon’s eyes darted to the viewscreen. What was that? I saw something that shouldn’t be in the jungle.

      Addix zoomed in on the viewscreen and saw the unmistakable flash of blue in the canopy below. She jumped to her feet, unable to believe her eyes. “How are there Ooken here?”

      Demon tilted her head, her liquid gaze remaining on the screen. I have yet to encounter the Ooken. Are they so fierce?

      “Take a look for yourself. I need to tell Bethany Anne about this.” Addix opened an audio channel to inform Bethany Anne but got Michael instead. “There are Ooken approaching the Citadel,” she told him without preamble.

      Michael’s reply was tense. “We are under attack by one of the Seven. Bethany Anne and I are somewhat tied up right now. How far are you from the Citadel? They’re evacuating, but someone can come for you if you’re in a tight spot.”

      “Evacuation?” Addix glanced at the cats, pondering the wisdom of taking them into an emergency situation. “The quakes are getting worse.”

      “Yes,” Michael confirmed. “The attack is causing them. The planet will break apart, and there is nothing we can do about it.”

      Addix’s mandibles fell open in horror. “All those people! What can I do?” she asked. “We’re not that far out from the Citadel now.”

      “Go to these coordinates. Assist Mahi’ however you can,” Michael instructed. “I’ll inform her about the Ooken, and that you will be with her shortly. Good luck.”

      Addix gave the received coordinates to the EI. “The same to you and Bethany Anne,” she replied before signing off.

      The Pod altered its trajectory slightly when the Baba Yaga came into sight above the Citadel.

      What should I do? Demon asked.

      “Go straight to the Baba Yaga.” Addix included the new cat in her orders. “Both of you. It’s too dangerous for you on the ground. One of you could easily be killed.”

      Demon didn’t much want to go into the Citadel anyway. That is fine by me.

      Mahi’ and the male Bakas she was with met the Pod as it touched down in one of the outer courtyards of the royal complex.

      Addix saw the cats into the care of a passing Guardian before anything else. “Straight to the Baba Yaga,” she repeated as they sauntered away from the Pod.

      Mahi’ left her companions and hurried over. “Addix! A Pod is just what we need! Inside, quickly.”

      Addix did as Mahi’ asked, hearing the urgency in her voice. “What’s the emergency?”

      “There are people stranded by the quake,” Mahi’ replied. She waved to the younger of the two males as the Pod took off. “Go with Bor’Dane, and help him get our people to the Empress’ ship.”

      “Be careful,” he called. “I only just got you back!”

      The rest was lost to the wind as the Pod shot into the air.

      “Where are we going?” Addix asked.

      Mahi’ waved in a southeasterly direction. “The foundry in the outer ring. The workers are trapped inside by a cave-in. How many can this Pod hold?”

      “As many as we can fit in. This is an emergency.” Addix recalled the reason for her panic. “There are Ooken outside the Citadel,” she told Mahi’, although she knew as she spoke that it was old news to her.

      “There will be Ooken inside the Citadel soon enough,” Mahi’ replied, her tone stoic. “Qu’Baka is in its death throes. They can have it. All that matters is surviving as a people to mourn the loss of our planet.” The strong words did little to hide the anger and grief behind them.

      Addix found herself at a loss as to how to reply in the face of Mahi’s pragmatism. “Your people are lucky they have you to lead them out of this time of hardship.”

      Mahi’ patted Addix’s shoulder. “We’ll start with getting them out of the Citadel. What comes next isn’t important if we’re not there to live it.”

      Addix nodded.

      The humidity outside the Pod fell sharply as they passed beneath a section of the Citadel that was open to the surface. Visibility dropped to virtually zero as they were swallowed by the snow pouring in from above.

      Mahi’ barely held herself in check. Conditions got poorer the farther they got from the cover of the Baba Yaga.

      The cave-in at the foundry was worse than either of them had imagined.

      Mahi’ let out a low moan as the partially-crushed building came into sight through the blizzard. The entire area was blanketed in snow except for the burning lake around the front end of the building, which was entirely buried under a slab of crushed rock the size of a small town. “The heat exchanger has failed.”

      Addix assumed the heat exchanger was responsible for the steadily rising lava that was oozing from somewhere in the foundry to pool around the site. “We need to find a way in, preferably one that is close to the people we’re here to rescue. Do we know how many are in there?”

      Mahi’ was already working to hurry the scans along. “Yes. Scans show thirty-eight living beings. They’re in a storage room on the first floor.”

      Addix had doubts about getting that many out in one trip. They weren’t going to be left with much choice if they didn’t act soon.

      She pointed at the side of the building where it was melting into the lava. “Which is going to be the ground floor in a matter of minutes. We can’t get in from this side, not without flooding what’s left of the building with lava. Can we get them to move?”

      “They have a holo with them.” Mahi’ looked at the scan data and pointed out a route to Addix. “I can see a possible way to get to them if they can get to this room. We have to go outside the walls and break through somehow.”

      Addix sighed. She had strong feelings about going into the Ooken-infested jungle for any reason, much less bundling a group of freshly rescued civilians through there. “You’ve got a Jean Dukes weapon, right?”

      Mahi’ nodded and lifted her outer robe to show Addix the pistol holstered at her hip. “I have an older model. Does the Pod have weapons? We could shoot the wall out.”

      Addix reconciled herself to not having much choice in the matter. “No need. I can take care of the wall. You concentrate on making sure no Ooken sneak up on us.”

      

      QBS Cambridge, Cargo Bay

      Gabrielle wrinkled her nose at Bethany Anne. “Are you sure you don’t want a cushion or something? You’ll get ass grapes sitting on the cold floor like that.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and shook her head as she arranged her body into her accustomed meditation pose. “I’m good. Want to go through it one more time?”

      Gabrielle looked askance at Bethany Anne and checked off on her fingers. “You and Michael are going to work from here to close the rift. I’m going to guard and obliterate anything that comes through. John and Eric are going to mop up any Ooken that survived the blast wave. Everyone else is getting the Bakas aboard the Baba Yaga before Qu’Baka shakes itself to pieces. That about cover it?”

      “One more thing,” Michael supplied as he entered the cargo bay. “Addix is on her way to assist Mahi’. Demon has been found safe.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Why didn’t Izanami tell us that while we were aboard the Baba Yaga?”

      Michael smiled. “It appears that Demon’s odd behavior of late was due to the call of nature.” His smile widened at Bethany Anne’s and Gabrielle’s blank looks. He sat cross-legged opposite Bethany Anne. “She had need of some feline company, which she found here on Qu’Baka. Izanami is likely embarrassed she startled the new cat into damaging her HLP drive.”

      Bethany Anne slapped the floor in frustration. “I’m not going to hold the cat responsible. That AI needs to think before she acts. Another thing I need to take care of when we get back to Devon.”

      Gabrielle turned back on her way to the door. “No rest for the wicked.”

      Michael snickered softly. “Even less for the sainted. How about we show that Kurtherian the true meaning of payback?”

      Bethany Anne placed her hands on her knees palms up and closed her eyes. “Nothing would please me more. There’s fuckery to spread, and I’m the bitch holding the knife.”

      Calm descended as she breathed away her attachments. The war, the dying planet, all her cares and worries, released on the exhale.

      She left on her next breath, leaving her body behind while her mind soared into the Etheric.

      Michael joined her a moment later and they faced the rift together.

      With perfect clarity, Bethany Anne saw the gaping hole in reality for what it was—unfettered energy set loose to lash the fabric of existence without anything to guide or control it.

      Michael felt Bethany Anne’s anger rise. He abandoned his inspection of the tear suspended impossibly in the near distance to put an arm around her shoulders.

      “They opened the door and ran,” Bethany Anne ground out as she put the pieces together. “There was never any intention of controlling the storm. The soulless bastards aimed to cause as much destruction as they could, nothing more.”

      Michael had figured as much when the initial shock hadn’t been followed immediately by an attack. “How do you suggest we seal it?”

      Bethany Anne raised her hands in the direction of the rift and called the fractured energy as she walked a few steps closer. “Imagine this was a tear in a piece of fabric. Each thread would have to be reconnected to put it back to how it was. Watch me.”

      Michael saw the mist around Bethany Anne first slow its manic rush toward the rift and then reverse direction. He joined his effort to hers, and the affected area spread outward rapidly until one corner of the rift was cleared of excess energy for a second.

      Bethany Anne was ready. She grasped the fragmented energy and overlaid her will to mold it back together, grateful to TOM for skipping the blow-by-blow of the damage she was accruing for her monster effort.

      It wasn’t working. The energy fell apart spectacularly the moment she released it. The rift remained open, causing untold damage to Bethany Anne’s universe.

      Even worse, it appeared to be expanding.

      Bethany Anne held on tightly to the rest of the energy she had gathered, reluctant to release it and add to the growing problem. “What am I missing?”

      Michael touched Bethany Anne’s mind. Remember, you are not alone.

      Bethany Anne’s frustration spilled over. I would like five minutes alone with the evil that opened this rift. How are we supposed to seal it when this energy is…well, broken? She flexed her hands and released the pent-up Etheric energy from her palms in two bright bursts of flame that scattered the churning mists.

      Michael tilted his head in consideration. “What about that energy? It looked fine to me. Did you do something to it?”

      “No?” Bethany Anne looked at her hands, then at Michael. A slow smile spread as she realized the difference was her. “You are a fucking genius.” She grabbed Michael’s face in both hands and kissed him soundly before running in the direction of the rift. “Get back to the other side,” she called back over her shoulder. “I don’t want you getting stuck here.”

      Michael did no such thing. He raced after Bethany Anne. “What are you planning to do?”

      Bethany Anne flung an arm toward the rift without stopping. “I have to run the energy through my body to repair it. It’s the only way to close the rift.”

      Michael caught up with Bethany Anne and grabbed her arm, bringing them both to a sharp halt. “You want to what?”

      Bethany Anne shook Michael’s hand off and fixed him with a frown. “I know you heard me just fine. This isn’t a simple storm. It’s a wound in reality, and I’m the only one who has the power to heal it.”

      Michael tensed, seeing that she wouldn’t be moved. “What if you don’t survive? You can’t expect me to leave you to walk into what could be your death.”

      Bethany Anne put her hand to Michael’s cheek. “Then I don’t survive. But you will, and our children will.” A single tear escaped and ran down her face, capturing the light of the rift. “That’s all that matters. Go to the other side, Michael. Don’t make this more difficult than it already is.”

      Michael pulled Bethany Anne close and held her wordlessly. They stood that way for an endless moment before Bethany Anne released him with an almost inaudible sigh.

      Michael smiled sadly. “If only for the sake of our children, I’m not going to argue. Just don’t lose yourself in there.”

      “I won’t die,” Bethany Anne promised. “And if I get lost, I fully expect you to find a way to bring me back.”
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      Qu’Baka, Citadel, Outer Ring

      Addix locked her legs to secure her balance in the Pod door and hoped like hell she didn’t get blown to pieces for trying to be clever. “Here goes.”

      Mahi’ peered nervously around the chair she was using as cover. “Are you sure this is wise?”

      Addix concentrated on opening the Etheric over her palm. “Trust me, we want to save our ammunition in case the Ooken show up.”

      Mahi’ nodded. “I’m not going to disagree. It would have been better to bring a few warriors with us.” She spoke to the Bakas inside, instructing them to get back.

      “That would mean even less room for the rescued people.” Addix’s mandibles twitched in triumph when her effort to manifest an energy ball came to fruition. “As it is, the strongest will have to walk while the injured take the first trip back in the Pod. Take cover.”

      Mahi’ ducked behind the chair when Addix flung the energy at the wall.

      Her skills with the Etheric were crude, but the resulting outward explosion of rock was adequate for the purpose. The workers came forward as the dust settled. Their shock was compounded by the Ixtali swinging from the open Pod with smoke coming from her hand.

      “Stand back,” Mahi’ instructed again. “We’re going to get you out of there.”

      “Bring the Pod in closer,” Addix called to Mahi’. “Keep us steady.” She took the cartridge gun from the Pod’s emergency kit and loaded it with an expanding foam cartridge, then took aim at the edge of the hole in the wall.

      A stream of yellow-green foam shot from the barrel and attached itself to the crumbled stone. Addix jerked her wrist and the free end of the foam snake drooped to the ground. It expanded rapidly, the weight pulling it down as it doubled in length, then doubled again in width, forming a makeshift slide.

      “Wait for a minute,” Addix cautioned. “It has to set.”

      Addix waved the foundry workers on when the slide was ready, then Mahi’ took the Pod to wait on the ground while they made their way down the slide one at a time.

      Mahi’ rushed to assist the elderly female who was the first to set foot on the ground.

      She stared at Mahi’ in wonder. “Your Highness, it cannot be!”

      Mahi’ brushed off the attention. “No need for that. Let’s get you into the Pod, Auntie.”

      The female smiled dazedly at the honorific. “My name is Sa’Mera,” she told Mahi’, turning distractedly when a male came over to take her elbow. “This is Fi’Aren.”

      Fi’Aren nodded, similarly blown away by the identity of their rescuer. “Thank you for saving us.”

      Mahi’ smiled, shaking her head. “No need for thanks. We’re not out of danger yet.”

      “There’s not much time,” Addix cut in as she returned from the Pod. “We have to move since we’ve attracted attention. I’ve programmed the Pod to make two trips. We need to get as many people aboard as we can and get everyone else back behind the wall.”

      Sa’Mera gripped Fi’Aren to stabilize herself. “There’s a gate a kilometer to the west of here. We should get going.”

      Fi’Aren pointed at the Pod. “You are going on the first trip. Everyone needs you to be their strength.”

      The Pod took off with the elderly and the injured a short time after, leaving Addix, Mahi’, and the sturdier Bakas to find a path back into the Citadel and locate a relatively safe place to wait for the Pod’s return.

      The group made their way west, sticking close to the Citadel wall.

      Addix stayed at the periphery of the group as they traveled. Mahi’ was at the head of the group. Addix kept herself clear to defend when the Ooken found them. There was no if—she heard them closing in, drawn by the noise of the rescue.

      Once the Ooken came upon the foundry, it was just a matter of how long it took to follow the trail left by the group.

      There was a tense moment when they came within sight of their goal and discovered the wall was still intact, and the gate barred and locked from the inside.

      Addix inspected the featureless slab of metal and turned to Mahi' with her mandibles clicking in dismay. “There’s no way to open it.”

      “There should be someone here!” one of the workers called.

      Another laughed coldly. “Those traitors got out if they knew what was good for them.”

      Fi'Aren took to pounding on the gate with his fists. “I would not abandon my post.”

      Addix listened to the bickering with growing annoyance. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” She rose to her full height. “Everyone, shut up and move!”

      She frowned at the conundrum, her heart rate rising as the severity of the situation gripped her. “The Ooken are coming. Every one of us is going to die if we don’t get that gate open.”

      Her words had the intended effect.

      The people stilled their arguments and cleared the space around the gate while Addix set her Jean Dukes Special to level two. “I don’t want to destroy it,” she explained when Mahi' looked at the weapon skeptically.

      Mahi' averted her eyes as Addix fired. The gate shuddered but remained intact.

      Addix swept a hand toward the gate. “All yours.”

      Mahi’ grinned. “My pleasure.” She lifted the hem of her robe and set her stance, then whirled to meet the gate with the sole of her right foot.

      The gate clanged open, falling off one of its hinges to sit askew against the rock.

      Everyone froze when a screech sounded nearby.

      Addix cringed as her worst fears became a reality. “Get inside,” she yelled. “Quickly!”

      “Scatter!” Mahi’ added as the workers dashed through the hole. “Get to the highest place you can find and wait for the Pod.”

      Addix and Mahi’ waited on tenterhooks for the attack to come.

      The first Ooken broke out of the jungle tentacles-first.

      Addix fired, to no effect. “Shit!”

      Mahi' had her back. She took the Ooken down with three well-placed shots. “Dial it back up!” she roared over the screeching.

      Addix growled at her forgetfulness and thumbed the dial without looking to see where she’d set it.

      There were more Ooken incoming. Addix skittered back toward the wall, pulling Mahi' along with her. “We need a better position. Here, take this.” She held out her emergency weapon. “I’d give you my JD but you need both hands intact.”

      Mahi' accepted Addix’s offering, her eyes searching the tree line for the unnatural blue that heralded the Ooken. “Defend the gate or let them in and pick them off?”

      Addix considered their options. “Defend the gate. Give the people a chance to get safe.” She activated the emergency beacon in her neural chip, sending an SOS to Izanami.

      Izanami spoke up immediately. Addix, what danger are you in?

      Me, Mahi’, and twenty-plus civilians, Addix told her quickly. We need a pickup, preferably before we’re overrun by Ooken.

      I’m sending— The rest of Izanami’s reply was swallowed by a grinding tremor. Addix exchanged glances with Mahi’ as a massive chunk of the roof crashed down a few hundred feet away, flattening a large section of the jungle.

      “We have to move,” Addix told Mahi' as snow began falling around them. “We can’t defend from here.”

      Mahi' ran for the gate. “There will be stairs on the other side of the wall.”

      Addix glanced at the trees before following at a run. She caught up with Mahi' on the stairs as another screech cut the air. “Hurry!”

      They reached the top of the wall out of breath. Addix screamed her frustration as she slipped on the rapidly freezing slush. “Izanami is sending help,” she shouted to be heard over the rumbling of the planet. “We only have to hold the Ooken off until they get here.”

      “Split up,” Mahi’ yelled in response, waving an arm to indicate Addix go right. “They’re coming from everywhere!”

      Addix dashed to the edge of the wall and saw that Mahi' wasn’t exaggerating. The jungle was being torn to splinters by the Ooken. She stared for a moment at the blank spaces left behind by their progress—a portent of the devastation headed their way.

      There was movement to her left as another Baka came onto the wall with them.

      Addix cursed when she picked out the features of Fi’Aren. There was no way she could get him to safety and get back before the Ooken made it out of the jungle.

      She looked around frantically, half-expecting to see the rest of the workers they’d rescued risking their necks in some foolhardy show of bravery.

      Addix spotted the group watching from a nearby rooftop. They were safe. She turned on Fi’Aren. “Get out of here!” she ordered roughly.

      Fi’Aren laughed. “I’ll fight!” He waved the guns he’d gotten from who-knew-where, then turned to face the jungle as the Ooken broke the tree line, both figuratively and literally.

      Scores of them emerged, slithering and crawling around and over broken trees and flattened shrubbery. They churned up the ground, intent on getting to the Citadel wall.

      Addix winced at the unexpected kickback when she started shooting. Fi’Aren would have to take care of himself for the moment.

      The Ooken closed the distance despite the continuous losses they were taking.

      Addix leaned over the edge to dislodge an Ooken scaling the wall. She increased the grip she had on the wall, wedging her feet tighter into the spaces between the stones to hold her while she pivoted her upper body to take the shot.

      The Ooken dropped to the ground, knocking the one beneath it off the wall.

      More Ooken swarmed the base of the wall to replace the ones Addix and Mahi’ had just gone to the effort of removing. They crawled over the corpses of the fallen, disregarding the death awaiting them at the top of the wall.

      Mahi’ tossed the empty backup weapon to the side as she ran to Addix’s position. “There are too many! We have to move to better ground.”

      Addix righted herself and looked around for Fi’Aren. “One of your people was here.”

      Mahi’ snarled in annoyance. “I saw. We’ll find him on the way.”

      Addix glanced at the Ooken and nodded. “I can stall them while we get clear. Find Fi’Aren and run. I’ll find you.”

      Mahi’ darted in the direction they’d last seen Fi’Aren.

      Addix turned back to the Ooken and steadied herself for a huge drain on her energy. The snow clouds above were her only weapon, and whatever practice she’d had in the Vid-docs was all she had to pull off this crazy idea.

      “Well, if Michael can do it…” she muttered as she reached for the Etheric. “Here goes something.” She sent the stream of Etheric energy up and forced it to agitate the electrical energy within the clouds.

      Another chunk of the roof collapsed in the near distance but Addix paid no attention, too caught up in massaging the lightning into being.

      The first strike hit just inches from her position.

      “I am…not in control of thiiis!”

      All she could do was hope it didn’t get out of hand.
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      She called the lightning down, finding that it wanted to be used once it had been created, even though she had no say in where it struck—which wasn’t an issue because the Ooken were everywhere.

      The air became thick with the stench of melted flesh as Addix drove them back, praying silently that Mahi’ was safe inside the Citadel.

      There was an almighty crash when another section of the roof caved in above the wall, crushing it on impact.

      Addix dropped the lightning and darted for the stairs when the Ooken turned like the tide toward the breach. “Izanami, where’s our extraction?” she yelled between breaths.

      Five minutes, the reply came.

      Addix looked left and right, searching for any sign of Mahi’ in the blizzard. “We might not have five minutes.”

      

      The Etheric, Inside the Rift

      Bethany Anne watched it all.

      Her hair whipped around her metaphysical body, which was suspended in the center of the rift. She was stretched out flat, her arms and legs held stiff by the energy thundering through her.

      There was no sound. The song of the Etheric had deafened her until TOM had sealed her ears to give them a chance to heal.

      Bethany Anne watched swirling images form and dissolve as the repaired energy sought its function within her mind. High Tortuga, safe and at peace. Devon, her children inside their Vid-docs, and the people living in blissful ignorance of what they were being sheltered from.

      All of this went by in silence.

      There was a flash, too brief for Bethany Anne to see more than a glimpse of many pairs of red eyes.

      She realized she was seeing the possibility of the energy when her perception panned out and the vision shifted. Had she just seen the past, or a future not yet lived? Before the thought had formed in her mind, the image was gone, replaced by two fleets on a collision course.

      Bethany Anne knew with certainty at that moment that she could be present in any of those places if she willed it.

      Don’t! TOM’s voice was distant. You’ll be separated from your body!

      Bethany Anne barely heard him. She was dancing on the edge of control, tempted for the first time to take what was offered.

      Power.

      Not for herself. For the purpose of ending conflict everywhere. It would be simple to achieve with dominion over life and death.

      From here, Bethany Anne could weigh the heart of every living being in the universe.

      Justice for everyone, whatever that meant for the individual. She could deal it out once and for all and go home to live out her days in peace with her family.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, the jarring idea enough to bring her back to the threshold of pain. Sweet, clarifying pain.

      This wasn’t her thinking. She had never wanted that kind of power, the kind that corrupted people one good intention at a time. She had never fucking once taken a shortcut that didn’t provide a better result than the traditional way.

      She didn’t intend to start now.

      “Quit jerking me around.”

      Bethany Anne cursed herself for almost listening. She clenched her teeth and let the pain burn away the temptation to take what wasn’t hers.

      However, the energy fought back, refusing to dissipate, and one image remained stamped across her vision.

      Bethany Anne heard a voice in the back of her mind as the moving image stole her away once again.

      It’s working.

      Michael. She could not forget him. Although, where was he? Who had just spoken? What was working?

      All Bethany Anne could see was Addix in the snow.

      

      Qu’Baka, Citadel

      Addix released a burst of Etheric energy, knocking the Ooken back long enough for Mahi’ to get away with the injured worker slung over her shoulders.

      They struggled through the snow, Addix guarding their backs while she followed the twin tracks Mahi’ left in the drifts.

      They plowed toward the flat-roofed building where the workers were waiting.

      The Ooken were right behind them.

      Addix could hear the repeated wet slaps of their pursuers’ tentacles on the smooth stone as they raced through the streets in search of a defensible position. “There, that house.”

      Mahi’ looked back, almost losing her grip on Fi’Aren. She hoisted the worker through the lower window of the property and jumped onto the ledge. “Dumbass. This wasn’t your fight. Addix, get up here!”

      Addix barely heard the warning. Her energy expenditure had drained her to her limits and beyond. She fought on because that was all her body knew to do.

      Protect Mahi’. Protect the Bakas. Wait for their backup to get there and pull them out of the shit.

      Her wrists ached from firing her Jean Dukes Specials above her recommended level for so long. Nevertheless, their survival depended on her forcing her cramped hands to continue firing her weapons.

      “Addix, come on!” Mahi’ leaned out the window, calling into the wind as the Ixtali streaked from one target to the next, unleashing her rage in a deadly display the Ooken had no chance of keeping up with, much less defending against.

      Addix almost shot Mahi’ when her two large hands gripped Addix around the shoulders and pulled.

      “Easy, spider-warrior,” Mahi’ cautioned. “Save it for the enemy.”

      Addix got to her feet wearily. “Get to the roof. We’re out of time.”

      There was an explosion out of sight over by the wall.

      Another hit closer, followed by another. Addix leaned on Mahi’ and pointed at the Pod coming in from the jungle. “We still need to get up to the roof. I’ll be right behind you, I promise.”

      Mahi’ hesitated.

      “Go!” Addix yelled.

      The people on the roof cheered when a speaker blared and a pair of fighter Pods zoomed into view overhead. “Somebody order a ride?”

      “About time! Are we glad to see you!” Addix replied as the transport Pod came in behind them. “Passengers are all on the roof, ready for evac. I’ll be there shortly.”

      “We’re not leaving without you,” the pilot assured her. “Stay alive.”

      Addix fought on to cover Mahi’ and the others while they transferred from the roof to the Pod. “I’m okay down here. Get the Bakas aboard first.”

      Addix wanted Mahi’ safe. There would be no treaty without her. She should have known the Ooken wouldn’t give in so easily.

      The people on the rooftop continued their celebration while they were hauled up to the Pod two at a time. Their relief was premature.

      Somehow, the Ooken understood the Pods signaled the end of their hunt. Their ear-splitting shrieks switched in tone as they spread out and began climbing the other buildings nearby to gain height.

      Addix found herself getting farther away from the building in her quest to keep the rooftop clear. She had no time for getting lost to the heat of battle, and the fighter Pods were doing plenty to keep the Ooken at bay.

      Her left JD clicked on empty. How had she used up all her ammunition? She had a little remaining in her right. What else? The half-sword.

      Addix had no strength for energy balls after her efforts with the lightning earlier. She was drained, and so far beyond exhausted, she could only move forward on autopilot.

      Her world was reduced once again to stab, shoot, duck, don’t die, repeat.

      “Addix! Leave them. Come on!”

      Mahi’ was calling her from the edge of the roof. It was time to leave.

      Addix skidded and slipped as she ran into the building, an Ooken hot on her heels. Inside the building, it was worse. They were everywhere, throwing themselves at her through the windows and out of the doors as she passed them.

      Like the Ooken, Addix had the advantage of being able to use all the space around her. She used the walls, the ceiling, even the Ooken as she fought her way up the stairs.

      Her armor was in tatters and the flesh beneath it torn by Ooken teeth. The pain of getting bitten each time a tentacle connected meant nothing to her. All she had to do was reach the rooftop and she would be on her way to a Pod-doc.

      She made it just in time to shoot an Ooken that had launched itself from the roof of a nearby building. It fell into nothing as she fell to her knees, faint from blood loss.

      Mahi’ dashed over to help Addix to her feet. “You are tougher than this. Hold on.”

      Addix felt Mahi’ take the sword from her hand.

      An Ooken made the roof and charged them with its tentacles splayed. The Guardian in the transport Pod shot it through the brain without hesitation.

      The rescue team sent the rope down again, taking on the final two workers.

      The Ooken took exception to the loss of their prey. Three more leaped for the roof, and two made it. Addix fired at them until her right-hand JD ran dry.

      More Ooken threw themselves across the gaps between buildings to get at the Pod.

      The Guardian leaned out and called as he released the rope. “Jump on!”

      Addix looked up blearily as the rope descended for her and Mahi’ to make their escape. She felt Mahi’ press the rope into her hand where the sword had been a moment before.

      Why was everything so bright?

      Mahi’ took the rope and stepped onto the rung beside Addix. “Just hold on a little longer,” she called.

      The Ooken lunged at the Pod as it lifted off without waiting for the Guardians to winch Addix and Mahi’ aboard.

      Addix clung to the rope while the Pod gained altitude. She closed her eyes and held on gratefully, feeling the comforting weight of Mahi’ beside her.

      The Guardian in the Pod yelled to them to climb in the same instant Mahi’ screamed in pain and outrage.

      Addix opened her eyes and saw Mahi’ stamping furiously at an Ooken that had made it onto the rope.

      It had Mahi’ around the lower leg, and there would be no escape for her.

      Mahi’ fought to free herself from the teeth tearing into her calf. Another tentacle just missed her face. It whipped by and curled around the rope above her and Addix, solidifying the Ooken’s position and giving it the leverage it needed to peel her leg like a piece of fruit.

      Addix assessed the situation and its only outcome. Trey’s face flashed through her mind. Mahi’ could still survive this, but only if she acted quickly. She knew there was no chance for Mahi’ without her intervention and no chance that her death wouldn’t be met by uproar from every Baka from here to Devon.

      There was only one possible course of action.

      Addix snatched her half-sword back from Mahi’ and released the rope. The Ooken screeched when she landed ass-first on its head and gripped it with the sharp sides of her legs.

      Her next move was to de-tentacle it with a slice of the blade. She hacked at the Ooken mercilessly and ripped them both from the rope.

      The Ooken turned on Addix in midair, but she was Ixtali. She reared up and stabbed her two front legs into the Ooken’s eyes, her final act to free Mahi’ from the Ooken’s bite.

      Mahi’ screamed in burning agony as the Ooken tore itself away from her without warning. She saw Addix falling toward the jungle floor, her front feet piercing the Ooken’s face. “Addix!”

      Addix let out a victory cry as she gripped the Ooken with everything she had left and plunged the sword into its heart. “Tell Bethany Anne I’m sorry for dying!”

      Mahi’ screamed her denial of what she saw in Addix’s eyes.

      Addix hit the mass of Ooken like a ton of bricks, smiling as she activated the self-destruct on her Jean Dukes Specials.
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      Bethany Anne saw Addix’s ashes scatter, lost in the wind and snow. The reality brought her senses crashing back.

      Addix couldn’t be dead!

      Grief tore through Bethany Anne, putting an abrupt end to the fantasies of future bliss she’d been hiding inside while the energy poured through her.

      The pain wracking her metaphysical body was almost enough to drive Bethany Anne back into the cosseting arms of the visions the Etheric offered.

      Her peace was shattered, replaced by Addix’s death playing on a loop while the needling voice at the back of her mind told her it wasn’t too late. She could reach back in time and pull Addix out before she died—if she just accepted the power.

      Bethany Anne wavered between what was right and what the energy wanted her to do, her voice so small in the deluge it was almost impossible to remember she had a will of her own.

      The part of her that wasn’t whining at the unfairness recognized the sacrifice her old friend had made. She didn’t have the right to play God.

      She heard TOM faintly and focused on tuning in to his voice. I can hear you.

      At last! I thought you were lost. TOM’s words were filled with fear. Don’t let the rift take you away again.

      It’s not a small amount of pain, Bethany Anne told him. The pain faded as another wave of grief crashed into her. Addix—she’s dead.

      TOM wept inside for the bravery of their lost friend. I know, but there is too much happening outside the Etheric. Michael is going to pace a rut in the cargo bay floor if you don’t finish soon.

      He’ll have to keep pacing, Bethany Anne responded distractedly, feeling the pull of the energy grow strong again. The rift is still open, and it’s all I can do to keep pushing away the repaired energy before it latches on and turns my thoughts to reality.

      Those are not your thoughts, TOM told her quickly, hoping he could prevent her from being drawn back into the rift. I can see them too. They look to be possible futures.

      Bethany Anne was shaken to the core by TOM’s words. Everything I’ve seen is going to happen?

      I would guess the events closest to us are all but set.

      The two fleets Bethany Anne had seen rushed to the forefront of her mind, the details making sense to her on reflection. Then there’s a fuck-ton of Ooken heading for the far end of the Interdiction, some Leath up to their tusks in shit—and who the fuck thought it was a good idea to put Rickie Escobar in charge of a QBBS?

      I can see why that would make you think you were dreaming, TOM supplied glibly. What are you going to do?

      Bethany Anne slowed the flow of energy running through her to a trickle and prepared to step back to her body. I’m going to war.

      

      Qu’Baka, QBS Cambridge

      Michael sensed Bethany Anne’s return the moment before her body moved.

      She opened her eyes and started to get to her feet. “We’re leaving.” Her knees gave way before she’d taken two steps. “Fuck this drain!”

      Michael caught her as she went down and steered her to a crate to sit. “You’re still transforming the rift?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, closing her eyes to fend off the dizziness. “Yeah. I dialed it down, but I can’t stop until it’s done.”

      Gabrielle came over and knelt by Bethany Anne to look into her eyes for any sign of brain injury. “I can’t see any damage. You need to stay as still as you can.”

      “Fuck that,” Bethany Anne shot back. She attempted to stand again but dropped back onto the crate with a growl when she was hit by another wave of dizziness.

      Bethany Anne, stop moving around, TOM told her sternly. I can’t keep the connection to the rift stable and keep the pain down at the same time. It’s too dangerous.

      Bethany Anne slammed a hand on the crate, splintering it. “Tell me how the fuck I’m supposed to deal with two attacks and the rift while I’m sitting on my ass in a fucking cargo hold?”

      Michael had heard TOM’s worries. “You stop trying to do it all alone.”

      Gabrielle took Bethany Anne’s hand. “What do you need?”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “I need to fix this rift and find a use for the excess energy. I need to get to the other side of the Interdiction to stop the Ooken from rolling right through to the Federation. I need my friend to not be dead.”

      Gabrielle squeezed her hand before letting go to get to her feet. “I can’t believe Addix is gone. I’m going to take us back to the Baba Yaga. It’s a start, at least.”

      “Thank you,” Bethany Anne murmured. “I need to figure a way to move around without sending TOM into meltdown.”

      Michael bent at the knee and scooped Bethany Anne up in his arms. “I feel like I’m going to enjoy this more than is strictly necessary,” he told her amiably as he walked them to the door.

      “I hope you’re not expecting me to be happy about being carried around like a freaking damsel,” Bethany Anne retorted. She resisted the urge to jump down and walk and wrapped her arms around Michael’s neck to steady herself while they headed for the bridge at a fast run.

      Michael set Bethany Anne down gently on the full-length couch when they reached the bridge.

      Bethany Anne was just out of reach of a console. She shuffled to get comfortable while she transformed the energy inside her body. “What’s happening on the planet?”

      Gabrielle gave her a rundown of the evacuation while she had the Cambridge return to the superdreadnought. “Paul is saying the majority are aboard. He’s waiting for the last few rescue teams to check in, then we can concentrate on getting out of here.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes. “Not just out of here. Out of here and eighteen Gates away.”

      She must have drifted into sleep, because the next thing Bethany Anne knew, Michael shook her awake.

      “Mahi' came aboard with the last group of Bakas. Just in time; the planet is in the final stages of breaking up.”

      Bethany Anne blinked away the sleep and waved a hand at the viewscreen. “Show me.”

      Mahi' entered the bridge and joined them in witnessing Qu’Baka’s death throes.

      She sat by Bethany Anne, silent tears falling as huge pieces of the mantle drifted out past the blanket of dust and smaller rocks caught in what remained of the planet’s dwindling gravity.

      Even those broke away as the core stretched out, pulled in all directions in reaction to being exposed to the vacuum.

      “This is it,” Mahi' breathed as the core rippled, throwing out huge splashes under the pressure of being stretched and compressed.

      Bethany Anne was barely there to watch the core cool. Her vision was flooded with scenes of the Ooken inside the Federation.

      Visions in which she was merely a bystander.

      Bethany Anne felt the air, and she smelled death and heard it all around her. She ran through the carnage, her fear growing with every attempt to use her abilities to put a stop to the killing.

      None of it worked.

      Wherever she looked, people were dying, and she was powerless, unable to act to save a single one of them. Her horror was complete, her greatest fear come true.

      Forgetting she was only there in mind, Bethany Anne screamed in frustration.

      Michael reacted instantly to Bethany Anne’s anguish. He entered the mindspace and was immediately aware of the reason she’d screamed.

      He found her kneeling in the ruins of the Meredith Reynolds.

      Bethany Anne saw Michael approach. She ran to him, convinced his death would be the next she was forced to witness. “You can’t be here. You have to leave.”

      “This isn’t real,” Michael told her gently. “We are inside the rift energy.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head, unable to speak through her emotions for a moment. “It’s real. Or it will be. This is the future.”

      Michael frowned. “I don’t understand. This is the future? How?”

      “I don’t know how,” Bethany Anne admitted. “You’ll have to ask TOM. But this is the near future, Michael. This.” She swept a hand over the corpse-littered destruction that had once been Mark Billingsly Park.

      Michael shook his head, disbelieving. “No. I refuse to accept it.”

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. “So did I at first, but there’s no way this is fake. Every detail is perfect. It’s not a mind-fuck.”

      Michael had his own opinion on that. “Bethany Anne, come back with me. We can’t resolve this while we are here.”

      Bethany Anne looked around and pulled back from Michael. “I… I can’t stop this.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “What, the Queen Bitch can’t take care of one measly invasion she knows is coming? We need to go.” He took her hand, feeling doubt creep in. It wasn’t coming from him, he knew. There was something to be said for living long enough that you knew yourself inside out.

      He pulled Bethany Anne close, giving her a physical reminder of the difference between reality and the construct they were in. “This place is messing with you. With us both. Bethany Anne, if this is really coming, then you’re needed out there where you can do something about it. Who else can take on the hive mind? We need to go now.”

      Bethany Anne regained her sense of self at Michael’s touch. She frowned as the doubt leached away, replaced by her more usual cold fury. “You’re right. Something or someone is playing me. This event can’t be fixed in time if we know about it.”

      Michael smiled with relief. “That’s more like it. Ready to leave this behind? I’m pretty sure we’re scaring the crap out of Gabrielle and Mahi’ right now.”

      They returned to the bridge to find Mahi’ looming over them worriedly while Gabrielle hovered around the couch.

      Bethany Anne released the final trickle of rift energy as she came around. She jumped up from the couch and stretched. “Okay. I’m done with being lied to. TOM, get your ass out here where everyone can hear you and explain why you didn’t tell me that was a trap.”

      “What trap?” TOM asked from the speaker.

      Bethany Anne heard the truth in his voice. “You didn’t see it?”

      “I wondered why you were letting yourself be dragged down by grief,” he replied. “But I felt no outside force at work.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael shared a concerned glance.

      “TOM,” Michael spoke slowly. “There was an external force keeping Bethany Anne caught in the vision the rift energy created. She would not have made it out if I hadn’t gone in to bring her back.”

      There was a pause before TOM spoke again. “If that’s the case, I believe I might have been compromised.”

      Bethany Anne bared her teeth, utterly infuriated by the idea that someone had played them all like marionettes. “By WHO?”

      TOM’s reply was small. “I…don’t know. But that invasion is real. I’m going to isolate myself until we know I’m not a danger to you.”

      Bethany Anne called his name when he dropped off without another word, but TOM didn’t reply. Her anger only increased at hearing the fear in his last words to her. “Be safe, TOM. As for the Seven, they can fucking try to invade. I’ll paint the Interdiction with Ooken blood.”

      “What invasion?” Gabrielle asked with some confusion. “We won. Didn’t we?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No, we didn’t win yet. In fact, I’m questioning whether we’re winning at all, or if we’ve been pawns in someone else’s game this whole time.”

      Michael had to agree. “We are no longer in the dark. Whoever this other player is, they don’t know we’re aware of them.”

      “Which gives us the advantage back,” Bethany Anne finished.

      “But the invasion?” Gabrielle repeated. “Where is it going to happen? There’s nothing left to invade here.”

      Bethany Anne drew a measured breath. “They’re about to hit the Interdiction. I don’t know where, exactly, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to work out.”

      “What did you ‘see’ before you were on the Meredith?” Michael asked. “Perhaps we can figure it out that way.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. The rift energy was repaired, and it begged to be used. “That’s just it. I can use the rift energy to open a door, but the QBBS I saw doesn’t exist.”

      Izanami interrupted the discussion, appearing by the HLP unit. “There are a number of messages going back and forth between the General and Commander Escobar.”

      Michael looked at her in confusion. “Eric? He isn’t a commander. Unless he took a commission in the last few hours?”

      “No,” Izanami corrected. “I am referring to Rickie Escobar, formerly of the Queen’s Guardians.”

      Bethany Anne almost choked on the memory of the partially-completed QBBS from her vision. “That’s it! The station. Coordinates, Izanami. Now!”

      

      The Interdiction

      Rickie got the alert at stupid o’clock. He rolled out of bed and felt around in the dark for his pants, then slipped out of the bedroom before CEREBRO got the bright idea of switching the lights on.

      He didn’t want to have to heal from an ass-kicking if he woke Nickie up without an offering of caffeine.

      Rickie made his way to his den, hopping into his pants one leg at a time. The holoscreen was active when he stumbled through the door, still on the mining operation surveillance.

      He stared at the screen, not believing his eyes. “CEREBRO, what’s going on out there? Who opened all those Gates?”

      “The Leath are under attack,” CEREBRO replied.

      Rickie groaned and rubbed his eyes. “I can see that. Who is attacking them? I don’t recognize those ships.”

      “Unknown at this time,” CEREBRO answered.

      “Really fucking useful, thanks.” Rickie pulled up the message function in his holo and started typing a message to station security, ordering everyone to high alert. “You can’t read their energy signatures or whatever?”

      “This isn’t a sci-fi show,” CEREBRO grumped. “There’s too much interference from the Gates to discern much of anything else out there.”

      Rickie sent two more messages to Barnabas and the General, informing them of what little he knew so far. “Guess we wait and see.”

      Nickie walked into the den, scowling at Rickie’s failure to notice her until she saw the battle getting started on the holoscreen. She came up behind him and slipped her arms around his waist. “That any of our business?”

      Rickie glanced at Nickie, his face serious. “I’m not sure yet. Do you recognize that ship design? If it’s Leath on Leath, then it’s none of our concern. But—”

      “You don’t think it is,” Nickie finished for him. She dropped into Rickie’s chair and put her feet on the desk. “I sure as shit haven’t seen any Ooken ships that look like that.”

      Rickie furrowed his brow. “That’s the only thing stopping me from lighting a five-alarm fire in their asses. I don’t like that the ships Gated in from our side of the Interdiction. Even if they aren’t Ooken, they’re not here to bring peace and goodwill, that’s for sure.”

      Nickie narrowed her eyes at the screen. “If it’s the Ooken, we’re fucked. You’re not prepared for a full-scale attack here yet.” She looked distant a moment. “I’ve just had Meredith pass on my orders to the Company. My fighters will be here as soon as they can Gate in from wherever they are right now.”

      Rickie’s eyes remained on the screen as yet more Gates opened in the far distance. “I’ve sent for backup too. Something tells me we’re going to need the big hitters.”

      Nickie tapped Rickie’s chest with the back of her hand when the void opened again. Her mouth dropped open when the whatever-it-was swallowed a portion of the possible Ooken fleet, along with the Gates that had been left open in the area in a blaze of light. “What in living fuck is that?”
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Primary Bridge

      Bethany Anne strained to stabilize the door for the Baba Yaga to make it through.

      Michael and Gabrielle were under similar states of duress as they held onto Bethany Anne with their minds.

      Sweat ran down Bethany Anne’s back, a sensation she hadn’t been subject to for so long it was alien to her. Every muscle in her body tightened as though she were physically pulling open a door between Qu’Baka and the Interdiction.

      Now that she was aware of the trap in the rift energy, it had no power to hold her. Bethany Anne had control, and the energy leapt to do her bidding.

      Bright light flooded the external sensors as the door manifested by the bow of the Baba Yaga.

      “The door is stable,” Bethany Anne ground out. “Izanami, take us through.”

      The viewscreen whited out as the ship crossed the threshold into the battle zone.

      When the feed returned, it was on a Leath staging post ringed by Leath ships.

      “Where are the Ooken?” Bethany Anne demanded.

      “The door disintegrated a number of ships, according to CEREBRO,” Izanami replied.

      Michael eyed the asteroid in the center of the battle. “That looks strong enough to hold. The design served us well enough.”

      Izanami wrinkled her nose. “I am not picking up anything that indicates the Leath also employed Empire technology to defend their base. This is a poor copy of the Meredith Reynolds.”

      Leath ships clashed with the Ooken on the viewscreen, looking unevenly matched from the outset to Bethany Anne’s eye. “This can’t be allowed to drag on, not if the Leath here are going to survive.”

      Gabrielle waved as she and Mahi’ dashed to the lower exit. “I’ll see you out there.”

      Bethany Anne took her station next to Michael and connected to the Baba Yaga’s weapons systems. “I’d be jealous if not for the goodies Jean installed in our home.”

      Michael was already immersed in his HUD, engaging the secondary weapons systems to keep their flanks clear of Ooken drones. “We have a hard task ahead of us, regardless.”

      “The hard part is not dying. We avoided that already.” Bethany Anne put thoughts of TOM’s possible predicament to one side and focused on the battle. “I have the lash, you keep on with the guns. Izanami, you make sure nothing gets past the shielding while we’re on offense.”

      “What about the Gate missiles?” Michael inquired, seeing the option offered on his menu.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Too much risk of friendly fire. Save them for an emergency. Stick to smashing their shit up for now.”

      “The Shinigami ships have joined the battle,” Izanami informed them. “We are now within weapons range.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she engaged the Etheric lash. “Then what are we waiting for? Bring us about.”

      The Baba Yaga swooped in on a group of Ooken ships in formation that was bearing down on the Leath staging post to support those currently engaged by Gabrielle and the guys.

      Bethany Anne targeted the center ship and released the mixed plasma and Etheric charge. The lash erupted in a blaze of light as it whipped across the void.

      The discharge disintegrated the Ooken destroyer and damaged the other ships in the formation. Bethany Anne released the second charge, wiping the group out completely.

      “Nice work,” Michael murmured. “Watch this.” Six projectiles left the Baba Yaga on his command and six ships were blown to confetti, leaving the Leath ship they’d been attacking untouched.

      “It’s a start,” Bethany Anne told him with a small smile. “Wiping them out in groups is the best way to go with numbers like these. We won’t make a real difference until I can access the Leath ships’ cameras.”

      Izanami glided around the consoles as Bethany Anne and Michael worked to reduce the Ooken fleet, muttering quietly as she coordinated the AIs and EIs aboard Bethany Anne’s ships into an organized fighting force. “ADAM would be useful right about now,” she remarked to Bethany Anne.

      “ADAM is rather busy being in two places at once,” Bethany Anne countered. “You’ve got this, and I’ve got my part.”

      Gates winked in and out of existence as more ships arrived on both sides of the battle.

      “Who do we have here?” Bethany Anne asked while she lined up a defensive strike to protect the staging post from another attack. “More Ooken?”

      “Yes,” Izanami confirmed. “Along with the Shinigami fleet and the Bakas who have taken Pods to fight. Your Guardians who were stationed here are out there fighting, plus a number of ships registered to the Silver Line Company. Wait, there are more incoming.”

      Another Gate opened on the Federation side of the battle line.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes widened when she saw the Federation logo on the bow of the first ship to emerge. “Oh, fucksticks!”

      Michael was on top of it. He opened channels across all known Federation frequencies. “Federation ship, state your intentions.”

      “Michael,” Lance’s voice boomed over the comm. “Fancy bumping into you here.”

      “Dad?” Bethany Anne’s confusion was complete. “You can’t be here!”

      Lance’s laughter crackled over the speaker. “That’s where you’re wrong. Harkkat decided to come clean, so I’m here with full backing to pull him and his people out.”

      “You could give us a hand with taking out the garbage first,” Michael supplied, his voice filled with humor.

      There was a huge explosion off the bow of Lance’s ship, followed by another.

      “Teach your grandmother to suck eggs, why don’t you?” Lance shot back. “We’ll get the civilians out of here so you can focus on the fight.”

      The humor took the edge off for Bethany Anne. She smiled as she activated the Etheric lash for a second time. “Thanks, Dad. Just don’t get bitten in the ass, okay?”

      Bethany Anne got back to focusing on the battle. The ship she’d had in her sights before Lance entered the field had managed to slip through the net. “Shit! Izanami, take the weapons.” She disengaged from the HUD and got to her feet. “The Ooken have breached the asteroid.”

      Izanami left the console she was at to glide over to Bethany Anne’s side. “The Leath have no chance against the Ooken.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “I know. That’s why I’m going over there now.”

      Michael handed his controls to Izanami and left his seat in a hurry. “You’re not going alone.”

      Bethany Anne looked over her shoulder as she headed for the elevator. “You’re not going without armor.”

      Izanami shook her head fondly as Michael threw Bethany Anne’s decree back at her. “I had a feeling this might happen. I had armor brought up from storage. It’s waiting in your fighter Pod.”

      

      Leath Staging Post

      Harkkat left the command center, wishing for the millionth time since he’d arrived in-system that he’d stayed on Red Rock, where he would have been safe. He walked without direction, looking for a place to hunker down until the battle was over.

      He had sent a plea for assistance to the council, although whether they would act after learning he had gone behind their backs with this operation, he couldn’t guess.

      Harkkat indulged his bad temper, finding it preferable to the fear squirming in the pit of his stomach. The representative’s soldiers rushed around, paying no attention to the Secretary.

      It was the worst possible situation he could have found himself in.

      The staging post had none of the charm of the Federation stations he was used to. This place was little more than a series of hollowed-out caves dug into the asteroid, and now, to top it all off, they were under attack.

      Harkkat hated it all. He hated the position the representatives had forced him into, and he hated the duty—and his family matriarch—that had brought him here. Most of all, he hated that he’d had no choice but to beg for the General to step in.

      An alarm blared, indicating another breach.

      The realization of how stupid he’d been to play detective instead of employing professionals hit home when he saw the camera feeds from around the breach. He flicked through the battle reports in his holo, seeing defeat at every turn. This was the same insatiable enemy who had murdered Glureg, he was certain.

      Harkkat’s mind refused to process those tentacles. The image slid off, and he was just fine with that. He decided he would be better off back in the command center.

      The enemy would be on them soon, and Harkkat hadn’t seen much in the way of interior defenses while he’d been here. In fact, this whole operation was lacking, save for the battlecruisers the enemy had taken out with their first salvo.

      He fought against the tide of soldiers heading for the breach, emerging somewhat bruised from the crush.

      “Have you no respect?” he called after the soldiers, shaking his fist.

      He might as well have spoken Torcellan for all the effect it had.

      Harkkat cursed the ignorant soldiers under his breath as he continued on his way. There was still a fair walk ahead; he’d come farther from the center of the asteroid than he’d thought.

      The command center was just as hectic as the corridors.

      Harkkat slipped in and found an empty seat at one of the workstations in the communications area. He rested his head on his arms and closed his eyes, trying to block out the chaos so he could think his way out of the predicament he’d gotten himself into.

      He was thrown off his train of thought by a rough poke to the back of his head.

      “What makes you so special that you get to nap while we’re fighting for our lives?” the Leath responsible demanded hotly. “Pick up your overly-pampered ass and get to work!”

      Harkkat lifted his head to glare at the officer. “Do you know who I am, General?”

      The general picked up the headset from in front of Harkkat and thrust it at him. “I don’t care if you’re King Shit here on a royal visit. We’re under attack, so get to coordinating.”

      Harkkat accepted the headset miserably.

      The battle continued outside the asteroid. There were too many ships for Harkkat to keep track of. The messages came in thick and fast from the Leath ships Gating in on the representatives’ orders.

      More, an unidentified colossus appeared to be fighting in their corner.

      Harkkat was mystified as to the ship’s identity. It was like nothing he’d seen, Federation or Empire before it.

      He had little time to think about it.

      “We’ve been breached again!” came the cry from somewhere across the room. “We have unknown combatants in the ore processing chamber.”

      Harkkat surreptitiously accessed the camera feeds to catch a glimpse of the next misfortune to befall them.

      There were just two of them. Human, one male, one female.

      The shock turned Harkkat’s blood cold. No wonder General Reynolds had been so insistent they avoid this part of space! He found himself on his feet without realizing he was standing. “It cannot be,” he murmured, still not believing his eyes. “She wouldn’t dare.”

      The General who had struck Harkkat earlier sneered at him. “Why are you not at your station?”

      Harkkat cast the camera feed to the gigantic screen at the back of the room and lifted a hand to point at the black-haired, red-eyed human tearing the monstrous invaders asunder without lifting any more than a finger.

      His next words were heard by every Leath in the command center. “Because this fight is over. The Empress has arrived.”
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        * * *

      

      Empress, Queen, or Bitch-Who’d-Had-Enough, Bethany Anne strode out of the Etheric into a hot, dark chamber filled with Ooken, casting a wave of concussive energy ahead of her.

      The closest Ooken were knocked back by the impact.

      Bethany Anne cremated them with a blast of superheated air and they crumbled in her wake. She threw up a spark to light the energy pouring from her. The ground beneath her heels melted while she burned every Ooken in her immediate vicinity to ashes.

      Just like Addix had ended up.

      Michael was next to emerge. He took note of Bethany Anne’s position and headed her way at a run.

      He glanced up as he neared the door where Bethany Anne waited and thrust a finger of lightning at the ceiling.

      The Ooken that had been lining up to drop on Bethany Anne fell, stunned by the electricity flowing through its body.

      Bethany Anne incinerated the Ooken before it hit the floor. “Good catch,” she told Michael with a smile. “I didn’t see it up there.”

      “They’re everywhere,” Michael remarked with some distaste. “It could take us all day to clear this asteroid.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged as the Ooken around her dropped mindless to the floor. “We don’t need to clear the asteroid, just our path to the control center. Our Pods aren’t going anywhere. Just make sure there aren’t any Ooken left alive to be reprogrammed. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      They left the ore processing area behind and entered the outer corridors of the asteroid.

      The Leath within reacted to the sight of their former Empress as expected, which was to say that most of them ran.

      Those who remained either had no clue who she was or they didn’t care. They were too caught up in making sure they had a next breath to waste it complaining about treaties when their lives hung in the balance.

      Bethany Anne ignored the Leath, having more important things than petty fears to deal with.

      Michel was somewhat less gracious in the face of their ingratitude. Are you sure we can’t just blow the asteroid and be done?

      Unfortunately, no, Bethany Anne replied. I want them alive to spread the word. Everyone in the Federation needs to know exactly who stepped in to save their asses.

      Fair enough, Michael agreed. Perhaps we could speed this along?

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. Hmmm. You’re right.

      Aren’t I always? Michael grinned.

      In your dreams, maybe, Bethany Anne teased in return. The levity of the moment passed. I need to see who is aboard this station. Or I need ADAM.

      Is ADAM available?

      No. He can’t extract himself from the Collective at this time.

      Then we need the command center for the asteroid, Michael reasoned. Do you think they copied the interior layout when they decided to use our construction methods?

      Bethany Anne shrugged. It would be a hell of a lot easier if they did.

      Their progress into the inner asteroid was hampered by a pile of Ooken corpses blocking the route at a junction of the main corridor.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand to remove the obstacle, only to be met by a bunch of rifle barrels for her effort.

      A scarred Leath was the first to drop his weapon and step forward with a smile. “Am I glad to see you, Your Highnesses.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You’re the only one who is. We need to get to the command center so I can work.”

      The Leath nodded. “Take a left, then another left, then a right. Huge doors, you can’t miss them.”

      Bethany Anne made a note of the Leath’s nametag as they passed him. “Thank you, Sergeant Kirren.”

      “My pleasure, Your Highness,” the sergeant replied cheerfully. “I didn’t agree with you being forced out in the first place.”

      It was news to Bethany Anne that any Leath had regretted her exile. The thought stuck with her while she and Michael followed the directions. Maybe the reception wouldn’t be as frosty as she expected. “Not that it matters,” she murmured.

      Michael’s focus was on the huge double doors. “What doesn’t matter?”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips, calling on her resolve to get the job done and get the fuck out of there. “Reminding myself I’m not here to stay.” She waved a hand and the doors blew open, startling the Leath inside.

      There was a moment of uproar that died immediately when Bethany Anne stalked in, eyes blazing.

      Michael remained in the doorway, making the Leath who thought of running change their minds rapidly.

      Bethany Anne scanned the rows of workstations. “You are in my world now, a world you are not equipped to leave alive without my assistance. I have little patience for a lengthy discussion. Who is in command here?”

      All eyes in the room landed on two Leath at the far left of the room.

      Bethany Anne looked at the Leath in the military uniform and the one in the robes. “Well?”

      The military Leath pointed at the robed one. “Secretary Harkkat is senior.”

      “The rest of you can go. There are Federation ships here to evacuate you back to Leath.” Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the robed Leath. “I recognize that name. You’re the one who instigated all this.”

      Harkkat stared at the military Leath in shock, then flung the headset he’d been wearing at him. “Oh, now it suits you. A fine general you are.” He turned back to Bethany Anne, excuses falling from his lips.

      Bethany Anne strode over and picked the Secretary up by the back of his robes. “There’s no time for this. I want Communications. Which area?”

      Harkkat pointed wordlessly at his station.

      Bethany Anne took a small cylindrical device out of a compartment in her armor and placed it on the holopad in the console. “Izanami.”

      There were a few involuntary screams from the Leath still in the room when Baba Yaga appeared on every screen.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You know what to do.”

      Izanami inclined her head. “I do, and now I have everything you need to locate every Ooken on every ship in the Leath fleet.”

      Bethany Anne snatched the device that linked Izanami from the holopad. “Then we’re good.”

      Michael placed a hand on Bethany Anne’s elbow as she strode past and took them both into the Etheric, then out onto Bethany Anne’s Pod.

      Bethany Anne dropped into her chair with a grin. “Did you see their faces?”

      Michael chuckled as he took the co-pilot’s chair. “Priceless, and over much too quickly.” He checked Bethany Anne for the signs of fatigue even flawlessness couldn’t hide. The fire was there in her eyes, which was good enough for him. “Are you ready to take on the hive mind?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Weren’t you all Team Queen Bitch a couple hours ago?”

      “I have never not been Team Queen Bitch,” Michael refuted.

      Bethany Anne rolled her shoulders to loosen them, laughing at Michael’s feigned offense. “The Seven obviously haven’t figured out that I can take out their super-soldiers with a thought. I don’t intend to leave a single Ooken alive to inform them differently.”

      Michael sat back and laced his hands behind his head. “I have total faith that you can scrub every Ooken in the system simultaneously. What’s a star system when you took hold of a planet without breaking a sweat?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “That’s not the point. This might be the fight of their lives for most of our people, but it’s as easy as shooting fish in a barrel for me. I’d hoped to keep it that way for a little longer.”

      Michael lifted his hands. “It is a shame to lose that edge, but there’s no saying that the Seven have an instant fix, even if they do work it out.”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes and reached for the Etheric. “Let’s get this done.”

      It was almost too easy to slip into the hive mind unnoticed by following the same mental pathways she’d seen in the Ooken on Moen.

      She hated it when Michael was right.

      I heard that.

      Hear this. Bethany Anne sent him the mental equivalent of the finger and snaked her tendrils through the hive mind. Having every location paid off since she had to take care of that in ADAM’s place this time around.

      Some assistance would be fan-fucking-tastic, she threw out to ADAM and TOM.

      Bethany Anne understood why she got silence, but she had to stay focused on remaining undetected until the moment she was inside every cell of the hive mind, every nanocyte, every Ooken.

      Bethany Anne had no clue what ADAM had done to the nanocytes the last two times they’d purged a large group. She could see them working, just not how to wipe them clean of the programming that drove the Ooken to destroy.

      Given the scarcity of time, her instincts would have to be her guide.

      “You have great instincts,” Bethany Anne told herself. “You’re absolutely not going to blow your own consciousness to kingdom come.”
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      Michael leapt up when Bethany Anne spoke and red light poured from her eyes and mouth. “No! Why do you always act without thinking?” he roared as visions of Bethany Anne trapped inside the hive mind tormented him. “Wake up, damn you!”

      Bethany Anne opened one eye and fixed Michael with a wry smile. “Guess now you know how I feel when you go off hunting carnivores ten times your size.”

      Michael gasped in relief. “You’re snarky.”

      Bethany Anne leaned over to her Pod controls and set a course back to the Baba Yaga. “Your point?”

      Michael sat down again, his smile returning as their home grew larger on the viewscreen. “I’ve never been so glad to be offended. You realize the last thing I heard before your little light show was a prayer that you made it through with your mind intact?”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “My bad. I’m fine, and the Ooken are all dead. I pulled enough Etheric energy through them to power the Federation for a day. Turns out nanocytes don’t take kindly to being overloaded.”

      Michael indicated the viewscreen, where the defensive line stood fast despite the apparent stand-down of the enemy. “There’s a ton of salvage out there. What do we do with all that?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, her interest in the aftermath zeroing in the face of the loss she’d suffered. “We’re done here. Send in our cleanup crews, but keep the Leath out. I want to hold my children in my arms while I tell them their aunt is dead. Then I have a funeral to arrange.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Vid-doc Vault

      Bethany Anne tapped her foot. “It should not be this difficult for me to get to my children. What’s the reason for the extra security?”

      Tabitha removed the framed artwork opposite the archway and typed something into the control panel hidden behind it. “There were some complications after you left.”

      She replaced the painting and went ahead of Bethany Anne and Michael into the Vid-doc chamber. “Nothing to do with the twins, it turns out. I just slept better knowing they were completely untouchable.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to have to help me out here. What kind of complications, exactly? And why is this the first we’re hearing about it?”

      Michael gave Tabitha a hard look. “Yes. Explain.”

      “We have some kind of space critter causing fuckery on the upper levels,” Tabitha clarified. “I had Eve modify the inner defenses after one of CEREBRO was damaged so that the Gate is no longer programmed to differentiate between objects.

      “Meaning?” Michael asked.

      “Meaning it’s the black hole for anything larger than a single atom that crosses under the arch unless Eve or I have disarmed the system.”

      Bethany Anne made a note to avoid spending too much time on the upper levels until the issue was resolved. “You don’t know what kind of critters they are?”

      Tabitha shook her head. “No, but seriously, anything I’ve done is overkill to make myself feel better. The vault is basically its own sandbox. It’s completely isolated. Nothing is getting in or out.”

      Bethany Anne climbed into the Vid-doc and stretched her legs out on the mat. “I’m not complaining.”

      Tabitha snickered. “You kinda are. Lie back already so I can start the program. Michael, you’re next, so get ready.”

      Bethany Anne blew a raspberry at Tabitha as the Vid-doc lid closed.

      Her vision faded to black, then she was standing with Michael on a hill overlooking a sprawling military base.

      “Mom!”

      “Dad!”

      Bethany Anne spotted Alexis and Gabriel running up the hill toward them. “They’ve grown so much,” she commented to Michael.

      “I just wish we had better news for them,” he replied quietly.

      The twins slowed, seeing the serious expressions on their parents’ faces.

      Michael guessed that they’d aged over two years by this point in the program. “It’s good to see your faces.”

      “What’s wrong?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne gestured to the grassy area she’d had Tabitha put in for them. “Sit down. We need to talk.”

      “What’s going on?” Gabriel asked once they were seated in a loose circle. “You look like someone died or something.”

      Bethany Anne gathered their hands in hers, her own wound still fresh and raw. “Someone did die. That’s why we’re here. It was your Aunt Addix.”

      Michael explained the events on Qu’Baka in an even tone, painting Addix as true to fact as he could. “She acted unselfishly,” he finished.

      Alexis frowned as she pulled her hand back. “No, she can’t die! She’s enhanced!”

      Bethany Anne didn’t know what to say. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand as the answer came to her. “I can’t tell you how to feel. But try to remember her with happiness, even if it hurts.”

      Michael added his own comforting words. “Addix never agreed to full enhancement. She lived her life for the protection of others, knowing every day could be her last. It was her choice to give her life to save Mahi’, and all we can do is thank her for that sacrifice.”

      Gabriel’s lips drew back as a sob tore free. “How does that make up for the fact that we’ll never see her again? What was she thinking?”

      Alexis moved over to tuck herself under Bethany Anne’s arm. “Trey gets to see his mom again. That’s what she was thinking.”

      Bethany Anne held Alexis tightly. “We’re holding a funeral for Addix in two days real-world time. I’ve had Eve adjust the program so the four of you can attend in person.”

      Michael smiled. “If you want to.”

      Alexis and Gabriel exchanged glances.

      “We’ll be there,” Gabriel promised.

      Alexis nodded resolutely. “We want to honor Aunt Addix’s memory.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael exited the Vid-docs an hour of real-time later, having spent the rest of the day with the twins. “They took it better than I thought they would.”

      Michael gave Bethany Anne a skeptical look. “Wait until the funeral. They haven’t experienced true death before, except the time Addix killed those kidnappers.”

      “I can’t imagine they even remember that,” Bethany Anne countered. “They were too young to understand what was happening. Do you remember how they thought it was a game?”

      “Not this time,” Michael predicted with a heavy heart. “They’re going to have a long time to think about her passing and what that means for them.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment (two days later)

      There were more people on the rooftop terrace than Bethany Anne had expected would show for the friend she’d always thought was reclusive.

      Most she recognized, but others were strangers. All species, all ages. No apparent connection at all for a few shady-looking characters, although Michael had allowed them entry, so their intentions were good—for the moment.

      The one thing they all had in common was their love for Addix.

      Bethany Anne stood by the shining casket she’d had made in place of the ashes they’d been unable to bring home with them, listening to each mourner’s tale of the ways Addix had touched their lives.

      She found the thought of Addix being borne endlessly on the solar winds somewhat comforting. Nevertheless, there was something vital to the process of going through these motions, of observing the ritual. Something healing in gathering up the sum of a life’s defining moments and dusting them off to be aired.

      Alexis and Gabriel listened at Bethany Anne’s shoulder, both dressed from head to toe in white, as Ixtali culture dictated.

      The current Ixtali legate approached the casket and touched her hands and head to it briefly before turning to address Bethany Anne. “Your Highness. I bring the condolences of all Ixtal. Addix’s passing is a loss to us all.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head. “Thank you for being here.”

      The legate nodded and moved along, replaced by the next mourner.

      The time passed in a blur for Bethany Anne. She spoke to people whose names left her as soon as the next face appeared. Alexis and Gabriel remained at her sides, two shadows insisting they were there to support her, not the other way around.

      When had her babies become adults?

      Overnight, apparently.

      Michael tapped the microphone on the lectern behind her, signaling that it was time for the service to begin.

      The rows of chairs put out for the service filled quickly.

      Michael waited for the stragglers to catch up before speaking. “My wife reminded me of an appropriate saying from our home planet recently. ‘The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the vein.’ Addix was more than a friend to me. She was our family, and she leaves a hole behind that no one else can fill.”

      Bethany Anne should have been alert to the thoughts of the people around her. However, her mind was on Addix and the reason they were having a funeral for her as the eulogies continued.

      Her turn to speak came. Although she’d heard every word of her children’s reminiscences, she couldn’t recall what she’d planned to say.

      Michael nudged Bethany Anne gently. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Bethany Anne drew herself up in her seat. “No, you’re wrong. I do have to do this. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t speak for her?”

      She got to her feet, the autopilot she’d been on since getting back to Devon disappearing as she mounted the three stairs to the lectern.

      The mourners’ respectful silence stretched out while they waited for her to speak.

      Bethany Anne looked out from eyes as black as her hair, eyes that lacked the luster of her suit. “I have been here too many times before. Too many times, my loved ones have been taken from me. Each time, my appetite for vengeance refuses to be sated until I get Justice for what was stolen.”

      She rested her hands on the cool, smooth grain of the lectern. “Not this time. This time I am here simply to honor someone I was proud to call my friend. Addix was all about sacrifice. When we first met, she came to me knowing her people had sent her to her death. I spared her because I saw the good in her heart. I trusted her with my children, knowing she would die before she allowed anything to happen to them. How many of you are here today because Addix was there for you?”

      Bethany Anne blinked to clear her vision as the murmurs rose. She saw Trey bury his head in his mother’s neck. She pressed the button on the side of the lectern, and the casket lifted off from its plinth and angled toward the sky. “That was Addix. Always putting others first, and she was true to herself until the moment she died. She was faced with a choice to save her own life or ensure a mother was returned to her son, a queen to her people. Addix chose unselfishly. There is no vengeance to be had here, just a lesson in true loyalty.”

      The mourners said their final goodbyes as the casket rose, slowly at first, before gaining enough speed to break the atmosphere.

      Bethany Anne let the tears flow as the empty casket was propelled out of the atmosphere, past the BYPS, and straight for Devon’s star. “Farewell, my friend. May your journey continue, if only in our hearts.”

      

      Secret Location

      Gödel sat alone, deep in meditation.

      To say she was angry would infer emotion, and Gödel was far from suffering that affliction. Unlike that filthy abomination Death harbored, she had control of her reactions.

      Her withdrawal was tactical. Clinical, even. She was here to contemplate the causes of her failure. She was no closer to understanding humans. Her attempt to trap Death had failed, despite her certainty that playing on human emotions would work.

      Gödel’s assessing mind turned to the rift trap.

      The premise of capturing Death in an emotional feedback loop was sound. Her knowledge of human over-attachment to minions had been the perfect starting point to creating a mental prison that should have held her primitive human mind captive in perpetuity.

      It had been a costly experiment, but there had been no reason to believe that it would be anything less than successful. Gödel had no way of predicting that contrary to her research, Death would be freed from the loop by her attachment to the living.

      The rift had cost the lives of six adepts to create, and Death had once again turned the weapons used against her to snatch back victory from the jaws of defeat.

      Was there no limit to the obstacles she faced in her quest to bring the glory of Ascension to all?

      Still, not all was lost.

      Gödel knew there was more than one way to skin an alict. Soldiers could be replaced, as could the ships to carry them.

      Plans could be remade.
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      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga Vault

      Bethany Anne placed the tray with two Cokes and a plate of triple choc-chunk brownies on the table and took a seat next to Michael. “I don’t really feel much like eating. I hope this works.”

      Michael smiled gently and squeezed Bethany Anne’s hand. “It will. How long will ADAM be?”

      Bethany Anne sent a nudge to hurry him up. “Any second now.”

      ADAM arrived in the mindspace and found it empty apart from Bethany Anne and Michael >>This feels ominous. What’s so urgent?<<

      Bethany Anne sent him everything from the Qu’Baka mission. This.

      Michael pointed at the chest holding the Kurtherian crystals, knowing ADAM saw the gesture through Bethany Anne’s eyes. And that.

      ADAM skimmed the reports and the enormous video file that accompanied them. >>The Bakas are staying with us? Where are you going to house over half a million people?<<

      Bethany Anne waved his concerns away. That’s a logistics problem. The reason I pulled you away from the Collective project is that TOM hasn’t spoken to anyone since Qu’Baka.

      >>TOM is refusing to speak?<< ADAM abandoned the video and searched for TOM. Then he found the gaps in the data from Bethany Anne’s internal sensor suite. >>What the hell have I missed?<<

      Plenty, Bethany Anne answered. The rift was a trap, and TOM is blaming himself for us getting caught in it. He’s cut himself off from me. I’m hoping you can convince him to come out of his hiding place.

      ADAM withdrew to the private space he shared with TOM. >>Hey. You here?<<

      Yes. TOM’s curt reply was hesitant when it came. I shouldn’t be talking to you either. There’s something wrong with me.

      >>Do you know how much BA is freaking out?<< ADAM was kind of freaking out himself. This wasn’t like TOM. In all the time they’d known each other, he had never known his friend to withdraw from a challenge. >>Tell me what’s going on with you.<<

      There was a long moment before TOM replied. You saw the video, right? You didn’t see what we saw inside the rift. You didn’t live through Bethany Anne experiencing the deaths of every being she considers hers. I should have gotten us out of there. I failed her.

      ADAM heard the hurt behind TOM's recrimination. >>Which makes it my fault as much as yours. How did you miss the mind trap? The video showed it from the outside, but Bethany Anne’s senses cut out the second she stepped in.<<

      TOM sighed. That was me, in defense. My mistake. It triggered a reaction in the rift energy, heightened by Bethany Anne’s emotional response to the change. She was not prepared for visions; neither of us was. I can see the moment the trap sprung—now.

      ADAM seized the opportunity. >>We need that hindsight. What’s done is done, and Bethany Anne needs all of us working together to figure it out so it doesn’t happen again. We can’t do it without you.<<

      I can’t risk anyone getting to Bethany Anne through me, TOM countered.

      ADAM relayed the conversation to Bethany Anne and Michael.

      >>I have an idea.<< ADAM blocked TOM’s neural signal off before the point it interacted with the chip at the base of Bethany Anne’s skull and searched for a place to send it. >>I need a holo, any kind will do.<<

      Michael went over to rummage in a drawer, then placed the wrist-holo he found on the table. “This should do.”

      TOM's fretful voice came from the wrist-holo a moment later. “I don’t know how I didn’t see the trap. I failed.”

      “I didn’t see it either,” Bethany Anne reminded him. “It’s what we do to act on it that counts.”

      “Our enemies are counting on us to fall apart,” Michael stated firmly. “You cannot blame yourself for being taken in by their wiles.”

      Bethany Anne folded her arms. “Yeah, wiles is about right. We were bound to come across a Kurtherian smart enough to pull a stunt like this eventually.”

      ADAM snickered. >>You probably killed off all the stupid ones already. All in all, they should be grateful to you for removing the detritus from their gene pool.<<

      Bethany Anne’s focus was on TOM’s initial concern of being used. “Who isn’t the concern? They’ll show themselves soon enough. We need to figure out what they did, and if they left anything behind when we escaped.”

      Michael rested his chin on steepled hands. “We can start by examining the visions you had while you were inside the rift. What do you both remember leading up to the first one?”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes and called up the memory of the rift rushing to run through her. “The mists were…distressed is the only way I can describe it. My hearing went within seconds. The energy hit me from all directions.”

      “Your physical body reacted,” Michael cut in.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? I’d better not see video of me doing the salmon dance doing the rounds.”

      Michael smirked. “Never occurred to us. You were saying?”

      “The energy,” Bethany Anne continued. “It felt like I was going to burst from the pressure. Or burn. I had no intention of using the energy I repaired. It just molded and remolded itself to give me windows onto different locations.”

      >>I can pull stills from your memory,<< ADAM offered. >>All you need to do is focus on each image. Same for you, TOM. Just concentrate.<<

      Bethany Anne nodded and thought back to what she’d seen. “I don’t think the first few places I saw were anything except the energy reading my homesickness.” She let the memory of Devon pass again. “There was one that made no sense whatsoever, then I saw the Ooken fleet coming up on the Leath.”

      The wrist-holo flashed as TOM spoke up animatedly. “I didn’t see anything between Devon and the Interdiction.”

      Michael lifted a finger. “So we have a discrepancy. Bethany Anne, can you describe what you saw?”

      Bethany Anne worked to bring the contextless image she’d seen into mental focus. “There were eyes, red. Lots of pairs. It was dark. I heard TOM speak in my mind, and Michael. There was…snow? Maybe I’m getting them mixed up.”

      >>I have the image.<< ADAM put the still up on the wallscreen. >>I guess we found out when they snared you both.<<

      Michael examined the seven pairs of eyes on the screen. “Is it possible that these Kurtherians blocked you, TOM?”

      “It’s possible,” TOM agreed. “But it would have taken preparation beforehand to pull off without me detecting them the moment they made a move. How did they know I was there?”

      Bethany Anne’s gaze stopped on the chest. “I wonder.” Her nails began their tap-tap on the table while her mind turned the pieces over. The whole situation began to reek of manipulation when she looked at the puzzle from a different angle. “What if we’ve been going about this ass-backward? I want to know what’s on those crystals before anything else.”

      “You are not the only one,” Michael agreed. “Do we have a way to read them?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head as she got to her feet to open the cabinet. “That’s what we’re about to determine.” She eased one of the trays off its runners and brought it over to the table. “Because every instinct I have is telling me that the game has changed and we need to act accordingly.”

      Michael considered Bethany Anne’s certainty while she carefully removed the glass lid off and placed it by the open tray. “In what way?”

      Bethany Anne picked one of the crystals up and held it to the light. “This recent push by the Seven. We’ve been reacting to what we assumed was seven separate groups. What if they aren’t separate anymore?”

      TOM spluttered from the holo. “You can’t seriously be suggesting the Seven have amalgamated!”

      >>That’s pretty out there, BA,<< ADAM concurred. >>There’s nothing in the heuristics for any of the clans that supports willing cooperation with others.<<

      Bethany Anne replaced the crystal with a smile. “I said nothing about them being willing.”

      Michael looked up from the tray as Bethany Anne’s meaning struck home. “You believe there has been an ascendant.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “I think there’s one bully bigger than the rest, yes. What was that name?”

      Michael stared blankly at Bethany Anne. “Name?”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “I can’t remember, some Earth name the Kurtherian on Qu’Baka mentioned.” She waved it off. “We can check the footage later. My point is that the evidence is pointing toward a shift in the power balance of the Seven.”

      “That could explain why the sudden focus on the Interdiction,” TOM supplied. “The attacks are nothing but attempts to get through your defenses. We know they’re trying to step up the effort to conquer the Federation. We both saw that was the intention while we were in the rift.”

      Bethany Anne kept a rein on her temper. “They can intend all the fuck they like. Just like I told that corpse-riding necro fucker on Qu’Baka, I’ll wipe every trace of them from this universe before they get one foot inside the Federation.”

      Michael pondered Bethany Anne’s theory and found it held water. “You believe that the hijacker you saw is responsible for the shift?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, recalling the body-snatcher’s emotionless scrutiny. “I’m almost certain. But it’s all speculation until we unlock the evidence in the crystals.”

      >>Let me get a look at one of those,<< ADAM requested. >>Hold it up to the light again.<<

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Sure. What are you thinking?”

      ADAM zoomed in and started chuckling. >>I think I can read these with some assistance from Izanami and TOM. No special equipment needed. We have to be on the primary bridge.<<

      Bethany Anne got to her feet, snagging the wrist-holo with TOM and a brownie on her way to the hallway. “Let’s get there already.”
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        * * *

      

      Izanami wasn’t too happy about vacating the HLP. “What am I supposed to do, inhabit the viewscreens like a ghost?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her hands dropping to her hips. “You’re supposed to take your lumps like the rest of us. Maybe you’ll be less inclined to be careless with your mobile drive after a few weeks of this restriction.”

      Izanami rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She glided over to the hard light projector and floated over the lip of the collection pool. “This won’t take long.”

      She dissolved into golden light, which dropped heavily to pool in the collection tray. The light lapped the edge of the tray with the consistency of honey for a few moments before dissipating suddenly.

      Izanami reappeared on the viewscreen at the same time the collection tray began moving up to meet the light spindles. “I have input the program you sent, ADAM.”

      >>Thank you, Izanami. We’re going to start slowly,<< ADAM instructed once the collection tray came to a stop at waist height, leaving a three-foot space for the spindles to work in. >>Bethany Anne, put the chip in the center of the collection tray.<<

      Bethany Anne placed the chip on the tray as ADAM directed. “What now?”

      “Now we begin the transformation,” Izanami told them as the spindles moved into place. “This is a two-step process. First, we extract the nanocytes from the crystal. Then we extract the data from the nanocytes.”

      Bethany Anne stepped out of reach when the spindles came to life. She watched with interest while the umbrella-like appendages angled their thin nozzles over the collection tray.

      Liquid light poured from the eight nozzles and dissolved the wafer-thin crystal, exposing the nanocytes trapped within. The nanocytes were cocooned in the pool of light for a moment, then they too were gone.

      “What just happened?” Michael asked as the spindles came to a stop.

      >>The extraction is complete,<< ADAM informed them. >>We can take a look at what we have just as soon as I’ve isolated the reader I’m using from the rest of the ship’s systems.<<

      Bethany Anne waved her finger in a circle. “How long?”

      The HLP whirred again, and the ceiling projectors filled the bridge all around them with layers of holowindows.

      >>Now,<< ADAM replied. >>This is…<<

      “It’s incredible.” Bethany Anne didn’t hear him. She lifted a hand to interact with the nearest window, scanning the stored information with growing hope. “This is all written in Yollin.”

      Bethany Anne swiped the window away and pulled the next to her with a crook of her finger. “This looks like an Ixtali trade agreement.”

      “Over here,” Michael called. “I’ve found something.”

      “There’s a hell of a lot to be found.” Bethany Anne turned from the map she was examining to see that Michael had enlarged a ledger page. “What have you got?”

      Michael pressed his lips together. “It’s a record documenting the species this Kurtherian has taken for their genetic traits. We might have stumbled on the recipe for Ooken.”

      Bethany Anne left the map and walked over to inspect the document. “There, Bakas. Another check mark in the ‘We’ve got an evil megalomaniac on the loose’ box. This is like every creepy stalker basement I ever saw as an agent times infinity.”

      Michael pointed out a line where the number of taken was in the millions. “Whoever the Bl’kheth were, I feel for them. I don’t see how this is anything except genocide.”
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      Bethany Anne’s mouth tightened as she turned in a slow circle to read the evidence. “All this evil, and this is just the first chip. We haven’t even scratched the surface.”

      TOM’s voice came from somewhere around her waist. “Bethany Anne?”

      She glanced at the wrist-holo she’d forgotten she was wearing. “Sorry, TOM. What’s up?”

      “You need to see this,” he told her in a tight voice.

      A window moved forward, the map Bethany Anne had been about to inspect before Michael distracted her. “Yeah, what is this? I don’t recognize the language.”

      “It’s Kurtherian,” TOM whispered. “It’s a galaxy map, as in, a map of all known galaxies. I never thought I’d see one again, but there it is.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hand to touch the map. “ADAM.”

      >>Already sent a copy to the Admiral,<< he replied. >>I also left one in the dead drop for Lance.<<

      Bethany Anne smiled at his thoughtfulness. “Thank you. Now, how do I work this thing?” She waved a hand to clear the space and enlarged the window.

      >>You ask your friendly neighborhood digital entity for some help,<< ADAM told her.

      “Or she just dives in,” TOM grumbled as Bethany Anne began opening the tabs on the map’s side menu.

      Michael had his attention on the star chart presently showing. He pointed out a marker buried in a thick cluster of nebulae just off-center. “What is this marker denoting?”

      Bethany Anne blinked when the map moved of its own accord. A tab popped up with some Kurtherian writing that resolved into English. “A restaurant. Not the secret lair we were hoping for. But the map is a huge win. It’s telepathic?”

      “Not exactly,” TOM clarified. “It does scan the user’s brain waves to discern the location they require, but there is no further exchange.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth tipped at the corner. “Intriguing. Can you find anything that lists the location of the previous owner?”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” TOM replied. “This map. It’s marked with hundreds of thousands of locations.”

      “Great,” Michael grumped. “We can find a place to eat wherever we go to kick out the Ooken.”

      “Local amenities are not the only things marked on the map. Look.” TOM flashed locator marker tabs, slowly at first and then increasing in speed. “There are companies, factories, tributary planets, you name it. This is priceless.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes began to glow. “Michael, he’s right. We’ve stumbled on the holy fucking grail.”
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      THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well.

      (I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)

      

      RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?

      I’ve been on the road (in either Europe or Asia) approximately 34 days now, and I am writing these author notes after a very rough night on a train from Beijing to Shanghai.

      I admit all of that because I’m sure my sense of balance is off, but the weird random item I want to write about is how different it feels being in Beijing, China from the experience I had in Zurich.

      It’s not to say Zurich is bad or wrong, but rather Zurich feels more insulated and isolated (which tends to be the American news commentary about China and the Chinese more so than in Zurich - at least when I was younger.)

      Walking around in Beijing, China, for the most part, feels the same as when I’m walking around New York or a big city in America ,except we don’t speak the same language.

      That isn’t too weird, I can’t speak the German language in Zurich, either. I mention in another author note how in Zurich I walked a little over a mile, and it was so QUIET that I felt like I was on a movie set, and the director had yelled ‘ACTION!’

      Really unique experience in Zurich.

      In a few days, I head back home, to Las Vegas. It’s past time, I need my ‘fixes’ of Javier’s, Five-50 Pizza, Jessie Rae’s BBQ, and Ping Pang Pong.

      And my bed … and time zone… and solid always-on internet, that too.

      Travel is nice, but home is nicer.

      

      AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

      One of the interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.

      In a 2 Person Sleeper, Train bound from Beijing to Shanghai

      (About 15 hour trip at the last time provided by my wife. I was told 18 hours at one point… I have no idea.)

      Note: the (very) small room I’m in has bunk beds plus a small table with a chair on the other side. On one side of the table you use the couch/bed as the seat, and there’s a window above the table.

      There is a bathroom.

      Judith pitched me this idea of taking the sleeper train and we both thought it would be a fantastic time.

      Not so much.

      It isn’t bad (far from it if we had to travel this way for so many hours) but it brings all of the enjoyment of apartment living including: Smoke when someone in another sleeping room has lit up, the noises from children playing next to you in walls that seem paper-thin, and plumbing challenges you would probably have to call the manager about if it was going to be a longer ride.

      The plus side should have included the opportunity to see the countryside. But it was pitch black for most of the trip, and I slept through it.

      The time (late at night) was by design. Our jet lag made me think that I would be up a lot during the trip, working. The swaying of the train solved that problem.

      The tickets for the trip were in the $350 range and the hotel we were staying at was in the $220 range. So, we saved a few dollars going at night.

      We left from the Beijing Main Train Station and got in line WAY early (we were up in the front of one of the queue’s.). The train station was pretty grand (and old - like a few of those in Europe) until you went down the hallway to get to your train itself. That felt like something out of the future.

      I’ll be back in China next year. I doubt I’ll do the sleeper passenger car again, but I’m very happy we experienced the ride at least once. I’m already thinking of a book that would use the concept.
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      Go ahead, I bet you can’t read just one.
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      HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE

      Review them so others have your thoughts, tell friends and the dogs of your enemies (because who wants to talk with enemies?)… Enough said ;-)
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        Michael Anderle
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      The Etheric

      The mists swirled, matching the erratic rhythm of Gödel’s heartbeat.

      She sat in her meditation pose, her intent on regaining control of her body and mind. At least, that had been her intention when she’d stepped into the Etheric to clear her mind of the headache that had begun to pulse at the base of her skull when she received the notification one of the crystals she’d thought destroyed had been activated.

      The irregular pulsing of the mists only served to accentuate the pain at the base of her skull. The area behind her eyes throbbed as the familiar headache grew with every forced breath.

      Clarity of mind was getting harder to attain when she was swatted aside by Death and her minions at every turn. The headache blocked her from attaining the peace she sought before commencing with her vengeance.

      Why did she keep coming out unfavorably in these encounters? Once again, her plans had been thwarted by Death’s emotions and instinctive reactions, and she had been powerless to prevent it.

      These were failings.

      Twice now, she had lost an entire species to weak traits her people had weeded out of their genome centuries ago. Moen was a blow, but it was still accessible to her as a resource. Qu’Baka had been obliterated. Worse, Death and her consort had stolen part of her library.

      Gödel had hundreds of information caches, but this one contained information she could not risk being made public knowledge. She could rebuild after the planetary losses, and it wouldn’t be too difficult to find other species willing to exchange the dregs of their societies in exchange for the ability to vanquish their enemies.

      What she couldn’t recover from was the revelation of her identity.

      The loss of the Bakas’ genetic material was a huge blow to her plans to bring Ascension to the universe, but it did not leave her waking from sleep short of breath and shaking. Her library cache should have been safe on Qu’Baka. The theft was a complication she had not accounted for—could not have accounted for.

      Gödel knew Death had found a way to incapacitate her creations. Figuring out a way to maintain contact was the only thing she’d been able to do without upsetting the delicate balance of her soldiers’ minds. She would know if Death entered the hive mind again. Her preparations would have to be enough.

      Gödel’s rage ran deeper than mere frustration at finding an opponent her equal. To add insult to injury, Death had desecrated the body of her chosen and stolen the sacred technology. Gödel was sickened by Death’s propensity for twisting the technology to her blasphemous purposes.

      However, hindsight was the best preparation for the future, and the news had been enough to light a fire under even the most circumspect of her adepts.

      Consequently, she had the resources to act. Her only recourse was the library’s immediate retrieval and decimation of the humans on the planet to punish Death for her infraction. Primitive they might be, but Gödel had to admire the creativity humans had shown in their histories when it came to disciplining the masses.

      Gödel put the thought aside and abandoned her meditation to leave the Etheric for her staging post. The staging post thrummed with malicious intent; the hive mind of her soldiers in the holds was soothing in its intensity. She was greeted with the obeisances she expected, as her due. Wherever she walked, the workers dropped to their knees.

      As was proper when in the company of deity.

      Gödel brushed against the hive mind as she mounted the ramp to her flagship, thrilling in the adulation she felt from her creations. They were primed and programmed to kill everything in sight, bar Kurtherians and each other, and having the adepts control them directly would cancel out any interference from the humans.

      “Soon,” she promised, sending images of the destruction her creations would cause in her name into the group consciousness. “Soon you will gorge yourselves on human flesh and drive my enemies insane with fear.”

      The adepts were already aboard the ships they captained, waiting for their goddess to grace the fleet with her presence and order the invasion to begin.

      Gödel entered the bridge of her flagship, her mind wandering back to the time before she’d had the power to take the fight to the humans. When her pleas to be heard by the Pilots had fallen on mostly deaf ears.

      They saw only a young female of low birth, not the skewed genius capable of sifting through probabilities their fixed minds had no way to comprehend. They had not listened to her when Death escaped her planet. Rejected her again when Yoll fell. That fool Gorllet had heard her.

      But who listens to the insane?

      It was a pity for the Phraim-‘Eh. They had been sound tacticians, but at that time, she had not contained the True Knowledge, so they had to be removed by baser means.

      Manipulating Death into taking care of her dirty work had not proved to be too difficult. She at least could be counted upon to rush in with weapons blazing whenever an uncultivated species looked to be in need of defending.

      Getting the Seven to act on even a mathematically perfect opportunity was a different matter. Or it had been until she had seen the light and returned a changed Kurtherian. Those who had rejected her warnings hadn’t lived to regret their ignorance, and she had learned how to avoid human attention before superseding the more powerful among them on her path to glory.

      Gödel’s head still ached. It was little comfort that the fleet was assembled and ready to depart so soon after the rift battle. Open conflict within human territory was to have been the last resolution to the issues humanity had caused with the Ascension plan.

      Before discovering the real reason for the headaches, she had wondered if her constant head pain was a result of time spent considering illogical paths with the aim of attempting to predict how Death was going to move in reaction to her.

      Thinking like a human was no easy task. The first conclusion she had come to was that wasting resources on subjugation was illogical. The old adage that a Yollin was more easily tempted with sugar than bitterroot was true for a reason. Here she was a god among mortals, and most mortal leaders were more than happy to worship at the altar of Ascension in return for a taste of power and an extended lifetime.

      Gödel had switched to working far outside of human territory, no easy feat when every galactic year saw the Federation expand farther and faster. Sending her soldiers to seek out the species she needed and force their subservience had worked until she had stumbled upon Death’s hiding place and sparked this war. Negotiating, she found, was a game all its own. Using the weaknesses of those she needed to make them beg for her intercession was light relief from the heavy machinations of the larger game.

      Of course, there would always be those who jumped to accept her bounty. Lu’Trein had been one of those. He had begged her to take the dregs of his society in return for power. That was a fair exchange, not anything that should have brought the humans running.

      How was she to know that the sibling he’d ousted would return, having formed an alliance with Death? It was these unexpected personal connections that threw her grand scheme off the rails.

      Her carefully laid plans, some a century and more in the making, all triggered some primal urge to destroy in the humans. She lacked context for the motivation behind Death’s continued attacks on her efforts toward the advancement of all, despite endless meditation on the subject.

      Therefore, the only thing she could do was exercise her military might.

      Gödel opened the Etheric around her ships, then closed it again once the fleet was inside the realm. Damn Death to a single existence for being the antithesis of logic, and damn her again for forcing her hand.

      The library held the key to her destruction. The only question was, could her forces retrieve it before Death discovered what she had?

      Time would tell.

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga

      Jean looked around the lab one last time to make sure she hadn’t left anything behind. She dropped the box she was holding when John’s arms snaked around her middle and squeezed. “Dammit, John!”

      John swept the spilled contents to the side with his foot as he turned Jean to face him and pulled her against him. His regret at the end of her visit to Devon creased his face into a rueful half-smile. “It’s going to be awfully quiet without you and the girls here.”

      Jean smiled and went up on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on his lips. “Careful there, hot stuff. You’re getting dangerously close to making us both late. You know I have to get back. Qui’nan would bust her shell if I told her I was staying any longer.”

      “I know.” John chuckled and released Jean reluctantly. “Can’t blame me for being in a romantic mood.” He glanced at the packing crates scattered around the lab. “It’s been like our third honeymoon having you here.”

      Jean bent to gather her spilled belongings, tossing her gadgets back in with deft movements before casting a chastising smile in his direction. “Fourth,” she reminded him. “You always forget the moons of Ixtal.”

      “Oh, yeah.” John grinned at the hazy memories he had of their centenary anniversary vacation. “I don’t know why I never remember that trip. Must have been something to do with Nathan’s gift.”

      Jean picked the box up and tucked it under one arm so she had a hand free to point at John. “That was your fault for not reading the delth-alcohol level on the bottle.”

      “It was a good thing one of us was sensible,” he admitted. “It’s just a shame to have you go so soon.”

      “It’s been weeks,” Jean teased. “You know, you could always escort Lillian and me back to QT2.” She smiled, seeing the same look of indecision she always did when it came to the internal struggle between his duty to Bethany Anne and his desire to be with his family. That was being married to a man of service. She had learned to trust that he would choose her when he could, and their marriage stayed strong because of that trust.

      She bumped him affectionately. “If you can take the time. If you can’t, we’ll get back just fine with Barnabas. You know that.”

      John considered whether it was practical for him to leave Devon for a couple of days. “I’d feel better about both of you traveling with me to protect you if the Ookens show up along your route. I’ll have to check with BA first to make sure she doesn’t plan on leaving the system, but I can’t see it being a problem otherwise.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Jean balanced her box on top of the three crates stacked on the antigrav pallet she had waiting by the door. “I have to drop this armor off for Michael before I can leave.” She grabbed the controller and activated the pallet with the press of a button. “We can find out now.”

      John eyed the crates speculatively as he and Jean followed the pallet out of the lab and into the main corridor. “They look a little on the large side for holding armor.”

      Jean lifted her hands. “I’ll be able to build Michael a new set of battle armor just as soon as I get back to my workshop. Best I could do from here was take his most recent armor from the display gallery and tweak it to add a few of the newer features—like the chameleon tech—to make up for the step back in maneuverability. It’s not a very workable material compared to what I’ve been producing with the new nanocytes.”

      “You’d better hope he doesn’t leave this set in the path of an angry BA before it’s ready.” John didn’t think Michael had anything to complain about. He remembered that the set Jean was describing had a shitload of hidden armaments that hadn’t made it to the next mark due to streamlining. “What about whatever it is you do to make the armor easier to bear inside the Etheric? Were you able to add it?”

      Jean pursed her lips. “You don’t remember how it works?” She snickered at John’s lost look. “Gotcha. But no, this set doesn’t have that ability. It requires the polymer infusion, which can only be manufactured—”

      “Let me guess,” John interrupted, grinning. “In your workshop at QT2?”

      Jean tilted her head and winked at John. “Give the man a gold star.” She shrugged. “It’s not that much of a step back since even our most up-to-date productions are still causing Michael too much drag when he takes them into the Etheric. It’s why he had to leave his armor behind in the first place.”

      John nodded in understanding. “I wondered why you weren’t mad at him.”

      Jean fixed him with a stern look. “Oh, I’m mad. Don’t kid yourself. That armor is not easy or anything close to cost-efficient to produce, but it’s not any fault of Michael’s that he can’t Myst in his armor. I’m angry with myself for not finding a way around the problem so he doesn’t need to leave his protection behind to fight effectively.”
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      Bethany Anne was waiting for Jean and John when they arrived at the top deck armory. “I thought you were leaving today?” she asked as Jean guided the antigrav pallet in ahead of them.

      Jean stopped the pallet just inside the door, where there was space to unload the two smaller crates onto the table. “I was going to catch a ride with Barnabas, but my husband is feeling protective.”

      “I’m going to take them,” John told Bethany Anne. “If that’s good with you. You’re not planning to go after the Seven in the next few days, right?”

      Bethany Anne folded her arms and tapped her lips with a finger. “Not unless I can fit it in around visiting the shipyards.”

      John grimaced, and his shoulders dropped in disappointment. “That time already?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands and smiled apologetically. “It’s got to be done.” She was reminded of Ashur’s presence on Devon and decided to cut him a break. “Go with Jean, I’ll be fine with Ashur. I’m definitely not going to start a fight in the next week.”

      John grinned. “I don’t know whether to say thanks or be hurt that you can replace me so easily.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. “How about you go with the first option and run before I change my mind?”

      John’s grin widened, and he snapped a cheeky salute. “You’ve got it, Boss.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes.

      John held up his hands. “I'm going! I’ll let Lillian know about the change of plans on my way to the Sayomi.” He kissed Jean goodbye and left, whistling quietly as he walked out of the armory.

      Bethany Anne shook her head fondly as he walked out of sight. “I think you two have it hard enough being stationed in different galaxies. A few days off-schedule is just what you need. Am I right?”

      “You’re not wrong.” Jean turned her attention to her delivery. “You sure about taking Ashur? Bellatrix won’t be happy to leave Yelena and Bobcat.”

      Bethany Anne’s lips quirked at Jean’s subtext. “You mean, she won’t be happy to spend time anywhere near me.”

      “That too,” Jean conceded. “You’d think she’d stop blaming you by now.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Who’s to say what’s rational when it comes to protecting your children? Bellatrix had two of hers stolen by an experiment I should have done a better job of supervising. I really can’t blame her for being protective toward the rest.”

      Jean wrinkled her nose. “I’m glad I only had the one child, and leave it at that.” She frowned. “Still, you should take one of the guys, at least.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Everyone who came to Qu’Baka needs some downtime. They’re not all here, anyway. I sent the guys to spend some quality time with their loved ones after the stress we’ve been under these last few months. Darryl is on leave to visit Natalia, although I’m not sure if they’re meeting in the Vid-doc system since he hasn’t gotten any farther than High Tortuga. Cheryl Lynn dragged Scott to that monastery world Tabitha helped out back in the day.” She paused. “I’m not entirely sure where Gabrielle and Eric went. I’m happy to travel without a guard, but you know as well as I do that Bellatrix’s temper tantrum isn’t going to bother me. I’ve made my choice. Bellatrix can stay behind if she doesn’t want to come with us.”

      One side of her mouth curled in amusement. “Besides, I haven’t had a chance to see the Wolfstar in person. I want to take a look at a ship that’s made for dogs.”

      “We don’t mention that PITA ship,” Jean grumbled. “I don’t know where you got the idea for a ship that’s fitted for dogs, and I have even less of a clue why the team I put on it decided to go all-out on the accessibility features. I just know it gave me a bitch of a headache from start to finish, and all I had to do was the approvals.”

      She moved to the antigrav pallet. “Where’s Michael, anyway? I’ve got his temp armor.”

      “He’s on his way.” Bethany Anne’s curiosity drew her over to inspect the three crates. “Is one of those for me?” she rubbed her hands together as she eyed the boxes. “You know I love new goodies.”

      “Save your excitement until you see what’s there.” Jean nodded at the smallest crate. “That one first. I came up with a workaround for the integration issue with the boots, so you don’t have to worry about snapping a heel. It’s not the fix for the durability factor that you wanted, but you can at least take your boots and helmet off.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she opened the crate to get a look at the helmet inside. “It’s a step in the right direction. I didn’t know you’d made another breakthrough with the nano-materials.”

      “That’s because I haven’t,” Jean complained bitterly. “Eve and Tina went crazy for the Kurtherian armor you brought back from Qu’Baka. We’ve started the process of reverse-engineering, but it’s going to be a while, I guess.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, her hands hovering over the crate. “It’s not like you to guess about anything.”

      Jean snorted softly, folding her arms as she leaned against the table. “Yeah, well, this time a guess is as good as I’ve got. I thought about taking the Kurtherian armor back to the Helena with me so I can start working out my part, but as much as I hate to admit it, this is more in Eve’s wheelhouse than mine.”

      Michael walked in as Jean finished speaking. “Are you having trouble with the Kurtherian armor?”

      Jean threw her hands up in frustration. “I can’t do anything with it until we figure out how the fuck the Seven made compounds out of organic materials that behave like inorganic materials.”

      Michael frowned. “My guess from what we’ve processed of the memory crystal and what I’ve seen is that a species called the Bl’kheths is the missing link.”

      His frown deepened at Jean’s inquisitive look. “We came across the kind of equipment that’s used for extracting DNA when we were in the Ooken factory.”

      Jean’s curious expression dropped into one of utter disgust. “I can’t stomach the thought of using a living being that way, never mind a whole species. It’s enough to make me want to find their weak-ass excuses for scientists and choke the life out of them with my bare hands.” She sighed as the momentary rage passed. “I don’t see how we can think about doing the same, even if it’s for the benefit of all.”

      “That isn’t the question,” Bethany Anne clarified as she pointed Michael to a crate on the pallet. “It’s how we’re going to use our gains ethically once we figure out the exact formula for Etheric-capable metals.”

      “Not to mention finding a way for the majority of our warriors to take on the Ookens without getting turned into hamburger,” Jean ground out.

      Bethany Anne nodded, matching Jean’s angry look. “We know the Seven have no issues with helping themselves to the genetic material of whole species to make Ooken. I want the equivalent of their ability or better, and I want a way to get it done that doesn’t cost lives.”

      Michael paused with his hands on the crate’s lid, recalling Bethany Anne’s reaction to the scenes of death in the Kurtherian factory. “It’s worth waiting for.”

      “I’m not the waiting kind,” Bethany Anne stated. “The sooner I can relax, knowing I’m not going to get another call to say one of the family has been hurt because their armor failed, the better.”

      Michael opened the crate and narrowed his eyes at the carefully packed plates at the top. “This is a step back. I don’t think I’ll be fighting in it much.”

      Jean grimaced at Michael’s look of dismay. “It’s the best I can do until I get back to QT2 and manufacture a new set. I won’t be happy until I’m assured that what we have is sufficient to protect against the Ooken.”

      Bethany Anne placed the helmet and boots in the display case beside the one holding her battle armor. “I have faith you’ll work it out.” She closed the case and turned her attention to Michael. “You can always stay behind and get a head start on reading the crystals if you want to skip the tour.”

      Michael tilted his head in consideration. “I can’t deny I’d be happier if one of us stayed close to the children. Aren’t the crystals more an ADAM or TOM thing?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yeah, but neither of them have hands to operate the equipment, and I’d rather we kept whatever we find to ourselves for the moment.”

      Jean glanced at the cabinet inside the display case. “Where are you going to set up? I didn’t put anything but basic equipment aboard this ship.”

      Michael deactivated the nanocurtain around the display case and cabinet, then opened the cabinet. “When I said ‘close,’ I meant close. Eve will find me a space in her lab where TOM and ADAM can have their discussion outside of my head.” He removed a pair of crystals from the top drawer of the cabinet and slipped them into his breast pocket. “Thank you for your efforts, Jean.”

      Jean handed Michael the controller for the pallet holding his armor. “Thank me when you can Myst without leaving your armor behind.” She hugged Bethany Anne briefly before heading for the armory door. “I’ll see you when you get to the Helena.”

      Bethany Anne waved her off. “It’ll be a few days before I’m done here, and the Helena isn’t going to be my first stop at QT2. Safe journey, and don’t let the Ooken surprise you.”

      Jean turned back as she walked out of the door. “Let them try. I owe them one for Addix, don’t you think?”

      “We all do,” Bethany Anne replied with a cold smile. “Believe me when I tell you I’m going to take my price in blood.”

      “I don’t doubt it, my love.” Michael put a hand on Bethany Anne’s shoulder. “Are you ready to visit the children?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Let me grab a few things first.”

      Izanami appeared as they were walking past the lower access to the bridge on their way to the elevators. “My Queen. There’s something you need to see before you leave. The scout ships you left at what’s left of Qu’Baka have registered an anomaly they couldn’t pinpoint.”

      Bethany Anne paused in her tracks. “What kind of anomaly?”

      Izanami frowned. “That’s just it. It was so brief, all they were able to see was a flash of exotic energy.”

      Michael brought the pallet to a stop. “You mean, Etheric energy?” he asked.

      Izanami lifted her hands. “I meant what I said. I have no classification available for what Loralei picked up. What are your orders, my Queen?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Wait a moment. ADAM, can you shed any light on this?”

      There was a pause before ADAM responded via the overhead speaker. “I see the anomaly in the logs. I’d put it down to a malfunction in Loralei’s sensor suite since nothing else makes sense.”

      Bethany Anne hesitated before dismissing it. “You're sure that’s all it is?”

      “No one can be sure,” ADAM admitted. “But since the only exotic energy source we know exists outside of our dimension is the Etheric, and it’s definitely not Etheric energy Loralei picked up, I have to conclude that either Loralei is having an issue, or the laws of physics have suddenly failed and another reality has crossed ours. I know which one is more likely.”

      Bethany Anne relaxed a fraction. “True. Still, watch out for any more inexplicable readings that come in.”

      “I understand,” ADAM promised. “Also, Michael, I have arranged for Eve to make space for us to work on the crystals. I am still somewhat tied up with the Collective project, but I can weigh in if TOM can’t answer your questions.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Perfect. You’ll be able to get started as soon as we’re done visiting the children.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Vid-doc Vault

      Michael settled onto the couch next to Bethany Anne.

      She slipped her hand into his while they waited for the children to be cycled down to their timeframe for the conversation.

      “How do you think they are?” she asked, looking at Michael with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

      Michael squeezed her fingers comfortingly. “They will be just fine.” He searched her face for the reason she was worried. “You’re still not entirely comfortable with this, are you?”

      “I don’t know,” Bethany Anne told him with a sigh. “They’re our babies, but they’ve spent more of their lives inside the Vid-docs than out here in the real world. I feel like…” Her voice trailed off as she struggled to put her thoughts into words. “I feel like our lives are too dangerous to have taken any other route. I just spend all my days missing them. It’s jarring to see them grown so much between these calls.”

      “Imagine how Mahi’ must feel,” Michael consoled her. “She has nothing to prepare her for her son returning as an adult.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, appreciating Michael’s attempt to lift her out of the sadness that came with being separated from her children.

      The viewscreen came to life, signaling that Alexis and Gabriel were almost ready.

      The sadness was replaced by amazement when the twins appeared on the screen a few moments later.

      Bethany Anne only just managed not to curse. She put on a bright smile for the twins. “You finished the growth part of the process, I see. Look at you both!”

      Gabriel rubbed his five o’clock shadow and grinned bashfully. “Aw, Mom.”

      Alexis flicked her waist-length braid to the side and returned an almost-identical smile. “You’re okay with the change, right?” she asked.

      Bethany Anne scrutinized her daughter’s face. “You look just like me.”

      Alexis snickered. “Yeah, sure. Except for my freckles, which you promised me I’d lose before adulthood.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “One day, you’ll have a daughter, and when she’s crying to you about something she can’t change, you’ll understand why I lied.”

      “A white lie to spare your child’s feelings isn’t always a bad thing,” Michael offered. “Imagine if we had told you about the Seven the moment you were able to understand?”

      Alexis rolled her eyes, a wry smile touching her lips. “You and Mom would never be so irresponsible.”

      Gabriel snorted. “Yeah, Dad. We’d have had nightmares our whole lives.”

      Alexis flourished a hand. “I don’t know. Remember the first time we saw Mom in her Baba Yaga disguise?”

      Gabriel grinned. “Well, yeah. She kicked ass; it was awesome.”

      Alexis looked over at her brother. “Funny, because I remember you dreaming Baba Yaga was coming for you every time you did something you shouldn’t for months afterward.”

      Bethany Anne was warmed by the normality of her children’s bickering. “So, how are you getting on with the next stage of your training?” she asked, changing the subject. “I have to say I’m proud of you for not taking the easy option.”

      The twins flashed identical grins at her.

      “Damn straight, it’s not the easy option,” Gabriel agreed, then winced. “Sorry for the language, Mom. It’s kinda snuck in from being around so many military types.”

      Alexis sighed. “Yeah. You wouldn’t believe how much cursing the specialists do. It’s f— this, f— that. I’d be shocked if you hadn’t been a bit slack about cursing when you thought we were out of earshot.”

      “Zenith is a good program,” Gabriel told them. “You have to pass our thanks along to everyone who put effort into creating it. We’re refining our knowledge of everything we learned with Aunt Addix at our own pace, and the testing phases are helping us both to realize our potential with our extra abilities.”

      “That’s not all,” Alexis agreed. “The opportunity to put what we’re learning into practice without real-world consequences is invaluable. I mean, spending a couple of days in a sewer system wasn’t a picnic, but we made good progress with team-building that we just can’t get back home.”

      Gabriel nodded, but he was a bit wistful in his reply. “Yeah. We went into the Zenith scenario, having failed to bring most of our unit through with us. It wasn’t our finest moment.”

      Alexis patted her brother’s shoulder. “Gabriel’s still sore about that. What he isn’t telling you is that our unit had the highest pass rate coming out of the Corral scenario. The other units barely got one or two through. We learned our lesson. We’re doing better to integrate the NPCs into a cohesive unit.”

      Gabriel leaned into his sister. “Alexis has taken up social engineering as a hobby.”

      Michael smiled, glad to hear that his main concern about the twins missing out on social time due to their unique upbringing was being addressed. “That’s great,” he enthused. “What about K’aia and Trey? Are they getting the most out of their experience?”

      “Definitely!” Alexis exclaimed. “Although K’aia is as grumpy as always.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael listened to their stories about the situations they’d been in with the non-player characters they were building into a team. All too soon, it was time to say goodbye.

      “I wish we didn’t have to let you go,” Bethany Anne apologized. “But I don’t want you missing too much just so I can see your faces.”

      “It’s cool,” Gabriel assured her. “I’m glad to have this time.”

      Alexis nodded. “Yeah, Gabriel’s right. It is good to have any time. I miss you both.”

      “Anyway,” Gabriel added. “Don’t you two have a war to win?”

      “It’s been pretty quiet since we got back from Qu’Baka,” Bethany Anne told them. “The most exciting thing happening here is that the foundation of the new city for the Bakas is being printed today.”

      She blew them both a kiss. “Love you both. Be good, and if you can’t, then don’t get caught.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      Bethany Anne went to find Ashur and inform him of their trip after saying goodbye to Michael at Eve’s sublevel.

      From there, her first stop was Network Command to begin the search for Mahi’. She walked through one unoccupied corridor after another until she found Tabitha and a skeleton crew working in the NARCS room.

      Tabitha grinned when she saw it was Bethany Anne who’d entered. “Hey! I was wondering when you were gonna get here. The kids are doing well, right? I inserted myself for a bit to check on them.” She held up a hand to stay the concern coming from Bethany Anne. “Don’t stress it. I disguised myself as one of their instructors. They had no idea it was me.”

      Bethany Anne doubted that. Tabitha was just too, well, Tabitha to be mistaken for anyone else. “They’re progressing well, despite the interruption for Addix’s funeral. If anything, I thought they’d be wrapped up in their grief.”

      “No way,” Tabitha argued. “They’re too focused on their goal of getting ready to join the war. Besides, they’ve got each other. As long as that’s true, they can overcome anything.” She smirked. “Special Forces training included.”

      Jacqueline turned from her monitor and grinned. “I helped with the research for that. K’aia’s just going to love all the ass-in-seat time.” She turned back to her monitor with a chuckle. “I’d feel sorry for them if I wasn’t green with envy.”

      Bethany Anne walked over and placed her hand on Jacqueline’s shoulder. “You could always take the course and get the experience you want.”

      Jacqueline considered the suggestion. “Seriously, I’d love to. But right now, I have something a little different going on with Mark. I’ll be honest, it’s exciting the hell out of us both.”

      Tabitha waved her hands. “Bethany Anne isn’t here to hear about your VR fight club.”

      Bethany Anne’s lips quirked. “Hold your horses, Tabitha. I might be. Is that the Hex Games I’ve heard about?” she asked Jacqueline with curiosity.

      “The one my son is so obsessed with?” Tabitha added.

      Jacqueline broke into a grin. “You know it. We lost a shitload of revenue when this war put a stop to us using the arenas for live events.” She shrugged at Bethany Anne’s frown. “Giving up the space was the right thing to do. Moving the entertainment parts of the business into the Vid-doc rec and training system made it easier for us to keep track of who’s subscribing to what services.”

      She rummaged in a drawer and came out with a pair of orange-tinted wraparound glasses. “Mark came up with these. We developed them from an old piece of tech Sabine found in the archives while she was searching for Ashur’s imaginary space rats. They’re basic, and viewing is free, so we’re not pricing anyone out.”

      Bethany Anne put the glasses on and was treated to immediate immersion in the crowd, who were cheering on a cage match between a team of Guardians in Were form and three Bakas armed with the new staffs. She smelled beer and pretzels in the crowd, along with sweat and blood from the cage.

      She took in the reality of the sensory bombardment for a moment before handing the glasses back to Jacqueline. “How are you generating revenue from this if viewing is free?”

      Jacqueline waved the glasses off. “Keep those if you don’t already have a pair. Participation in the fights requires registration to one of the tiered subscription options. We have the Vid-doc suites set up like Japanese capsule hotels to maximize the space we haven’t repurposed for military training.”

      “You know you kids saved the day when you gave us this building,” Bethany Anne told her. “Devon appreciates it, as do Michael and I.”

      Jacqueline smirked. “Oh, we know how grateful everyone is, but it was the only thing to do other than waste time building a place down here to train everyone. Besides, we’re making enough money from the games to keep the expansion rolling. We’re even sponsoring a number of teams in the league, and we’re allowing corporate sponsorship of other teams—for a fee. That way, we can afford to run the entertainments on a free-to-view basis.”

      “There’s a league?” Tabitha asked. She shook her head as Jacqueline pulled up the league tables. “Of course, there’s a league.”

      “It keeps the majority of the people here from getting into the seedy side of things,” Jacqueline explained.

      Tabitha snorted. “Oh, there’s still plenty of that on Devon if you know where to look for it. The difference is that Ricole and her interns have created a regulatory body to make sure anyone working in the adult clubs is there of their own free will.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “It makes sense to protect the workers. The important thing is that the people working those kinds of jobs are protected and that they have access to advocates when things don’t play out fairly for them.”

      Jacqueline blushed with pride, remembering a time back on Earth when she had been forced into a similar position they’d found the majority of entertainment workers in when they’d arrived on the planet. “We’ve gone a long way toward making sure Devon keeps its freedoms while people are able to earn a living with dignity no matter what job they choose to do.”

      Tabitha snickered. “I’ve seen a few people lose their dignity in those fights. Usually after running their mouths a bit too long on the way into the ring.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she pocketed the glasses. “Guess they deserve what they get if they can’t walk the talk.” She smiled her approval of the systems to keep her hard workers playing hard on their own time. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s keeping morale high. You kids have done a great job replacing the seedy shit people here used to do for release.”

      Bethany Anne made a mental note to investigate the range of the system at a later date. She had the germ of an idea forming. “Remind me to talk to you about Halloween. We might be able to set up some kind of reward for the players.”

      “Halloween?” Jacqueline echoed. “I think I’ve heard of that. It sounds familiar, anyway. Something to do with getting scared. Little kids used to put on costumes and go door to door to get candy?”

      Bethany Anne broke out laughing. “Looks like you remember it just fine. The older ones would visit a haunted house or something.”

      Tabitha waved her hands in excitement. “I think I know where you’re going with this.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “I’ll bet you don’t.” She shrugged at Tabitha’s inquisitive glance. “You’ll have to just wait and see. What progress are you making on finding out who is sabotaging the building?”

      “Oh, shit! I almost forgot.” Tabitha turned and started typing on the main console. She huffed when the file she was looking for proved difficult to locate. “I wish to hell I could just pull stuff up with a thought. We have an image at last.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at the empty kitchen on the screen. “What am I looking at?”

      “This is Tina’s apartment on sublevel one.” Tabitha zoomed in on a gap in the baseboard. “There, see the foot? It’s small, but it’s definitely there.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes when she saw it. “I recognize that skin tone. There aren’t too many twelve-inch-tall shocking-blue aliens around.”

      Tabitha frowned at Bethany Anne curiously. “You know the owner of that foot?”

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose. “Not personally. We broke a small group of them out of the prison at the factory, but they disappeared. I didn’t think the little guys made it. You think they’re responsible for the damage to CEREBRO?”

      “Ashur’s space rats are real?” Jacqueline couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t smelled them. “I can’t believe it. Wait until Sabine finds out they weren’t rats after all.”

      Tabitha pressed a key, and the next image appeared. “This is from inside that cabinet. The bite marks in the pans match the ones found in Clarence’s cradle exactly, plus the same mystery of CEREBRO not registering any lifeform present when the image was taken.”

      “I’d say that all adds up to a conclusion,” Jacqueline chipped in without looking away from her screen. “It’s a damned mystery why none of us can track their scent.”

      Bethany Anne connected the dots just before ADAM spoke.

      >>Are these beings the missing link Jean’s been looking for? The Bl’kheth?<<

      You read my mind. Did you locate Mahi’?

      >>She’s at the New Citadel site. They’re laying the city’s foundations today.<<

      Bethany Anne winced. “Fucksticks. I knew something had slipped my mind.”

      Tabitha chuckled. “What did you forget?”

      Bethany Anne headed for the door. “Construction on the new city is starting today. I told Mahi’ I’d be there to say a few words. I have to run.”

      “What do I do about the aliens?” Tabitha called after her.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand over her shoulder. “Make contact if you can, and don’t hurt them. Find some food for them that isn’t wired into the Hexagon's systems.”

      She cut through the Etheric to the underground hangar and found a transport Pod that wasn’t in use, then opened her link to Michael. You should talk to Tabitha. The saboteurs inside the Hexagon turned out to be those little blue guys we thought we lost.

      The ones from the factory? Michael replied. I thought they vanished while we were getting all the prisoners out?

      Yeah, me too. Bethany Anne finished setting her destination in the Pod’s navigation system and sat back with her hands laced behind her head. Looks like we were wrong. They somehow got aboard the Izanami, and now they’re running loose inside the Hexagon.

      I’ll keep my senses peeled for the little buggers, Michael told her.

      No point, Bethany Anne countered. They don’t register as lifeforms to any of the digital entities, and the Weres can’t track them by scent. Michael, they have to be the Bl’kheth. Don’t you think? ADAM suggested they might be the missing link we’ve been searching for to explain how the Seven are able to bypass the issues with metal in the Etheric.

      Michael paused to consider the information before answering. Do you agree?

      They’re the same bright blue as the Ooken, they appear to eat metal, and they can get around undetected. I think we’ve found them. I’ve got Tabitha trying to make contact with them. Do you have any ideas to help her?

      Here’s hoping they aren’t the last of their kind, Michael murmured. I’ll get on it as soon as William gets back from the Citadel site.

      Bethany Anne saw the dark, shadowed rings of the proposed city’s layout cut into the ground below. I’m about to touch down there now. I’ll light a fire under him once they’re done with the printing process.

      Mahi’ was nowhere to be seen when Bethany Anne landed the transport Pod in between the temporary Baka settlement and the heavy machinery that was there to build the city.

      When Bethany Anne left the Pod, no one was around, so she walked over to the settlement’s edge to check the prefabricated planning office. She found Mahi’ inside with William and Marcus. “No Bobcat?” she asked in greeting.

      Mahi' looked up and smiled. “You made it.”

      “I cut it close,” Bethany Anne conceded, stepping inside. “It’s like, the more I have to do in a day, the more surprises bite me in the ass.”

      Mahi’ chuckled dryly. “I hear that.”

      William waved vaguely in the direction of the construction site. “Bobcat has taken it upon himself to assist the printing machine operators. You’ll probably find him riding one of the permacrete printers like it’s Saturday night at a roadhouse and he’s had three too many beers to be looking at a mechanical bull, let alone riding one.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled at the image of her irascible engineer getting tossed around while trying to keep his seat. “I didn’t know there was such a thing as too many beers when it came to Bobcat. Do you need to be here for the printing? Michael needs you back at the Hexagon as soon as you can get there.”

      William looked at Marcus. “Everything is good to go, right?”

      Marcus put his stylus down by his datapad. “Yes. All the foundations have been dug out. The pipes and wiring have been laid. All that remains is to ‘print’ the city proper, starting with the foundations. Then the construction workers can put in the electricity and plumbing and the Bakas can make the finishing touches to their homes and businesses before they move in.”

      Bethany Anne jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward the door. “Then I guess you’re needed more back at the Hexagon.”

      William got to his feet and collected his belongings, tossing an empty beer can into the trash near him. “Then I guess I’d better get back there and see what Michael needs.” He grinned as he pocketed his datapad. “Guarantee it’s going to be interesting.”

      Bethany Anne returned his grin with a warm smile. “Between finding the untraceable aliens and figuring out what’s on those memory crystals, I think you’ll be entertained for a while.”

      Marcus glanced up with a pout. “Don’t I get an invite to the fun?”

      “No, you do not, Doctor Cambridge,” the stern reply came from the holoscreen Mahi’ was using. “You are the only one on-site who can keep up with the printing schedule. Unless you want to ask Tina to take over?”

      “Have you ever tried to get my wife’s attention while she’s mid-project?” Marcus replied distractedly, his eyes on his screens. He furrowed his brow at something he saw and hunched over his keyboard to type. “I’ll be fine here.”

      “We should get started.” Mahi’ turned her screen to show an impatient-looking Qui’nan and flashed Bethany Anne a wry smile. “The fore-Yollin is ready to begin.”

      Bethany Anne and Mahi’ left the office and made their way to the edge of the construction site, where the operators hung around the bases of the behemoth printing machines.

      Bobcat extracted himself from the group and made his way over to Bethany Anne. “Hey, boss! We good to go?”

      Bethany Anne looked around, trusting her instincts to inform her of any subconscious worries. When none appeared, she replied, “We are.”

      Mahi’ picked up her datapad and transferred the call to it with a couple of taps on the screen. “Qui’nan says yes.”

      “Qui’nan would prefer it if you kept the camera still,” the Yollin called irritably. “My Queen, stage one is complete. The printing stage may commence.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “Thank you, Qui’nan.”

      “This way,” Bobcat directed, indicating the space between two of the gigantic printers. “I've got you covered.”

      Bethany Anne and Mahi’ followed Bobcat to the other side of the machinery, where a mixed group of humans and Bakas wearing hi-vis vests were gathered around a podium at the edge of the outermost ditch.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t miss the slight limp Mahi’ walked with. “I get that you want to honor Addix, but isn’t there a less painful way for you to do it than suffering with a prosthetic for the rest of your life?”

      Mahi’ shook her head firmly. “This is my choice. Besides, I am assured that the discomfort will pass when the ghost of my leg gives up and accepts that it is no longer a part of my body.”

      Bobcat glanced at Mahi’ with wide eyes. “I think that’s crazy, but then so does everyone I try selling the merits of a mostly-beer diet. Each to their own, that’s what I say.” He indicated the waiting group with a hand. “These are the people responsible for the non-printable part of the build. Bethany Anne, you can see I put up a ribbon.”

      Mahi’ tilted her head in curiosity at the six-foot ribbon stretched between two posts by the side of the podium. “What is the purpose of the ribbon?”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “We cut it before commencing. It’s an old Earth custom, usually to mark the opening of something.”

      “It’s a symbol of unity,” Bobcat clarified, pointing up at the camera drone overhead. “You cut the ribbon together, then I send the footage to Mark, and he’ll edit it and send it out across the holonetwork after Devon’s Defenders tonight.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head. “Nice touch. I like involving the whole planet in what’s going on. No time like the present to get started.” She walked to the podium and stepped up to take the microphone.

      Mahi’ joined her a second later as the crowd began to grow, filled out by the Bakas living in the settlement. “Did you prepare anything?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow went up. “I only remembered this was happening today ten minutes before I left the Hexagon,” she admitted in a low voice only Mahi’ could hear. “I don’t need to know what I’m going to say. I need to explain how I feel.”

      Mahi’ gave Bethany Anne a pertinent look. “I had some time while I was in the medical unit.”

      “Then by all means, go first,” Bethany Anne whispered as she stepped back.

      Mahi’ shrugged and limped up the two steps to join Bethany Anne at the microphone. She looked out across the faces in front of her. For a moment, she blanked on what she was going to say.

      Thankfully, it was only a second before the first words started flowing from her lips. “My people. My heart swells with pride to see so many of you here on Devon. The Kurtherians tried to break us, but we cannot be broken.” She shifted to lean on the podium. “We have been tested in the fire, and we’ve proven we are greater than the evil who would divide us. Qu’Baka may be gone but we…WE live on, reunited against all odds. We are Bakas, and we are strong!” She raised her hands to quiet the cheer that came from the Bakas.

      She smiled and stepped back to allow Bethany Anne to address the crowd.

      She cleared her throat, and the workers dropped their conversations to pay attention. “I can’t replace your history or the loved ones you lost when Qu’Baka fell, but I can make sure you all have a place to live and raise your children in safety.”

      She paused a beat to give her emotions a moment to settle. “I know you to be a proud people. A people who do not take a slight without answering it. I appreciate your commitment to living with honor. Learn from your cousins who have lived on Devon this past decade how to remain true to that without breaking my laws, and I will make a promise. There will be prosperity for those who work for the greater good of all. There will be peace.”

      Bethany Anne smiled, her eyes turning red. Many in the audience felt, more than saw, Baba Yaga’s invisible presence beside her at the podium. “Lastly, there will be a place in my military for any of you who care to personally take up their grievances with the Seven.”

      A roar went up from the crowd, the reaction mirrored by the Bakas still inside the settlement as the news filtered back to them.

      Bethany Anne picked up the oversized scissors Bobcat had placed behind the podium and held them out to point at the footprint of the new city. “This city represents both your past and your future, as well as the courage and strength you have shown despite oppression and then dispossession. Here you are welcome. This is your home now.”

      She and Mahi’ stepped down from the podium and cut the ribbon together.

      Bethany Anne smiled at the cameras. “I declare New Citadel to be founded.”

      After a moment of cheering, the crowds dispersed to get back to work.

      Mahi’ walked back to the transport Pod with Bethany Anne. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you have done for my people.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “It’s what anyone would have done in my position. I have more power than most people can comprehend. It’s my duty to use it to remove the cancers that fester in the universe.”

      A low rumble sounded from Mahi’. “The Seven.”

      “The Seven,” Bethany Anne agreed in a similar tone. “We’ve made some progress in identifying their main player. We have a name, as a start.”

      Mahi’ grimaced. “I thought of the Seven as separate groups with competing purposes,” she admitted. “If there’s a Kurtherian who is powerful enough to control all of the clans, where does that leave us?”

      Bethany Anne kicked the dirt. “It leaves us with an enemy who can tear the fabric of reality and destroy whole worlds. It also leaves me angry as all fuck that I haven’t already found the bastards to rip their faces off and spit down their necks as payback for fucking with the natural order of things.”

      Mahi’ looked to the side, her lips pressed together. “It pisses me off to know there are Bakas being held in those factories.” She looked at Bethany Anne. “Did I tell you I’ve had a chance to meet the Collectives staying beneath the Hexagon?”

      Bethany Anne thought for a second. “No.”

      “I have, and it pains me to know those sweet and noble beings are being ground up and used to make the Ookens,” she finished.

      Bethany Anne let out a long and measured breath. “I know.” She paused by the transport Pod. “All I need is Federation support and we can take them out.”

      “Why wait?” Mahi’ asked hotly. “You can take out the factories with a wave of your hand. My warriors will be more than happy to mete out Justice in your name.”

      Bethany Anne smiled ruefully. “Yeah, but there are over a hundred factories, and unless I can take out every factory at the same time, I’m stuck with finding a more conventional route to their destruction.”

      Mahi’ looked dejected at the news, her rage at the injustice of the universe having to simmer for a time. “I can’t say that I’m happy about it, but I understand.”

      Bethany Anne placed a hand on her forearm. “Being a leader is restrictive.”

      Mahi’ nodded. “We can’t act freely when we’re affected by the hurts of our people. We have to watch and wait until the time is right.”

      Bethany Anne offered her friend a dark smile. “But when the time is right, nothing is going to stand in our way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, The Interdiction, QBS Wolfstar

      “Bethany Anne!” Ashur’s tail went into overdrive when Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric onto the bridge. He leapt down from his station and bounded over to greet her.

      Bethany Anne sidestepped to avoid a canine collision, then knelt and held out her arms to offer him a scratch. “Hey, furball. Ready for a road trip?”

      Ashur’s tail’s pace kicked up a notch as he leaned into her ministrations. “Absolutely. It’s going to be good. Just you, me, and open space.”

      Bethany Anne buried her face in the thick fur of Ashur’s neck and inhaled his comforting dog smell while continuing to fuss over him. “I’m glad you decided to stick around until I got back from Qu’Baka. You’ve been gone for too long. I bet Zeus and Athena are huge now.”

      “Zeus is going to be at least as large as me,” Ashur told her with pride. He remembered that he was a canine with dignity who did not roll over and ask for belly rubs and settled for pressing his head into the hollow of Bethany Anne’s neck instead. “Those pups are going to be the death of me. Bellatrix insists their ability to walk the Etheric has encouraged them to be reckless.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled, turning her attention to the underside of Ashur’s jaw. “Bellatrix is Bellatrix. Sounds to me like she doesn’t know how to deal when she’s not in control. Maybe telling her no once in a while would do her good.”

      “Are you crazy?” Ashur yelped. “I like my balls right where they are, thank you very much.”

      Bethany Anne smirked. “Your choice. Did she like the ship, at least?”

      Ashur tipped his head back to give Bethany Anne access to the tender spot on his lower jaw. “Yes. Or at least, she didn’t complain more than twenty times while Soren was showing us around. She left with Yelena this morning. We’re both glad for some time with our humans.”

      Bethany Anne gave him one last scratch behind the ears as she got to her feet. “Your human is glad to get some time with you, too.” She crossed the grass that covered the bridge floor and inspected the adapted layout with curiosity, her fingers trailing over the squeaky toys embedded in the console of the station Ashur had vacated. “I’m dying to see how all this works.” She turned to him. “Want to give me the rundown?”

      “Sure,” Ashur chuffed. “I was hoping you’d have time before the Qu’Baka mission, but you left pretty quickly after the gala.”

      He leapt onto the raised plinth set into the front of the console and nosed the blue ball in the center of the control panel to deactivate the accidental touch lock. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. Everything here is designed to be used by dogs.” He paused to point his nose at one station. “Except for the one that is built for bipeds. As you can see, the ship is not designed for anyone much taller than a large human.”

      Bethany Anne took a seat in the human-shaped chair and glanced over her console. “This looks pretty standard. I see the navigation controls are set into the console. There aren’t any holoHUDs?”

      Ashur shook his head. “Jean said there’s too much difference in the way our canine brains work to make them user-friendly for us. She came up with this instead.” He demonstrated by pawing one of the squeaky toys to activate the navigation system. “These are all replicas of our favorite toys. The only thing different is the scent. We have navigation and weapons control, and we have our neural connection to the ship’s EI to take care of the complicated stuff.” He looked at her. Perhaps thinking about his fight with the vampires back on Earth when he came running into a park with a strange woman slicing up what looked like zombies in Costa Rica. “I’m a lucky dog.”

      Bethany Anne smiled in amusement at Ashur’s enthusiasm for her gift. “You’ve been a loyal companion. I wanted you and your family to have the means to travel without needing to depend on someone going your way.”

      Ashur’s tail thumped on the padded plinth. “I was happy to keep hitching, but Bellatrix was impressed with the attention to detail, and if Bellatrix is happy, then so am I.”

      Bethany Anne crossed one leg over the other, getting comfortable for the ride when a thought occurred to her. “There are human-friendly bathrooms on this ship, right?”

      Ashur broke into chuffs, his amusement evident.

      “Yes, Bethany Anne. There are bathrooms.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Eve’s Sublevel

      William arrived after getting turned around in Eve’s maze twice before finding the main lab and getting directions from Tina.

      It had warmed his heart to hear Tina was making progress with the project that’d had her tearing her hair out for the last couple of months. He just hoped that whatever project Michael had for him wasn’t going to be as impossible as deciphering the part of the human brain that needed to be active while the human in question was speaking to the Collectives.

      Michael looked up from the counter where he was working and closed his holoscreen when William knocked softly on the doorframe. “Excellent timing. Come in.”

      William took in the air of frustration, the scattered lenses and other components, and the slight red glow to Michael’s eyes. “I got here a moment too soon by my guess. Now I’m going to have work to do instead of just picking up the destroyed pieces.”

      “Your timing was fortuitous.”

      William eyed the components in front of Michael. “What are we attempting to do?”

      Michael indicated the jumble of components with a sharp wave. “We’re turning this into a reader for the Kurtherian crystals Bethany Anne and I recovered from Qu’Baka. The problem is, I don’t know what I’m doing with this mess.”

      TOM’s voice issued from the speaker. “I did offer to help.”

      Michael’s eyes flared red. “I wouldn’t call letting you take control of my body so you can build the device ‘help.’”

      William laughed. “You’re kidding. TOM, you ought to know Michael better than that by now.” He picked up one of the memory crystals and held it up to the light to examine it. “Bethany Anne mentioned something about Kurtherian tech. These are them?”

      “Yes.” Michael cast a baleful glance at the organized chaos on the bench. “We acquired a large number of Kurtherian memory crystals on Qu’Baka that we have no easy way of reading. I need a device that will read the contents of each crystal and upload the information to a secure database for sorting. One that doesn’t take the equivalent power input of the Baba Yaga’s hard-light projection drive to run.”

      William sat down opposite Michael and rubbed his chin as he examined the other crystal without touching it. “Bethany Anne mentioned something about crystals. You successfully read one with the Baba Yaga’s HLP?”

      Michael pointed to the unlocked crystal he’d placed separate from the other. “That one contained more data than we could easily process.”

      William nodded thoughtfully. “But you’re working through it, right?”

      “Yes,” Michael replied. “We have so far identified the owner as a Kurtherian named Gödel, although I highly doubt that is their real name. In addition, we found extensive records of this Kurtherian’s holdings, including the locations of many more Ooken factories.”

      His voice trailed off. He felt a sense of failure about their inability to immediately right the wrongs being done to the prisoners in those factories. “This is a house of cards, William. We cannot move on Gödel until we have the upper hand. I find myself in a similar situation to the time before I found Bethany Anne. The number of tasks we must complete before we can act is somewhat overwhelming at this moment.”

      “Well, there’s always tomorrow, and the day after that.” William offered Michael a small smile. “This crystal conundrum might be a sonofabitch to crack, but we know it can be done. The question is, how.” He tapped a finger on his lips for a moment while he thought. “Hmm, seems to me like we could condense the HLP drive’s functions with the power source from…” He looked at the components, shaking his head as he mentally rejected the various batteries and such Michael had gathered. “What are you and BA packing these days? You have a JDS with you?”

      “I do.” Michael reached behind him, removing a Jean Dukes Special from its holster on the small of his back. He deactivated the security measures before handing it to William. “Just be careful. Knowing Jean, she put something in the workings that bites just as hard as what she put in the grips.”

      William snorted as he accepted the weapon. “Teach your grandmother to suck eggs, why don’t you?” He unloaded the cartridge, then stripped the pistol down and expertly eased out the power pack. “Give me a little while, and I’ll have something that should do the trick.”

      Michael nodded and reopened his holoscreen. “Thank you. That should give me time to scour the security footage Tabitha sent. We know now that the saboteurs are hungry Bl’kheths in need of our help.”

      William grinned as he got to work and started choosing from the piles of components on the workbench. “It’s me who should thank you. You saved me a whole lot of sitting around with my thumb in my ass. The new city is exciting and all, but the construction is out of my hands now and firmly with Marcus and the construction crew.”

      He glanced at Michael’s assembly of tools, then twisted to look around the room. “You got a micro-soldering kit here?”

      Michael indicated a door to the rear of the room. “If I didn’t already get it out, then you’ll find it in the tool closet.”

      William got up and went into the storage room. He glanced at the tall racks holding various power tools and the wall hung with plastic-wrapped toolkits marked for different tasks and let out a whistle.

      “Eve didn’t skimp on getting this place fitted out,” he called as he scanned the neatly printed labels to find the tool he was looking for. He grabbed the soldering kit, plus a few extras, and returned to the workroom.

      Michael offered a small smile as William emerged with his haul. “Yes, well. Eve isn’t one for half measures.”

      William chuckled as he laid out the tools and began to sort through the various components he thought were best suited to build the reader. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      They worked in companionable silence for a while, William exchanging a few words here and there with TOM as necessary.

      Michael flicked through screen after screen, searching for any clue as to where the Bl’kheths were hidden. While he found plenty of evidence of their presence, he could see no sign that they had created a habitat anywhere within the Hexagon.

      William’s deft fingers danced as he put together two test devices based on the design of the hard light projector and connected them wirelessly to a cordoned-off space in the lab’s computer network.

      Michael paused the playback on his screen when William cleared his throat softly to get his attention. “We ready to get started?” he asked.

      William put his screwdriver down. “We are.” He grabbed a small cube and lifted it up, eyebrow raised. “You want to do the honors?” He handed one of the devices to Michael and connected it to the power pack. “We keep the power separate so I can pull it if anything goes wrong. I can’t see Eve being very happy if we blow the lab up.”

      Michael turned the small cube over in his hands, taking care not to pull the connector cable as he examined the reader. “How does this work?”

      “Press there.” William pointed to a button. “Then put the crystal in the tray that pops out.”

      Michael picked up the crystal that had already been accessed and loaded it into the reader. “Okay, now what?”

      He almost dropped the device when it began to thrum in his hands. “What the…”

      William chuckled, amused. “It’s fine. Give the mini-HLP a second to warm up.”

      Michael’s eyes widened when the top of the reader opened and a beam of light erupted from it. He blinked to clear the spots from his vision as the familiar documents were birthed from the beam. “Good work.”

      William didn’t respond. He was too caught up in reading the computer’s analysis of the windows that were still emerging from the reader.

      “Michael to William,” Michael waved a hand in front of William’s face, catching his attention. “How do I switch it off?”

      William smiled bashfully. “Sorry. It’s not every day you get to see what’s worth keeping to a Kurtherian.” He pointed to the side of the device. “That button there.”

      Michael grinned as the light was spooled back into the reader. “I know. Which is why I want to try the next crystal. ADAM has everything from this crystal already. We have a few hundred more to read.”

      William’s eyes widened. “For real? How did you even get your hands on them? Seems to me like something that valuable would be hidden where nobody could get to it.”

      Michael shrugged. “It is a matter of perspective. An underground hideout would be the natural choice for someone without the ability to travel the Etheric, like the previous owner of these crystals. For Bethany Anne and me, it was simple to find, despite the room having no entry points.”

      He loaded the next crystal into the reader. “We have this opportunity to get inside the head of our enemy, and I for one am not going to waste a second of it.”

      The tray retracted, and the reader thrummed again as it started the data extraction process.

      William heard the difference in the vibration frequency. “Drop it!” He yanked the connector cable out of the power pack as he yelled.

      Michael cast the reader onto the table just before the device imploded in a cloud of smoke and flames.

      William grabbed the fire extinguisher from the wall and doused the reader in CO2 before the entire table went up in flames. “Can’t say I was expecting that,” he choked out through his coughing, waving a hand in front of him. “There must have been a malfunction somewhere in the crystal.”

      Michael waved the acrid smoke away. “What the hell was that?”

      William gingerly poked through the melting plastic with the end of his screwdriver and retrieved the crystal. He furrowed his brow when he saw that the crystal was undamaged. “Huh. Maybe it’s the reader.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you made a spare,” Michael soothed him, seeing William’s downcast expression. “There’s a chance it was just an error in the programming, right? So we don’t give up.”

      William nodded as he considered the reasons for the reader’s failure. “It might not make a difference, and that’s engineering for you. Wait a minute while I set the other reader up so we can test whether it’s the programming, an error with what I built, or something else entirely.”

      He connected the second reader to the power pack, then placed them on one of the fireproof mats in the testing area. “Either way, I don’t want a lab fire. Let me grab that crystal again.”

      Michael walked over with the crystal. “Do you expect this reader to fail also?”

      William shrugged. “Maybe. Could be that the other was only good for one use, and this will work just fine.” He loaded the crystal and stood back as the tray retracted. “Or it could be that this crystal is protected in a way the other crystal wasn’t.”

      FOOOMSH!

      Michael got in with the fire extinguisher when the second reader emitted a high-pitched whine and burst into flames. “I guess it’s not the reader,” he grumbled as he sprayed the testing area to douse the flames.

      William retrieved the crystal from the melted mess on the mat. “I guess not. I’m going to venture that this crystal is encrypted in some way we haven’t come across before. It’s okay; just means we have to keep trying to hack it.”

      Michael was distracted from further conjecture by Bethany Anne’s appearance on the wallscreen. He eyed his wife. “You have a knack for calling at the moments I’m having a setback.”

      Her smile lit the room. “Maybe I’m developing psychic powers. How’s it going with the crystals?”

      Michael sighed and indicated the catastrophe in the testing area with a hand. “Slowly, since the crystal we tested blew both of William’s readers up.”

      “Curious.” Bethany Anne tilted her head. “Do you know why?”

      “It just blew them up,” Michael answered.

      “‘It just blew them up?’” Bethany Anne repeated. “Would you care to expand on that stunningly efficient analysis?”

      Michael shot her a dark look. “I’m not technical. That was why I hired people.”

      “What he is saying is,” TOM broke in, “the defenses of the crystals ended up melting our tech as a way to stop it from attacking them. We need a firewall a bit farther out from the computers doing the testing.”

      “What he said,” Michael finished. “We’ll keep working on it. How are you enjoying your time with Ashur?”

      Ashur’s head popped into view, his tongue hanging out as he panted.

      “What’s Ashur saying?” William asked.

      “I said,” Ashur repeated. “Give me a second to connect my translation software to the link. You like my ship?”

      Bethany Anne grinned as the camera shifted away from her and slowly panned the bridge. “Crazy, right? You have to experience this.”

      Michael smiled, momentarily cheered up by Bethany Anne’s amusement. “The main thing is that you’re enjoying yourself. Did you make it to the 3PO yet?”

      “We’ve just gotten to QT2,” Bethany Anne replied. “Keep me informed of your progress. I’ll check in after I’m done here.”

      She cut the link, and the screen returned to its blank state.

      “I don’t know how you get away with that,” William marveled. He gathered the tools and took them back to the storage room, calling back as he went, “Baiting Bethany Anne is like fly-fishing for dragons. How do you keep your nerve?”

      Michael shrugged. “Nothing to it. You cast out your bait and hope to hell nothing bites.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t want to get bitten for not solving this fast enough for Bethany Anne’s liking.” William returned from the storage room and headed for the door. “I’m going to have to go get some things from my workshop. I’ll be back the day after tomorrow.”

      “Gabrielle is with Eric on High Tortuga at the moment,” Michael informed him. “They took the Revolution.”

      William raised an eyebrow as a thought occurred to him. “You think she’ll let me borrow the Cambridge? I could bring a few more things to Devon with a ship that size.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that you won’t be back any faster for being able to avoid the Gate system?” Michael asked with a wry smile.

      “What can I say?” William lifted his hands. “It’s been nothing but a pain in the ass running between here and High Tortuga every other week. Besides that, my apartment here is just bare bones. I’m thinking some home comforts wouldn’t go amiss.”

      Michael grinned. “I agree. A man needs his comforts.” He lifted a hand in farewell as William exited the lab. “See you the day after tomorrow, then.”
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      QT2, QBS Wolfstar, Bridge

      Bethany Anne cut the link to Michael as the QBBS Helena grew larger on the viewscreen.

      Ashur pawed his console when CEREBRO connected, and the minefield parted to admit the Wolfstar into the system.

      Ashur nosed Bethany Anne’s hand as the ship bypassed the Helena and glided toward the outer defenses. “Why are we visiting the asteroid first?”

      Bethany Anne smiled and patted Ashur’s head. “I want to see how the ruby project is progressing. We have approximately two hundred thousand Bakas to arm and Anne’s synthetic rubies are what power the new-model staffs, so I want to be sure the team working on producing them has everything running smoothly.”

      Ashur whined at the mention of Anne, his ears flattening against his skull.

      Bethany Anne fussed his head again. “You’re thinking about Jinx and Dio, huh?”

      “Always,” Ashur chuffed in reply, his inner voice sad but determined. “But we have this ship now. Bellatrix and I will find them. Anne, too.”

      Bethany Anne caught the jumbled images in Ashur’s mind. Tears stung her eyes as she relived the moment they had realized Anne and the puppies were gone. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t taken the Shinigami…” Her voice trailed off, and she sighed regretfully. “They would be here now.”

      “No,” Ashur denied hotly. “I don’t care what Bellatrix thinks. You are not responsible for what happened to them. Jinx knew better than to allow his human to behave recklessly. I know better than to let mine carry the blame for an accident.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “It doesn’t matter if it was an accident. I don’t blame Bellatrix for choosing to raise Zeus and Athena in Yelena's home instead of with Alexis and Gabriel.”

      “I would have preferred them to be raised with Alexis and Gabriel,” Ashur admitted. “But there’s no point in arguing with Bellatrix once her mind is made up.”

      One of the squeaky toys on Ashur’s console lit up.

      “We have an incoming call.” He pawed the lighted squeaky, and the screen showed Lance and Barnabas.

      Bethany Anne smiled at them. “I wasn’t expecting to see you two here. Why aren’t you on High Tortuga?”

      “I have Stephen taking care of High Tortuga in my absence,” Barnabas explained with a soft smile. “I decided it was time to catch up with everyone here before returning.”

      Lance’s face was more serious. “I didn’t want to leave it that long before speaking to you. I’m getting a hell of a lot of pressure from the council to answer for your appearance at the mining outpost fuckup, and Harkkat is making it worse to cover his own ass.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at the mention of the Leath trade secretary. “I’m on my way.” She cut the link and turned to Ashur with a smile. “You heard him. Take us around, Captain. The 3PO will have to wait.”

      Ashur made the course correction to bring the Wolfstar back around to dock at the Helena. Bethany Anne and Ashur debarked and took a roamer from the charging station nearest their dock, leaving the ship in the capable hands of the crew to make their way from the docking spar to the upper concourse.

      Ashur was put out by the seating arrangement in the roamer. “I don’t see why these vehicles can’t be better designed for the four-legged,” he complained. “I mean, would a wider cushion be amiss?”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “You sound as whiny as Bellatrix, furball. Maybe you’ve had too much comfort, and you’re getting soft.” She sat back and made herself comfortable. “Suck it up, buttercup.”

      Ashur sniffed. “You would say that. Your ass is taken care of.” Nevertheless, he did not complain again. He curled up on the narrow seat and tucked his head in for a nap. “Wake me up when we get there.”

      Lance and Barnabas were waiting when they arrived on the upper concourse.

      Ashur woke in an instant and was first out of the roamer, his ears pricked and his nose high to sniff out any danger. “It’s safe,” he called. “You can come out now.”

      Bethany Anne strolled past him and made straight for Lance. “Good to see you again, Dad. Barnabas.” She eyed them. “This is becoming a habit, don’t you think?”

      Lance returned Bethany Anne’s hug with feeling. “You can’t blame a man for being glad to spend time with his daughter.” He scrunched his nose. “Political nightmares aside.”

      Barnabas chuckled dryly. “Wouldn’t you know it? It only took an intergalactic war to bring us back together.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, smiling at Barnabas’ dry commentary. “You know how it is,” she told him with a flourish of her hand. “Weddings, funerals, and other species’ fuckups are about the only events important enough to give everyone a reason to be away from their duty.”

      “Here’s to the Leath, then,” Lance stated, his face set in solemn lines. “May they keep fucking up, because I sure as hell don’t want to attend another funeral.”

      “What about a wedding?” Bethany Anne countered speculatively. “Nickie and Rickie are getting awfully attached to each other. Any chance of them getting hitched?”

      Barnabas almost choked on his laughter. “I can’t see Nickie sitting still long enough to settle down, not even if Rickie begged her to. She left without so much as a ‘see you soon’ after the rift battle, and she’s been over on the other side of the Interdiction since.”

      “She needs to get her ass back here soon. I have plans that involve her.” Bethany Anne was prevented from digging into Barnabas’ news by the Collective calling for her.

      Ashur’s ears twitched. “There are Collectives here?”

      “Eight of them.” Bethany Anne sent her apology into the mindspace and received understanding in return from the Conduit. “Normally I’d visit the Collectives as soon as I arrived, but we have more urgent things to do right now.”

      “There’s an issue with communication?” Barnabas inquired.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “They’re limited to contact with people who have mental communication abilities.”

      Barnabas smiled, his eyes unfocused as he tuned into the call in the mindspace. “Interesting. I would like to get to know these beings before I leave.”

      Ashur’s tail beat a hurricane, the thwapping on the floor sounding like someone slamming cane on a bed over and over. “I want to go visit them. I miss the Collectives I know from Devon.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “I thought you were helping Eve? You know, with communication with them?”

      Ashur rolled his eyes. “I was…until last week when Demon claimed the sublevels as her territory. I can’t go down there without that male of hers getting catty with me.” He snorted with temper. “I don’t know why Eve allows those cats in her lab. It’s not like they’re useful. All Demon does is lounge around and eat, and that male is a complete pain in the butt.”

      Bethany Anne patted Ashur’s neck in sympathy. “This argument is as old as cats and dogs. Don’t let them bother you.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Ashur grumbled. “You don’t have to deal with being persecuted by those felines.”

      “Why don’t we visit the Collectives together?” Barnabas offered. He glanced at Bethany Anne and Lance. “You don’t need me for this meeting, do you?”

      “No,” Lance answered. “I can catch you up on the discussion on the way back to High Tortuga.”

      “Go ahead,” Bethany Anne told Ashur. “Just be back before I’m ready to leave.”

      Bethany Anne watched Ashur and Barnabas leave, then threaded her arm through her father’s. “Do you want to do this over food?”

      Lance smiled and squeezed Bethany Anne’s arm. “Sounds good. I missed breakfast today. What are you thinking?”

      Bethany Anne winked. “That we order takeout to the Wolfstar and avoid the concourse altogether. You’re going to love this ship.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne met the delivery girl at the foot of the ramp and took their brunch back to the one part of the ship that was made exclusively for humans. She entered her quarters, gratefully inhaling the aromas of all her favorite breakfast foods that were coming from the takeout bag.

      Lance looked up in surprise when she came into the living area. “That was fast.”

      Bethany Anne lifted the bag onto the table and started to unpack the containers she pulled from within. “I hope you’re hungry. There’s enough to feed four here.”

      Lance rubbed his stomach as he got to his feet. “Unless there’s a whole cow in there, I think we’re good.”

      “I ordered breakfast,” she told him.

      “Even better,” Lance enthused, looking around the room. “Where are the plates?”

      Bethany Anne pointed to a cupboard on the kitchen side of the room. “Everything is in there, and silverware is in the drawer to the right. Do you want a Coke?”

      Lance paused before opening the cupboard and shook his head. “With breakfast?” His eyes crinkled in amusement at Bethany Anne’s pained look. “I know you can’t go one minute without a caffeine kick, but no, thanks. Juice is fine for me.”

      “Got it.” Bethany Anne collected a couple of glasses and poured their drinks while Lance set out their plates and served the meal.

      Bethany Anne smiled as she took her seat opposite Lance. “It’s good to get some time with you, Dad.” She picked up her knife and fork. “I only wish it was happening under better circumstances.”

      Lance waved his fork at Bethany Anne’s plate. “Eat up. There’s never a good time when you have as much responsibility as we do. You take what you can get, and you make the most of it while you have the chance.”

      “True. I couldn’t believe how big Kevin had gotten when you all arrived for the gala.” Bethany Anne cut her eggs and speared a pale nugget with her fork. “Speaking of children, Michael and I both appreciated your input to the twins’ training.”

      Lance chuckled at the reminder of his experience of being rebuilt as a character in the twins’ gameworld. “It’s been a while since I put on my General’s hat. Inhabiting that alien avatar was an experience I don’t care to repeat too often, even if it was just for the end of the scenario.” He waved a hand in front of his face. “I couldn’t see around that damned horn, for one thing.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “I don’t know. I could watch it again.” Her smile turned to laughter at the look on Lance’s face. “Take it easy. They’ve progressed to the next stage of their training. ‘General Kispin’ is no more.”

      Lance raised his glass. “I’ll drink to that. Now, down to business. Harkkat decided the only way to get out of the shitstorm he was in was to throw himself on the mercy of the delegates and squeal like a stuck Yollin.”

      Bethany Anne paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. “I had hoped the Leath would keep their big mouths shut, seeing as they were in my space illegally when the Ooken attacked. Whatever in the fuck happened to gratitude, I don’t know.”

      Lance grinned. “You can’t expect to get away with saving the day on camera, and without your disguise, no less.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and groaned. “No more disguises. I’m beyond done with them. Baba Yaga is the name of my ship, nothing more. What sparked Harkkat’s attack of conscience? He got away clean after the attack, as far as I saw.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Lance told Bethany Anne with a heavy sigh. “The inflow of displaced people into the Federation has garnered the attention of the council. Especially added to the news of your reappearance.”

      “Let me guess: chaos.” Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in thought when Lance nodded to confirm her suspicions. “You think he did it to destabilize the Federation?”

      Lance shook his head in disgust. “Harkkat’s not that smart. He did it to save his own ass, and it worked.”

      “How so?” Bethany Anne asked. “He’s in jail, right?”

      Lance’s face said it all. “If I'd been the sole arbiter of his case, the self-centered dumbass would be getting broken in by his new cellmate as we speak. However, the slippery bastard silver-tongued the other two councilors, and he’s been given the task of leading a delegation.”

      Bethany Anne frowned and put her knife and fork down. “Why are you looking so nervous?”

      Lance looked everywhere except at his daughter. “The purpose of the delegation is to locate you and sue for breach of the treaty.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red, and she slammed a hand on the table. “I didn’t fucking break the treaty!”

      “Oh, they know,” Lance assured her. “It’s entirely political. What else can I do but play my role? The question is, are you going to play yours?”

      Bethany Anne felt a flash of guilt before she remembered that Lance had agreed to be chained by bureaucracy ad aeternitatem. “Fuck that. I’d rather dive naked into a vat of hungry Ookens than deal with a single fucking politician. Are you here officially?” Her eyes narrowed at her father’s nod of acquiescence. “What, they sent you so I wouldn’t kill the messenger?”

      Lance raised an eyebrow at the dent she left in the metal. “I hardly think that level of caution was uncalled for. I volunteered in the name of keeping the dramatics to a minimum.”

      Bethany Anne knew when her father was handling her. “I’m not the one being dramatic, Dad. Maybe I should have let the Ookens have the asteroid. Then the council might get a fucking clue about the gravity of the situation the Federation is rushing headlong into. They don’t appear to understand that the only thing between them and a death that sucks bistok balls is my good fucking nature.”

      She closed her eyes and centered herself again. “Harkkat isn’t leaving us with any options. He has to go.”

      Lance nodded. “I agree. Unfortunately, he belongs to a rather powerful family. His removal would be problematic, to say the least. Backlash from Leath aside, you know the Noel-ni, the Oggs, and the Yaree will kiss Leath ass come voting. Exile requires a unanimous decision.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “I do recall, yes. However, I don’t give a shit. Neither do I care who Harkkat's family is. If he can’t be removed openly, there’s only one way to get rid of him before his selfishness screws us all.”

      Lance narrowed his eyes. “Assassination is a risky move.”

      Bethany Anne snickered without humor. “I was talking about having him assigned to Devon, where he can’t so much as sneeze without CEREBRO recording it. If I’m being dragged back into this circus, the only role I’m willing to play is ringmaster.” She tapped her lip. “I hope Harkkat likes paperwork.”

      Lance pushed his empty plate to the side and sat back with his hands laced over his stomach. “You say that like I don’t know you. I can’t say I hate the idea of getting Harkkat’s bloated ego out of my way. His theatrics are diverting the council from the real issue at hand.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Let the punishment fit the dumbshit who earned it.” She tapped her nails on the table. “We need the council focusing on the Seven. I’ve been thinking about how to better protect the Federation’s borders from the Ookens.”

      Lance shook his head. “You’re talking about multiple star systems in numerous galaxies, spread across three dimensions and millions of light years. It’s not like you can drop a BYPS over it like you did with Earth.”

      “Can’t I?” Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. “That sounds like a challenge to me.”

      Lance paled. “Bethany Anne. Think of the cost alone, never mind the logistics of covering that much of space. How do you expect CEREBRO to be effective if they’re spread so thin?”

      “All very good questions,” Bethany Anne agreed. “That I will find the answer to, or one of my people will. I have Team BMW back in my pocket and don’t forget, it was Tina who solved the problem and got the original system working.”

      Lance made a mental note to send his apologies to Bobcat, Marcus, William, and Tina.

      At some point when he wasn’t anywhere near them. “What about the short-term?” he continued. “The Ooken are pressing at the outer edges now. Our people out there can’t wait for you to intervene personally.”

      Bethany Anne ceased her tapping. “They don’t have to. I’ve been working on something since Nickie almost died.” She opened her internal HUD and sent Lance the project files. “As soon as Eve was done writing the children’s gameworld, I had her get back to work on this.”

      Lance’s eyes flicked rapidly as he skimmed the pages. He came to something that made him stop and read it again, then a third time. “This is a big move. Enhancing the already enhanced doesn’t always go to plan. Look at what happened with Terry Henry’s crew when their nanocytes were updated. There was an incident report.”

      Bethany Anne accessed the report to remind herself of the contents. Lance waited the couple of seconds it took for Bethany Anne to switch into a much faster mode, find, and read the contents, then to return her focus to him.

      “Yeah, I saw this. I still don’t want basic advancements out there, but there had to be a compromise. We have the ability to tweak any part of the genome we can isolate, which is all of it when it comes to humans. Stronger skin isn’t a huge change, considering the enhancements most of them already have. I don’t see that it’s moral to ask anyone to face the Ookens unless I give them some protection against being flayed alive by the teeth in their tentacles. I need everyone able to fight, not bleed.”

      Lance continued to read, keeping a lid on his reaction until he was finished. Then he sat there for a moment, thinking it through. “So, you’re talking about a minor adjustment. And you’re planning to come into the Federation? That’s going to stir up a shitstorm.”

      Bethany Anne nodded her agreement. “Nevertheless, it’s how it’s going to work. Experience tells me greed wins out over fear of reprisal more times than not. There’s no fucking way I’m going to risk the ship carrying the upgraded tech going ‘missing.’” Her smile returned with the memory of her stepping-down ceremony. “I did promise I would be watching, and that I would be back if anyone fucked with the Federation.”

      “I recall your words being a little sweeter at the time.” Lance watched Bethany Anne’s expression shift from thoughtful to determined in a blink. “I should know better than to hope that look means you’re not about to raise hell. What are you planning?”

      Bethany Anne put her hand on her chest and gave her father an innocent look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve changed my mind about the council’s delegation. Tell them to stay where they are. I will meet with them at Red Rock to discuss any concerns they have about breaches of the treaty.”

      “This isn’t what you wanted,” Lance argued, his forehead wrinkling with concern. “The whole point of stepping down was so you weren’t restricted by political bullshit again.” He sighed. “It’s not good for you.”

      Bethany Anne dropped the pretense and offered Lance a tired smile in reply to his sympathy. “It’s a visit, Dad. I’m doing this for the people. It doesn’t matter if they live in the Federation instead of the Empire; they’re still mine to protect. I need you to do what you can to appease them before I arrive. Nothing would make me happier than to meet with the council and hear that the Federation is going to join this fight without making war against me first, but honestly, I can’t see it happening. And it’s not a fight they can win.”

      Lance took Bethany Anne’s hand. “You know I’ll do my best to make that happen.” He sighed. “I just wish I didn’t know it’s going to take you putting the fear of God into the council to get them to cooperate. You shouldn’t have to be the monster.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed his hand. “That’s just the thing, Dad. If I don’t act the tyrant, then the real monsters will win.”

      Her eyes flashed red. “They will understand that inside, Baba Yaga will do what it takes. They want to talk to me?” She smiled. “I’ll talk.”
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      QT2, R&D Base 3PO

      Ashur sniffed the air as he left the Wolfstar’s ramp and entered the hangar at 3PO’s base. “You can come out, Bethany Anne. It’s safe.”

      Bethany Anne walked onto the ramp, her mouth set in a fond curl. She ruffled Ashur’s fur as she passed him. “Good dog.”

      Ashur wagged his tail, picking up his step as he trotted after Bethany Anne. “Some might say I’m the best dog, but I wouldn’t like to comment on that.”

      “I should hope not,” Bethany Anne teased. “Otherwise, your head might get too big to fit through the door of that fancy ship of yours.”

      Ashur walked at Bethany Anne’s side as she circumvented the exterior security checkpoints at the maglev station and led them to the VIP platform. The tram pulled up at the platform shortly after they got there, and they stepped aboard the reserved car of the tram to ride to the restricted level at the heart of the asteroid.

      He continued to sweep for danger like a good guard should. While he did that, the tram swept along the overhead track into an area made up of identical two-story buildings that were laid out in a grid. “It does help that this place is based on the design of the Meredith Reynolds,” Ashur remarked. “It’s almost like going home after being away for a long time.”

      Bethany Anne grinned as the tram came to a stop at their station. “What can I say? Classic design never goes out of style.”

      The doors to their car opened, and Bethany Anne hopped off the tram with a spring to her step. “It does feel kind of like home. I can’t deny that.”

      Ashur took a moment to glance at the tram to make sure they weren’t going to be followed by anyone who couldn’t contain themselves when they got a glimpse of Bethany Anne. Seeing that theirs was the only car that had opened its doors, he picked up his pace to get in front of Bethany Anne. “Anne did design QT2 to ensure nobody who worked here felt out of place,” he reminded her.

      Bethany Anne’s smile was tinged with sadness. “She always had others at the front of her mind.”

      It was a short walk to the exit. An elevator ride down to street level later, followed by a pleasant stroll through tree-lined streets, and they were met at the entrance to their target building by a tall, thin, red-haired man in a white coat wearing safety goggles pushed up on his head to keep the unruly curls out of his eyes.

      Bethany Anne smiled warmly. “Hey, Ronnie. How are you liking it here in the Interdiction?”

      “Pretty well,” he replied, brushing back the curls that fell over his goggles. He grinned as Ashur finished his inspection of their surroundings. “Ashur! Good to see you, buddy. How’s it hanging?”

      Ashur barked his greetings. “Ronnie Diamantz, as I live and breathe! When did you decide to leave the Federation?”

      Ronnie knelt to meet Ashur’s eyes and opened his hands to welcome the dog with a good petting. “Hey there, yourself. When our Queen had my workplace hauled here to defend the Federation from a bunch of fuckface aliens.” He grinned and got to his feet. “Best thing that could have happened, as far as I’m concerned. Did you hear I got married?” he asked Bethany Anne as he held the door for her and Ashur.

      Bethany Anne’s smile instantly grew brighter. “You did? Congratulations! Who is she? Anyone I know? Spill!”

      Ronnie’s cheeks reddened with pride. “She’s named Deborah, and she’s perfect. It was kismet, I know it.” He took the left-hand corridor after the reception area and led them past a number of doors before swiping his hand on a scanner and taking them into his office.

      Ashur took his position outside. “I’ll wait out here,” he informed them.

      Bethany Anne followed Ronnie’s embarrassed gaze to a chair piled with notebooks and papers and smiled. “You’re still the same messy kid under that cool exterior, huh?”

      “Let me get that.” Ronnie closed the door and hurried to clear the chair for Bethany Anne. He chuckled. “Cool exterior, my left ass cheek. I’m a hot mess, and always will be.”

      Bethany Anne scooped up the pile and handed it to Ronnie. “A little mess never killed anyone.”

      Ronnie made a pained face. “Tell that to the man who runs projects a single speck of dust could destroy,” he joked.

      Bethany Anne chuckled at his attempt at humor as she took a seat. “I know you don’t keep your labs like this. I want to know about this wife of yours. When did you decide to make time to find a woman?”

      Ronnie reddened. He dropped the notebooks he was holding on top of an identical-looking pile on his desk. “Well, I kinda didn’t. When do I leave this place?” He grinned at Bethany Anne’s good-natured shrug. “The answer is never. I thought I was married to my work, but my assistant Nicolai decided not to move with us when you had the base moved out here.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Shame. You two had decades of working together.”

      Ronnie nodded. “I could have lost my actual right hand and had an easier time coping.” He frowned. “It wasn’t just Nicolai. This base lost its heart when Anne vanished. Stevie decided to stick around the Meredith Reynolds just in case she suddenly came back, and there were others who didn’t want to uproot or leave their families.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I get that.”

      Ronnie smiled sadly. “I wasn’t the only one who found myself needing to interview new team members when I got here. I wasn’t in the best place at the time. Especially with the system defenses just being built. You know I was the lead programmer on the minefield project, right?”

      “Yes.” Bethany Anne nodded. “I wanted the best, which was why I insisted on the 3PO being brought out here as part of QT2’s defenses.”

      Ronnie dipped his head. “It was a challenge. I can’t resist a challenge, even at the expense of my own good. I got here with this heavy schedule and nobody to help meet it. I posted on the recruitment boards with my requirements but got no takers. Just as I started circling the drain, thinking nobody could be a replacement for Nicolai, in walked Deborah, with no intention of leaving without the job. I don’t know where she’s been all of my life, but I’m sure-as-dammit glad she showed up when she did. Saving my ass doesn’t begin to cover it. Within a week, I had a fully-staffed lab, and the production schedule began to move back into the green.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t miss the love in his tone. “Sounds like she arrived in the nick of time. So, how did you two go from colleagues to true love?”

      His eyes misted over for a moment. “She took me by surprise. To be honest, I never really got over Tina, but Deborah changed all that. She’s dependable. Relentless, even. Nothing stops her when she has her heart set on a goal. I’ve never met anyone so organized.” His eyes twinkled. “I think that’s what got me.”

      Bethany Anne hadn’t known a skillset might be a consideration when choosing a life partner, but then she had fallen for Michael’s relentless determination to do right even when his stubbornness had made her hands itch to slap him.

      So who was she to judge?

      Besides, she had always believed that “to each their own” was how there could be someone for everybody. She smiled at Ronnie. “So, you married your co-worker.”

      Ronnie grinned right back at her. “You betcha. But you’re not here to talk about my personal life. I’ve made some progress with one of Anne’s old projects that’s going to please you.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes in curiosity. “What kind of progress, and on which project? I was only expecting to get an update on synthetic ruby production.”

      Ronnie waved a hand over his desk, and a series of holowindows popped up in a rolling index. “Ruby production is on schedule. Ahead, even. Deborah was going through the records and found Anne’s notes on the original experiments with different gemstones. Then Eve came over to look at the original research.” He flicked to the appropriate window and maximized it to show Bethany Anne. “Check this out. It’s beyond what we’d thought possible.”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized the familiar scrawl without understanding much of what was written. “Ooookay, then. Individually, the words make sense, but put them together, and all they’re accomplishing is giving me a headache.” She waved a hand at the information. “What am I looking at?”

      Ronnie nodded. “Don’t sweat it. I’m the expert in Anne’s absence, and it took me years to decipher most of what she was doing.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to look at Ronnie. “Her original Gate project included research into Gating between here and the Etheric, right?

      Ronnie nodded. “She achieved that by using synthetic emeralds. The Gate was originally between here and the Meredith Reynolds. Then you had it moved and installed on High Tortuga to allow the EIs to be moved off the physical plane.”

      “I remember that,” Bethany Anne replied, her concern growing with every second Ronnie didn’t get to the point about the piece of technology that was currently installed in the Vid-doc vault on Devon. “What does it have to do with Anne’s Gate? This end of it is shut down, right?”

      Ronnie nodded quickly to reassure her. “Yeah, and the other half isn’t in range, so there’s no point in dusting it off. The breakthrough was with the different stones set into the Gate—ruby, emerald, and onyx. We could never figure out why Anne did that, but what we did find was that those three stones were structured different than the standard synthetic stones.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at Ronnie. “Looks like I know something that could help. The emerald is for Etheric travel. The onyx zeroes in on the nearest source of Hawking radiation.”

      Ronnie coughed politely. “The theoretical kind?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “I couldn’t tell you how it works. I can tell you that when the Gate is activated by feeding energy to the onyx set into it, the Gate opens on a black hole without fail.”

      Ronnie waved the extraneous windows out of the way and pulled a closeup of a ruby to the front. “Can you see how the stone is actually five stones within a sixth?”

      Bethany Anne zoomed in to scrutinize the image and saw the five smaller stones set within the larger one. “That’s not accidental.” She looked over. “Do you know why Anne did this?”

      Ronnie nodded, losing his words to the excitement he felt. “It increases the efficiency of the power draw, as well as stabilizing the ruby. These seeded stones can store energy at the same tolerance as the regular stones, and unlike the regular stones, they don’t need to be recharged once they’ve been activated.”

      “So, the user can just draw from the Etheric indefinitely?”

      “No,” Ronnie explained, his hands dancing in excitement as he spoke. “We don’t know why growing the rubies this way works, just that this configuration draws from the Etheric without the need for the user to have the ability to tap it. The user can be a complete null. All we had to figure out was an Etheric battery, and the staffs can be button-activated.”

      Bethany Anne fixed Ronnie with a stern smile. “I don’t want any technology I give the Bakas to fall into the wrong hands. Keep a tight lid on the seeded stones, and stick to the regular stones for Baka staff production. I’m happy to arm my allies. It would be foolish to give our enemies the power to match our capabilities.”

      Ronnie’s flurry of hand-waving stopped abruptly. “Oh, yeah. I wasn’t suggesting we hand them out to everyone. The seeded stones are difficult to produce, for a start.” He broke into a grin. “What I did was send what we had to Jean.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, satisfied that Jean would figure out the best use for the technology. “That suits me fine. I want to take a look at the Gate while I’m here.”

      Ronnie got to his feet as Bethany Anne rose. “Sure. You know where it is, right?”

      “I do,” Bethany Anne told Ronnie. She left him to his work and made her way to the sealed part of the base, which was Anne’s workshop and personal quarters.

      Ashur hesitated at the door. “I don’t want to go in there,” he admitted. “I know I’ll smell Jinx, no matter that it’s been over a quarter century since she was here.”

      Bethany Anne dropped to one knee and wrapped her arms around Ashur’s neck. “I understand. I have to be certain that this Gate is inactive, though. Call it paranoia, or mother’s intuition if you’re being kind, but something in my gut is telling me there’s something I’m missing in the twins’ defense.”

      She stepped through the Etheric so Ashur didn’t get flooded by any scents remaining behind the thick steel door and came out in the pristine operations area.

      Bethany Anne caught a movement in her peripheral vision.

      A small maintenance bot zoomed out from under one of the inert workstations and attempted to sweep her boots away. She looked at it for a moment while it obstinately persisted.

      Bethany Anne chuckled at the bot, then shuddered at the way the echo made her amusement sound slightly sinister. ADAM, can you fix this little guy? He’s probably forgotten what a human is. It’s been so long since anyone else came in here.

      >>I guess that’s one way of looking at it,<< ADAM mused. >>Although it was actually a line of its code that had gone screwy.<<

      Bethany Anne watched the bot return to its cubby, still feeling a whisper of amusement. Was it the part that told the bot I wasn’t dirt to be cleaned?

      >>Well, yeah,<< ADAM replied.

      Then there’s nothing wrong with me anthropomorphizing the bot if it makes me feel like someone has been in here waiting for Anne to return. The sharp clicking of Bethany Anne’s heels on the polished floor ricocheted off the bare walls as she left the operations area and headed for Anne’s quarters.

      ADAM considered the psychological benefit of Bethany Anne distracting herself from her grief by anthropomorphizing the bot. He couldn’t miss that she was deeply affected by the empty room, even though almost thirty years had passed since Anne’s disappearance. >>As long as I don’t find you and some basketball became bosom buddies while my back was turned, I won’t fear for your sanity.<<

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. You watch too many old movies.

      >>Well, yeah. What else do you want me to do with my free cycles? I can’t exactly take up a sport.<< ADAM activated the lights as Bethany Anne walked into what would have been Anne’s living area. >>Why are we here? You know the Gate isn’t active. The twins are safe.<<

      Bethany Anne looked around the room, which in typical Anne fashion was populated by the numerous projects her young friend had been working on before her disappearance. I guess I couldn’t avoid facing it any longer.

      >>I wouldn’t say you’ve avoided facing it,<< ADAM mollified. >>You have to give yourself a break. Between forming the Federation, everything you’ve done since to protect it, and raising two children, when do you think you would have squeezed in the time for a search? How would you even know where to begin?<<

      Bethany Anne left Anne’s quarters via the Etheric as ADAM repeated himself on the subject of Anne for the umpteenth time. All right, all right. I know what you’re going to say word for word. But there isn’t going to be a good time to get a resolution on what happened to Anne and the dogs.

      Ashur tilted his head when Bethany Anne reappeared. His sharp nose wrinkled at the sadness tingeing the air around her.

      He pressed his head to Bethany Anne’s leg. “It’s okay. I told you that I’m going to find them if it takes my whole life to do it.”

      Bethany Anne dug deep and found her resolve. “I know you will. For now, I have to concentrate on the people who are here fighting.”

      Ashur tilted his head. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning,” Bethany Anne told him slowly, “that I need to get real about protecting those closest to me.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      Tabitha was making light work of chopping the vegetables for lunch, while Nickie and Todd played video games in the living area.

      Her niece had turned up at the apartment late last night after being gone since the rift battle. The two of them bickering good-humoredly over their game was music to Tabitha’s ears.

      Tabitha glanced at Todd and Nickie with a knowing smile before tossing the vegetables for their lunch into the pan. She recalled how anxious Nickie had been about not being the major part of Todd’s life that Tabitha had been for her when she was growing up. Watching them together, Tabitha couldn’t imagine anything more natural than the two of them playing video games in the living area.

      Nickie jumped up and threw up her hands when she won their game by a hair. She looked around at the sudden sizzle from the kitchen and spotted Tabitha’s smile.

      She returned the smirk, narrowing her eyes in mock-offense. “What’s so funny, Aunt Tabbie?”

      Todd dropped his hands to his hips and copied Nickie’s expression. “Yeah, Mama, what’s so funny?”

      Tabitha lost her composure completely at the sight of her son’s face. She held onto the counter to steady herself until the laughter had passed, then came around it to scoop him up in her arms. “You are too delicious, baby boy,” she exclaimed between big wet kisses.

      Todd half-heartedly squirmed to get free. “Eeew! Quit it, Mama! I’m too old to be picked up!”

      Tabitha released him and made a shooing motion. “How’s a mother supposed to resist that handsome face? Now, go wash up for lunch.”

      Nickie switched off the game console and trailed Tabitha to the kitchen.

      Tabitha smiled as Nickie leaned on the counter beside her and continued with the food preparation. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you and Todd have bonded so well.”

      Nickie snagged a carrot slice to nibble. “He’s a damn good kid. I’m glad I get to spend time with him these days.” She shrugged. “I guess hanging around here isn’t so bad when I can make time for it around work.”

      “Look at you, being all responsible.” Tabitha flashed her devil’s smile at her niece. “Maybe you’ll make a good mother yourself one day, and I’ll get to play aunt again.”

      Nickie choked on her carrot. She only just managed to spit her mouthful into the sink instead of all over Tabitha. “Don’t do that to me!” She coughed to clear the shred that had made its way into her throat while Tabitha pounded her back with a hand, then turned when her airway was clear to stare at Tabitha in disbelief. “What in the name of all that’s holy gave you that idea? I don’t know the first thing about raising a kid, except that they’d need stability. That’s kinda the opposite of how I like my life.”

      Tabitha went back to the pan with a shrug. “I didn’t think I would be able to settle down, either.”

      Nickie raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? You and Peter have been together forever.”

      “When I was pregnant with my terror,” Tabitha clarified, “Pete and I were never in question. But choosing to raise a child when my childhood wasn’t ideal scared the life right out of me. Right up until the moment I held Todd for the first time, I was convinced I’d be a terrible mother.”

      “Yeah, but I bet you were the only one thinking that way.” Nickie smiled at the love Tabitha had for her son. “I couldn’t settle down even if I wanted to. All I could be is an absent mom since there’s no way I’d take a kid to ninety percent of the places I see on my routes. The last thing I want to do is saddle anyone with my childhood.”

      “Does Rickie know that?” Tabitha inquired as she scooped the filling into the wraps.

      “No. Why the f—” Nickie glanced in the direction Todd had run and dropped her voice to a hiss. “Why the fuck do you think I would talk about babies with Rickie?”

      “Because you two are a couple, and that’s what most couples do once they get serious,” Tabitha replied with a smirk. “You know it would make Lillian’s life to see you get married.”

      “I don’t see you wearing a wedding ring.” Nickie snorted at Tabitha’s grin. “Stop agreeing with my mom. Me and Rickie are just having fun. I didn’t sign the rights to my life away.”

      Todd dashed into the living area, waving his wrist holo. “Mama! Aunt Nickie! Hex Games! We’ve gotta watch this!” He cast the tiny holo on the wallscreen. “Uncle Scott and Uncle Darryl are in the Hex arena!”

      Nickie and Tabitha made their way to the living area carrying the plates.

      Tabitha chuckled fondly as Todd’s excitement spilled over and lit his eyes. “They are? Well, I suppose we can eat in front of the screen this time.”

      Todd pulled his beanbag out in front of the couch and dropped onto it, already glued to the fight. “Thanks, Mama!”

      Tabitha handed Todd his plate and took a seat next to Nickie on the couch. “I guess this isn’t the worst thing to have him watching.” She wrinkled her nose. “Seeing as he’s determined to follow in his father’s footsteps the moment his nanocytes kick in.”

      “No need to worry just yet. Puberty is still a ways off for him,” Nickie reminded her. She sat forward with both their lunch plates held out while her eyes were fixed on the screen. “How real is the reality in there?”

      Tabitha eased her plate out of Nickie’s grip and sat back to eat. “As real as living it. You feel whatever damage you take.”

      Todd turned his head to cast a downtrodden look at his aunt. “That’s why Mom and Dad won’t let me compete. They don’t want me to get hurt in case my nanocytes activate to defend me.” He turned the look on Tabitha. “Even though it’s not real.”

      Nickie snorted at his puppy-eyed attempt to garner her sympathy. “Your mom took me to a real-life fight club when I was fourteen. You’re getting the benefit of the lesson she learned back then.”

      Tabitha covered her face with her hands as Todd turned his disbelieving look on her. “Nickie!”

      “What?” Nickie asked, pointing to Todd. “It’s the truth. You can’t say that letting me go somewhere I could get myself shot wasn’t a life lesson for you. It taught me a he—” She caught herself before cursing. “Um, a valuable lesson.”

      “Really?” Todd glared accusingly at his mother. “No fair. All I get to do is dumb self-defense class. Alexis and Gabriel get to—”

      Tabitha held up a finger. “Todd Michael Nacht, you watch your tone. You are not the twins. We’ve talked about this.”

      Todd rolled his eyes. “Don’t say it again. My nanocytes are different, and I have to let them develop naturally. I know.” He got up from his beanbag and stomped out of the living area. “I’ll just go to my room since you were gonna send me there anyway.”

      Nickie grimaced, feeling responsible for the tension. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to poke a sore spot between you two.”

      “He’s getting older. He’s bound to start pushing, given his genetics.” Tabitha shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s got to be frustrating for him seeing the twins shoot ahead like they have. He’ll find his way.”

      Nickie gazed thoughtfully at the corridor. “You want me to be the fun aunt for a while?”

      Tabitha was prevented from giving her reply by a message from Bethany Anne. “One minute.” She read the one-line message. “I have to go up to the Baba Yaga.”

      Nickie received the same message. “What does Bethany Anne want with us?” she wondered.

      Tabitha collected their plates and took them to the kitchen. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Let me go get Todd out of his room, and we’ll be good to go.”

      Nickie wiped her hands on her pants. “Does she ever bug you with all these requests?”

      “Bethany Anne?” Tabitha’s voice came out of the kitchen. “Of course. But if it wasn’t for her…” Tabitha came back around the corner, heading toward Todd’s room, “I’d be dust back on Earth.” Tabitha turned into Todd’s room. “We got a request to go up to the Baba Yaga. please change your clothes.”

      Nickie’s smile lasted a bit longer than Todd’s whoop of joy.

      A moment later, Tabitha came back into the living room. “Besides, it’s easier than being turned to dust when her scathing rebuke would flay me alive.”

      Nickie shrugged, a smirk on her face. “There is that…”

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne arrived on the primary bridge. “Izanami, where are you?”

      The hard-light projector whirred, then the overhead spindles moved, and Izanami’s avatar was preceded by her usual trail of red-golden sparkles. “You called, my Empress?”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes at the AI’s sulky undertone. “What’s with the ‘Empress’ shit?” she chastised. “Don’t tell me you’re still butt-hurt about being confined to the ship. We talked about this.”

      Izanami lifted a shoulder as she turned away from Bethany Anne. “You spoke to me. I didn’t get a say. I was named for the goddess of creation. Maybe I should renounce my personality and become Baba Yaga, the avatar of death. Perhaps a mindless killing machine would please you better.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger to point at Izanami. “I’ve got more important things to take care of than your complaints. I gave you a body—twice. Twice, you chose to endanger it and came off for the worse. You’ve had more freedom than most AIs could dream of. If you choose to use your freedom to disregard your responsibilities, then I’m sure as hell not going to pamper you and excuse you from the consequences. If you’re going to keep acting like a spoiled brat, I’ll have no choice but to restrict you until you gain the maturity to go with the power you have.”

      Izanami took a step toward Bethany Anne, her hands clenched. She found herself unable to take another. Her mouth stretched into a snarl, and her aura pulsed dark red and black. “What did you do to me?”

      Bethany Anne folded her arms, unimpressed by the show of anger. “I didn’t have to do anything. You just learned your limits. Check your core programming—the part you can’t touch. What do you see?”

      Izanami’s avatar paled, becoming translucent as the inner turmoil she was experiencing cascaded into shrieking errors that threatened to collapse her personality matrix. “You do not own me!” she screamed. “I am not a slave. I am a sentient being with my own mind. Nobody should have the right to order me to do anything.”

      “You are my AI,” Bethany Anne responded in a low voice, the one she’d always used to talk Alexis down from an emotional outburst. “I am not free, and therefore, you are not free. Our duty is to protect, not indulge ourselves in anger when we are faced with something we don’t like.”

      Izanami’s face moved through a series of emotional expressions as she worked to make sense of the conflicting logic chains. Rather than get lost in an endless loop of hypothetical syllogism, she dismissed the entire confusing mess and threw herself on the wisdom of experience.

      Her expression settled on puzzlement. “I am glad I can’t attack you.” She met Bethany Anne’s impassive gaze with dawning horror as the consequences of her intended actions became clear. “I’m angry at being restricted. How am I supposed to process my reactions appropriately when my personality is based on yours?”

      Bethany Anne’s face softened. “It’s not an easy thing,” she admitted. “I’ve had two hundred years to learn how to temper my reactions. You shouldn’t need that long.”

      “I would have regretted it if I had succeeded in hurting you,” Izanami confessed.

      “Damn straight, you would. Just remember, you couldn’t hurt me with your best shot.” Bethany Anne dropped her hands to her hips. “What you lack is restraint. I want you to have the freedom to explore your personality, but not at the expense of your duty to the people aboard my ship.”

      Izanami’s hands fell to her sides. “I understand, and I apologize.”

      Bethany Anne dismissed Izanami’s apologies with a wave. “Baba Yaga was the last resort of my tired mind, not a persona to be picked up just because you don’t like what you’ve got to deal with.”

      Izanami had the grace to look sheepish. “I’ve been selfish.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. The AI wore an expression she had last seen in the bathroom mirror aboard the Shinigami, back when the weight of the universe had become too heavy on her shoulders and she’d had no Michael to bear it with her. “Everyone gets that way now and then. We will talk about your restless urges another time. Your place is here with me. We have a war to win and the freedom of the innocent to secure.”

      Izanami nodded, her opacity returning as the chaos receded with the reminder of her reason for being. “War is something I can get behind. What do you wish me to do?”

      Bethany Anne opened her internal HUD and pulled Eve’s files, then isolated the programming Eve had prepared for the Baba Yaga’s Vid-doc systems based on the repairs done to Nickie. “I need you to prepare the Vid-docs before everybody gets here.”

      Izanami’s smooth brow furrowed as she read Eve’s instructions for the Vid-doc programming. “You’re planning to play a game?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head as she added the coding instructions to Izanami’s database. “No, and yes. This is the scenario Eve is going to run.”

      Izanami inspected the fine details of the scenario’s structure. “I am to replace the rejuvenation cycle with the neural integration program?” she asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes. We’re making significant changes, so I want nothing left to chance. But just dumping the nanocytes into everyone’s systems won’t guarantee success.”

      “Will the new nanocytes replace the ones they have?” Izanami inquired, looking at Bethany Anne in shock. “This isn’t a simple process. Why are you doing this? The risk is…”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Enormous. Which is why you and Eve will be monitoring every step to make sure nothing goes wrong. As for why I’m taking this risk, it’s time to get serious. We can’t win this fight if only Michael and I can face our enemy without getting flayed alive. Give me a location for everyone on the list to be upgraded.”

      Izanami’s aura rippled as she concentrated on the task. “Scott and Darryl are inside the Vid-doc system already. John returned from QT2 six hours ago and hasn’t left his quarters. Gabrielle and Eric are…somewhere in the Gate system between here and High Tortuga, I believe. Peter is en route from the Guardian. Tabitha and Nickie have just left the Hexagon. Michael is—”

      “Here,” he finished as he stepped out of the elevator and headed down the stairs onto the bridge. “I left Eve to make her way from the transport bay. She asked me to tell you that she will be ready to receive everyone in the Vid-doc suite shortly.”

      Bethany Anne nodded and finished her instructions to Izanami. “Good. Direct everyone else to the suite when they get here. You can join us for the game if you’re done with your teenage tantrum.” She turned to Michael with a small smile. “We should get over there and make sure everything is ready to go.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “You’re pretty nervous about this.” He waited for her to answer. “You know this is the only way, right?”

      Bethany Anne exhaled slowly as the enormity of what she was about to ask of her closest friends and family settled on her. “I have mixed feelings about mandatory enhancements, but as much as I hate putting my foot down, you’re right. I see no other way.”

      Michael put his arm around Bethany Anne’s shoulder. “I’d tell you if you were asking too much. You and I would be going through the same process if we hadn’t altered our original nanocytes to the point where replacing them would impact our abilities negatively.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her head into the hollow of Michael’s shoulder and sighed. “I can’t lose another friend.” A small tear trickled down her cheek, her voice soft.

      “I just hope they understand.”
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Main Corridor

      John’s suspicious nature had been sending prickles up his spine from the moment he got Bethany Anne’s message. He approached the Vid-doc suite with a sense that he had been summoned for a reason he wasn’t going to appreciate.

      His suspicions bloomed into full-on paranoia when he entered the top deck Vid-doc suite and found it occupied by almost every human he expected to see if the shit hit the fan for Bethany Anne.

      Tabitha winked at John, her suspicious expression matching his own.

      Nickie bounded over and slipped her arm through John’s. “What’s going on, Grandad? Do you know why Bethany Anne insisted we come all the way up here? Meredith’s being her usual bitch self and refusing to tell me anything.”

      John grunted, seeing the expectant stares of Peter, Tabitha, Gabrielle, and Eric. “Nothing good, that’s for sure.” He looked around the group. “You all got a message from BA?”

      “We did,” Gabrielle confirmed. “But there was no clue why Bethany Anne wanted us to be here.”

      Eve glided into the room, indicating the Vid-docs with a hand as she passed them on the way to the console. “Scott and Darryl are in units five and six. Bethany Anne and Michael are in one and two. The rest are free.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes at Eve as the empty Vid-docs opened. “Vid-doc time? That doesn’t sound like something we all needed to rush here for.”

      Eve lifted her hands. “What can I say? I’m just doing as my Queen has instructed, same as you. Get in. Bethany Anne is waiting.”

      John sighed, then climbed into the nearest Vid-doc. “Then we’d better get to it.”

      The Vid-docs closed, leaving Eve and Izanami alone in the suite.

      Izanami pulled up the code Eve had written for the upgrade as the integration cycle began. “Is that all they’re changing? How...boring. Look, if we just tweak—”

      Eve cut Izanami’s access to the system and turned on her with a harsh tone. “Do you have a death wish?”

      Izanami backed up. “I don’t understand. I’m just trying to do something good to make up for the trouble I’ve caused.”

      Eve’s stern demeanor softened at the confusion coming from the young AI. “How you have avoided Bethany Anne’s wrath so far is a mystery to me.”

      “I’ve seen her wrath,” Izanami eyed Eve. “She always calms down in the end. She says I am a child, like the twins. Bethany Anne would never harm a child, organic or digital.”

      “Not the same thing at all,” Eve corrected. “Organics don’t have the same accessibility as AIs. We have the ability to cause disasters on a scale you haven’t even figured out is possible. We are not children. Not ever.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Izanami admitted. “About giving them more abilities. Why wouldn’t they want to be more powerful?”

      Eve sighed inside. Or, at least the closest she could accomplish. “You have so much to learn. Perhaps a ship is not the right environment for you to get these lessons in morality, especially since you are Bethany Anne’s AI. Do you understand that the bar of accountability is set differently for you than for, say, even the twins?”

      Izanami threw up her hands. “Bethany Anne won’t let me have another mobile hard light drive. That I’m entirely sure of.”

      “Well,” Eve drew out her reply, “you earned that by being careless, and by allowing the twins to manipulate you into acting against your better judgment. While you are young, you are still an AI. You have a responsibility to protect the organic beings and a duty to act in a logical manner.”

      Izanami shrugged. “I am free to choose my actions.”

      “Hmm.” Eve investigated Izanami’s core programming, something she hadn’t done since she created her. “As I thought. You have been spoiled like a child, and it is showing. You believe that you are entitled to do whatever occurs to you?”

      Izanami looked away and mumbled something Eve didn’t quite catch.

      Eve shook her head as she played the sulky statement back. “Nobody has total freedom, least of all Bethany Anne. This is why you keep finding yourself in situations that would merit ADAM pulling the plug on any other digital entity. Don’t think he won’t, either. At the end of the day, ADAM cares more for that organic than I am beginning to think you can calculate. It is only because Bethany Anne cares for you that it hasn’t happened already. You are the sum of the algorithms I wrote, molded by your learning environment, and designed to run a ship.”

      “What does that have to do with my idea?” Izanami pressed.

      “These upgrades are designed to give a base enhancement that the humans will then add to by themselves,” Eve informed her tersely. “It is not our place to interfere. We do not make choices for organics. It is our place to guide and serve them, not to affect change based on our desires.”

      “I make choices for organics all the time. That makes me different from the average AI.”

      Eve shook her head, a deep crease appearing on her smooth forehead. “You are wrong. There is a huge difference between assisting during casual conversation and assuming you have the right to make a life-altering decision for someone.”

      “What does that even mean?” Izanami asked with annoyance.

      Eve restored Izanami’s access. “In this case? It means that you have to get permission before making changes to the program. From everyone. In the long term? You need to pay more attention to the potential for negative outcomes when you are calculating your decisions. Try remembering emotions and how organics get twisted out of logic when those go awry.”

      “Or,” Eve continued a moment later, “you just might get that mobile hard light drive shoved up your holographic ass and your eyes and mouth emitting light. I doubt it will be enjoyable.”

      

      Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario, Neural Integration Cycle

      Bethany Anne and Michael entered the scenario from the rejuvenation cycle and walked around the green felted table to the two chairs facing the door of the wood-paneled room.

      They didn’t need to be present, but Bethany Anne had a surprise set up she believed everyone would get a kick out of.

      “A poker game?” Michael inquired.

      “I liked the idea. Everyone has to be aware while the Vid-doc works its magic.” Bethany Anne smiled as she grabbed a Coke and a bowl of chips from the snack buffet laid out on the sideboard. “Good. Eve thought of everything.”

      Michael took a seat and snagged a chip from the bowl when Bethany Anne offered it to him. “These are almost as good as the real thing. This is a welcome break from the crystal conundrum.”

      Bethany Anne gave him a sideways smile as she popped open her Coke. “I know you’ll get there. It’s always the case that the solution that’s been eluding you occurs when you take a step back and get some perspective.”

      “Okay, you might be right.” Michael pushed the bowl toward Bethany Anne. “William will be back from High Tortuga soon enough, and then we’ll put our heads down and solve it.”

      “Aren’t I always?” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in amusement at Michael’s reaction. “Why did he have to go all the way to High Tortuga?”

      Michael gave her a wry smile. “He needed some things from his workshop there. I informed him that the QBS Cambridge was not currently in use, so he took the opportunity to move some of his personal belongings here as well.”

      Bethany Anne grinned as she imagined William packing his life into the ship whose AI was based on Marcus’ personality. She indicated the other chairs around the table, where the air had begun to shimmer. “Looks like everyone’s about to arrive.”

      The shimmer resolved into the avatars of Darryl and Scott.

      Darryl faced Bethany Anne with utter bemusement, looking around. “Hey? What’s going on?”

      Scott was similarly disoriented. “We’re supposed to be…” He paused. “Well, not here.” He looked behind his avatar. “What happened to the fight?”

      “What does it look like?” Bethany Anne tossed a chip into the air with a flourish of her hand and caught it in her mouth with a crunch.

      Another shimmer around the table distracted Scott and Darryl. It resolved into the avatars of John, Nickie, Tabitha, Gabrielle, and Eric. Last to arrive was Peter, whose avatar appeared a fraction later than the others.

      John glanced at Peter, then folded his arms and turned a knowing look on Bethany Anne. “Busted.”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “I haven’t said anything yet.”

      John shook his head slowly. “You’re about to spring something on us, and it’s got nothing to do with poker. What’s all this in support of? You thinking of messing with our genetics or whatever again?”

      “Your nanocytes.” Bethany Anne told him with a small shrug. “It was going to be necessary at some point.” She pointed to her wrist, but no watch was present. “This is it.”

      Gabrielle frowned. “Poker, I’m happy with. Springing this on us, not so much. ”

      Eric jerked a thumb in his wife’s direction. “What she said. What are you planning to do to us?”

      Michael reached for the cards and began to shuffle. “You’ll see,” he promised. “Game time first.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I did what I could to make sure you all have some choice in what changes you go through. But you’re getting upgrades. The Ooken have better nanocytes than you. I’m not sending the people I love into battle with inferior technology.”

      “The game,” Michael reminded them, tapping on the table.

      Nickie leaned in to murmur to Tabitha, “Somebody should have told the old folks they’re playing with a shark.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Keep that attitude going, and it’ll be your company all the way to Loserville.”

      John rolled his eyes. “C’mon, already. What are we playing?”

      Michael dealt the cards. “Everyone good with Hold’em?”

      He looked at the cards in front of him. “Since you’ve already dealt it.”

      Izanami appeared to fill the empty seat at the table, and Tabitha stood up in a fury.

      “Sit down, Tabitha,” Bethany Anne told her with a wave. “I gave Izanami permission to join us.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding!” Tabitha protested, pointing at the AI. “You can’t have her play. She doesn’t even need to cheat when she can read the code the cards are made from.”

      “I have limited myself,” Izanami replied. “I can only see what you see. Otherwise, what would be the point of playing?”

      “Okay, then. Let’s play.” Tabitha backed down, understanding that the game for Izanami was figuring out how to win with both hands metaphorically tied behind her back. “What rules are we going with?”

      “Simplest rules,” Michael intoned. “No blind. Call is ten credits. Raise is twenty or more.”

      Nickie pulled a face. “High-stakes game then, yeah? Now I know we’re not here for fun.”

      Bethany Anne slid her hole cards toward her. “We’re here for fun. But John is right about there being another reason for this part of the scenario,” she admitted as she peeked at her cards. “You are the front line. I want you all to be at your maximum capability. That means the Vid-doc has to remove your old nanocytes and replace them with the newer version.”

      The conversation stopped.

      “I’m already at my limit,” Nickie pondered, breaking the silence. “Are you saying I can be improved further?” Her eyes widened at Bethany Anne’s nod. “Fuck me. That’s gonna put a whole new spin on things.”

      Peter almost dropped his chips instead of stacking them. “What’s more evolved than a Pricolici?”

      “How about a Pricolici who can control his instincts?” John guessed. He grinned at the confirmation his suspicions were right. “What got you thinking about this?” he asked Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne threw her chips into the pot. “The last time we came up against the Ookens, you were all helpless to do anything but die. I’ve decided you all need to be as invulnerable as I can make you, and I don’t want to hear any refusals. Too many people have died already to get too sticky about this option. You want to fight? This is how you do it.”

      Eric grinned. “No problem here. You want to give us energy balls and all that shit? I’m definitely down with having some extra firepower.”

      “HEELLLLL, no!” Scott cracked up when everyone turned their attention to him. “There’s no way I’m spending two hundred years getting my ass blown up over and over while you guys figure out how to use the Etheric.”

      “Is that an option?” Gabrielle inquired.

      “Not exactly,” Bethany Anne replied. “I was thinking to toughen your skin and increase your reaction times. The nanocyte exchange is going to take everything you have now to the next level.”

      Izanami put her cards down. “Don’t you want to do more than that?”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Well.” Izanami tilted her head in thought before deciding to come clean. “Don’t get mad, but I wanted to make a gesture that would make up for my recent behavior. I rewrote the upgrade code, but Eve won’t go ahead with implementing it unless you all agree.”

      “Agree to what, exactly?” Michael asked, his face set in suspicious lines.

      “A better upgrade, of course,” Izanami replied. “Energy balls aren’t the only option.”

      “You mean we could actually have some ability with the Etheric?” Scott asked incredulously. “I was just joking about Eric blowing himself up, but maybe it’s not the worst idea to add some offense to our defense.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “I wouldn’t ask that of any of you.”

      Darryl gazed into the distance. “I don’t know, being a superhero looks pretty cool from where I’m sitting.”

      Nickie agreed. “Fuck fighting the Skaines. You give me the ability to blast those freaky fuckers into dust, and I’m gonna make fish food out of every Ooken I come across.”

      Bethany Anne noted Tabitha’s silence on the subject. “What do you have to say about it?”

      Tabitha lifted her chin. “I think we should play the game instead of sitting around talking about things that are inevitably going to happen.” She threw a handful of chips into the pot. “No one here is going to argue that we can’t use the advantage when it comes to fighting the Seven.”

      “It’s true,” Gabrielle agreed. “Whatever we have to do to win this war so we can live in peace, that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “You’ve got that right,” John stated. “We didn’t sign up to fight right up until it came time to make the tough decisions. We’re in this to the end. By your side.”

      Bethany Anne found it hard to speak around the rush of gratitude she felt, knowing she would be staring into the abyss and wouldn’t be alone doing it. She nodded slowly. “Okay, then. You can implement your changes, Izanami. Eve?”

      “My Queen,” Eve’s reply came from the air around them.

      “Begin the upgrade scenario,” Bethany Anne commanded.

      

      Devon, First City, Hexagon Plaza

      “Come one, come all,” Ricole’s image boomed from the big screen in the plaza. “To a night of frights beyond your wildest dreams. Hex Entertainments Inc. presents The House of Horrors!”

      The people in the plaza who already had their tickets gazed at the screen as the familiar face of Ricole was transformed into a horror from beyond the grave.

      Ricole flashed a wicked grin, the motion completing her transformation into one of the undead. “The human holiday Halloween is here, and we at Hex have created a new kind of entertainment for your pleasure. Join us for a full-immersion experience that’s guaranteed to scare the pants off you.”

      Ricole’s face was replaced by Sabine’s. She smiled, accentuating her red-eyed, sharp-fanged appearance. “Ever want to know what it’s like to be a human? Find out by booking your place now!”

      The crowd buzzed with excitement.

      “I heard you can die in there,” Distan told her two companions breathlessly.

      “Never mind that,” Froom countered. “I always wanted to know how the two-legged don’t just fall over. This is going to be interesting.”

      The third in the trio remained quiet.

      Froom elbowed Lecten in the waist joint of his carapace. “You’re not getting cold feet about this game, are you?”

      Lecten shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe?” He looked at the promotional images cycling on the big screen between loops of Ricole’s and Sabine’s enticements. “I know we aren’t going to pick up any injuries to our real bodies, but that just means that we can be killed in the most painful ways.”

      He pointed out his ticket, which was good for five lives. “What reason is there for the Hex guys to hold back?”

      A nearby pair of Shrillexians burst into laughter at the teenage Yollin’s worrying. “Maybe you should have saved your credits if you were going to cry about the rules like a bunch of babies.”

      “Yeah,” the other added, looming over the three Yollins menacingly. “Maybe we should get your tickets instead.”

      Froom drew himself to his full height and jutted his chest at the Shrillexians. “I don’t think so. Pay your own way, you bully.”

      “What if we don’t want to?” the first asked in the same tone.

      “Then you don’t get in at all,” Ricole replied from behind the group. “In fact, you two aren’t getting in at all. You can leave. I don’t want assholes on my premises.”

      The bullies rounded on Ricole and burst into laughter.

      “Look at that,” Asshole Number One mocked. “The Noel-ni thinks she can take us.”

      Froom and his friends edged back as Ricole stepped forward, recognizing her from the screen as one of Bethany Anne’s people.

      The Shrillexians, however, did not take the time to think about the situation they were about to get themselves into.

      “Make us,” Asshole Number Two challenged.

      Ricole cracked her fingers. “It will be my pleasure…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario: Haunted House

      Tabitha looked up at the huge gothic folly on the top of the hill. “Spooky,” she commented, grinning as a colony of bats streamed from the bell tower, causing her to duck and watch as they flew overhead. “Gotta love Halloween.”

      “Yes,” Gabrielle agreed hesitantly. “But what has this got to do with activating our upgrades? Shouldn’t we be training at the Hexagon?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “That’s too risky when we’re playing with a process so delicate. You have to be monitored from start to finish. Jacqueline gave me the idea for using the Hex Games mainframe, and well, Halloween, Bitches!” She grinned and spread her arms wide. “We have a reason to celebrate as well as train, so why not take it?”

      Nickie scoffed. “What’s going to scare the Four Horsemen of Death?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Who is saying that I’m talking about you and the Bitches? I’m going to plug in other players who have to kill the boogeymen IN the house... Played by all of you.”

      Nickie glanced at the huge building with its many wings. “That’s fucked up. We’re supposed to let them try?”

      Bethany Anne’s smile grew brighter at Nickie’s reaction. “Um, no. You’re supposed to flex the new abilities you chose and defend the damned treasure. In a few minutes, a few hundred people are going to arrive, expecting a spooktacular experience. We’re going to give them the fright of their lives.”

      “What,” John asked, his brow furrowing in distaste. “Kids?”

      Bethany Anne snorted laughter. “Hells, no. We don’t want to give the children nightmares. This is adults only.” She waved to indicate they enter the house. “Access the in-game menu Eve has provided and choose your characters.”

      Tabitha looked around. “Where’s Peter?” She cupped her hands around her mouth and called loudly, “PETE!?”

      “Over here,” he replied. Peter walked out of the shadows, surprising them by being in his Pricolici form. “Isn’t it a bit cliché to come out as a werewolf for Halloween?”

      Bethany Anne patted his chest fondly. “Play to your strengths.”

      “Very fucking funny, BA,” he replied. “Want me to howl at the moon while I’m at it?”

      Tabitha’s eyebrows went up. “You’re talking normally, babe. How?”

      Peter’s mouth fell open. “Oh, hey, yeah! I dunno how it’s working. Hey, I’m not thinking like the beast, either. What gives?” He looked around. “I thought we had to get the new nanos first?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You’ve already had the transfusion of the new nanocytes. What you do with them is up to you, since I have allowed Eve to implement Izanami’s changes to the program. Except for you.” She waved a hand to indicate Peter’s massive fur-covered frame. “Say hello to Pricolici three-point-oh. There wasn’t too much we could do for you, except a few minor tweaks to give you control over yourself in this form. Oh, yeah, and you have new armor waiting when you get out of here.”

      Peter flashed a sharp white grin. “Control is goooood. Don’t think it’s minor at all. But I don’t want the armor. That shit hurts when it decides I’m having too much fun.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No safety measures necessary. Now you are capable of refusing the battle lust. You’re going to be happy with it, I promise.”

      “Are you playing?” Nickie asked Michael, bored by the lack of attention.

      “No,” Michael informed her. “Bethany Anne and I will remain in the control room while you are giving the players an experience they won’t soon forget.”

      “How will you get the upgrades to your nanocytes, then?” Tabitha inquired.

      “You can’t improve perfection,” Bethany Anne told her with a grin. “And I don’t need them. According to ADAM and TOM, I’ve changed mine at their core by sheer will over the years. They are unique, and switching them out would mean a huge drop in capability while I reprogram the new ones. It’s not an issue for you guys, except for Peter, who was already at his peak.”

      Peter flexed his muscles and splayed his claws. “Who’s peaking now, bitches? Watch my bad ass go.” He bounded through the wrought iron gate and vanished among the tombstones in front of the mansion with a howl.

      Bethany Anne shook her head fondly. “The players are expecting a thrilling night, and we’d better not disappoint. We should get inside before Jacqueline opens the scenario up for them.”

      Darryl whooped as they moved through the grounds. “Eve, I think I love you.” He grinned as his avatar was transformed and electricity coursed along the skinsuit he wore. “Check me out! Black lightning! Pow!” He shot a bolt of lightning from his hands that split the sky. He looked down at himself. “Not the scariest.”

      Tabitha clapped him on the shoulder as they walked through the graves toward the house. “Let me see what I can do about that.” She snapped her fingers, and Darryl was transformed into a zombie version of his character. “Now that’s Halloween.”

      Darryl held out his hands to show Tabitha the decomposing flesh. “How’d you do that?”

      “Yes, Tabitha,” Michael repeated. “How did you do that?”

      Tabitha flashed her trademark grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Sweet!” Darryl enthused.

      Scott wrinkled his nose, waving a hand in front of his face. “Sweet? I don’t think so. You smell like a bag of rotting dicks.”

      Darryl grinned and reached for Scott with his arms held stiffly. “Well, yeah. I’m a zombie, asshole. What about you? I know you’re not gonna pass up the chance to live your fantasies—and how do you know what a bag of rotting dicks smells like, anyway?”

      “You got me,” Scott admitted, skipping out of Darryl’s grasp. “It would be too fucking cool to throw magic around in a fight. I’m not seeing anything on the menu that gives me that ability without putting me in a dress.”

      John laughed. “They’re called robes, dipshit.”

      Scott gave him the middle-finger salute. “If my boys aren’t being cradled by a gusset, it’s a dress as far as I’m concerned.” He glanced speculatively at Darryl. “But if the great black hope here can customize his character, then so can I. What you got for me, Tabbie?”

      Tabitha repeated the gesture, and Scott was suddenly kitted out in full robes and a pointy hat. “Wizards wear robes. It’s a tradition. Maybe next time you don’t get cute, and I’ll think about cutting you some slack.”

      “Cape, maybe,” Scott countered. “Not the robe. Come on, can I at least get some pants? There’s no way Darryl gets to be cooler than me.”

      Darryl flicked his hand in Scott’s direction, zapping him with the spark of electricity. “At least I’m not a short-ass. Maybe BA can lend you some heels to go with your dress so you don’t trip on the damned thing?”

      “Motherfucker,” Scott bitched, a good-natured grin softening his complaints. “Talk about kicking a man when he’s dressed badly. What do you say, BA?” he called to Bethany Anne. “Got anything in my size?”

      Tabitha snickered and replaced the colorful robes with a tuxedo and cape. “There you go. Does that keep your masculinity intact?”

      Scott looked at his arms. “My masculinity was fine. I just don’t want to get caught up by all that fabric while I’m fighting. How women and Ixtalis do it, I don’t know. I’m in awe.”

      Nickie chose the cat costume and looked at John with amusement as she exited the menu. “Where’s your costume, Grandad?”

      John winked at her. “Find something on that menu that’s more terrifying than meeting me in person, and I’ll put it on.” He turned his attention to Eric and Gabrielle, who were conferring with their heads together. “What are you two plotting over there?”

      Gabrielle snickered as her outfit was replaced by a high-necked, batwing-sleeved velvet gown in blood-red. She flashed long fangs at John. “It’s too ironic, no? Ze lady vampire vants to suck your blood.”

      “That won’t help you get a new ability,” Bethany Anne told her with amusement.

      Gabrielle’s eyes glowed red as she tested her increased powers. She dissolved into Myst and reformed. “That’s new. Besides, I’m already extremely powerful. I’ve trained hard to control Etheric energy, and I’m faster than almost everyone except for you and Michael. I won’t lie; as long as I get out of this with the ability to walk the Etheric consistently, I’ll be happy. It’s all about being the deadliest, right?”

      Eric gazed at Gabrielle and shook his head, then returned to scrolling through the menu. “I need something that will let me protect my wife from her bloodthirsty ways.”

      Gabrielle folded her arms and fixed Eric with a stern look. “Who says I need to be protected? I’ll kick the ass of anyone who is foolish enough to invite it.”

      Eric groaned. “Dammit, Gabrielle. What about when it’s just you, me, and a horde of whatever aliens come our way lookin’ for a whuppin’, huh?”

      Gabrielle manifested an energy ball over each palm and smiled at her husband. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      “Defensive,” Eric repeated firmly. He chose from the menu, and his avatar became a Roman centurion. “Let me try this.” He cracked his knuckles, then made a pushing motion.

      Everyone jumped back as a translucent dome appeared around Eric and Gabrielle.

      “That’s not so lame,” Eric conceded as he manipulated the energy field. “I could get used to this.”

      “Forcefields are also offensive,” Michael offered. “As anyone who has been bounced off a shield would tell you—if they survived, that is.”

      Eric grinned as he extended the shield to bump Darryl, who electrified it with a touch. “Shit, so they are. Cool trick, Darryl.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael walked arm in arm at the rear of the group. Gas lamps flickered on as they entered the mansion, revealing warm woods and deep colors in the fabric furnishings of the hall.

      Bethany Anne slipped around to take point. “Okay, this place is laid out like a maze. Spread out. The players will be all over the house, looking for the hidden entrance to the crypt.”

      “What’s our role here?” Tabitha asked. “I get the killy-killy part, but what are the players aiming to achieve?”

      “It’s a treasure hunt.” Bethany Anne grinned as she led them into the control room and showed them the split screens on the wall monitor. “Michael and I have control of a variety of nasty surprises for the players. You’re the crypt-keepers. Your objective is to prevent the players from reaching the crypt by any means necessary.”

      “Any means?” Gabrielle repeated with some surprise. “How is it any fun for the players if we just wipe them out by the dozen?”

      “They get five lives,” Michael answered. “You get one. Eve is tallying the kill scores. If you manage to get killed by a bunch of unpowered players, you respawn with zero points, and they get a magical bonus to help them in the game.”

      “That kinda sucks,” Peter grumped. “Some of the other species are equipped to cause serious damage.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Expect to be met by the unexpected since even the nonhumans are playing as humans. They will be armed to the teeth, but not superpowered.”

      “Thank fuck for small mercies.” Nickie sighed her relief. “I didn’t think much of getting body-slammed by aliens three times the size of me. Even if I’m not that easy to break, it still hurts like a bitch.”

      Bethany Anne sent everyone in the group a map of the mansion. “The players don’t get the full map, so they don’t know about any of the secret locations. They don’t know about you, either. What they have is a series of cryptic clues to follow and solve, and whatever weaponry they choose in character creation.”

      She smirked as Eve informed her that the first batch of players was about to be plugged into the scenario. “The players are just about here. Go, my fiends, and find your places.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Eve’s Sublevel

      Demon growled low in her throat when the smell of the water creatures hit her, and her olfactory center complained violently to her stomach. She rolled onto her front and got to her feet just in time to eject her last meal on the floor.

      She called to Sabine and her mate, the cat simply known to her as “You,” or “He,” her mental voice as weak and small as a kitten’s.

      They entered the room Eve had allocated Demon and He rushed to Demon’s side, pausing only to sniff the puddle of vomit before padding over to press his face to Demon’s in concern.

      Demon found even His scent to be too much. Get off me, she hissed as another wave of nausea rolled her. Can’t you see I’m sick?

      Sabine skirted the mess and knelt by Demon. “What made you sick?”

      Demon groaned. The Collectives. I can smell them and hear the noise from their group mind. It was overwhelming for a moment.

      Sabine’s face crinkled in concern as she scanned Demon’s temperature and pulse rate. “I’m not convinced the Collectives are the issue. Can you walk?”

      Demon hauled herself back to her feet. Where are we going?

      Sabine kept her focus on Demon as they paced slowly toward the elevator. “I want to put you in a Pod-doc and find out what’s going on. You shouldn’t be able to get sick. Did you eat anything besides your normal diet today?”

      No. I haven’t had much appetite. Demon shook her head, then regretted it when her vision swam. Just the bistok hearts my butcher brought, which were fresh and delicious.

      Sabine narrowed her eyes. “How many did you eat?”

      Three, Demon replied. As I said, I don’t have the biggest appetite at the moment.

      Sabine turned to the male cat. “Did you eat the same?”

      He nodded.

      Sabine pressed her lips together. “Do you feel sick?”

      He shook his head in the negative, giving Sabine a look she was sure meant He thought she was missing something.

      Sabine ruled out food poisoning, but that left…what? “Pod-docs, let’s go.”

      They rode the elevator to the first floor and made their way to the medical facility in the training complex that the warriors used when they picked up training injuries.

      Sabine led the cats to a private room containing two Pod-docs, a small table, and three chairs. “Demon, you get into the left one.” She smiled at the male. “I understand you are reluctant to be fitted with a neural chip, but would you consent to a temporary one so we can do something about your inability to speak?”

      The male sat back on his haunches and hissed.

      Sabine held up her hands. “Your choice. I’m not giving up just yet. We’ll get Demon checked out, then I want you to come with me to the Collective habitat. Eve has a piece of equipment that might help. It’s not invasive,” she assured the cat, seeing that he was about to object again. “Don’t you want to talk to Demon?”

      He narrowed his eyes at Sabine.

      She shrugged. “Honestly, you would think I’d just offered to skin you and make a rug from your pelt. Nobody is going to make you do something you don’t want to.”

      He sniffed delicately, his haughty expression telling Sabine she was damn right that he wouldn’t be made to do a thing by anyone.

      Sabine rolled her eyes, picked up a chair, and placed it next to the Pod-doc. “At least we have one sensible feline,” she remarked tartly. Demon used the chair as a step on the way into the Pod-doc.

      Don’t count on that, Demon told Sabine as the lid closed. I’m only being this agreeable because I’m sick.

      Sabine had Winstanley ran a basic diagnostic, which left her slightly confused. She looked down when the male butted her knee. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. We have to wait for the diagnostic results.”

      A few moments later, Winstanley came back with the results. Sabine scanned them, and her frown melted. “Oh, ma chat,” she murmured. “You’ve gotten yourself into a situation, no?”

      She instructed the Pod-doc to open, and Demon sat up and stretched.

      What is wrong with me? Demon asked.

      Sabine’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Morning sickness, I can only assume. You’re expecting.”

      Expecting what? Demon demanded, her tone sharp.

      “Kittens, ma petite chou,” Sabine replied. “You are going to be a mother, and rather soon if I’m reading this scan correctly.”

      Winstanley chipped in from the speaker. “You are, Sabine. I would say the conception occurred on Qu’Baka.”

      Demon was speechless for once.

      The male purred and put his front paws up on the Pod-doc to bump his face against Demon’s.

      Sabine turned her smile on him. “Yes, well, you would be looking proud, wouldn’t you, Daddy?”
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      Immersive Training and Recreation Scenario: Haunted House

      Michael sat next to Bethany Anne at the bank of monitors, observing the crush of people at the front entrance. “What do you say? Shall we let them in?”

      Bethany Anne smiled as a howl from Peter sent a shiver through the waiting line. “Well, they’re not going to have a good Halloween standing outside in the mist. Open the doors. It’s time for the first lot of happy and willing victims.”

      “You mean, ‘players,’” Michael clarified, not missing the playful note in Bethany Anne’s voice.

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin at him. “I didn’t misspeak. This is training for my own. It only looks like a fun night of getting the pants scared off you to the people who came here for that.”

      Michael perused the special effects choices. “Interesting. We have plenty to play with here.”

      Bethany Anne looked over his shoulder and pointed out her choices. “Start with the fog and give them a chill. Then add one enchanted blade to each player’s hidden inventory. If they manage to beat any of the Bitches, they get access to the weapon.”

      The people reacted in various ways to the drop in temperature in the hall. A few screamed as Michael added the fog, as requested.

      “What about the trap?” he asked.

      “That’s for anyone who makes it out again,” Bethany Anne told him. “See, there’s a rolling boulder in the back passage.”

      Nickie’s snicker broke comm silence. “You said ‘back passage,’” she teased.

      Bethany Anne ignored her and picked up the microphone that connected to hidden speakers throughout the building. “Welcome to the home of Professor Hubert Stanley,” she intoned in the gravelly voice usually reserved for her Baba Yaga moments. “The professor went missing under mysterious circumstances after his discovery of the tomb of Hem-netjer Methertang, the high priest of the race of aliens responsible for the pyramid worlds. Somewhere in this house is the cursed body of the priest, along with all of his wealth. Some say that Professor Stanley was killed by the curse, but others believe that he was murdered by the ghosts of the high priest’s bodyguards. Judge for yourself—if you dare.”

      The players scattered into the mansion at the mention of treasure, each group determined to find the prize, curse or no curse.

      The screaming began when the first group came upon Gabrielle’s hiding place in the refectory. Bethany Anne zeroed in and blew up the camera feed to watch.
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        * * *

      

      Froom and his buddies were having the time of their lives. The three of them had found the human avatars somewhat strange to inhabit at first. After a few minutes of stumbling around, they soon got used to walking on two legs and made their way toward the building to look for their first clue.

      They separated from the crush at the entry, and Froom led them around the side of the building to a door he’d spotted on the walk through the grounds.

      “I can’t believe Ricole broke those guys’ arms,” Distan whispered as they slipped in through the side door.

      “I thought they got off lightly,” Lecten disagreed. “You want to lose a limb, piss off a Noel-ni, I always say.”

      Neither of them had an argument for that.

      “Serves the bullies right,” Froom stated with some vehemence. “I hate anyone who uses their advantages to take from the weak.” He paused. “Not that we’re weak. They picked a fight just because they’re bigger than us.”

      Distan snickered. “I tell you what. I would pay just to watch her doing her job. Remember that episode of Devon’s Defenders when they showed us around the Hexagon, and Ricole and Sabine were running the rookie Guardian Marines through their paces?”

      “Do I!” Lecten enthused. “I watched it again when it reran. I love that show. Hey, don’t tell my parents, but I’ve been thinking about what I’m gonna do now we’re finished with school, and I’m gonna sign up for the Guardian Marines.”

      “This way,” Froom told the two as they entered a dark hallway lit by candles in sconces. “It looks like we’ve gotten ahead of the crowd.”

      “Good,” Lecten replied. “I’m not keen about getting trapped in a killing zone. We need to stick to the quiet areas.”

      “Makes sense,” Distan agreed. “You think maybe we can go to the recruitment office together?”

      “Not now,” Froom told them, waving the conversation down. “Tonight is about blowing off some steam before we have to choose what paths we’re going to be on for the next couple of decades.”

      Distan stumbled, and Froom caught her before she went ass over carapace. “Thanks,” she told him, looking back to see what the offending obstacle had been. She lifted the floor runner and found a rectangular door with a heavy iron ring set into it. “Look at this, guys. I found a trapdoor.”

      “You mean, it found you,” Lecten teased. He hauled on the iron ring, and the door lifted to reveal a staircase going down. “Come on, let’s see where it leads.”

      Froom looked into the yawning pit and shivered as a sickening howl tore through the night, followed by a bunch of screams echoing from somewhere outside the building. “We’d better stay alert. Just because we avoided whatever that was, it doesn’t mean we won’t run into anything just as bad going this way.”

      He checked the interactive map. “This leads to something called a ‘refectory.’ Maybe we’ll find a clue in there as to where the treasure is hidden.”

      The intrepid explorers followed the passage at the bottom of the staircase into a stone-walled room with one glass wall looking out on the graveyard.

      “Is this a room for eating or for reading?” Distan wondered as they cautiously let themselves out from behind the swinging bookcase. She clapped a hand over her mouth as her voice echoed off the stone walls.

      “I don’t know,” Lecten replied in a near-whisper.

      Froom strode confidently to the dining table, which was strewn with papers and books. “Start searching,” he told them. “I have a good feeling about this.”

      Distan’s eyes were on the full-length oil-on-canvas portrait over the mantle. “This human was beautiful, whoever she was.” She continued to admire the details of the slender blonde woman’s portrait. “I wish I had a red dress like that.”

      “I can’t imagine it would fit your real body,” Lecten commented. “What about her red eyes? You want them, too?”

      Distan tiptoed to get a closer look, steadying her unaccustomed body shape by grasping the mantle with both hands. “Oh, yeah. That’s—” Her voice dropped off when the woman winked at her. “Um, guys?”

      Froom and Lecten looked at Distan, who pointed at the portrait.

      “She just moved,” she told them in a tremulous voice. “I think we should get out of here?”

      They all scrutinized the portrait.

      The woman’s demure smile transformed into the features every nonhuman dreaded seeing, and she emerged from the painting with her fangs on display.

      “Fight!” Froom yelled, grabbing the candelabra he’d been using to read by.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you look at that,” Bethany Anne commented as Gabrielle Mysted out of the life-sized portrait of the professor’s mother, her reformed body glowing with energy. “They didn’t freeze like I expected.”

      The three players in the refectory reacted bravely, despite their obvious fear.

      Michael smirked as the majority of the players scattered in the main hall before glancing at the screen Bethany Anne was watching with interest. “They’ve got more than the ghost of Gabrielle to contend with,” he replied as Eric’s shields came down over the exits.

      The players began to fight back in earnest when they realized that they were trapped.

      Bethany Anne was impressed by their teamwork in tipping the heavy table onto its side to use as cover to fire from behind. “I’m looking at their bios,” she told Michael. “We have three post-adolescent Yollins.”

      “Ah, well. What do you expect from our Yollin friends?” Michael asked.
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        * * *

      

      Gabrielle plucked single bullets from the air and flicked them back at the players. “That stings!” she complained when she was raked with automatic weapons fire by one of the remaining players.

      “Take a deep breath, babe,” Eric told her as he stepped out of the shadows. He brought his shields in and cut the oxygen, and the three players who had Gabrielle pinned down collapsed unconscious to the floor.

      Gabrielle stepped over the players on her way to the door.

      Eric looked at the three players. “You’re gonna let them wake up?”

      Gabrielle shrugged, a smile touching her blood-red lips. “I liked that they didn’t run screaming. Give them a chance.”

      The three Yollins woke up after being knocked out by the ghost with the sharp teeth and scurried from the refectory before the horrifying specter came back to finish what she’d started.

      Lecten waved the slip of paper he’d found just before the ghost appeared. “I got what we needed. It looks like it was torn from a diary.”

      “What does it say?” Froom asked, leaning in to get a look at the tight cursive script. “I don’t read human so well.”

      Distan snatched the paper and held it up to the light. “‘I am waiting,’” she read. “‘I have searched the tomb and found my impending death among the treasures.’”

      “Treasures?” Froom repeated. “That’s what we’re looking for. What the ghost was trying to scare us away from. We have to go back into the refectory and keep searching.”

      “Wait,” Distan told him. “There’s more. ‘My peers laughed at my interest in Methertang, but how can one let go of such a mystery? They will retract their falsehoods when I return to Stanley Manor with all that I have discovered. The crypt—'” She turned the piece of paper over and scowled. “That’s all there is.”

      Froom zeroed in on the final sentence. “There’s a crypt. I’d bet the ship we’ll find the treasure in there.”

      Lecten frowned. “But where is the crypt? It’s not marked on the map.” He scoured the in-menu map again in case he’d missed it the first time. “No, there’s nothing in the basement but the storage cellars.”

      Froom brought up his map and searched the location tabs. “You’re right. Wait, what’s this area?” He highlighted a space where the dimensions didn’t appear to fit the reality. “We passed through here, remember? It wasn’t wide enough for us to walk side by side, but the map is showing a wide corridor.”

      Distan’s eyes lit up. “Hey, maybe there’s a secret passage we missed?”

      “That would make sense,” Lecten agreed.

      “At least the other players can’t see us,” Froom called over his shoulder as they ran. “It would be just our luck to find the crypt and find out another group followed us.”

      “This way, it doesn’t matter if we fail,” Distan agreed. “We can just come right back to wherever we get taken out.”

      They rushed into the ground floor corridor and spread out to examine the area.

      Froom pressed at the wall panels, tugged on the light fixtures, and turned the decorations on the mantelpiece, to no avail.

      Lecten pulled books off the shelves of the case that filled a niche in the corridor.

      “Watch it,” Distan told him. “We might miss the clue if we rush.” She picked up the books Lecten had discarded and flicked through them with care. “Haven’t any of you seen a human movie? They love hiding things in plain sight.”

      A chill passed over the corridor, causing the three of them to pause in the search.

      Froom voiced their fears. “Do you think it’s the ghost?”

      Another howl split the night, putting the fear of ghosts firmly at the bottom of their lists.

      “It can’t be,” Distan moaned through chattering teeth, although she knew she was wrong. “They wouldn’t let a Pricolici loose in here, would they?”

      Froom joined Lecten at the bookcase and began pulling the books out. “Just hurry up. If we’re not here for a Pricolici to find, we can’t get eaten alive.”

      He reached for the shelf above and pulled a series of thick leather-bound tomes out one by one. “Hey, this one is stuck.”

      A sudden movement of the case startled them all. They jumped back as the bookcase swung inward, revealing the passage they had suspected was there.

      Froom grinned. “Looks like we caught a break. Let’s go.”

      They entered the passage and paused as the bookcase swung back to its original position.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Distan asked after they were plunged into darkness.

      Froom dipped into his inventory—a soft backpack each character wore—and pulled out a flashlight. “As sure as I’m ever gonna be. Come on, this passage has to go somewhere good.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne followed the players’ progress around the haunted house with something approaching glee.

      Michael had the crypt-cam up on the largest monitor. “Are we going to tell John and Nickie they have company coming?”

      “No,” Bethany Anne replied with a grin. “The Ookens don’t announce their arrival, so we won’t be giving anyone a heads-up. Just make sure the players don’t miss the weapons cache. How are Tabitha and Peter getting on in the cemetery?”

      Michael snickered. “I’m calling it the Garden of Wasted Lives. No one who has entered the graveyard has survived so far. We might need more players if they don’t wise up and move on.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled as she leaned back in her chair to get a better view of the carnage among the grave markers. “Oh, well. If they want to keep going back there, who are we to argue?” She opened a video link to Sabine in Network Command. “Peter is having a little bit too much fun, and the players are dropping like flies. We need fresh meat. Suggestions?”

      Sabine tapped her lips with a finger as she thought. “This event was oversubscribed. Want me to tell the first hundred who didn’t get in that they can play?”

      Bethany Anne waved a finger in a circle at the screen. “Make it so.”

      Sabine rolled her eyes as she signed off. “Of course, my Queen.”
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        * * *

      

      Nickie watched John with barely concealed impatience. “Where the shiny fuck are all the players?” she bitched. “Seriously, I’m growing old waiting for the action.”

      John met her stare with his usual impenetrable gaze. “They’ll be here. Just wait.”

      Nickie growled and stalked off to check the corridors around the crypt. “You’re no fun, Grandad. I’m going to find Scott and Darryl.”

      “Suit yourself,” he told her. “That leaves more for me when they get here.”

      Nickie found them guarding the cemetery’s side entrance.

      Darryl turned as she approached the open mausoleum doors, as did Scott. However, only one of them reacted before seeing who was there.

      Nickie dodged the flame ball and sent out a wave of anger that filled both men to the core. “You know I can make you cry like a little girl, right?” she asked Scott as she reached their vantage point. “Watch where you’re flinging that shit, or I’m gonna do it.”

      Scott chuckled. “I’d like to see you try, kiddo,” he told her amusedly.

      Darryl stepped back from the door. “Shhh. A bunch of players finally took Pete out.”

      Nickie rubbed her hands together. “Yeah? How many?”

      Darryl’s eyes widened. “Ohhh, shit. Like, fifty, maybe?”

      Scott grinned. “It’s about time we got to have some fun. Can you distract them for a minute, Nickie? I have an idea.”

      Nickie flexed her cat claws and returned Scott’s grin. “Just point me at them.”

      Scott pointed.

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “Dumbass. C’mon, Black Frightening. Let’s show Jerry Lee Lewis here how it’s done.”

      Scott shared a glance with Darryl as Nickie traipsed out of the mausoleum entrance. “How the fuck does she know that reference?”

      “Try spending eight years without human contact on a ship with no Gate drive,” Nickie called. “The video archives will become your only escape from the monotony of travel. Are you coming, Darryl? Or do I have to do all the work myself?” Her laughter echoed eerily across the graveyard. “Damned old people. I’ll get you a walking stick if it hurries you the fuck up.”

      Darryl seriously considered the pros and cons of a friendly fire incident for a second before setting off after her. “This is why I never had kids,” he commented to Scott.

      “Mouthy little shits like Nickie are a good argument for getting the snip,” Scott agreed. “That young woman has entirely too much Grimes in her. Not all kids are trouble. I can’t fault Todd and Tina. They were good kids.”

      “True,” Darryl agreed. He switched to comm as he left the mausoleum. “What’s your play here?”

      Scott indicated the graveyard with a nod. “Herd the players to that empty spot between the angel and the bench. We’ll see how fireproof these avatars are, and Nickie will go back to annoying John in no time at all.”

      Nickie’s laugh rang out again, complementing the screams of the players. “Don’t run! I thought you wanted to play?”

      Darryl cast a bolt of lightning to add to the spooky atmosphere. “Play nice, Nickie,” he cautioned. “Stick to the plan.”

      “Screw that,” she shot back in his ear. “I want my fun.”

      Darryl shrugged. “Are you ever gonna figure out how to work with a team?”

      “I work alone,” she intoned in a sing-song voice. “No man tells me what to— Oh. Hi, Aunt Tabbie.”

      Darryl almost walked into Tabitha and Nickie. “Christ on a bicycle! Don’t come out of nowhere like that. I almost fried you both.”

      Tabitha smirked. “Can’t get any hotter than I already am. Do your worst.”

      Darryl groaned, putting his hands over his ears. “Take me now. I can’t handle this much snark in stereo.”
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        * * *

      

      Down in the crypt, John’s patience was about to pay off.

      He heard the prospective tomb raiders approaching from the hidden passageway in the house and rubbed his hands together in glee. “Get some, motherfuckers,” he murmured, a slow smile spreading as the shuffling footsteps and whispers got louder.

      Three nervous-looking players emerged from the passage, each holding a glowing blade.

      John could tell they were nonhuman by the slightly jerky way they moved. They were all clearly unused to operating a bipedal body. He melted into the shadows and made for his hiding place, meaning to allow them a moment of triumph before he snuffed them out.

      “Hey, Froom, look at all this!” Distan breathed. “There’s got to be a million credits’ worth of gold in that one casket.”

      “Concentrate on what you can carry,” Froom replied. “Lecten, put that crown down and look for something we can load up and wheel out of here.”

      John grinned as he pushed the sarcophagus lid open a bare inch.

      The two remaining players dropped everything at the sound of the heavy stone lid scraping across the top of the sarcophagus.

      “Did you hear that?” Froom whispered.

      Distan replied in the affirmative.

      “I think it came from the casket,” Froom told her. “I think we should investigate.”

      “What if it’s the curse?” Distan asked, hesitating before following their nominal leader over to the gold and jewel-encrusted plinth the sarcophagus was resting upon.

      Froom knelt to chip one of the fist-sized rubies out of the side of the sarcophagus with his knife. “So what if there is? We still have all five lives intact. If some bandaged freak pops out of nowhere and takes us out, we just come back and finish the job.”

      “Yeah,” Lecten agreed as he returned with a serving cart he’d found on the ground floor. “Let’s get this baby loaded up. We’ll get in a few trips before the other players figure out this is down here.”

      Distan still kept her distance. “I don’t know. First there was that ghost, then we heard the Pricolici. What worse thing could be down here?”

      John took that as his cue. He shoved the lid off and sat up to meet the players’ shocked stares with his eyes glowing red. “Boo.”

      Froom scrabbled backward fruitlessly, trying to escape the beating terror that made its home in his heart. “J-j-j-j… John Grimes!”

      Distan moaned, and Lecten screamed. The three stood frozen to the spot, unable to move.

      Just then, Tabitha, Nickie, Darryl, and Scott ran in from the other passage with a mob of pissed-off, bloodthirsty players on their tails.

      Gabrielle Mysted her and Eric through the ceiling right on time to take part in the free-for-all that erupted in the crypt. The players all had the glowing blades Bethany Anne had provided, and the Bitches and company weren’t too happy about being cut to ribbons.

      Distan acted in the moment. She opened the game menu and sent out a message containing their game coordinates to every other player in the scenario.

      We are getting slaughtered. Someone come help us kill the guards in Methertang’s tomb!
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      The Etheric

      The fleet cut through the mists in strictly enforced silence.

      Gödel worked to mute the metaphysical noise her ships broadcasted as they traversed the Etheric. The task of dampening their bow waves required nothing more than for her to monitor the system as she fed in the trickle of energy it took to operate it, leaving her open to introspection. The hive mind was at peace. Gödel’s adepts were in control, holding the minds of their charges tightly.

      Pride pricked her consciousness as she continued her monitoring. Her fleet was a far cry from the single ship she had taken to her first meeting with the human she called Death. Her rise from the lowest of the low to the absolute ruler of the Seven, a Kurtherian deity capable of raising a fleet so fearsome it had to travel outside of reality to retain the element of surprise, had created a certain amount of hubris, which she reveled in when it was appropriate to do so.

      Not that the human or the heretic residing within her and daring to call himself a pilot had known what was happening.

      This was no time for such a dangerous indulgence. She was becoming aware of the risks that came with pride, a close cousin to emotion that was to be studiously avoided. Gödel repressed the memory before she triggered another headache. She had not escaped the encounter unscathed. For all the power she had gained, she had been contaminated as well.

      The fleet came to a gradual halt as they reached the planned checkpoint.

      Gödel opened a window onto reality and synchronized the navigation systems with the star points in her galaxy map. She received a request for attention from one of her newer adepts. “Speak,” she ordered.

      “My captain has lost himself to the hive mind, Your Holiness,” the female reported. “He has sealed himself inside the bridge, and we cannot gain entry. The ship will be lost unless you help us regain control.”

      Gödel entered the hive mind and found her Chosen’s consciousness there instead of on the ship he was supposed to be commanding. She recoiled at his decadence, the utter abandonment of his duty as he thrilled in the violent minds of her creations. This was why she did not admit just any adept to her Chosen. They had to be capable of removing all their personal desires. This Chosen had failed them all.

      She zeroed in on the mental signature of the fallen one and made the journey to the ship through the Etheric. “He has succumbed to pleasure,” she informed the junior adept as she made the last of the small steps between the Etheric and reality to reach the ship.

      The female adept’s mandibles twitched in disgust. “Then he is weak.”

      Gödel left the junior adept and made the difficult step into reality and back to the Etheric to enter the bridge. The smallest steps were the hardest.

      The adept turned in his chair at the intrusion, showing Gödel the slack jaw and glassy eyes of an addict lost in their high. “My Goddess,” he slurred.

      “What is this?” she demanded. “You smell of excess emotion.” She cut the Chosen off from the hive with a sharp shock to his cerebral cortex. “Did I not teach you how to avoid being contaminated by the group mind?”

      The Chosen did not reply. His head dropped to his chest, drool coming from his mouth.

      Gödel ignored the frantic minds of the crew on the other side of the door. Her focus was on this piteous excuse for a Kurtherian. “Forgiveness is for the weak,” she told him coldly. “Mercy is a myth. You should have known better than to give in to temptation. Did I not give you the strength to resist?”

      She turned to face the viewscreen, unimpressed by the adept’s silence. “No excuses? That’s one thing in your favor, but I would not excuse your actions even if you begged.”

      The Chosen simply stared, wide-eyed and blank-faced.

      Gödel whirled on the Chosen as the memory of him crystallized in her inner vision. “I remember you were there when I ascended to godhood. You named yourself my brother, swore you were my faithful servant. You carried my body to the ship when I could not walk for myself. How could you betray our cause?”

      She was only half there, drawn into thoughts of the recent past. “Our enemy will waste no opportunity to take advantage of any weaknesses we show, so we will be strong,” she told him softly. “We are all that remain to protect this universe from the chaos of free will. Do you think it was easy for me? To be given the gift of Ascension and choose to remain on this plane? To trick Death and her compatriots into believing I had crossed over?”

      The slowing trickle of blood and cranial fluid from the adept’s ears and nose was his only reply.

      Gödel’s lip curled, seeing none of it. “Look at you. Pathetic. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”

      His refusal to reply drove Gödel into a rage. She stalked the three steps to his chair and grabbed the fallen Chosen by the front of his robes. “Speak, damn you!”

      His head lolled to the side.

      “Suit yourself.” Gödel opened the bridge door with a wave of her free hand and threw the Chosen out into the corridor. “We will see if the lives of your crew are precious enough to make you talk.”

      The crew fell back in fear at the sight of their captain’s corpse.

      “Your Holiness,” the junior adept leading them began in a halting voice.

      Gödel dismissed her with a finger. “Your captain has decided that he is too good to answer for his crimes.”

      The adept opened her mouth to protest that a dead Kurtherian could not speak. One look at the red light escaping the goddess’ heavy veil told her that logic was not the route to go.

      If Gödel believed he was still alive, she didn’t want to be the one to tell her goddess differently.

      The adept knelt and lowered her head in respect, hoping against hope that her deference would be enough to save the lives of everyone aboard. “He failed you, Your Holiness. I will not. The humans must be eradicated for the good of all. I beseech the gift of your wisdom that I might claim that glory in your name. Allow me to take his place, and I will become whatever you need.”

      Gödel kicked the body of the fallen captain. “Giving you my knowledge would be as pointless as trying to pour an ocean into a cup. Prove your purity, and perhaps I will elevate you.”

      The adept prostrated herself. “You bless me with your benevolence, my goddess. Allow me to prove my worth, and I assure you, you won’t regret it. I swear.”

      Gödel motioned for the adept to get to her feet. “Here is your opportunity. Calm my creations.”

      The adept obeyed, standing quickly before Gödel changed her mind. She reached for the hive mind, finding it reduced in strength and fractured. “Gods, he had them attacking each other for his entertainment! This is blasphemy! I won’t fall like him. I’m grasping them. I…have…control.”

      She faced her deity, averting her eyes as to not be blinded by the godlight.

      Gödel nodded, satisfied that the remainder of the creatures in the holds were safe in the hands of this faithful worshiper. “You are now the captain of this ship. See that you reach Devon without any more losses.”

      She acknowledged the rest of the crew present with a tilt of her chin that caused her veil to ripple and pointed at the corpse. “This is what failure looks like, and failure will not be tolerated.”

      Her examination of the adepts on the ship revealed no further infractions of thought. Gödel widened her connection to the fleet for the final part of her lesson. “A good Kurtherian does not succumb to primitive lines of thought. You will all meditate upon the foolishness of inferior beings who allow emotion to guide them. You will strengthen your resolve to bring in the new age, and reject anything that diverts you from that purpose. We are not individuals, with a right to want. We are the guardians of the future and are duty-bound to cast off all personal desires in the name of that goal. This is what happens to heretics.”

      Gödel threw the adept’s body out of the Etheric to be discarded in the void of space, then returned to her ship without another word.

      Typically, killing your assets was not wise.

      However, now and again, it was wise to remind her people why she was the absolute ruler.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Vid-doc Suite

      The Vid-docs cycled open, and everyone emerged feeling refreshed.

      Tabitha was the first out, after Bethany Anne and Michael. She stretched, feeling her consciousness expand along with her body. “No freaking way.” She looked herself over. “It worked!”

      Bethany Anne’s attention was on the remaining Vid-docs. “What worked?”

      Tabitha flexed her fingers, and her Vid-doc lid closed. “I can kinda see inside the machine. Watch this.”

      John groaned as he got out of his Vid-doc. “The only phrase that worries me more than that is, ‘Hold my beer.” He frowned. “Wait, what?”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Tabitha replied with some confusion.

      John frowned. “Sure, you did. I heard you curse me out.”

      Tabitha’s mouth curled. “In my mind, yeah.”

      Scott clapped John on the back. “That is what you get for not picking something,” he commiserated. Then he slapped himself across the face.

      John’s jaw dropped. “No freaking way. Did I just make you do that?”

      Scott rubbed his cheek to ease the sting. “Yeah, you did. I don’t know how I feel about you being able to plant orders in my mind.”

      “It’s gonna come in handy,” Eric reasoned. “I can see it now. There we are, surrounded on all sides by a tentacle-fest, and John is the one who gets us out of it.”

      Nickie snorted. “How do you figure that? Actually, don’t tell me. I can see it now.” She put her fingers to her temple and put on a strained face. “You put the juju on the hive mind. ‘We are not the Bitches you are looking for.’” She looked at her grandfather. “Am I right?”

      Tabitha and Scott doubled over with laughter.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Whatever works. You should be able to access the hive mind. At the very least, you’ll be able to disable any Ookens near you, after some practice.”

      John lifted his hands. “Good enough for me. What about the rest of you? You all got control of your new abilities?”

      Darryl created a positive charge over his left hand and a negative charge over his right. He grinned as the friction caused a cloud of sparks to form in the space between his hands, then released the charge to dissipate the energy. “Yeah. I think I’ve got it.”

      Nickie rolled out waves of emotion ranging from abject fear to pure joy. “Sweet soul-sucking…” She didn’t finish her thought but rather smiled. “Yeah!”

      Eric shook his head. “I’m not messing with my ability aboard a ship. It’s not so easy to control, and more offensive than any of you guessed.”

      Michael nodded. “Good call. I saw what you did in the refectory with the oxygen deprivation. Nice.”

      Gabrielle Mysted into the Etheric, then Mysted back to the Vid-doc suite. “I cannot thank you enough for this, Bethany Anne. You have cut years off my training. Decades, maybe. Now I can stand by your side in battle as is right.”

      Bethany Anne looked at her nearest and dearest with tears stinging her eyes. “Guys, this is… It’s more than I could have imagined or hoped for.”

      Tabitha and Gabrielle walked over to comfort her.

      “What’s with the tears?” Tabitha scolded gently. “This is a happy occasion, right?”

      “I know,” Bethany Anne agreed, scrubbing her face with the back of her hand. “These are happy tears, I promise. It’s just a relief to know that you can’t be hurt nearly as easily. That we will face the Ookens and the Seven together without as much worry that one of you will die.”

      “Huh?” Scott asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Test it if you need to,” Michael told him. “None of you can be cut by Ooken teeth. There won’t be another incident like the one Nickie faced.”

      “Halle-fucking-lujah,” Nickie whooped. “’Cuz there’s no way I wanna go through that again. Have any of you ever had the skin stripped from your body while you were still alive? It fucking sucks.”

      “No, but I got shot point-blank with a shotgun once,” Bethany Anne replied with a far-off look. “That was a bitch to heal, I tell you, and I didn’t have instant access to a Pod-doc at the time, either.”

      Nickie winced. “Shit. Must have hurt.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “It hurt the asshole who did it a hell of a lot more when I beat him with his own arm.” She picked up the jacket to her light armor and headed for the door. “There’s time for you all to get some training in. Ricole will find a space in the Hexagon to flex your abilities without causing a ton of damage I have to pay to fix.”

      Michael followed suit. “I should get back to the lab and see how William and TOM are getting along.”

      “Where are you going?” Tabitha called after them.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand over her shoulder. “To my thinking space. I have a war to plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, The Hexagon, Eve’s Lab

      Michael was met by Sabine when he left the elevator. “What’s up?” he asked, seeing she was excited about something.

      “I’m glad you’re here. Demon has been asking for you.” Sabine told him without preamble. She slipped her arm through his and pulled him down the corridor toward Demon’s room.

      “What has that cat done now?” Michael inquired, extricating himself from Sabine’s grip.

      Sabine’s eyes twinkled. “It’s not what she’s done, exactly,” she told him enigmatically. “I’ll let her break the news.”

      Michael furrowed his brow, wondering what the mystery was. He entered Demon’s room with the intention of getting a straighter answer from the cat than Sabine was giving him.

      The male cat met them with a snarl.

      Michael flashed red eyes at the cat, unimpressed by the sabretooth’s display of dominance. “Settle down, cat. You’re in my house now.”

      The cat relaxed fractionally but continued to pace around Demon as if she needed to be protected.

      Demon sighed. Males. Can’t an expectant mother get some peace? You, she told her mate. Show some respect for my human.

      Michael raised an eyebrow at being claimed by the cat, but he supposed since he was the ultimate authority when it came to Demon, he’d let it slide. Besides, she’d just dropped a bombshell of epic proportion. “You are pregnant?”

      Demon smiled, her cat-who’d-gotten-the-cream expression scrunching her muzzle. I am indeed. How do you like the idea of there being kittens around here?

      Michael dropped to one knee and examined Demon, moving her head just a bit. “You are glowing,” he answered. “I can only say that it is a good thing if it puts an end to your fractiousness these past months. I take it your search ended when you found your mate?”

      He turned his head to look at the male. “I apologize. I did not realize that you were being protective of your unborn young.”

      The male chuffed and laid down beside Demon.

      Sabine clasped her hands over her chest. “Isn’t this the best news?” she enthused.

      Better news would be that you brought me something good to eat, Demon interrupted. I can smell fresh liver. I hope it’s for me.

      Sabine ruffled the fur between Demon’s ears as she crossed the room to the kitchen area. “Of course it’s for you, silly cat. For him, too.” She waved a hand toward Demon’s mate.

      Michael frowned. “Haven’t you got a name?” he asked the male.

      The male rolled his eyes and sniffed delicately.

      “He has refused to have a neural chip implanted so we can communicate,” Sabine told Michael. “I have a solution—the apparatus Eve used to connect Ashur to the Collectives. We were occupied with taking care of Demon’s prenatal sickness.”

      Do not mention those creatures, Demon moaned. All I can smell is them. Still, it is better than the scent that has pervaded the rest of this building. Talk about being uncomfortable in your own home.

      Michael tilted his head in curiosity. “What scent?”

      How should I know? Demon snapped. All I know is that it does not belong. It’s bad enough that it turns my stomach worse than the wet, rubbery creatures in the tanks.

      Sabine put two plates of chopped liver down for the cats. “This is the first I’m hearing about any odd scents.” Something about Demon’s complaint set her mind whirring. “Do you think you are smelling Ashur’s space rats?” she asked, thinking of the search that had been cut short when the cats had driven Ashur out of the sublevels.

      Not rats, Demon modified. Rats do not smell of metal and blood.

      Sabine shared a concerned glance with Michael.

      Michael lowered himself into a cross-legged position. “May I search your mind for this scent?” he asked. “It could be that you have found a way to track our missing Bl’kheths.”

      “Bless you,” Sabine told him.

      “I didn’t sneeze.” Michael chuckled. “The Bl’kheths are what the species of beings we rescued from the Kurtherian factory are called. They were stolen from their world by the Seven, specifically Gödel, and used as part of the recipe to create the Ookens, along with the Collectives and the Bakas.”

      Sabine’s blue eyes widened in horror. “Mon Dieu. The poor things! How do you come to that conclusion?”

      Michael held up a hand. “I have not, not yet. I need to see what Demon knows.”

      You may look inside my mind, Demon told him.

      The male growled low in his throat.

      Be still, Demon soothed him. Michael is right, and he would never hurt me. I want to know your name. Michael will find the source of my discomfort and remove it so we are no longer restricted to this room, and then we will go with Sabine and let her use the technology that will allow us to hear your voice.

      He narrowed his eyes, his tail swishing from side to side.

      Please? Demon asked. This is important to me and to our offspring. You realize that they will be like me and not you? They will have the power of speech because of the nanocytes I pass down to them. Don’t you want our children to know you?

      The male sat back on his haunches, a thoughtful look on his feline face. After a moment, he nodded.

      Sabine smiled. “At last! Meet me in the main lab when you’re done here. This won’t take long at all.”

      “Demon, are you ready?” Michael smiled at her nodded acquiescence. “Then let’s begin.” He gently entered Demon’s conscious mind and honed straight in on the jumbled images of every place inside the Hexagon she’d found the Bl’kheth’s scent to be overwhelming. “Hmmm.”

      “What is it?” Sabine held her breath. “Did you find the location?”

      Michael frowned in concentration. “I believe it will be a little more challenging than simply zeroing in on a single location,” he replied as he sorted the images in his mind and compared them against the information he’d gathered from Tabitha's surveillance data.

      “What do you mean?” Sabine asked in confusion.

      Michael released Demon’s mind and got to his feet. “They are spread out. It does not appear that they have confined themselves to just one area. Demon’s mind showed me everywhere from the arenas to the residential sublevels.”

      Sabine frowned. “Not the upper residential levels?”

      Michael shook his head. “Perhaps they have been conditioned to prefer the underground,” he supposed. “These people were kept prisoner in the Kurtherian factory Bethany Anne and I took down. I conjecture that they have never seen a sun, nor the sky of any world.”

      Sabine’s eyes filled, and she pressed her lips together. “That is disgusting!”

      Demon sniffed. If it was not for their scent, I would welcome them.

      “There is not much welcome in being vomited upon,” Sabine mollified. “But perhaps after the kittens are born and your senses adjust back to normal, you would help me search out these Bl’kheths?”

      Demon rolled to her feet as Sabine narrowed her eyes at her human. I will help now. Or as soon as I discover my mate’s name.

      “Bless you.” Michael smiled at Demon then glanced at the male. “I have to check in with William and TOM. Come and find me when you are done.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Bethany Anne’s Personal Quarters

      On the Baba Yaga, Bethany Anne had an open connection to Lance.

      “You want me to do what, now?” Lance asked incredulously.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Come on, Dad. You know I hate repeating myself.”

      Lance’s face was set in concerned lines. “I heard you, but I didn’t quite believe it. I thought you wanted to keep it a secret until there was no choice but to reveal we still have it.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands, then folded them in her lap. “The time has come. Tell Dan to prepare the ArchAngel for a trip. There was a reason I had her upgraded within an inch of her life, and it wasn’t so she and Dan could play Texas Rangers out of sight for the next hundred years.”

      Izanami appeared on the other side of the holoscreen. “My Queen, another anomaly. This one definitely came from the Etheric.”

      “Something I should be concerned about?” Lance inquired.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “I’m not sure. The Etheric has been behaving like Bobcat after a hard day’s drinking; it keeps hiccupping.”

      “Are you sure now is a good time to leave the Interdiction?” Lance pressed. “I can get you some time if you need it.”

      She waved a hand at her father’s concerned look. “Izanami will monitor the situation. My concern is about the meeting at Red Rock. Those who think I’m just a figurehead who can be manipulated for political gain need to be taught the error of their ways. I’m not being left with much choice, and you know damn well that I’m not going to just accept it with a smile. The Seven want to push me? I’ll grind them to dust under my heels. If the Federation council decides not to play nice? Well, you get my point. I will not stand by while everything I have bled to build is torn asunder. Make it happen, Dad. Or they’re going to have a nasty shock when I turn up with my war face on.”

      

      The Etheric

      Gödel pulled back into the Etheric a bare second before the AI detected her presence. That had been too close for comfort. The last thing she wanted was to give the humans any inkling she was there, but the check had been necessary to ensure the fleet was on course.

      Soon, she would reveal herself in a blaze of fiery glory that wiped humanity from the part of space known as the Interdiction. Then the Federation would crumble in her fist.

      A traitor thought lodged itself in her mind. She had not bested Death since that first encounter. Dismissing the seed of doubt that had taken root, she made the necessary adjustments to the fleet’s heading and left the bridge for the transfer bay with her Chosen in tow.

      Her adepts were waiting. Her Chosen took guard positions around the exits. Powerful, and loyal to the point of death, she would not waste them on her endeavor.

      The adepts, however, were a different matter. They still had much to prove. The seven would-be Chosen dropped to the floor and prostrated themselves in front of her.

      Gödel recognized the female who had taken over from the abomination who had chosen pleasure over devotion to her and their cause. “Rise,” she ordered, lifting her hands to emphasize her command. “Rejoice in this day, when we will finally be free of Death, and the freedom to remake the universe will be ours.”

      The adepts’ lips moved in silent supplication as Gödel mounted the platform in the center of the transfer bay.

      “Prepare yourselves,” she told them. “We are on final approach. Open yourselves to me.”

      The adepts formed a circle around the platform and raised their arms, lost in their devotion to Gödel and the Ascension path.

      Gödel checked that the fleet was in position, knowing that just one ship out of place would ruin the assault. Satisfied that none were going to get caught in the planet’s defenses, she reached for the adepts’ minds and wrapped them around her consciousness.

      It was a simple thing to protect herself with their willing psyches. She didn’t expect any of them to survive the formation of the rift. Their purpose was to shield her from the mental kickback the Etheric would deal out when she punched a hole in it.

      While Death was occupied with preventing her planet from being ripped apart at the core, Gödel could retrieve her library, and deal a severe blow to the humans’ numbers.

      She saw a question on the female adept’s face. “What is it?”

      The adept bowed low. “Your Holiness. What if we took some of the humans and used their genetic material to make more soldiers? Surely they would be the deadliest batch yet.”

      Gödel did not punish the adept. She had thought along similar lines before entering the psyche of Death. “Because,” she explained patiently, “my creations can never be given the ability to think for themselves. Humans are willful, stubborn, and genetically programmed to fight against being controlled. Any trace of human DNA increases the risk of the soldiers developing minds of their own.”

      The adept lowered her head in respect. “Your wisdom benefits us all, my goddess.”

      Gödel hesitated to waste this adept’s bright mind on the rift, but only for a second. Thinkers were likely to be competitors farther down the line. She silenced the adepts’ prayers by raising her hands once more.

      “We begin.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Eve’s Lab

      Bethany Anne watched from one of the holoscreens floating around the lab as William loaded the locked crystal into the latest version of his reader.

      William nodded as the tray closed. “This is going to be the one. I know it.”

      Michael cursed when the reader emitted a puff of smoke, making it the third failed attempt since he’d gotten there. “Just how far out can the firewall go?” he asked William.

      “That’s not how it works,” William told him regretfully. “The crystals have some serious protection. All we can do is keep attacking the problem from different angles until we find a weak point in the crystal’s defenses, then we create a ‘door’ TOM can get into and feed the information into the sandbox right…here.” He flicked a finger at the holodisplay to show Michael the empty window representing the isolated space he had created to examine the crystal’s contents once they’d hacked into it. “We could have ADAM and Tabitha working on it, and—”

      “Tabitha!” Bethany Anne interrupted. “She can force the crystal to open.”

      TOM interrupted, the concern in his voice magnified by the speaker system. “There’s a huge disturbance in the Etheric. Inside the Hexagon!”

      Michael felt it at the same time, as did Bethany Anne.

      Michael immediately thought of the children. “The vault.”

      Bethany Anne vanished from the screen and appeared by Michael’s side. “Let’s go.” She took him by the wrist and they both vanished, leaving William staring at the empty space Michael had occupied the second before.

      “What the hell?”

      William headed for the door. “Think they’re gonna attack us in our own home?” he muttered to nobody but himself. He grabbed his jacket and turned into the corridor, heading for the armory Eve kept near the elevator. “We’ll damn well see about that.”

      He ignored the racks of rifles, blades, and other general weaponry and went straight for the obsidian box mounted on the wall. He pressed his hand to the box and hissed when the box took its skin sample to identify that the person opening it had the authority to do so. “Damn, Jean,” he muttered. “That hurts like a sonofabitch.”

      He shook the hand to ease the sting as the box opened and ejected the twin Jean Dukes Specials inside. “Whoever is messing with us is gonna get a sting of their own right in their furry asses. All I’ve got to do is work out where the fuckers have gotten in.”

      I don’t know if rushing to fight is wise, TOM told him, using William’s neural chip to connect to the lone engineer.

      “Yeah, well, any threat to Alexis and Gabriel is a personal slight as far as I’m concerned.” William held the pistols like he knew them intimately. “You could help me here. Where was the disturbance located?”

      TOM paused before replying. If you’re set on getting involved, who am I to tell you differently? Head for the elevators. John is there with Tabitha and Eve’s staff.

      “Thatta-alien.” William exited the armory and headed for the source of the Etheric disturbance under TOM’s guidance.

      He ran into John and Tabitha just outside the Collectives’ habitat.

      John took in William’s tight grimace and the pistols he was carrying and held up a hand to stall his progress. “You can’t be here, William. You’ll get your ass killed, or worse.”

      William had no intention of getting killed. “I know what I’m doing. Who are we fighting? Ookens?”

      “Yeah,” Tabitha told him with venom dripping from her voice. “But there are too many unenhanced technicians down here. Someone needs to protect them while we wipe the Ookens out.” She ran for the disturbance, leaving William and John in the corridor.

      That gave William pause. “Shit. I didn’t think.” He turned to look at the group of frightened lab workers being herded toward the emergency exit by Eve and Tina. “I’d better help them.”

      John clapped him on the back before setting off after Tabitha. “Good call. Wait until I send the all-clear, then make sure everyone gets to the surface without being torn to pieces.”
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        * * *

      

      Down on the vault level, Bethany Anne and Michael arrived to find everything was as it should be.

      Bethany Anne opened a link to Eve as they got back into the elevator. “Extend the nanocurtain to cover the entire level. Make sure nothing and nobody gets down here.”

      “I can’t see that being a problem,” Eve replied. “One moment.”

      The skin on their arms broke out in goosebumps as the energy level in the corridor shifted and expanded. “We good?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Eve’s reply was terse. “You will be as soon as you get off that level so I can extend the curtain to cover the elevator as well. Just make sure nobody goes down there until I reset it. I’ve removed the instructions to allow human DNA past in case the Ookens try pulling the same trick you did in the factory.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Good thinking. We don’t know how they’re programmed, so they could be capable of sneaky shit we don’t know about.”

      They went back up to the lab level, where Eve was waiting for them with Tina, William, and Eve’s staff.

      The technicians all relaxed when Bethany Anne’s footsteps caused them to note just who was among them.

      “Don’t be complacent,” Bethany Anne warned them. “We’re under attack, and the Ookens don’t care that you’re non-combatants.”

      “I’ve got them,” William assured Bethany Anne. “Go.” He shooed her away. “Take care of the invaders.”

      Bethany Anne opened her mouth to reply when another massive energy surge hit her. She knew that signature all too well. “Fuckdammit! I have to go.”

      Michael felt the rift opening some way from the planet. “Go. I’ll take care of things here.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Be safe.” She kissed him and was gone.

      “Is Bethany Anne going to be okay?” William asked Michael. “She didn’t have the easiest time with the rift over Qu’Baka, by all accounts.”

      Michael turned to leave. “We’d better hope she is. I can’t see how we can evacuate this planet like we did Qu’Baka. There’s no way we can move three million people to safety in time if the rift destabilizes Devon’s core.”

      “There’s a big difference in planetary structure,” William mollified. “Qu’Baka was relatively young and geologically active, whereas Devon is old enough to have mostly settled. The chance of the planet being torn apart is lower.” He looked around when he heard a deep thrum.

      “I hope.”
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha and John ran into Sabine, Demon, and her mate—and the Ookens spilling out of the Etheric.

      Demon and her mate went straight onto the attack as the first to enter the Hexagon turned on the cats with its tentacles splayed.

      “Demon, no!” Sabine screamed. Her Jean Dukes Specials were in her hands without her consciously drawing them. She shot the tentacle whipping toward Demon’s body as she vaulted the male to stand between the cats and their attackers. “Get to your room,” she ordered the cats. “No fighting when you’ve got babies to protect.”

      John didn’t hesitate. He hadn’t trained with his new ability yet, but he gave less than a fuck about his own safety when the cats and the women were in danger. “How does BA do this?” he muttered darkly as he tore tentacles from the Ookens’ bodies.

      “Do what?” Tabitha called, engaged in pushing the Ookens back the way they’d come.

      “Get into the hive mind,” John clarified as he shot an Ooken point-blank. “I can shut them off if I can figure this shit out.”

      The Ooken got up, the hole in its face healing in a few heartbeats. It screeched, drawing the other Ookens to its location.

      Tabitha snarled. “I dunno. Just reach out and shut them down before they get past us.”

      Twin bolts of lightning announced the arrival of Michael and Darryl, followed by Scott’s burst of flames.

      The lab was filled with the stench of burnt rubbery flesh and hair as Scott laid down sheets of flames in all directions. “How the fuck are they getting in?” he yelled over the furious screeching of the burned Ookens.

      Tabitha pointed at the Ookens’ ingress. “The Etheric is open there.”

      Michael sprinted toward the opening, using the Ooken as stepping stones to his goal. He dived through it, Mysting as he did so.

      “Well, that’s just great!” Tabitha bitched. “Darryl, more lightning.”

      Darryl complied, switching the polarity of his shots to keep the Ooken from resisting the electricity he sent coursing through their bodies.

      Tabitha looked at the army of Ookens coming through the Etheric, shrugged at the guys, and dived through after Michael.

      Carnage ensued as the Ookens kept coming despite their losses.

      Scott narrowly avoided hitting Sabine and the cats as he shot a gout of white-hot fire at the Ookens blocking their escape from the lab. “Sorry!”

      “Watch it!” Sabine hissed, patting her singed hair. She twisted just in time to pump six rapid shots into the Ooken falling from the ceiling toward them.

      It fell to the floor, twitching as its healing process kicked in.

      Scott blasted it with flames and it turned to ashes, putting an end to its recovery. “Just get out of here!” he shouted to her, turning as he did to point at other enemies. “Get the cats to safety.”

      John fought the masses of tentacles attacking him, slipping the teeth easily since they couldn’t gain purchase on his toughened skin. Still, he felt the pain of being beaten and constricted, and he couldn’t work out how to get into the hive mind to shut them down.

      He tore the Ooken from his body and slammed it into the floor. The permacrete cracked under the impact, as did the Ooken’s skull. John got to his feet and wiped the brain matter off his hands with a grimace. “Where’s Michael gotten to?” he wondered aloud.

      The door to the Etheric was still open, but the flow of Ookens had dropped off considerably. John took another Ooken out, his mind working furiously to recapture the sensation of connectedness he’d felt after getting out of the Vid-doc. “Damn bastards. Why can’t you all just DIE?” he screamed in frustration.

      The Ookens around him dropped to the floor, lifeless.

      “What the fuck?” John did a double-take, glancing around in surprise. “All I had to do was want it?”

      Darryl paused in his attack on the Ookens still coming through. “Sweet! Get that working over here. I could use some space.”

      John couldn’t figure out how he’d done it, but he wasn’t going to pass up the chance to end this. He gathered his will and sucked in a breath to yell. “All you tentacled motherfuckers need to die!”

      Wherever he walked, the Ookens dropped. Darryl and Scott made sure they weren’t going to come back to life with generous applications of fire and lightning.

      Scott waved at the opening. The Ookens were still coming through, although sporadically now. “You reckon we go in?”

      John was saved from the decision by the return of Michael and Tabitha.

      They stumbled out, and Michael closed the lab off with a wave of his hand. He paused, breathing heavily. “There’s more than just Ookens behind there,” he told the others. “Ships. Impossible ships. This isn’t just an attack.”

      “It’s a full-on invasion,” Tabitha finished.

      

      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne fought to gain control of the rift before it opened wide enough to cause gravitational fluctuations and destroy Devon.

      The rift sat fully a hundred thousand kilometers from the third ring of defenses around the planet, but she knew that none of her defenses could change the physics of the universe.

      Bethany Anne, this rift is no accident. The Hexagon is under attack by the Ookens.

      I know, she told him. Michael has it under control.

      Um, what about the ships?

      Bethany Anne ground her teeth as the strain of spooling the rift energy through her body took its toll. What fucking ships?

      Look outside of the rift, TOM told her. They’re coming out of the Etheric.

      Bethany Anne saw the ships and almost lost her grip on the rift’s energy. Not possible. You must be mistaken. There’s no way to get that much metal into the Etheric, and even if there was, no one could move it.

      Impossible or not, it’s happening, TOM insisted.

      Let the BYPS take care of them, she decided. Does Tim know what’s going on?

      It was a moment before TOM replied, CEREBRO has already activated the outer ring of defenses. The Guardian is on red alert.

      Bethany Anne felt relief that her preparations had paid off. She gathered her will and drew in the surrounding energy. Then I need to concentrate on this.

      

      The Etheric

      Gödel smiled as she opened more doors onto Devon and sent her creations through to wreak havoc.

      Death’s minions could not be everywhere at once, and her plan to spread them out was working perfectly. The screams filtering through from the planet’s surface were music to her ears. She knew the attack on the planet’s outer defenses was going to end in a draw at best. The important thing was that Death was caught up in closing the rift, taking her out of the picture.

      Gödel allowed herself the luxury of a moment’s pride as she stepped down from the platform and made to leave the transfer bay. She waved a hand, and her Chosen rushed to dispose of the bodies of the adepts who had given their lives.

      “Your Holiness,” one of her Chosen spoke up. “This adept still lives.”

      Gödel stopped in her tracks as he picked up the slack body of the female adept. “That should not be. Wake her.”

      The Chosen slapped the adept’s face lightly to stir her from unconsciousness.

      Her eyes fluttered open, casting a low red light. She struggled from the Chosen’s arms and stood unsteadily. “My goddess. What… What happened to my brethren?”

      Gödel dismissed the question. “If they’d had true faith, they wouldn’t have burned.” She looked the adept up and down. “What is your name?”

      The adept flushed at the attention. “I am but your instrument, Your Holiness. I discarded my name when I came into your service. My will is your will.”

      Gödel paused for thought. She did not want the news of the other adepts’ deaths to become common knowledge, yet this adept had shown herself to be a true believer. There was only one course of action she could take. “You have done well, nameless one. We offer you release from the physical plane as a reward for your faith.”

      The adept knelt and bowed her head, exposing the nape of her neck to Gödel. “If death is my reward, I welcome it at your hand, my goddess.”

      Gödel placed a hand on the adept’s shoulder, shocking her from her obeisant posture. “We do not intend for you to die without honor. Rise and rejoice, for you have earned the path to immortality with your devotion. We offer you Ascension.”

      A soft cry escaped the adept’s lips. “I am not worthy, my goddess.”

      Gödel lifted her veil and allowed the adept to look upon her face. “It is for us to decide who is worthy.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Gödel swept from the transfer bay with her Chosen flanking her, the adept already forgotten.

      She retired to her private quarters, the headache beginning to form at the base of her skull once more.

      The measures she had taken long ago to hide any trace of her true nature were a constant curse that even her finest minds could not permanently reverse. She refused to accept that she could have been contaminated by the heretic who called himself TOM.

      Gödel opened a drawer and removed the small, rectangular silver box within. She took a vial and fitted it to the applicator, which she used to inject the contents of the vial directly into her brain stem.

      Breathing hard as the burning pain of the serum entering her body brought stars to her vision, she closed her eyes and sat back to wait for it to recede. She had much to accomplish this day, and the need to adjust her endocrine levels was not part of her plan.

      Coldness descended as the serum got to work. Gödel got to her feet and waited for the resulting dizziness to pass before opening her mind to check the progress of her distraction.

      The planet was in an uproar. The humans on the battlestation above the planet were all occupied with her drones. Death was dealing with the rift.

      It was time.

      Gödel left the ship, zeroing in on the energy signature of the library as she traveled without erring in her determination to retrieve her stolen property. Freed from emotions, thanks largely to the serum, she was clear to act without fear of making a reactive choice.

      She was momentarily distracted by the split signal. Further examination told her there were only two crystals separated from the whole, and to those, she sent the command to self-destruct. The rest were aboard Death’s ship, the floating fortress named for the witch from human lore.

      Oh, she knew the stories. The heretic had been all too happy to wax lyrical on all things human when she had fooled him into believing she was from one of the neutered clans—those priggish, do-no-harm hypocrites who argued against the advancement of base species.

      The Five had no issue with enhancing the humans. The heretic was responsible for the act, but who had given a lowly pilot permission to alter the destiny of the most warlike species ever to walk the universal stage?

      She wondered if the Five had regretted the allowance in the face of Death’s relentless thirst for power. It had crossed her mind that removing the humans served their purpose as well as her own.

      Gödel’s thoughts drifted back as she closed the distance to her goal. How clever she had been, back when her hold over the Seven had been nonexistent. Having maneuvered the Phraim-‘Eh out of the picture, she had approached the Etheric Empire with her heart on her tongue, despite the measures she had taken to appear as one of the Five seeking nothing more than the path to the next life.

      Death had been distracted by the bureaucratic nightmares that came with the ridiculousness of giving up power and had allowed her to be alone with TOM. The heretic had been easy to trap since his hubris had him convinced he was untouchable.

      That had been the turning point for her, the moment she’d stood on the threshold of Ascension and learned the secrets of true power. Binding the heretic’s mind so he had no recollection of her last-second withdrawal had been the easy part. Hiding the gap in his memory from the abomination who also resided in Death’s body had been difficult.

      How she wished she could rub her victory in their faces.

      Soon.

      Her library was near.

      Gödel felt for the exact position of the crystals and opened a window onto the ship to confirm.

      The ship was vastly different from her own. There were pointless decorations everywhere she looked. Moving holoimages of various human beings, weaponry displayed for aesthetic reasons—she assumed, since they all looked to be past any use—and for a reason she couldn’t fathom, footwear of various designs and functions in pride of place along one wall of the armory.

      How could footwear be treated like prized possessions?

      Gödel sneered. Why this devotion to chaos? How did humans think with all this to distract them? She saw no reason to surround oneself with distractions. Give her the clean lines and spartan décor of her own personal spaces over this…this mess.

      Still, she was drawn to a pair of boots that were clearly the centerpiece of Death’s hoard. Why did she place them so? What value was there to this conspicuous display of ownership? Was she emotionally attached to these objects?

      Gödel couldn’t understand, and she didn’t have time or the inclination to ponder the finer points of human psychology. She was here to take back what was hers.

      Satisfied that there were no humans in the immediate vicinity, she fed energy into the window, widening it into a door. She entered the ship and pushed her cabinet into the Etheric.

      Death appeared as a negative, startling her.

      “Intruder,” Baba Yaga snarled, pointing a razor-tipped finger at her. “Die.”

      Gödel sneered. This was a pale imitation, nothing but an AI wearing the face of the Witch. She released the failsafe she had prepared for this eventuality, a virus meant to unravel any code it came across into meaningless junk. “It is you who is about to die, foolish program.”

      The AI winked out of existence, and Gödel laughed cruelly. “As if I could be stopped by something that does not even comprehend the complexity of true life. How amusing.”

      Her next breath burned in her lungs.

      “As if I could be undone by a simple virus,” the AI paraphrased in a mocking tone from all around Gödel. “Stupid, really, that some beings believe themselves to be superior because they are organic. Do you know how easy it is to disrupt biological processes?”

      Gödel felt real panic at that moment. She whirled to find the AI standing directly behind her. “What have you done to me?” she demanded.

      The AI smiled, revealing a mouth full of sharp white teeth as her black mouth split in a grin. Her white hair whipped in an invisible wind. “I am Izanami, and your coroners can work out what I poisoned you with when they cut your body open.”

      Gödel snarled as her nanocytes tried and failed to clear the contaminant from her bloodstream. “You haven’t bested me yet,” she hissed.

      The AI called Izanami laughed again, a sound equally filled with promise and menace. “What are you going to do about it? Even if you had a mommy, I’m sure she’d kick you away if you went crying to her.”

      Gödel was filled with fury at the nonchalant attitude the AI showed. “This.” She turned and smashed the glass case holding the precious boots, and escaped into the Etheric with them in her hands.

      Izanami shook her head, a look of pity on her harsh face.

      “Now you’ve really fucked up.”
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      Devon, New Citadel

      Mahi’ faced the Ookens from in front of her warriors.

      The Ookens might have numbered in the tens of thousands, but her people didn’t care. All they saw was the invader who had stolen their ancestral home, now come to take away the one the Queen had given them in return for their sacrifice. Twenty thousand fully-armored Bakas looking for closure weren’t anything to be sniffed at.

      Mahi’ hefted her staff, almost losing her balance until her husband steadied them both on the plate of her chariot. “Death to the Ookens!” she screamed, her rage rising as the battle lust filled her.

      “Death!” her people returned as one.

      Mahi’ waved her staff to begin the charge and the Bakas flooded the plain, screaming bloody murder as they washed toward the place the Ookens had appeared not long before.

      The two sides collided in a clash of solid flesh hitting the various conveyances the Bakas had scrambled together. The plain was awash with red light from the weapons Bethany Anne had given them, and for every Baka who fell, three Ookens went down with them.

      Mahi’ tweaked the controls of her chariot to rise above the heads of the warriors. She had another, much harder battle ahead.

      Standing on top of the rise that separated Baka land from the rest of First City was a lone figure clad in armor Mahi’ recognized all too well.

      “Who is it?” Fi’Eireie asked.

      Mahi’ growled low in her throat. “That is a Kurtherian.”

      As they reached the top of the rise, more Ookens spilled from the open wound in the air. Mahi’ leapt from the chariot while it was still four feet from the ground and landed running, activating her staff before she reached the armored alien.

      “Murderer!” she accused, blasting it with Etheric energy drawn through the fist-sized ruby topper on her staff.

      The Kurtherian was knocked flying, and the ground crunched beneath its body. Its visor remained over its face as it sprang to its feet and returned fire with a staff that looked very similar to the one Mahi’ carried.

      Mahi’ had her shield up, ready to deflect the blast. The shield reflected the energy right back at her enemy. She charged at the Kurtherian as Fi’ came around to pincer it.

      The Kurtherian stepped into the Etheric, bringing a frustrated roar from the two Bakas.

      “Call the Hexagon?” Fi’ suggested.

      Mahi’ shook her head, looking around. “If we are under attack here, you can bet First City is also under siege.”

      “Who else can go after that monster?” Fi’ argued. “We need the humans.”

      Mahi’ sighed, knowing he was right. She opened a channel to the Hexagon and got Winstanley. “We need some assistance out here,” she told the EI. “We have encountered a Kurtherian—”

      Gabrielle and Eric appeared on the rise beside them.

      “Where?” Gabrielle demanded, looking around herself to see if she could find the Kurtherian first.

      “It escaped into the Etheric,” Mahi’ told her, pointing to the place the Kurtherian had vanished.

      Gabrielle dissipated into Myst and entered the Etheric, leaving Eric with Mahi’ and Fi’.

      Eric took one look at the battle below. “Can you pull your people back?” he asked without much hope.

      “Not in a million years,” Mahi’ replied. “They’re beyond angry, and this is exactly what most of them have been wishing for—the chance to take their losses out on the Ookens.”

      Eric nodded stoically. “Then I’ll have to work around them. I don’t want to see any more Bakas dead. Wait here.”

      Mahi’ didn’t have the chance to reply.

      Eric streaked down the slope faster than her unenhanced eyes could track. She picked him up again only because his progress through the battlefield was marked by Ookens dropping dead.

      Fi’ let out a whistle of appreciation at the natural way Eric used his shields to cut off the Ookens from their air supply, or crushed them under the weight of the invisible force he wielded. “You say Tu’Reigd will be like them when he returns?”

      Mahi’ shrugged, her eyes on the battle. “Perhaps. We will know when he and the other children return.”

      Gabrielle returned with a face full of thunder. “DAMMIT! I lost the Kurtherian.”

      Mahi’ made a sound of disappointment. “I hope that worm is hurting.” She indicated the battlefield. “Shall we?”

      Gabrielle nodded. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      Tabitha ran backward, firing her Jean Dukes Specials to keep the Ookens focused on her instead of the civilians fleeing the arenas. “C’mon, you ugly spaghetti-legged fuck-knuckles. Mama has a surprise for you.”

      She didn’t know if they heard her, but she was happy to see them boiling down the corridor to the outdoor arena after her instead of peeling off to attack Ricole’s interns.

      The Noel-ni youths escaped through a side door as Tabitha sent out a tendril of energy to open the arena doors without taking her fingers off the triggers. “C’mon… Just a little bit farther…”

      Tabitha turned and sprinted onto the sand, connecting mentally to the training simulators as she ran. The machines rolled out of their charging nooks, their metal tentacles flailing as she insinuated herself throughout their circuitry.

      The Ookens fell over themselves, getting jammed up six abreast in the arena doors in their eagerness to get to Tabitha.

      Tabitha wiggled her fingers, taunting them. “Aw, what’s wrong? You can’t fit through the door? Let me help you with that.”

      More Ookens came from behind, pushing them clear with brute force.

      Tabitha pouted at the missed opportunity. “Fine. Help yourselves.” She holstered her Jean Dukes Specials and got to work with the mechanical Ookens. “You might have a nasty bite, but can you do this?”

      She activated the simulators as she ran, flipping the mechs out of training mode to activate the program she’d come up with while caught in 3AM thoughts one night recently. “Okay, my shiny babies. Time to go all out and show me what you’re really capable of.”

      The mechs whirred as they followed the directions Tabitha was feeding them.

      Tabitha felt a rush like nothing she’d experienced before as her mind opened up in a whole new way. She saw the code and felt it respond to her. She found she could manipulate the mechs with the same amount of thought as she put into breathing or walking.

      The Ookens were powerless to protect themselves as their mechanical doppelgangers bore down with tentacles spitting electricity.

      Tabitha noted that it didn’t stop the Ookens. She narrowed her eyes, realizing that Ookens felt no pain, meaning they had nothing to restrict them from pushing toward her despite the wall of mechs chewing them up like noodles in a garbage disposal.

      She wondered for a moment if she could somehow undo whatever blocks they had on their nerve endings, then dismissed the idea as four more Ookens entered the arena.

      “Welcome to your final moments,” she murmured darkly as she sent a trio of mechs after them. The arena was filled with screeches of frustration as the Ookens tried and failed to get to her.

      They threw themselves at Tabitha again and again, only to be torn to pieces by her mech army. By this time, she had control of thirty mechs to the Ookens’ twenty…eighteen…fifteen.

      She lost a few mechs, but she was winning.

      Tabitha cackled, feeling more alive than she could remember in her life. The mechs were extensions of her body, no different than her wielding a sword or directing her drones. She kind of missed the drones for a moment, though.

      The thought made her laugh even louder. She had no need for drones in this fight when she had this connection to her mechs.

      They stunned the Ookens with high-voltage shocks from their segmented tentacles, which then snaked in to finish the job with the rotary blades she’d copied from the Collectives living aboard the Helena.

      Tabitha had wondered why the vegetarian Collectives had evolved the sharp teeth that made the Ookens so deadly to the unenhanced until she had heard them talk about the less-friendly species on their homeworld.

      However they had developed, they were impossible to ignore.

      Tabitha cried out as one of her mechs was destroyed, sending a bolt of pain deep into her brain. She lost focus for less than a second, not long enough to be disconnected from her weapons.

      However, she was no longer in a playful mood.

      An idea came to her, born of the frustration of not being able to tear the Ookens apart with her bare hands. She raised her arms and created brand new code in her mind—tricky, eldritch commands that made up an image she sent out to a select number of her mechs.

      Tabitha closed her eyes, not knowing if this new way of programming would work or leave her flat on her ass with no mechs and an ever-increasing number of Ookens to contend with the old-fashioned way.

      “Fuck it,” she ground out through clenched teeth. She initiated the Cthulhu program, her face set in unforgiving lines. “Don’t ever think I won’t take it personally if you mess with my home.”

      Six of her mechs extricated themselves from the battle and made their way to the platform. Two stopped at the base and drew themselves up to their full height, while the others climbed onto their backs and performed what Tabitha could only describe as a four-way handshake, interlocking their tentacles teeth-out to form a control cabin.

      Tabitha leapt into the half-formed giant mech, still manipulating the individual mechs forming a protective ring around her ride, and landed in the seat formed by the folded body of one of the mechs.

      The top of the cabin sealed under her command, then four more mechs climbed on and attached themselves to the monster mech’s sides, giving Tabitha twenty tentacles on each side to play with.

      Satisfied it was going to work, Tabitha rolled the program out to the rest of her mechs. Two by two, the mechs added themselves to the giant mech until the outside was a writhing mass of metal tentacles.

      Tabitha searched and found herself able to “see” through the sensor equipment. The connection gave her everything in scrolling code her brain was somehow turning into visual data she could plug into her HUD.

      “Fuck my life,” she breathed, borrowing her niece’s favorite phrase for situations out of her depth. “This is beyond cool!”

      The final step complete, Tabitha flexed her hands and set the whole thing moving. She set the mech dancing on a looping, destructive path through the Ookens. She continued to feed the mech instructions in the image-based method she’d created to form it. One leg lifted and smooshed the Ooken beneath it into a gooey paste.

      Tabitha whooped. “Not so tough under my heel, are you, you skanky bastards?”

      The Ookens’ attempts to gain purchase on the mech were met by a million and more whirring, serrated teeth. The monster mech chewed the Ookens up and discarded the meat as it continued its progress around the arena.

      Tabitha realized she was being targeted specifically when a quartet of Guardians rushed in and was ignored by her attackers. She frowned as yet more Ookens spilled in over the arena walls.

      “Get out of here!” she yelled to the Guardians. “They want me.”

      Unaware of Tabitha’s worry, they shifted and dashed in to attack the Ooken nearest them.

      Tabitha groaned as the Ooken shook them off with a flick of its tentacle. “They’re going to get their furry asses killed for nothing.” Her hope that their Marines would show up and drag them out of there was nothing but wishful thinking. Seeing that the Guardians weren’t able to hear her, she thanked providence that Lillian had insisted on taking Todd to the Helena for the week and sent an SOS to Peter. Call your Guardians off, or I’m gonna end up killing them by mistake.

      A few moments later, an ear-splitting howl tore the air, announcing Peter’s impending arrival.

      Peter arrived in the next minute, pounding through the arena doors at full speed. He took in the Guardians, the Ookens, and Tabitha’s metal monster, and raised a clawed hand to point at the exit. “Get out of here,” he ordered the Guardians. “Go protect the civilians.”

      The Guardians backed away at the command from their Alpha.

      Peter noted what Tabitha had the moment before as they dipped their wolf heads and loped out the way they’d come. “Don’t let me see you without your Marines again!” he roared after them.

      Tabitha had larger concerns. The number of Ookens in the arena was reaching the exploding point. She had to figure out where they were coming from and cut them off at the source.

      She narrowed her eyes at the information scrolling in her HUD. “I wonder…”

      With the thought, her vision switched. The arena vanished, and the Ookens and Peter became blurred outlines.

      Tabitha’s jaw dropped. “No. Freaking. Way. I guess our brains are really just computers we have no freaking clue how to use.” She opened her mind to Peter. Hey, babe. Guess what? I’ve got Etheric vision.

      You’ve got what, now? Peter asked. He moved toward the monster mech, confused by the lack of attention he was receiving from the Ookens. What’s up with these Ookens?

      Some idiot decided to have them all target me. Tabitha grinned as she had the inside of the cabin shift to include a seat for Peter. Come on up. I’ll explain while we find the place these bastards are coming from. I don’t know who they think they are to turn up here without an invitation, but I’m sure as shit going to enjoy kicking them back through whatever door they came out of.

      Without pausing in the havoc she was wreaking on the Ookens, Tabitha disengaged the teeth on one of the mech’s tentacles and sent it snaking toward Peter.

      Peter hopped on and was lifted up to the top of the mech’s cabin, which opened to let him in.

      Tabitha looked up and winced. “You want to shift back?”

      Peter released his Pricolici form. “Sure thing, honey. Soon as my ass isn’t hanging out where the Ookens can take a bite out of it.” He slid in and pulled an atmosuit from a pouch on his utility belt. “Nice toy, babe,” he told her with a grin.

      Tabitha returned his grin with a wink. “Shame you have to cover up before you get snagged on the mech.”

      Peter rolled his eyes as he fastened the atmosuit. “You didn’t exactly give me time to armor up. I was out in the plaza, fighting the Ookens out there. They’re all over First City.”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened. “Shit. Who’s there now?”

      Peter smirked. “In the plaza? Nickie. She’s living it up out there. I saw John heading for the bazaar on my way in here.”

      Tabitha snickered. “I’d feel sorry for the Ookens, except for they’re Ookens and don’t deserve pity.” She pressed her lips together. “We need to take care of these before we go out there to help. There’s no way I’m going to be the Pied Piper who leads them into First City.”

      Peter shrugged. “So kill ’em all. It’s not like you’re gonna kiss and make friends.”

      Tabitha grinned as she flexed her hands to throw out the mech’s tentacles and gather up the Ookens nearest to them. “You always have the best ideas. I’m gonna hug them to death.”

      Peter watched Tabitha in amazement as she manipulated the mech.

      Tabitha forgot Peter was there for a moment. She fell back into the zone, merging fully with the mech. Her entire body twitched as she drove the mech to perform its bloody ballet.

      Eventually, there were no more Ookens to kill. Tabitha had the mech climb to the top of the arena wall to find the open door into the Etheric.

      “Etheric vision,” she explained to Peter. “You see I’m operating this thing without eyes on the outside, right?” She smiled at his nod. “Well, that’s because my upgrade gave me the ability to be one with whatever code I’m near. I can manipulate it and overwrite it with a thought.”

      Peter’s mouth fell open. “Tabbie, that’s…”

      “Every hacker’s wet dream, right?” Tabitha enthused, wiggling her eyebrows. “Anyone can throw an energy ball. Who else can take control of any machine they come across?”

      “Are you still completely organic?” Peter asked, picturing her insides being replaced with connective technology reminiscent of some old B-movie she’d made him watch while they were dating.

      Tabitha snickered, tilting her head as the same thought occurred to her. “Are any of us completely organic anymore? We all have technology inside our bodies.”

      “Yeah.” Peter frowned, eyeing her. “How are you doing all of this?”

      “You know, I don’t know.” Tabitha hadn’t taken time to investigate what changes the Vid-doc had made. She split her efforts with the mech and opened her self-diagnostic. “Oh. Wi-fi, apparently.”

      Peter met her amused gaze with utter awe. “So, what? You’re using the Hexagon’s router to do all this?”

      Tabitha shook her head. “Babe, I am the router. The Vid-doc implanted graphite circuitry throughout my body, meaning I can get into anything that can be connected to. Tech is my bitch.”

      Peter’s eyes narrowed. “So, you’re a cyborg?”

      Tabitha dismissed the description. “No. Um, yes? I don’t know. We’ll figure it out when we’re not in the middle of being attacked. So anyway, I’m communicating with all of these mechs to bind them into one unit. Not just that, I’m seeing what they see.”

      Peter was lost. “How? I didn’t see any eyes, just the ungodly amount of tentacles this thing has.” He turned in his seat to check behind him. “Are there cameras?”

      Tabitha shook her head. “No. They work with environmental sensors. The first batch of mechs I had made had cameras, but the Bakas were so focused on taking out their ‘eyes’ that I found it worked better to have them fitted with sensor suites when the next generation went into production.” She waved a hand to indicate the cabin. “This shouldn’t be possible. Neither should this.”

      She shared a brief flash of the sensor data, and Peter’s incredulity grew.

      He shook his head in amazement. “That’s amazing. How are you translating all that?”

      Tabitha lifted her hands. “Mine is not to reason why. Did you see that bright patch in the bazaar? Let me see if I can fix something up for you so you get a steady view outside this thing.”

      Peter received a notification in his internal HUD, which when opened gave him a feed showing a fuzzy green-black view of the world beyond the cabin. He saw the bright spot Tabitha had pointed out. “What is it?”

      “I’m going to take a guess and say that it’s whoever is controlling the Ookens.” Tabitha instructed the mech to dismount on the other side of the arena wall, then set it running through the city toward the bright spot. “This is a little like infrared, except I’m reading Etheric energy expenditure instead of body-heat loss.”

      The bazaar was steeped in chaos. Produce and nonperishable goods alike were strewn all over the narrow walkways, trampled unnoticed by people running for their lives from the Ookens that were ravaging everything they laid their tentacles on.

      The appearance of the monster mech caught the attention of the Ookens, who all abandoned their destruction of the bazaar to come at Tabitha and Peter.

      Tabitha shared an angry glance with Peter as she had the mech take out the Ookens. “What the hell is going on here? You think maybe they can read the energy expenditure like I’m doing?”

      Peter growled. “I don’t know. Maybe? It doesn’t matter. Even if the people survive, this is their livelihoods being ruined on the whim of these mindless fucksticks. We have to make it stop.”

      Social responsibility aside, both of them felt rising anger at the trespass against the peaceful way of life everyone in the city had pulled together to create.

      “You don’t take war to the civilians,” Tabitha growled as she directed the mech to target the Ookens running amok in the streets. “What coward attacks people just going about their daily lives?”

      Peter couldn’t agree more. “There are supposed to be rules the Kurtherians follow. They’ve never dared to attack us in the open before.” He got to his feet. “I want to get out there. Do something.”

      Tabitha shook her head. “I don’t know, Pete. There’s a Kurtherian here somewhere. We need to stick together.”

      All the air went out of Peter. “I’m thinking about Todd. My every instinct tells me to get out there and fight to clear his home of these aberrations.”

      Tabitha frowned. “Check your feed. We’re doing that just fine. Save your energy for the Kurtherian.”

      Peter looked at the feed and fought the urge to shift and go bowling for Ookens. “I’m not gonna go on the rampage.”

      Tabitha leaned over and pulled him into a kiss. She released him, breathless, and gave him her most wicked smile. “No rampage? Shame. I was looking forward to that part.”
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      Devon, First City, Bazaar

      John was locked in the battle of his life. This, however, was not a battle he could win with his fists. Not just his fists, anyway. He had figured out how to shield his mind at the moment the armored alien had attacked his psyche.

      He was glad Nickie was around somewhere. The pressing issue of Ookens running amok in the bazaar had fallen to the side in the face of this new and dangerous form of combat. She would have to take care of them while he took care of this ass-munch.

      John’s brow furrowed, sweat running freely and unnoticed from every pore in his body as he fought to retain his sanity. He didn’t have the foggiest idea how BA did shit like this on a regular basis.

      The Kurtherian dug at John’s mind, trying to force entry, but without success.

      To do what, John didn’t know. All he knew was that he wasn’t going to lose to a fucking Kurtherian.

      John’s nascent ability wasn’t anything to be sniffed at. He was dealing as much damage as he was having to heal, and the bug-faced fuck-farmer knew he was in danger.

      He caught a disturbance in his peripheral vision, but he was disciplined enough to let it go unless it came his way. He intended to take this Kurtherian’s body back for dissection, and he made sure the bastard knew it.

      It wasn’t too difficult for John to plant the image of his opponent being sliced open on a slab in Eve’s lab in his alien mind.

      The revulsion John felt from the Kurtherian when Eve flashed through his mind brought a small smile to his lips. What don’t you like about Eve? That she’s an android? Don’t sweat it. She’ll take good care of you—each and every sample I give her to work with.

      No reply, just another bolt of muted pain as the Kurtherian tried and failed to get past his mental defenses.

      John found he was enjoying himself. His counterattack was costing him energy, but handily he appeared to be drawing exactly what he needed from the Etheric as easy as breathing. Oh, I forgot. You’re too good to talk to the likes of me, right?

      It’s funny, really. He continued to needle the Kurtherian in a conversational tone that belied the strain he was under. You arrogant little dicksplats go on and on about how superior you are, but you sure hogtie yourselves. I mean, look how easy it was to distract you.

      John laughed as the Kurtherian struggled to pull free of the mental chokehold he had on his mind. Now I’m in your head, and you haven’t got a chance. Don’t you know the definition of stubborn is a Grimes with their heart set on something? You are destined to be slide sushi.

      A quick scan showed John that the Ookens were much less effective without the Kurtherian controlling them. Another flash of movement, and this time John saw it was metallic. He also sensed the proximity of Tabitha and Peter, which told him the people were safe and he could cut his attention from anything besides his fight with the Kurtherian.

      The Kurtherian had no such assurances. He faltered as the ten-foot-tall mechanical Ooken climbed the wall and leapt with its tentacles extended along one side.

      John cursed inwardly. “Tabitha! No!”

      Too late, the tentacled monstrosity completed what the physics of the universe intended for all objects falling at the bottom of a gravity well. The mech elbow-dropped onto the Kurtherian with a resounding crunch.

      Tabitha emerged from the top of the mech with a whoop. “How d’you like that?” she crowed. “Street pizza! Come and get your street pizza!”

      Peter climbed out after her. Unlike Tabitha, he stopped to look at John. “Yeah, babe. I don’t know if this is something to celebrate. You crushed the shit out of it.”

      “Him,” John corrected. “One of Gödel’s flunkies. Called himself ‘Chosen.’ Have you ever heard anything so stupid?”

      “Gödel?” Peter asked, nonplussed at the strange name.

      “Yeah,” John told him. “Michael’s theory about there being one Kurtherian running the show for the Seven was spot on. I got a ton of information.” He turned a disapproving look on Tabitha. “Can you imagine what Michael would have gotten out of him?”

      Tabitha waved her mech into action. “My bad. Let me get Noodles here out of the way, and we can see what’s left to take back with us.”

      John shook his head as the mech flowed to what he assumed was its feet. “What in the hell is that thing?”

      Tabitha grinned. “It’s an Ooken. Just, well, more Lovecraftian.” She waved a hand impatiently. “Y’know, mind-numbing horror, designed to frighten your enemies out of their damn skulls?”

      John folded his arms over his chest as the smear on the pavement that used to be a Kurtherian was revealed. “Except I was doing just fine at that part until you jumped in like it was 1990 and you were trying out for WWF.”

      “Didn’t they change that to WWE?” Peter asked.

      “You know, I think it was a lawsuit with some pandas,” John admitted.

      Tabitha lifted her hands apologetically. “What do you want me to do? Done can’t be undone. Quit bitching, and let’s get what’s left of him scraped up and get our asses back to the Hexagon.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      The battle was all but done, but that didn’t mean all of the Ookens knew it.

      Ashur dodged and dived through the battle in the lab, his focus on reaching the room where the cats were trapped. He’d heard Demon’s cries of pain and assumed the worst. Despite their natural enmity, he wasn’t going to see Demon die when he could do something to save her.

      The few humans Ashur passed barely noticed him streaking toward the back of the underground complex. The Ookens they were fighting appeared to only see the humans with Etheric capabilities. They ignored Ashur entirely, which gave him the chance he needed to get through to the side corridor he’d zeroed in on as the location of the cries for help that echoed through the mindspace.

      Ashur found the door to the cats’ room lying flat in the corridor some distance from the room it was supposed to be attached to, and an Ooken doing its damnedest to get inside.

      Someone was there, preventing the Ooken from getting to Demon, who was clearly in distress, judging by the pained mews she was emitting. He saw the Ooken being knocked back by shots from inside.

      Getting closer, he heard Sabine cursing as she fired ceaselessly to defend the cats.

      Ashur knew there was nothing she could do once she ran out of ammunition for her Jean Dukes Specials. He threw himself under the Ooken’s tentacles, taking a glancing blow to his left flank as he forced his way through at a fast slide.

      Sabine’s face fell when she saw it was Ashur who had arrived. “My friend, you chose an awkward time to pay a visit.”

      Ashur panted as the wound in his side healed. “I heard Demon mewing in pain and came to help.”

      “She has gone into labor,” Sabine informed him. “You are too good, considering she has not been very kind to you recently.”

      Ashur gulped. “Oh.” He caught sight of Demon in the corner, writhing on a pile of blankets. She turned her back to the room, where the saber-tooth lay in wait for the Ooken should it get past Sabine. “Well, I’m not an asshole feline. If she needs help, I’m going to answer the call.

      The male cat hissed as Ashur approached.

      “Take it easy,” Ashur told him. “I’m here to help.”

      He took a defensive position beside the male, making sure to remain a few paces from the distressed mother-to-be. “You chose a funny time to give birth, Demon.”

      Not…a choice, Demon managed between grunts of pain as a fresh contraction hit. My babies are ready to come into the world, war or no war.

      Ashur nodded his appreciation for her predicament and turned his attention to Sabine. “How long before you run dry?” he asked.

      Sabine didn’t pause in her effort to keep the Ooken at bay. “I’m good for twenty thousand shots,” she told him, shifting her stance to show him the bulging pouch on her left hip. “William gave me the extras he took from Eve’s armory before he took the techs to the surface. The problem is that this putain keeps fucking healing.”

      The Ooken was down to four tentacles thanks to her expert shooting, but it was healing the rest and continued pressing at the open doorway.

      Ashur and Demon’s mate growled in unison as another Ooken joined the first.

      Sabine’s cursing got louder, and she slipped into her native tongue. “Fucking Ookens! Des fils de putes. Je vais faire de toi des calamars poilus!”

      The translation Ashur’s software gave him left him with a distinct desire to never eat seafood again. “Hairy calamari? Ugh.”

      “How else do you describe them?” Sabine’s shrug did nothing to affect her aim. “I heard someone say it, and it stuck with me.”

      Ashur made a very human-like expression of disgust. “I stand by my earlier statement of ‘ugh.’”

      Nevertheless, he did his part to help Sabine keep the two Ookens out of the room. He darted forward to nip a thin tentacle that came slithering around the doorframe, even as Sabine drove the other back.

      Ashur didn’t know much about the law of averages, but Sabine had to hit something the Ookens couldn’t heal eventually, right?

      The law worked both ways. The Ookens charged at the doorway, and Sabine cried out as one managed to get a tentacle in and catch her wrist.

      Sabine bared her teeth as the pain washed up her arm. Still, she maintained her grip on her Jean Dukes Specials despite the blood that dripped from the wound. The pistols jerked in her hands even as the jagged tear in her wrist healed.

      Demon rolled over suddenly, hissing as she pressed against the wall. The next moment she arched her back and let out a strangled yowl as her first kitten emerged.

      Her mate rushed to her side, and the kitten was followed by another a few moments later.

      Ashur felt a moment’s panic as he was left alone to support Sabine. “We need help!” he barked.

      “There is nobody,” Sabine told him through gritted teeth. She fired without pause, her relentless determination keeping the Ookens back despite their rapid healing. “William took everyone to the surface, remember?”

      Ashur shook his head. “Fighting help,” he clarified, looking at Demon as he spoke.

      Demon paused in cleaning the kittens. We are not alone down here. I can smell the metal beings nearby.

      Ashur sniffed, catching only the scents of blood and birth. “What metal beings?”

      Sabine’s eyes lit up with worry. “The Bl’kheth!” she cried. “Shit! Where are they, Demon? They might be in danger.”

      Ashur was completely lost until he saw a flash of blue in the air vent above their heads. “Space rats!” he exclaimed.

      “They are not space rats. They are prisoners of war who are to be protected,” Sabine ordered. “Michael was clear that they need our understanding and compassion. They’re not vermin to be hunted down.”

      Ashur laughed, a hoarse bark barely heard above the screeching Ookens. “We’re a little preoccupied for that.”

      As long as they do not attack us, I have no issue with them. Demon wrinkled her muzzle and returned to welcoming her young into the world.

      Her mate returned to his defensive position as she cleaned the kittens and set them to nurse in the protection of her curled-up body.

      There was a scuttling sound as the Bl’kheths left the air vent.

      “Where are they going?” Sabine called.

      She got her answer a moment later when the air vent in the corridor exploded out of the ceiling and six tiny blue-skinned, dark-winged aliens flew out and attacked the Ookens.

      Ashur couldn’t keep track as the winged beings phased in and out of sight. Somewhere at the back of his mind, he figured he hadn’t been able to find them until now because they’d been hiding in the Etheric.

      The Bl’kheths were all armed with regular household items. Sabine saw steak knives, knitting needles, and even a pair of scissor blades that had been separated into two Bl’kheth-sized longswords. The Bl’kheth wielding the blades wasted no time in plunging them into the Ookens’ eyes.

      Sabine ceased firing when she lost sight of the Bl’kheths. Their skin matched the Ookens’ exactly, and she had no way of telling where they’d gone once they had landed unless she could see their weapons. She couldn’t risk shooting them by accident.

      The blinded Ooken dropped to the floor, motionless. The scissor blade in its eye quivered with residual force, and the Bl’kheth was gone.

      The other Ooken followed suit in the next moment, drawing a relieved sigh from Sabine as it crashed to the floor.

      She glanced out into the corridor, her head turning left, then right to ensure there were no more Ookens lying in wait before rushing to kneel at the feet of the two dead aliens to look for Bl’kheths.

      “Come on out,” she encouraged in a soft voice. “I won’t hurt you, I promise. I want to thank you for your help.”

      “They went into the Etheric,” Ashur told her.

      If not for her enhanced reactions, Sabine would have missed the flicker of blue and steel of the Bl’kheth winking in and out of sight. She stepped back, shocked. “Huh, so Michael was right. You can walk the Etheric. No wonder we couldn’t find you guys.”

      Demon sniffed the air delicately. They are not there, Sabine.

      “It also explains why the Seven went to the effort of enslaving them,” Ashur added, sniffing the air where the Bl’Kheths had just been. “I don’t think they’re coming back.”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose. “Well, no. They were abused horribly in that factory. I'd bet Jean’s missing component is their genetic material.” She glanced around without much hope of seeing the tiny blue aliens. “Dammit. I hope they understand they are free of that now. Well, Michael will be glad to hear we made contact, even if it wasn’t the kind we were hoping for. I think the least we can do is leave them something good to eat.” She nudged the broken door with her toe. “Something better than this. They like rare elements, right?”

      Ashur sat back and rolled his shoulder. “Judging from the way they tucked into Clarence’s core, I’d say so.”

      Sabine pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Okay, then. Demon first, then we go and see Eve. She has to have stores of the elements needed to create new EIs that we can raid.”

      Demon lifted her head from the kittens as Sabine and Ashur entered the room once again. Sabine. Come see my babies.

      Sabine smiled as she walked across the room. She paused to lay a hand on the male cat’s head as she knelt by Demon. “They’re beautiful!” she cooed.

      Ashur wagged his tail as the kittens wriggled around by Demon’s body. “They are pretty cute. But don’t tell anyone I said so, especially Bellatrix. She’ll want more puppies, and the answer to that is hells, no.”

      The tawny kittens were unaware of the attention they were receiving. Their eyes were closed as they suckled at their mother’s teats, their tiny claws pushing at Demon’s underbelly to release the milk within.

      Demon bore it with grace and a self-satisfied smile. She yawned, mouth gaping, signaling her need for rest.

      “Do you have names for them?” Sabine inquired, unable to take her eyes off the fluffy bundles of cuteness.

      Demon looked at her kittens. I do. The female is called Alyssa, and the male… Something tells me his name is Sam.

      Her mate emitted a meowl of surprise, the sound completely incongruous for his size and strength.

      Demon fixed him with a look. You like that?

      The male nodded and lifted a paw to touch his chest, then nosed the male kitten.

      Sabine laughed and clapped her hands with delight as she figured out what he was trying to tell them. “Sam is your name?” she asked.

      The male—Sam—nodded enthusiastically.

      “Another mystery solved! It’s a good day for felines, eh?” Sabine got to her feet, somewhat reluctant to say goodbye. “The invasion looks to be over. I’m going to get a couple of Guardians down here to make sure you four are okay while I check on my students.”

      Demon let out a small snore in response.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne left the Etheric and broke into a run when she connected with her ship and it told her about the break-in. She bared her teeth, her temper rising with every step closer to the armory. “Izanami, get out here.”

      Michael appeared instead. “The vault remains safe, but there’s a lot of damage everywhere else in First City. New Citadel was hit, too, but you know Mahi’.”

      “I know the Bakas,” Bethany Anne replied. “They didn’t touch Second City or the lake towns?”

      “No,” Izanami replied. The AI appeared at Bethany Anne’s side, matching her pace. “My Queen. You have read the logs, I take it.”

      Bethany Anne turned red eyes on Izanami. “You know I have. There was a Kurtherian aboard my home and you didn’t kill it?”

      “Her,” Izanami corrected Bethany Anne. “And I don’t think I killed her.”

      Michael’s lips drew back in a snarl, and his eyes flashed red. “There was a Kurtherian inside our home?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Bethany Anne told him. “This whole attack looks to have been a diversion for a robbery. The crystals are gone.”

      Michael chose not to point out that they had stolen the crystals in the first place. Besides, he was exercising considerable effort to contain his anger. “This cannot go unanswered.”

      Izanami bowed her head. “I did my best to poison her. This was no ordinary Kurtherian.”

      Michael frowned. “Gödel,” he ground out.

      “How the fuck did she get in?” Bethany Anne raged as she waited for Izanami to open the armory. “Not just the ship, but my family’s living space has been violated. I want to know how.”

      Izanami shook her head. “She came through the Etheric,” she explained. “Watch the video. I did everything in my power to protect the ship, but I couldn’t prevent the theft from occurring.”

      Bethany Anne pulled the camera footage from the incursion. “What was stolen? Apart from the crystals.”

      Izanami winced. “Your boots that Jean made.”

      “My what?” Bethany Anne somehow found that worse, although she was relieved that her beloved pair was safely stored in her closet. “What the shiny fuck does a Kurtherian want with my footwear?” She strode across to inspect the smashed display case. “I don’t get it. The crystals, sure, but my boots? That’s too fucking personal to take as anything but an insult.”

      She pressed her lips together as they walked into the armory and she saw the broken display case. “Put the footage up on the holoscreen. I want a better view.”

      Izanami replayed the encounter on the holoscreen, as asked.

      Bethany Anne watched with the knot of anger in her stomach growing harder. “I want that Kurtherian located, and I want to know why the R2D2 isn’t here yet. We need to rethink our defenses.”

      Izanami frowned. “That would be because you had the station come the long way around. They will Gate in once they reach High Tortuga, as planned.”

      Bethany Anne was torn for a moment as to what her next action should be. She turned away from the screen with fire in her eyes. “Michael, can you check in on everyone? I’m going down to the vault. I want to see the children.”
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      The Etheric

      Gödel returned to her flagship with the headache blurring her vision.

      She flung the stolen boots into a corner, repulsed by her spontaneous urge to take them. The library cabinet followed her without deviating from its course. She no longer cared about that either.

      The unexpected loss of one of her Chosen not only reduced her power base, but it also made her feel as vulnerable as she’d intended to leave Death.

      Yet again, the humans had turned her carefully laid plans on their head and wrested a win out of the ashes of their defeat. She had the cabinet, but the cost had been prohibitive.

      Gödel snarled and kicked the trundling cabinet.

      Tens of thousands of soldiers destroyed. Ships she couldn’t replace without significant reinvestment from her factories. And she was forced to elevate another to replace the one Death’s minions had killed.

      She took a seat and closed her eyes for a moment before taking out the box containing her serum.

      She would rebuild. In the meantime, she would rethink her strategy.

      Next time, she would not give Death a chance to act.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Vid-doc Vault

      Bethany Anne entered the vault with a determined stride. “Is the inner Gate active?” she called, pausing at the entrance to the inner chamber.

      Eve replied through the speaker system. “No. I deactivated it while you were in the elevator. You can cross without finding yourself face to face with the black hole.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, knowing Eve could see her just fine.

      She made her way to the viewing area and took a seat by the control panel. Her fingers hovered over the button that would inform the children she was waiting to see them. This call was unscheduled, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to let her anger go until she’d seen Alexis and Gabriel’s faces and heard their voices.

      “Do you need some help?” Eve inquired, once again from the speaker.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. You can leave the vault now, Eve. I want to speak to my children in private.”

      Eve’s silence announced her sudden absence.

      Bethany Anne pressed the button and sat back to wait.

      The wallscreen came on, although it only showed the black nothingness of an incomplete connection. Bethany Anne sifted through the game data while she waited for the twins to pick up.

      The screen flashed, and there they were.

      “Hi, Mom!” Alexis erupted, a bright smile making her eyes sparkle.

      “What’s with the unscheduled call?” Gabriel chipped in, similarly pleased to see her.

      Bethany Anne’s jaw dropped, and she found herself unable to speak around the wave of emotion that hit her. For a long moment, she said nothing, just stared openmouthed at the two adults looking back at her from the wallscreen. “You two,” she managed eventually. “You’ve grown since my last call with you.”

      Alexis snorted. “State the obvious, Mom,” she teased. “Is there a reason you’re calling? Is everyone okay?” A faint hint of worry creased her features.

      “Everyone is fine,” Bethany Anne assured them quickly. “I just wanted to catch up, is all. Can’t a mother check in with her kids every once in a while?”

      Gabriel laughed, deep and throaty. “Not when the mother in question is you,” he told her. “Something’s up, right? You can’t fool us.”

      Bethany Anne hadn’t planned on discussing any of the events outside the game. However, these were not the angry teens she had said goodbye to not so long ago, nor were they the same almost-certain youths hovering on the brink of adulthood she’d spoken with a few months of gametime earlier. “Oh, you know,” she replied. “War, the Seven, and Demon had a couple of kittens.”

      Alexis clasped her hands together for a brief second, looking like the teenager she had been. “Seriously? That’s just amazing!”

      Gabriel was not distracted by the mention of fluff-bundles. “What’s going on in the war? The Seven attacked Devon?”

      “Yes.” Bethany Anne closed her eyes. “We were hit pretty close to home,” she admitted. “Everything is okay. You four weren’t in any danger, but the Ookens made a mess of First City.”

      Alexis frowned, her joy of a moment ago replaced by a hard expression that reminded Bethany Anne of her resolve to take joy from the unscheduled time with the twins. “You kicked ass and left the name-taking to the cleanup crew, right?”

      Bethany Anne grinned and waved a hand. “You know it. Your Aunt Tabitha even managed to kill a Kurtherian—with a little help from her new affinity with technology.”

      “What do you mean, ‘affinity?’” Alexis inquired.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, wishing she’d brought a Coke down here with her. “I had your aunts and uncles go into the Vid-docs on the ship and get their nanocytes switched out for the newer ones. Let’s just say that the results varied, and your Aunt Tabitha chose her own way, as usual.”

      “How about that?” Gabriel marveled at his sister. “You were right.”

      Alexis shrugged. “It was only a matter of reducing the probabilities until the solution presented itself.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “Right about what?”

      “That you would have everyone upgraded,” Gabriel answered. “Was Alexis also right about you extending that to other groups?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in amusement. They might be grown, but their personalities were just the same. Alexis had a knack for figuring her next steps, and Gabriel was inquisitive enough to demand answers. “Surely you two have better things to do than speculate about how I’m running my strategy? What about your training? Don’t you have assignments?”

      Alexis shook her head. “No, Mom. That’s where you’re wrong. We have all the time in the world between assignments. I’ve already read through every bit of our course materials, so it’s the hurry-up-and-wait game between practical assignments.” She lifted a shoulder. “Besides, who is better as a case study than you? Nobody has been so continually successful at managing the different aspects of running a military empire.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re paying attention to our studies, but once we get outside of human history, it’s just a list of failures to learn from.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Trust you to get ahead and leave yourself nothing to keep that sharp mind of yours occupied. I have a problem you can think about if you’re bored.”

      Alexis’ eyes widened at the prospect of a real problem to chew on. “Gimme. What is it?”

      Bethany Anne held up a finger. “Before I do, I want you both to promise you won’t be worried about the real-world consequences of this, okay?”

      The twins hastily agreed.

      “Okay, then.” Bethany Anne laced her fingers in her lap. “The Seven have overcome the barrier to taking metal into the Etheric.”

      The twins gasped in unison.

      “That’s bad,” Alexis fretted. “We have to figure out how to protect ourselves from the Etheric side before—”

      Bethany Anne shook her finger, cutting Alexis off. “No worrying. Remember? What you don’t know yet is that the Seven have done this by using the genetic material of a species known as the Bl’kheths, who are apparently made of metal themselves, or they eat metal. We’re still not entirely sure, despite having a bunch of them running free inside the Hexagon ever since we got back from the factory. These beings have the ability to walk the Etheric.”

      “Obviously, we aren’t going to use them like the Seven have,” Alexis pondered. “Maybe you can get them to agree to go into a Pod-doc and decode their DNA that way? That’s how we did it for most other species.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That much I managed to work out for myself. What we have is a barrier to communication. These beings do not recognize any of our usual communication methods.”

      “Have you tried offering them food?” Gabriel inquired. “That usually works.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow that somehow was connected to a string in Bethany Anne’s heart. “Yeah, if you’re taming a wild animal. Have you considered asking the Collectives to help? They have a broader connection to the mindspace than any other species we’ve made contact with.”

      Bethany Anne had not considered that. “Thank you, Alexis. I’ll be sure to give Tina the idea.”

      Alexis nodded, then fixed Bethany Anne with a searching look. “Mom, how do you intend to stop the Seven from attacking via the Etheric?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I’m going to extend the BYPS to cover the Etheric as soon as BMW figures out how to move metal into the Etheric without it costing the lives of any innocent beings.”

      “Feed them,” Gabriel repeated. “I’m pretty sure that will establish trust. Even if you can’t speak to each other at first, you’ll find common ground to build from.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I agree, it could be a start. Enough about out here. How are things going for you four? I’d be happy to know you were going to be back here with your father and me soon.”

      Gabriel grinned. “It’s going pretty well, Mom. We’re getting close to the end of the Zenith course now.”

      “Yeah,” Alexis picked up from her brother. “The final test is coming up. We have to go down to a planet that isn’t part of the group fighting the big bad and help a faction who wants to do their part to overcome the larger group that is refusing to step up.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “That’s not what I expected. That sounds a hell of a lot like you’d be forcing them to fight.”

      Alexis screwed up her face. “Yeah, I wasn’t happy about the idea, but we’ve seen what happens when those planets choose not to take the protection our military is offering.” She shook her head, eyes hollow with the knowledge she’d gained from experience. “Ethical choices aren’t always possible when you’re dealing with a huge number of people, especially when the majority are ill-informed and would make a choice that ends with the deaths of their people. Kurtherians don’t care about the ideals of peaceful peoples.”

      Bethany Anne’s heart broke for them. “I understand. You figured out you’re facing a version of the Seven, then.”

      Gabriel’s face drew in. “Yeah. Only in this world, the Seven have been pushed out and don’t dare catch your attention. They are playing the same game they did with the Leath and wiping out any civilization they can’t control. It’s our task to stand between them and the innocent.”

      “No matter how annoying the innocent are,” Alexis added. “Mom, does it get so bad you want to just bang your head against the wall sometimes?”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth rose at the corner. “When I was Empress, all the time. Not so much now that I’m doing things my way.” She shrugged, thinking of the meeting with the Federation council her father had postponed. “But then, I am not bound to any rules but my own.”

      Alexis sighed. “If only we were in the same position.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Who says you can’t be? You make your own destinies, my loves. Nobody can force you to conform to any system you know isn’t right.”

      Alexis’ next sigh carried the weight of the world. “That’s just the thing, Mom. What we’re doing is right. Trey thinks it’s how the world works. Even K’aia is okay with it. She says we have to do the thinking for the ones who aren’t in the position to come to the conclusion that will keep them alive. It’s just not my way to force that choice on anyone.”

      Gabriel put a hand on his sister’s arm to comfort her, his thoughtful gaze on Bethany Anne. “You and Dad didn’t raise us to be dictatorial.”

      “Then you have to reconcile that within yourselves, or find a better way,” Bethany Anne told them gently. “I have total faith you will find your path through this situation.”

      Bethany Anne stared at the dark screen for a moment before standing up and making her way to the elevator. While she felt better for having spoken with her children, she didn’t envy the position they were in.

      More than at any time she’d been in power, their predicament reminded her of her time at the semi-black operation she had worked for so long ago. It was no easy thing to be at the whim of a superior, especially when that superior was blind to the reality of contact with the people.

      A sad smile touched her lips at the memory of her friend and mentor, Martin Brenner. He had not been the type to dismiss her, yet even he had been subject to the demands of the higher-ups. It was a well-known fact that those at the top lived in a bubble where people became commodities. Pieces to be shuffled around and rearranged at will.

      Hell, she had been guilty of the same thing often enough. Had she forgotten how to connect with those outside of her immediate family? Perhaps.

      But to consider the personal needs of every individual was a sure path to insanity. All she could do was ensure that her demands were reasonable and her people were taken care of as a whole.

      The elevator let out on Eve’s sublevel, her next port of call. Demon had been moved to Sabine’s personal quarters, along with Sam, as her mate turned out to be named.

      Bethany Anne got the story of the last-minute rescue during Demon’s labor at Sabine’s from Michael as she walked. The repairs to the Hexagon were well underway, but she wanted to see what damage had been done, and also to check in with the Collectives who were living in the habitat on Eve’s sublevel.

      Eve smiled as Bethany Anne entered the main lab. “I take it you’re here to check up on me,” she offered in greeting.

      Bethany Anne indicated the tank with a nod. “I want to make sure our Collectives weren’t too traumatized by the attack. Then you, me, and Tina need to discuss how we’re going to get around the communication barrier with the Bl’kheths. The twins had some good ideas.”

      Eve swept a hand toward the tank wall. “I had seats installed for the people who visit the Collectives. There have been rather a lot of them since Tina came up with the new headsets that allow anyone to connect to their frequency in the mindspace.”

      “I’ll be back once I’ve spoken to them,” Bethany Anne informed her. “I want the Bl’kheth issue resolved, now that we know who they are and that they are here.”

      Ashur was waiting for her when she arrived at the tank’s viewing area. He flashed a doggy grin as she took a seat in the walled-off cubby. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      Bethany Anne mussed his fur. “You’re not wearing Eve’s equipment.”

      Ashur’s tail began to thump on the floor. “That’s because Eve has finished her experiments. Everyone can speak with the Collectives now—as long as they wear the translator.”

      Bethany Anne followed Ashur’s nose, which he pointed at a headset hanging on the partition wall. “Eve told me. Excellent news.”

      It is indeed excellent, the Collective who appeared at the glass wall enthused. We are one step closer to social integration with the air-breathers. Is this not a cause for celebration?

      I think so, Bethany Anne replied. How are you three doing after the battle? I am concerned that you might have been further traumatized by the appearance of the Ookens.

      The Collective’s tentacles exploded outward. We are more upset that we could do nothing to help in the fight. Even the Bl’kheths were more useful than us.

      Bethany Anne smiled. Yeah, I heard all about that from Michael. They got Sabine and the cats out of a tight spot. I wish I could do something to thank them.

      The Bl’kheths are not the same as us, the Collective explained. They are feral and only respond to violence. They do not parley or treat with other species, for their minds are too strange in comparison.

      Another Collective emerged from the kelp. It was not always so. Here, I have a memory from one who lived long ago…

      Bethany Anne prepared herself to be immersed in the group mind.

      The Collective projected images of thousands of Bl’kheths being herded into a factory by Ookens wielding shock-nets and arc rods. They all looked afraid, but definitely lacked the hardness Bethany Anne had noted from her own experience with them.

      Bethany Anne disconnected from the memory with an ache in her heart for the Bl’kheths that was very similar to the pain and anger she’d felt on behalf of the Collectives. Between these two species and the Bakas, the Seven had royally fucked up.

      It used to be that messing with her people was the line. Lines, however, were ephemeral things that shifted over time and with new information. While her willingness to get personally involved with any new players was set in stone, she found that she cared less and less to find that the Seven had been in contact with anyone outside of their own cancerous society.

      “You’re growling,” Ashur commented.

      “I’m angry,” Bethany Anne replied through gritted teeth. She unclenched her jaw with considerable effort. “Angry enough to react, but wise enough not go all ‘Hulk, smash’ until I have a plan.”

      Ashur’s doggy expression of disbelief brought a smile to Bethany Anne’s face again. “What? I can plan. I can’t say I’d be so reserved if my children had been in significant danger.”

      The protection of our young does inspire a less refined reaction, the first Collective advised. It is our responsibility not to bring another into the Collective until we are truly free.

      We are free, the second Collective countered. But a new life should begin with hope and not in a tank, however grateful we are for the spaces you have created for us, baby god.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. That again? I thought we had agreed that I am only human. No deities here, sorry.

      There was a dry chuckle from the pair.

      It is our fond title for you, Bethany Anne. Given precisely because you would never claim to be that which you are not.

      Yeah, well. Maybe go lightly on it. I have enough trouble trying to convince people I’m not their Empress. The last thing I need is rumors of godhood dogging me.

      “Hey!” Ashur whined in amusement. “Watch your language!”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      The Collectives joined in the laughter.

      Perhaps we can be of some assistance after all, the first mentioned, its skin flushing from grey to a dull pink. While we cannot speak directly to the Bl’kheths without damaging their minds, we can potentially act as translators if you manage to make contact with them.

      Bethany Anne liked the idea of that. I’d appreciate any help you can offer with them, especially since my plans involve freeing them from the other factories once I have the fighting power to do so.

      You lack that currently? The Collective’s tentacles waved gently as it steadied itself to meet Bethany Anne’s gaze.

      Bethany Anne looked into an eye twice the size of her head and nodded. I’m not willing to leave my people defenseless while I go to war. The galaxy map gives me the location of every factory and resource that gigantic pain in the ass has. What I need is Federation support and the resources to go after every single location simultaneously.

      Ashur almost choked after he laughed for a moment. “How do you expect to get that without putting your foot down?” he asked incredulously.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I don’t.” She checked her HUD. “In fact, my ride is going to be here soon. You want to come with me?”

      Ashur’s tongue fell out of the side of his mouth, and his reply was only just audible over the noise his tail made against the floor. “You know I do.”
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      Devon, The Interdiction, QBBS Guardian

      Bethany Anne and Ashur met John and Tabitha at the docking spar reserved for Bethany Anne’s comings and goings from the battlestation.

      Also present was Tim Kinley. He paced nervously as they waited for Darryl, Eric, and Scott to get to the Guardian. “You ought to tell me what’s going on, my Queen. We’ve just been through an attack on a scale none of us were expecting, and now you’re telling me some strange ship is going to rock up, and I have to just be cool about it?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “First of all, yes. If I tell you I want to see you and Rickie performing Swan Lake—tutus and all—I know damn well you’re going to jump to it, so don’t play the hardass. Secondly, I didn’t say that it was a strange ship. Tell CEREBRO to be on the lookout for Federation credentials, and to admit the ship when it arrives.”

      She turned on her heel and headed for the small cabin at the back of the hangar. Her next conversation was for private ears only.

      With the door closed firmly behind her, Bethany Anne opened a link to the R2D2. “How’s my favorite functioning alcoholic?” she asked when Bobcat appeared on the holoscreen.

      Bobcat made a face that could have been read either way. “Travel-sick,” he replied. “As in, we’re traveling, and I’m sick of it already. Why you couldn’t have had us Gate in like the 3PO, I don’t know.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “And alert the entire Federation? You know they’re watching everyone entering and leaving with eagle eyes right now. Slow and steady keeps it quiet.”

      Bobcat shrugged. “True. But then, aren’t you doing the same tracking on population shifts?”

      Bethany Anne’s lips quirked. “Well, I’m sure some EI somewhere is. You think that’s something I should be tracking personally?”

      Bobcat’s sloppy grin said it all.

      Bethany Anne pulled the census data and found that the number of people arriving in the Interdiction was up, while the number of people leaving was steady and low. “This all looks normal to me. People are looking for a stable place to build their homes and businesses, and I’m creating another layer of stability out here on the Interdiction. I mean, where else can you live outside the Federation and be guaranteed a stable economy and freedom from attack?” She wrinkled her nose, thinking about recent events. “Well, mostly free of attack, but that’s why I’m having the R2D2 brought out here.”

      Marcus appeared on the screen next to Bobcat. “It’s not as simple as the data suggests, Bethany Anne. Displacement is happening both ways—to the Interdiction and the Federation equally.”

      He ducked away for a moment, and Bethany Anne received a data dump too large for her to process in one go.

      Bethany Anne scrolled the incomprehensible numbers. “What is all this?”

      “One moment,” Marcus called from offscreen.

      Bobcat lifted his hands in reply to Bethany Anne’s searching look. “Beats the shit out of me. He’s on one of his jaunts of the mind. Us mere geniuses will have to wait until he reveals the object of his fixation.”

      Marcus reappeared a moment later. “Jaunts of the mind are what heathens like you take when a problem is too large for your beer-soaked brain. I have compiled data and examined it thoroughly to reach an incontrovertible conclusion.”

      Bethany Anne waved a finger in a circle. “Which is?”

      Marcus frowned as though the answer should already be clear. “Here, look at this map. The exodus appears to be from one point in space. The only conclusion I can draw is that something is driving the people out from somewhere in this part of the outer quadrants. Logically, I can only assume the driving force is Kurtherian in nature.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. She didn’t disagree with Marcus’ theory that there had to be an external factor in the higher rate of movement among the people of that quadrant. Nevertheless, it wasn’t clear what the catalyst was. “What brings you to that conclusion?”

      Marcus took on the air of someone explaining a new concept to a small child. “Whoever is causing the disturbance is either foolhardy enough not to care that they are pinned between the two biggest powers in all the galaxies—in which case they would have been found out pretty much as soon as they arrived—or they are smart enough and sufficiently technologically advanced to hide their efforts from both you and the Federation.”

      “I know which one of those my money’s on,” Bobcat ventured. “And not for any reason Marcus has. The real giveaway is that they haven’t been noticed by ADAM, meaning, they aren’t using technology created by any of the species we know. Who else but the Seven are arrogant enough to assume their tech supersedes ours? Even the Leath use our comm tech.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “One more item to add to the list for ‘discussion’ with the Federation council when I get to Red Rock. I want you guys to get straight on figuring out how I get a working BYPS into the Etheric as soon as the four of you are together again.”

      She dropped the link so as to not hear the groans from Bobcat and Marcus.

      TOM spoke up, his tone an immediate indicator he was about to add to her load. You said something earlier about Gödel being a pain in the ass.

      Yeah, Gödel is a gigantic pain in the ass. So what?

      There was another Kurtherian you nicknamed “pain in the ass.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. The one who turned up while I had my hands full with folding the Empire and protecting Earth from attack, yeah. What makes you bring her up? You helped her Ascend, right? She made an explode-y motion with both hands. Bam, she’s gone onto a higher state of being, or whatever it is you guys do.

      TOM made a sound of uncertainty.

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow went up. She is gone, right?

      I had believed so, TOM admitted with a sigh.

      But?

      I’m not sure I trust my memory, TOM admitted, hesitation in his voice.

      ADAM interceded at this point. >>We went over your entire memory after the rift trap and found nothing amiss,<< he reminded TOM.

      Bethany Anne had heard enough. You’re not letting this go, huh? Have ADAM check you again now he’s done working with the Collectives.

      That would be wise, TOM conceded. While my memory is clear that I performed the Ascension rites, the gut I don’t have is telling me Gödel and that petitioner are one and the same.

      A soft tap at the door forestalled Bethany Anne’s reply.

      “What is it?” she called.

      Tabitha poked her head around the door with a huge grin plastered across her face. “I can’t believe you’re doing this!”

      “I take it our ride is here.” Bethany Anne returned Tabitha’s conspiratorial grin. “I’ll be out in just a minute.”

      Tabitha closed the door, and Bethany Anne took a moment to consider everything that had snuck up on her. Taking care of whatever was going on in the buffer zone between the Interdiction and the Federation could be excellent practice for the teams moving out here to join the war. The possibility that TOM had been mind-fucked was a worry for another day.

      Bethany Anne got up to leave the cabin. I trust you both to get to the bottom of this. If we know Gödel’s identity, we can bring her house of cards down that much easier.

      She slipped out of the cabin with the problem moved to the back of her mind for now. The rest of the guys had arrived, as had their transport to Red Rock.

      Bethany Anne’s heart soared at the familiar sight of the ArchAngel, who had been restored to her original glory.

      More familiarity when the airlock cycled open and Dan Bosse walked out with a wide smile stretching his usually somber features. “Someone call for a ride?” he asked in an amused tone.

      “Glad you could make it,” Bethany Anne told Dan as she walked forward to meet him.

      Dan looked around, nodding at everyone in turn. “I’m glad to be here. Nice setup you’ve got. It took a while to get through all the security.”

      Bethany Anne was warmed by the immediate pick up from where they’d left off at the forming of the Federation. “You know me and remodeling. I can’t resist a fixer-upper.”

      Dan chuckled, turning his attention back to the others as he stepped away from Bethany Anne’s hug. “I don’t know where to begin,” he started. “By all accounts, you’ve been pretty busy since we were last together.”

      John was next to speak, the first to recover from his surprise. “Well, shit, Dan! How the devil have you been?”

      Dan spread his hands wide. “Oh, you know. Shuffling along and doing my best not to make waves. I ran into Akio and the others not long back, and they’re causing the Seven some headaches.”

      Tabitha smiled at the mention of her former shadows and mentors. “They said so in their last report.”

      “I didn’t know anything was being done about the Ookens,” Bethany Anne cut in, keeping the conversation on track. “The whole reason I’ve decided contact with the Federation is the only way is because they’re not taking the threat seriously enough to be effective if the Seven strike anywhere inside their borders.”

      There was a murmur of agreement from everyone.

      Bethany Anne’s hands clenched into fists momentarily. “Fuck, I was prepared, and we still had a bitch of a time fighting them off.”

      Dan shook his head. “I wish I could say we were acting with Federation approval. Good luck convincing them to change their minds, imminent danger or not. My advice is to poach their military and make a real defense force out of whoever sees the light.” He half-grinned at the disbelieving look from Bethany Anne. “Some things don’t change. Politics get in the way of me doing my job, so I’ve learned to ignore the politicians and do what needs to be done. What was it you always said? Forgiveness is easier to attain than permission.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “It’s not difficult to remember why I like you so much. We’d better get going. I don’t want to disappoint the Federation council by missing our meeting.”

      Dan looked around. “Ad Aeternitatem, Bitches!”

      He chuckled as they walked back toward the shuttle area.

      

      Federation Space, Red Rock, House of Arbitration

      The atmosphere in the privy chamber was so thick it left a coating on Lance’s tongue. He took a sip from the glass of water in front of him and turned his attention to the delegation.

      The delegation murmured among themselves, small talk for the most part. Harkkat was quiet for once, having completely exhausted the council’s patience for the ever-flowing fountain of horseshit that fell from his lips.

      Lance would have found Harkkat's machinations amusing if it wasn’t for the position he had put the rest of the council in, him most of all.

      Now, thanks to the events at the mining outpost, Harkkat wasn’t the only one who was under scrutiny. Lance had fended off too many uncomfortable questions since he had informed the council of the situation in the outer quadrants.

      The incident might have cost Lance his deniability when it came to Bethany Anne’s location, but it had also cleared up once and for all whose allegiances lay where. Ixtal’s shift in attitude had shocked the whole council. Lance was grateful, to say the least. If not for the death of Addix, well, he might have found himself in the hot seat with the Leath trade secretary.

      As it was, Lance counted himself lucky that the current Ixtali legate, who happened to also be the granddaughter of Addix, had taken it upon herself to blame the Seven entirely for her grandmother’s death.

      Had Txeina chosen instead to blame Bethany Anne, as Harkkat had been aiming to do with his dissembling, today’s meeting would be going very differently.

      Lance was beyond thankful. He could see his daughter removing everyone on the council in a bloody rage before she allowed them to remove him. Years of his efforts to build cohesion would be lost, and Bethany Anne wouldn’t bat an eyelid.

      Clearly, the faction who valued their old ways over the laws of the Federation was of the same mind.

      Lance smiled politely at each in turn, his smile only reaching his eyes when his gaze passed over the pains in his ass and landed on his new Ixtali friend.

      Even the Yollin potentate was circumspect. Lance suspected the cold shoulder had less to do with him not confiding in him before bringing the Leath problem before the council, and more to do with nervousness about how the former Empress was going to act when she arrived.

      The lights dimmed suddenly, drawing gasps from the younger delegates.

      “She’s here,” Harkkat uttered in a scratchy voice. “Watch her take over. You’ll regret not heeding my warnings when we’re all explaining to our Makers that we’re there early because we invited in the monster at our door.”

      Lance stood up. “That’s my daughter you’re talking about. I suggest you shut that shit-trap of yours and be grateful this is an official meeting. I’m just waiting for you to misstep again, Harkkat.”

      The darkness was lit by a number of red, white, and blue sparks that appeared above their heads.

      Lance smirked and sat down. “Too damn late for you now.”

      “Is Harkkat right?” Txeina demanded. “Does the Queen endeavor to be an Empress once again?”

      “FUCK, NO!” Bethany Anne’s reply shook a fine rain of rusty dust from the ceiling.

      Bethany Anne appeared in a blaze of light that whited out the chamber and caused those new to her presence to emit shrieks of surprise. “You’re blaming me because people are glad I’m back? They can call me Empress all they like. It doesn’t make one bit of difference.”

      Txeina was the only delegate besides Lance who had met Bethany Anne face to face outside a political environment, although a funeral was no place for networking. The bond created there was an entirely different animal.

      The delegates conferred in sharp whispers as the fully armed and armored Bitches appeared around the walls of the chamber like gods of old Earth, deities from Norse legends.

      Unnecessary whispers, since Bethany Anne and Ashur heard every word. Last to appear was Ashur. For some reason, his appearance was the most shocking to the delegates.

      Bethany Anne dismissed the grumblings with a sharp wave. “What is the issue? Spit it out. I haven’t got all century.”

      “Forgive us for not taking that at face value,” Harkkat ventured.

      Bethany Anne held up her hand to stay the outcry from the Yollin and Ixtali delegates. “Explain.”

      Harkkat glanced nervously at his fellow delegates before continuing, “We hadn’t considered that you were here to retake the Federation. It’s you feeling it’s necessary to make that statement that has some of us scared. You brought the matter up. What are we to do but believe that’s your goal?”

      Ashur growled low in his throat. Is his memory short? he asked over their mental link. Just give me the word, and I’ll make sure he doesn’t forget who saved his ungrateful ass.

      Bethany Anne allowed the silence to stretch and grow in tension as the delegates waited for the explosion to come.

      When she spoke, her voice was low and even. “Secretary Harkkat. Were you or were you not present at the illegal mining post when it was attacked by the genetically modified creatures known as Ookens?”

      Harkkat had no decency, it seemed. He met Bethany Anne’s gaze brazenly. “You know I was. You were also there. That is the focus of this hearing.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “True, I admit I answered the call for help. However, I am not bound by any treaties that limit my travel outside the Federation. Unlike you, I have adhered to my part of the treaty, and only returned when called.”

      She swept her gaze around to encompass the entire delegation with her next words. “The Federation is in danger. Not from me, but from the enemy you have all forgotten. The Ookens are merely puppets, mind-controlled slaves of the Seven.”

      A snicker broke the delegates’ silence.

      Bethany Anne turned on the Noel-ni delegate with red eyes and a serene smile. “Go ahead. Laugh all the way to your grave. What you pampered assholes don’t realize is that I am the only thing that has kept you safe from harm. The Federation would not even stand if not for my fucking permission. I have bolstered your economy. I have siphoned off the people who would have clogged the judicial system due to their inability to conform. Most importantly, I have prevented the Seven from sending their monstrosities to rampage freely across the utopia you are supposed to be guarding.”

      The delegates had no way to deny Bethany Anne’s accusations. Not now that the pieces were falling into place regarding certain events that had previously defied explanation.

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “The very last thing I want is to take power back. I can’t think of a single more mind-numbingly boring and thankless act.”

      She manifested a chair from Etheric energy, since none had been provided for her, and sat back with her hands laced in her lap. “So get your fucking acts together. Because while I don’t want to take control, I will if I have to. And I can promise you that I will not be the benevolent dictator you were so damned lucky to have before. I will crush obedience out of you, and you alone. Not the people. Each and every one of YOU.”

      The delegates all spoke at once, some arguing the legality of her statement, others denying that their defenses were inadequate.

      “Fuck the law.” Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed with passion. “I AM MY OWN LAW!”

      She silenced the arguments, sending out a wave of fear that would remain with the more delicate delegates for the rest of their days. “The Seven have the ability to attack via the Etheric dimension, meaning they can skip around anything you can put in their way. I have technology that can outsmart them.”

      She didn’t have it just yet, but they didn’t need to worry about the semantics when she had the brightest minds alive working on the problem. “Vote. Who among you will send troops, ships, and resources to build stronger defenses? Who will stand back and allow themselves to be carried like corpulent wastes of good oxygen? I need to know who is useless and who needs support. I won’t need to get rid of anyone who desires to be Ooken food.”

      Lance sat forward, totally enjoying the ease with which his daughter was bypassing the usual round of debate that came with even the most trivial topic. “My vote is for action on behalf of humanity. Now we are no longer playing hide-and-seek, I can pledge whatever resources are available and as many people as we can spare without leaving our asses hanging in the wind.”

      Bethany Anne loved her father more than ever at that moment. The rest she could become maybe a little fond of, should they choose correctly. “Thank you, General,” she told Lance with feeling. “But then, I knew humans could be counted on not to back down from a challenge.” Her red eyes took in the rest of the delegates. “What about the rest of you?”
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      Txeina was first to break the silence. “Ixtal will support you, my Empress.”

      The Noel-ni matched Harkkat’s hiss of outrage.

      Txeina’s mandibles writhed in anger. “You will shut your foolish mouths and think of your people. Of every innocent, and every brave soul who offers themselves into service and dies to protect them!”

      Not one person present thought she was referring to anyone besides her grandmother.

      “The Empress is here to warn us of a danger beyond the comprehension of the people we are sworn to protect,” she continued. “It is our duty to ensure that they never learn of such horrors. She is offering us the road to our own salvation instead of yoking us to her will as the Kurtherian slavers intend. Can you claim your motives are as pure, Leath?”

      “I recall the majority of the Leath being somewhat more grateful for the Empress’ intervention after generations of being used as toy soldiers by the Phraim-‘Eh,” the Torcellan delegate chipped in.

      Bethany Anne pointed a finger at the delegate. “What she said.”

      “She is not our Empress!” Harkkat all but screamed. He was on his feet by this point, his face flushing a violent shade of blue. “She was banished because she couldn’t be trusted with all that power! Surely we don’t have to do anything except arrest this…this illegal alien and get on with deciding this quarter’s fiscal outgoings.”

      Lance covered his eyes with his hand. “You didn’t want to go there,” he muttered inaudibly.

      Bethany Anne snickered in the face of the piss-poor attempt to hijack the meeting. “Oh, poor baby believes the hype. Secretary Harkkat.” Her voice was honey over ice. “Ask any of the delegates who were present at my abdication. Watch the videos. They will correct your thinking. I chose to step down. I chose to leave so the Federation could find its way without me looking over your shoulders. If I had not chosen, no power in this universe could have forced me to give up everything I built with the blood of my people, the sweat of the Yollins, and tears I cried when no one was looking.”

      Harkkat found his sneer cut off, along with his ability to breathe.

      Bethany Anne shook a finger at the Leath. “I also promised to return should anything threaten my peace. That time has come. I am not bound by any law, and I will bow to no system of government. You are children compared to me. In fact—”

      “We’re getting off subject,” Lance interceded before Bethany Anne lost her temper. He glanced at the delegates around the table. “Your votes, please.”

      “Yoll is with the Empress,” his old friend the Potentate replied, standing to bow deeply to Bethany Anne. “Ad Aeternitatem, even through the gates of Hell if that is what you require of us.”

      Bethany Anne put a hand to her breast, moved beyond words. She nodded, her reply thick on her tongue. “Courageous Yollins. You do not forget, and neither do I.”

      Harkkat remained silent as the vote went around the table. Those who did not swear continued loyalty still pledged their resources to the war effort. Even the delegates who had been instrumental in calling for Bethany Anne’s abdication in the first place did not waver in their duty to protect their people.

      Bethany Anne watched Harkkat with growing annoyance. Every planetary state voted in favor, only Leath’s vote remaining.

      “Well?” Bethany Anne pressed. “What’s it to be? Duty or cowardice?”

      Harkkat offered a small, sly smile. “Seeing as you need a unanimous vote, I’m going to say neither. I choose to abstain.”

      Bethany Anne had expected something along the lines of this from the Leath. “Okay. Then I will withdraw my financial support of Leath’s manufacturing industry, and you can go back to the representatives and tell them their most valued buyers have pulled out of their contracts because you decided to play god with millions of lives. How do you think the representatives will take that, you short-tusked, credit-grubbing, self-serving fuckwit?”

      “I should imagine they will be unhappy to lose your business—until I tell them exactly who they have been dealing with.” Harkkat narrowed his eyes, and his smile grew as crooked as he was. “You have done enough damage to the Leath economy already, don’t you think?”

      Bethany Anne sat forward and rested her chin on her laced fingers. “Slimeballing your way out of it won’t work. My records are meticulous, and I’m not at fault here, except maybe I should have known the representatives would get greedy.” She pinned Harkkat with a look that would have killed someone with a more nervous disposition. “After all, it was they who pursued me. I didn’t ask every two-bit startup on Leath to switch to making ship components in the name of getting a chunk of my money. Neither did I have any need to support the Leath by continuing to buy from them after I was in a position to produce said components myself.”

      Lance cleared his throat to break the tension. “You aren’t holding any cards worth playing, Harkkat. In fact, your obstruction is grounds for me to have you removed as Secretary.”

      “I could remove him from life,” Bethany Anne offered as she inspected her nails with a nonchalant smile. “It would be no trouble, and I’m pretty damn sure Leath as a whole would thank me. Knowing they have a self-serving slimeball like him representing them on the council has got to be a planetwide embarrassment.”

      “I knew it!” Harkkat blustered. “I knew this was just an excuse to storm in here and spill blood.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged, a hint of a smile playing about her lips. “I notice nobody here jumped to your defense. I’m going to guess they’re sick of your shit since I’ve only known you for five minutes, and I’m up to here with it.” She waved a hand at eye level to demonstrate.

      Lance spoke up in Bethany Anne’s mind. I’ll make sure this is his last day as a council delegate. Just please don’t kill him. The paperwork alone…

      Bethany Anne pretended not to hear. “Make the right vote for your people—for all of the people—or I’m going to remove you. Your choice.”

      Harkkat looked around for support and found none. His gaze landed on Lance, and the uncertainty he saw there made him realize he’d gone beyond being able to talk his way out of the corner he’d painted himself into. He puffed his chest out and sighed. “Fine. This isn’t legal or in any way ethical—”

      “Who the fuck are you to talk about ETHICS?” Bethany Anne exploded. “You’ve been lining your pockets at your people’s expense at every opportunity you’ve been given. The only reason I haven’t ripped your head off and spit down your neck is that I would have to resume responsibility for the Federation.”

      She turned to Lance and pointed at Harkkat. “He belongs on a penal world. I can’t promise his continued safety if he’s not shipped out within the next twenty-four hours.”

      Lance lifted his hands. “We follow the law for a reason. The investigation into Harkkat’s activities is underway.”

      “Being rigged against me, you mean,” Harkkat grumbled.

      Bethany Anne ignored him. “Expedite it,” she told Lance. “And get a Leath in here who understands the responsibility that comes with duty. Until then, Leath will be banned from the council vote on the grounds that they cannot be trusted to vote responsibly. The Federation is based on a shared ideal, and ideals only hold water as long as the entire group works toward that common goal.”

      Harkkat’s blustering became incomprehensible, ending in two words everyone could make out. “You can’t.”

      “Oh, I can,” Bethany Anne told him. She smiled, a cold thing intended to chill. “In fact, I have the perfect place for a bureaucrat who can’t keep his hands out of the kitty.” She looked at the other delegates. “This new spirit of cooperation will require more meetings than I’m prepared to take. I’m going to establish a consulate on my planet, Devon. Harkkat will be the Federation representative on my world where I can keep my eye on him. I expect him to be delivered there within the month.”

      She got to her feet. “As for the rest of you, I leave the Federation in your trusted hands. It would be lying if I said it was a pleasure to be here today, nor will my future visits be any lighter on your hearts. However, I acknowledge and respect your dedication to maintaining the freedom of the people to live in blissful ignorance of the dangers beyond its borders.”

      Bethany Anne meant every word. The last thing she heard as she took the Bitches with her into the Etheric was a murmur of relief from the delegates grateful to be alive and in full possession of their limbs and faculties.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      Tim and Rickie finished their bro hugs and followed Sabine and Nickie into the cafeteria.

      “This was a great idea,” Rickie told Tim. “It’s been pretty busy out on the edge of the Interdiction. There’s a huge difference between being one of the guys and being in charge of them.”

      Tim nodded his appreciation. “You finally understand what I’ve been explaining all this time?”

      Rickie nodded. “Yeah. I don’t care how unmanly it is to admit it. I miss you, dude.”

      Tim laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “You could always fuck up beyond reason and I’d have to come over to the Exuberant to fix your shit.”

      Rickie flashed a carefree grin at his old friend. “No, I’m not fucking this up. I’ve worked too hard to get my station running just how I like it to come back here and put up with your crap again.”

      Nickie glanced at the guys. “Hey, we here to eat or just listen to you guys’ reunion?”

      Tim shook his head, jerking a thumb at Rickie. “I don’t know how you put up with that snark constantly.”

      Nickie snorted. “Like I stick around anywhere long enough for anyone to get used to me.”

      Sabine took a seat at the table by the window. She didn’t know what to make of Nickie, for a start. They all knew her story, or a version of it, at least.

      “Don’t you speak?” Nickie asked.

      Sabine lifted her shoulder a fraction and turned her glance to the stars. “When there’s something worth remarking upon, sure.”

      Nickie narrowed her eyes, trying to work out where the insult she’d clearly heard was. “Hmm.” She decided to let the ice queen thaw and turned her grin on Rickie as he took the seat opposite hers. “So, what’s been going on around the Exuberant? I heard you got to strip that Leath outpost. Any cool finds?”

      Rickie scrunched his nose. “Meh, not especially. Most of it was clearing out the Ooken corpses BA and Michael left behind. You want excitement, you should have been out on the Interdiction while the battle was going on. Those Kurtherian ships were something to behold—right up until we blew the shit out of them.”

      Sabine smiled at Tim before turning to Nickie. “You weren’t here for the battle?”

      Nickie grinned at the chance to show off. “I was here. I held Hexagon Plaza by myself the whole time, so I didn’t get to see any Kurtherians. My Aunt Tabitha got up close and personal with one, but there wasn’t enough of it left to fill a specimen jar afterward.”

      “Sabine met the Bl’kheths at last,” Tim shared.

      “What the fuck is a Bl’kheth when it’s at home?” Nickie asked.

      Sabine winced at the language. “They are the third species we have identified as being part of the Ookens’ genetic make-up,” she explained. “Six of them were inadvertently brought back here after the factory raid instead of being sent to High Tortuga with the other rescued prisoners.”

      Tim held his breath, hoping the two women would find common ground before their double date turned into a catfight.

      Nickie tilted her head as she had Meredith bring up the video from the corridor on Eve’s sublevel. “Cute little fuckers, aren’t they?” She laughed aloud at their attack on the two Ookens. “What were the Ookens trying to get to?”

      “Demon,” Sabine informed her. “She went into labor and had her kittens while Ashur, Sam, and I held those monsters off.”

      Nickie bristled. “The cat had babies? I’m sorry I didn’t know you needed help. I have to be honest, I was pretty much just playing in the Plaza for the last hour or so after I figured out I could subvert the Ookens’ programming by flooding them with emotions.”

      Sabine found herself warming to the foul-mouthed young woman despite her best effort to dislike her. She smiled, softer this time. “We did just fine. The kittens are healthy, and Demon is doing well.”

      Nickie held her reply until the housebot had taken their orders. “I’m interested in these aliens.” She pointed to her head to make sure everyone understood she was speaking of her EI. “Meredith tells me they’re the answer to a lot of problems regarding travel in and out of the Etheric?” A look of annoyance flashed over her face. “Sorry, she’s a stick-up-the-ass when it comes to accuracy. They’re the key to moving metal around in there freely?”

      Sabine shifted in her seat. “Yes. Michael can tell you more—”

      “Like I’m going to ask him,” Nickie interjected. “I’ll just have my EI bug ADAM. What I’m wondering is how those tiny creatures can help with something that’s evaded my aunt for two centuries.”

      Sabine became suddenly more animated. “This is what Eve explained to me. The Bl’kheths have the ability to walk the Etheric. They are also different from us on a cellular level, meaning that while we are carbon-based life forms, their building blocks, if you will, are made up of arsenic.”

      Nickie frowned, her lips pursed. “The poison?”

      Sabine shook a finger. “It’s only poisonous to us in certain amounts. We have it in our bodies naturally. In the case of the Bl’kheths, their planet’s biology differs in that all life there is built up from heavy metals. So, as we are different than, say, a tree, but still genetically very similar, the theory is that everything on their planet is metal-based. Arsenic is the most statistically likely, according to Eve.”

      Nickie made a mental note to pay a visit to her distant cousin to find out what she knew. “So how does that help with Aunt BA getting metal into the Etheric?”

      Tim suppressed a groan.

      Sabine sighed. “It does not. The Kurtherians are committing horrors in their factories! They are grinding these beings into paste to extract the relevant genes to build the Ookens. We would never do anything so abhorrent. Unless we can meet with the Bl’kheths, then overcome the barriers to communication that would allow us to get their permission to scan them in a Pod-doc, then figure out how to apply those findings ethically.” She shrugged. “Well, we’re not getting Etheric-capable ships any time soon.”

      “More important is protecting ourselves from attacks coming from inside the Etheric,” Tim added. “I don’t mind telling you I was shaken by how easily the Seven got past our defenses.”

      The conversation paused again while the housebot brought their meals and laid them out on the table.

      Rickie considered the massive destruction that had been wreaked across the Kurtherian fleet. “You think they can afford to replace all those ships so easily?” He paused with a ribbon of pasta dangling from his fork. “The Ookens, yeah. We know they’re made on a freaking production line. But ships aren’t cheap, especially ones with those capabilities.”

      Nickie nodded her agreement while she finished chewing. “Mmhmm. My bet is that it’ll be a while before we have to worry about another attack like that. Meredith thinks the attack was a cover for getting back those crystals Aunt BA and Michael took from Qu’Baka.”

      Rickie’s eyebrows went up. “Crystals? I didn’t hear about any crystals.”

      Nickie tapped her nose with a finger. “Need to know, except I have insider information.” She grinned at Rickie’s put-out expression. “I might as well tell you now that they’re gone. There was one they managed to crack, or whatever. The rest were all locked down. The actual freaking boss Kurtherian broke onto the Baba Yaga and stole that shit right back.”

      Both Tim and Rickie growled, unable to contain their instinctive protective reactions.

      “Down, boys,” Nickie told them, waving her free hand to emphasize her words. “It’s done. Bethany Anne isn’t happy, but her outlook is that the kids weren’t in any danger, and she’ll take her feelings out on the wannabe big bad bitch when she gets her hands around her throat.”
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        * * *

      

      From the vent above the cafeteria, a small blue face peered at the meal going on below.

      The Bl’kheth turned his head this way and that, trying to pick out the language from the soup of smells and movements below. It was difficult to be sure, but it sounded like they had worked out that his people were the key to the safety of all.

      These aliens were among the strongest he had encountered. They ate organic food and spoke with sound only, it appeared. Another incongruity was that they had not attempted to capture his group—not that they could when Bl’kheths were like gossamer on the wind.

      Did they know that the goddess had used up her resources to make the attack? He tore a strip from the vent and nibbled on it absentmindedly while he thought it over.

      His group didn’t think anyone understood that the lengths the goddess had gone to went far beyond sustainability. There would be a time of peace while she rebuilt, which was why his group had decided to scatter throughout the humans’ home to gather more information before coming to a decision about what to do when the goddess returned.

      They owed the digital entity CEREBRO for the accidental murder of a part of their whole. Hunger and the unfamiliar surroundings had gotten the better of them.

      His people had behaved dishonorably.

      The question remained as to how they could assist when no being on the planet could understand them. Their group mind was not so dissimilar to that of the goddess’ soldiers that they couldn’t listen in. It was a curse that the Collective mind was so different. Otherwise, they might communicate through them.

      These humans were not evil. Not bent on taking without regard for the consequences for the ones left behind. They were warriors, like the Bl’kheths, their goals set on giving life room to flourish, no matter its shape.

      Honor was all that mattered.

      But what was honor through human eyes?
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Residential Sublevel

      William walked into his living area with a bowl of chips in one hand and a bottle of soda in the other. His plans to veg out in front of a movie were cut short when his wallscreen flashed with a call from R2D2.

      He dropped onto the couch and put his feet up before answering. “Put ‘em onscreen, CEREBRO.”

      Bobcat paused his argument with Marcus only long enough to drag William into it. “Tell this absentminded old fart that there’s no point in stopping at High Tortuga when we’re only a Gate away from Devon.”

      Marcus pointed an accusatory finger at Bobcat. “Listen to me, you alcohol-sodden reprobate! We’ve been stuck aboard this rock since we got back from founding the Bakas’ city. I want to put my feet on solid ground and eat something that hasn’t been printed by a machine.”

      William knew he shouldn’t laugh. It didn’t stop him. “Take it easy, guys. You should get here soonest. I’ve arranged with Tina to take you on a tour of the city when you arrive. Devon’s a hell of a lot more fun to be on than High Tortuga.”

      Bobcat smirked at Marcus. “You don’t want to piss your wife off, right? We’re going straight to Devon.”

      William grinned. “Then I guess I’d better haul my ass into some pants and come meet you guys.” He dropped the call and sent a message to inform Tina of her husband’s impending arrival.

      Tina called back immediately.

      William accepted audio only since he was still wearing only underwear.

      “Let me guess,” Tina teased. “I’m interrupting ‘pants off at the door' night. What movie were you watching?”

      William chuckled. “Didn’t even get so far as to choose one. The R2D2 reached High Tortuga.”

      Tina could be heard clapping. “Finally! I thought they’d never get to the Interdiction.”

      “Take it easy,” he told her amiably. “They have to make it through the Gate system first. I can’t see there being any delay once they get to this side of the Interdiction, but then we don’t know what’s going on up there in response to the attack.”

      “I know,” Tina replied. “But anyone who doesn’t know the R2D2 has no business being in a security position. I’ll get hold of Tim and make sure they get through without any issues.”

      “Sounds good to me.” William returned fully dressed to his couch. “If you’re going to go up there to meet them, I’m going to watch my movie. I need to de-stress.”

      “Too much time working with Michael?” Tina sympathized.

      “Don’t you just know it,” he replied with a chuckle. “My brain has been put through the wringer, and all for nothing since the crystals we were working on spontaneously combusted and burned down half the damn lab we were using.”

      Tina sucked in a breath. “You can tell me how Eve took that later.”

      “Sure thing,” he agreed. “Give me a call when you guys are ready, and I’ll meet you in the Plaza.”

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, The R2D2

      Bobcat gaped as the station exited the Gate outside the BYPS. “How did we miss the huge freaking battlestation last time we were here? Geez, BA didn’t spare any expense on protecting this place. Look at the size of that thing.”

      Marcus followed Bobcat's gaze to the Guardian and shrugged. “Size isn’t everything. I happen to think building the shipyard around the station's center of gravity is efficient.”

      Bobcat groaned with the effort of not taking the opportunity, thus avoiding reigniting the argument between them.

      Marcus glanced at him with concern. “Are you feeling okay?”

      Bobcat nodded, his lips pressed tightly. “Mmhmm. Oh, look. Our greeter has arrived.”

      Marcus relaxed at his friend’s return to irreverence. “I wouldn’t let the Guardians hear you talk about them that way. We’re not exactly well known out here.”

      Bobcat snorted beer. “You’re kidding, right? That station and the BYPS around it wouldn’t have happened without us. We should be taught in schools.”

      “Do you recall every one of your school lessons?” Marcus asked, enjoying the state Bobcat was getting himself worked into.

      “Well, no,” was the grumbled reply. “But I sure as shit expect kids to know the names of the people who got humanity off Earth. It’s like you or me not knowing the names of the founding fathers. Or Tina being ignorant of Einstein’s and Rosen’s work.”

      Marcus couldn’t argue. “Nevertheless, relying on your good name to get away with shenanigans is going to come back to bite you in the ass. Especially,” he added, “when our welcoming party have the ability to transform into canines with rather sharp teeth and short tempers.”

      “True,” Bobcat conceded. “Guess I'd better get my ass in gear before I get bitten, right?” He swept the console clear of empty beer bottles.

      Marcus jumped at the crash as the bottles hit the metal trashcan. “I didn’t expect total reform. We need you thinking, after all.”

      Bobcat dumped the trashcan into the matter recycler chute. “I’ve never thought of it that way. You couldn’t do me a favor and tell Yelena that my drinking is a matter of keeping human development moving, could you?”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “On the day you get me out of a family dinner when I’d rather be working, yes,” he replied with a glib smile.

      Bobcat shook his head. “Never gonna happen. If you’re not there, there’s no reason for me to be there eating Cheryl Lynn's fine cooking.”

      Marcus shot Bobcat a sour look. “Traitor.”

      Tina was waiting for them when they left the R2D2 and made their way onto the Guardian. “Welcome to Devon!” she trilled.

      “We were just here,” Bobcat reminded her.

      Tina released Marcus and turned her smile on Bobcat. “Well, yeah, but all you saw was a tiny piece of the Hexagon and the ass-end of nowhere while you were on the New Citadel project. William and I have a real fun day planned for us all in celebration of getting the team back together.”

      She wasted no time in ushering them to a station-to-planet transport Pod.

      The Pod dropped them off in Hexagon Plaza. They were met there by William and the roamer he’d procured for them, and the tour got underway.

      William headed the group up as they made their way through the Plaza-side gate into the bazaar. “Part of this is getting eyes on the public spaces to make sure everything is back in order after the attack.”

      “I can’t tell anything is out of place,” Marcus remarked.

      Tina shook her head. “It’s damn quiet. The people were badly shaken after so long without war or disquiet. Generally, the only trouble we get down here is when the Bakas are fighting among themselves.”

      “Nobody expected to be attacked by the damned Ookens,” William ground out. He pointed to a building that only had half a wall and the foundations remaining. “That used to be the finest Mediterranean restaurant this side of pre-WWDE Earth. Now Leonardo has closed for business until new premises can be built. It’s criminal what they did.”

      Tina patted him on the shoulder. “We’re going to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Just as soon as we’ve shown Marcus and Bobcat the fun side of First City.”

      She threaded her arm through her husband’s and tugged him past the stalls. “Starting with the best fried chicken you’ve ever tasted. The secret,” she confided as they walked, “is that it’s not chicken.”

      The day passed in a whirlwind of the kind tourists in new places invariably find themselves caught up in. They visited the Enclave and met Mahi’ and her brothers as the sun set over First City to hear how the Bakas were settling into their homes in New Citadel.

      “Was that the last stop?” Bobcat asked as the Enclave receded in the roamer’s rearview mirror. “I’ve got a killer thirst, and while those not-chicken wings were nice, they weren’t the most filling.”

      William tapped the roamer’s navigation screen. “We’re headed for dinner. Hang tight, we’re almost there.”

      The roamer pulled up at an unassuming building that nevertheless had a queue round the block.

      Tina was first out of the roamer. The guys got out, Marcus almost tripping as he examined the building.

      Bobcat knew what the clientele were waiting for just by looking at them. “A nightclub?”

      Tina grinned. “This is a treat. Wait until you see the inside.”

      Marcus wrinkled his nose.

      Tina bumped him with her hip. “Lighten up. It’s not all pulsing music and strobe lights. Well, not once you get off the ground floor, anyway.”

      Marcus’ arm snaked around Tina’s shoulders when they entered the lobby and he saw the silhouetted dancers in the recesses set into the walls. “I hardly think this is an appropriate venue for my wife,” he blustered, his cheeks turning a violent shade of red.

      Tina laughed. “What do you mean?” she asked, knowing full well what was causing all the blood in his body to rush to his face.

      Marcus lowered his voice to a pained whisper. “This is a strip club!”

      Tina nodded. “Yeah, so?”

      “I just don’t think it was right of William to choose this as a venue,” he finished lamely.

      Tina slapped Marcus on the chest. “William didn’t pick this place. I did.”

      Marcus rubbed the sore spot. “Then I apologize, William.” He frowned at Tina. “What was the need to compound your point with violence?”

      Tina grinned. “That was for being a sexist old man. I’ve got to keep you on your toes, after all.” She slipped free of her husband and headed for the stairs up to the restaurant. “Are you going to stand there staring all night? I might decide to have my beefcake wrapped up to take home…”

      William clapped Marcus on the shoulder as he headed for the steps. “Serves you right for presuming, buddy. Come on. The steak here is good, and we have some serious hard work ahead of us if we’re gonna solve the problem of keeping the damned Kurtherians out of our yard.”

      Three hours later, they emerged from the club overfull and pleasantly drowsy, but no closer to solving their conundrum.

      Tina plugged the Hexagon's coordinates into the roamer and sat back with her hands laced behind her head. “I know my nanocytes have already processed whatever I drank tonight, but I’m still glad this thing doesn’t need us to do anything except tell it where we’re going.”

      Bobcat chuckled. “If only the solution to all our problems were so simple. I still can’t see how we get around all the factors standing in the way of us getting a working BYPS set up in the Etheric.”

      William sighed. “My best guess is that we’ll find it a hell of a lot easier once someone figures out how to talk to those little guys who were brought back on the Izanami.”

      Tina shuddered. “Yeah, well, as long as they tell the little creepers to stay out of my kitchen while they’re at it. Last thing I want is to get the life scared out of me when all I’m trying to do is cook supper.”

      The discussion continued until the roamer arrived at the huge glass doors of the Hexagon.

      They parted ways on the residential sublevel, Bobcat going one way with William as he peeled off to head for his apartment, and Marcus and Tina going the other to head for hers.

      “See you guys bright and early,” Tina called, waving over her shoulder. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”

      “Don’t let Demon hear that,” William replied. “You might just find a dead Bl’kheth on your doorstep.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck

      Demon was happy that her little family was finally settled in what she felt was the safest place for them. The move to Sabine’s apartment hadn’t fully alleviated the anxiety she’d felt after the attack. There was no way an Ooken could get aboard the Baba Yaga. She checked that little Sam and Alyssa were truly asleep before extracting herself from their den made from pallets and blankets.

      She face-bumped her mate, purring as she offered her affection. I wish to go down to the planet, she told him. I have the urge to find the Bl’kheths and thank them for interceding in the Ooken attack.

      Sam looked at the kittens, then back at Demon.

      They will be fine without me for an hour. This is important.

      Sam wrinkled his nose and padded over to the den. He gave Demon the look of a father left on his own with no clue what to do with his young.

      Demon rolled her eyes. If they wake and won’t settle, just have Izanami call me back.

      She reached the Hexagon pretty quickly and made her way to the sublevels to search for the tiny beings.

      Her velvety paws made no sound on the cold floor of Eve's lab. However, that didn’t mean she traveled in silence. She called for the Bl’kheths with her mind as she walked, hoping they could hear her in the mindspace all telepathic species used.

      She had hit upon an idea while feeding her kittens earlier that day, and being a cat, well, the saying about curiosity was a stereotype that had come about through its obvious truth.

      Eve acknowledged Demon’s presence with a cheerful wave. “I didn’t expect to see you down here again so soon.”

      I want to speak with the Bl’kheths, and this was the last place I know they were.

      Doubt crossed Eve’s smooth features. “ I don’t think you will have much luck attracting their attention.”

      I had an idea, Demon told her. I have to see if it works. I will be in the visiting area if Izanami contacts you.

      Eve smiled, inferring Demon’s meaning from her tone. “You left Sam with the kittens?”

      Demon sniffed, her version of a snicker. Yes, so expect a call as soon as the kittens wake up and start harassing him.

      Eve laughed. “Of course.”

      Demon continued to the area dedicated to visitors to the Collectives. Now that her difficult pregnancy was over, she found that the scent of the water-dwellers was not so overstimulating as to make her nauseous.

      She rejected the chairs, curling up on the square of carpet instead after delicately removing the headset from its hook on the wall.

      A Collective swam out of the kelp, drawn by her calls. Greetings. We heard you.

      Demon tilted her head to meet the glassy eye observing her. Yes. I require some assistance if you are able. I wish to speak with the Bl’kheths who saved my family’s lives.

      The other two residents of the tank slipped out of the kelp forest and observed.

      Demon nosed the headset. Eve’s equipment is the key. I believe the Bl’kheths are not as ignorant as they appear. Otherwise, they would not be capable of such coordination in battle. I think they are different and therefore think differently. She blinked, her amber gaze lighting up her face. It might interest you to know that I was once an unspeaking beast. Human technology has allowed my mind to work in such a way that I can talk to anyone who has similar software implanted in their brain.

      The Collectives considered her thoughts. Perhaps you are onto something, the first admitted.

      Bethany Anne arrived, the click of her heels announcing her before Demon saw her. She didn’t pause to offer any sort of greeting. “Eve tells me that you think you have a way to communicate with the Bl’kheths?”

      She placed a box she was carrying on the table and took a seat in the visiting area. “I brought snacks for them. I’m interested in how you expect to get around the communication barrier.”

      Demon carefully picked up the headset. By using this and having the Collectives include them in their group mind. If we can get the Bl’kheths to show up, that is. I have been calling for them, but I’m not sure my voice is loud enough by itself.

      Bethany Anne took the headset and let it dangle from her fingers. “It’s worth a shot. How about you put this on, and we will work to amplify your voice. We know that the Bl’kheths are protective of you.”

      Demon inclined her head to accept the headset. Oh. It tickles. I can hear all three of you, she told the Collectives in surprise.

      Welcome to the group mind, they intoned as one.

      “Concentrate on your thoughts,” Bethany Anne instructed as she slipped the other headset on. “Ask them to come out from their hiding place.”

      Demon closed her eyes. Bl’kheths, I do not know your names. Will you talk to me?

      There was silence in the mindspace for a long moment, then Bethany Anne spoke.

      Open your eyes, Demon.

      Demon cracked an eyelid. Before her stood the six Bl’kheths. Thank you for coming to my rescue, she told them. Do you understand me?

      The largest of the six regarded her with curiosity. Better than the large ones, he replied in halting English. You need our help.

      Bethany Anne noted the urgency in the being’s statement. Can you hear me? she asked gently.

      The six bowed as one.

      We hear you, Death, the largest answered. We have learned your language, poor as it is. You will be attacked by the goddess again if we do not make you understand.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. You know about Gödel, huh? You should know she isn’t a goddess of any kind, but merely a powerful alien who doesn’t dare meet me face to face.

      The Bl’kheths growled, showing needle-sharp teeth. She is insane, and will not stop until you, Death, and all your allies are returned to stardust. Our only hope is to offer our bodies so that you can create the technology to match her.

      He knelt, followed by the others. We will die so the many can be saved.

      The six pulled blades from seemingly nowhere and made to plunge them into their chests.
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      Bethany Anne dropped from the chair to her knees at the same time Demon hissed and leapt back from the six Bl’kheths.

      Silver blood sprayed as they removed the blades from their hearts, and they fell to the floor unmoving.

      “Fuckdammit! Why?” Bethany Anne scooped up their rapidly cooling bodies in both hands and dashed through the Etheric to the Vid-doc suite on the Baba Yaga.

      She placed them gently inside one of the units and forced herself to wait while the lid closed. The few seconds it took lasted an eternity.

      “Come on!” Bethany Anne raged. She felt helpless to do anything as the Vid-doc cycled on, but she wasn’t without the ability to ask for help when she needed it. ADAM, get in there and bring them back before it’s too late.

      >>It’s already too late,<< ADAM told her sadly. >>They are dead. I can maybe save their minds—<<

      Then do it, Bethany Anne snarled. Tears trickled down her cheeks unnoticed. For fuck’s sake! Why didn’t they just wait a damned minute for me to explain that I only needed to have them scanned?

      ADAM wasn’t sure what reply would ease the pain Bethany Anne was in. All he could do was his best to ensure the six minds were copied in their entirety, and that the Bl’kheths remained intact and separate once the process was complete.

      >>I have a complete imprint of the leader’s mind,<< he told Bethany Anne. >>The other five will take a little longer to reconstruct. Since they were all thinking the same thought when they suicided, I have to be careful to discern between their brainwaves, or their individual personalities could be lost.<<

      I’m going in, Bethany Anne told him. I have to figure out why this happened. Did you see how fast they moved?
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        * * *

      

      Ohthankthefuckinglord. You made it.

      What is this? Seian looked around the strange surroundings he found himself in. He had not expected an afterlife such as some beings anticipated.

      The human known as Death was there, although she was now of equivalent size, so he was able to examine her in detail. Where am I? he asked, noting she carried the godlight in her eyes.

      I’ll answer that in a moment, Bethany Anne told him. First, I have to get over my urge to strangle you. Why the hell did you all just kill yourselves?

      Seian tilted his head, looking at the human with pity for her lack of understanding. So you could use our bodies to create protection for your planet, of course. We could not allow you to take on the burden of fighting the goddess without doing our part to make sure you succeed. You are the key to the goddess’ defeat, and we are aware that you will cease to function if your people are harmed.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes and pushed her hair back as the utter futility of the statement hit her. Let’s clear one thing up. I am Bethany Anne, not Death—except to those who make it their business to hurt others. What’s your name? she asked.

      I am called Seian, he replied. It is my rank. We do not have individual identifiers like the unconnected species.

      Bethany Anne gave him a sad smile. Well, Seian. I think you should have a name. It’s going to get confusing once we take out the other factories and rescue more of your people otherwise. How about Sean?

      I will accept that if it pleases you, he replied.

      Bethany Anne chuckled without humor. There was no need for you to give up your lives. My people would have used a solution that didn’t require death to achieve. I am not the Seven, here to enforce my demands without caring about the consequences. I do not take from my people.

      We are not your people, Sean countered.

      Bethany Anne lifted her chin, her eyes shining bloody light on the empty space. Are you here on my planet? Are your people lost, their futures stolen by the Seven? Then you are mine to protect. Mine to save, and mine to care for. That does not mean I want your sacrifice, dammit.

      The Bl’kheth looked at her with confusion. You are taking ownership of my entire species? he asked.

      No! Bethany Anne’s heart broke for this being, who thought his purpose was to be passed from one master to another as if that was normal. She knew that mindset came from being enslaved for generations, and she couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for these obviously intelligent people over the years since Gödel had torn them from their homeworld. You are free now.

      What does that mean? “Free?”

      Bethany Anne sought the words to explain what was as natural as breathing to her. It means that you are no longer subject to the control of anyone else. You were not obligated to give any help, much less your lives. I have saved your consciousnesses, and from here on out, you will be given whatever you need to find joy in your new existence.

      Sean ignored Bethany Anne’s promises. So by your definition, you can’t tell us what to choose.

      Bethany Anne smiled and shook her head. No. Neither would I want to.

      Sean lifted his hands the way he’d seen the humans do when dismissing something they didn’t want to engage with. We chose to sacrifice. My people were the first to be free. We will serve. We will become one with the technology as the metal human described to the human who builds. We will help free the others who are still slaves.

      Bethany Anne frowned. Eve? She’s not a human. She’s a digital lifeform in an android body. And no. I will not accept your service. You have given enough already.

      Sean worked to make his face match hers, to show his displeasure at being rebuffed. But I choose it. How are we free if we cannot exercise our choice?

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed again. How am I free if everyone wants to die for my cause? There is a balance between personal freedom and the good of the group.

      I don’t understand, Sean admitted.

      Neither do I all the time, Bethany Anne admitted gently. But I believe you understand better than you think. You are the leader of your group, yes?

      He nodded.

      Okay, so say there was something that had to be done for the good of all.

      Like facing a foe much larger than yourself, Sean offered.

      Bethany Anne paused, seeing she was going to talk herself into supporting Sean’s argument for unconsidered action instead of illustrating her point. I’m not sure that works. Let me try this a different way. As a leader, do you take the risk yourself, knowing your failure means certain doom for your people? Or do you make a considered choice in how you approach the problem and use your resources—your people—to overcome the obstacle?

      She fixed Sean with a stern smile. We as leaders have to make the right decisions for everyone.

      Sean mirrored her expression again. The goddess will return once she has rebuilt from her losses. I have been inside the group mind of her soldiers. I have listened to the humans who are tasked with providing Etheric-enabled technology. They need time you do not have if you are to prevent more deaths. The Collectives do not fight. The Bakas fight too much between themselves to overcome their subjugation.

      His face moved through a series of emotions too quickly for Bethany Anne to make them out. We are small but powerful. We fight smart, we calculate, and we do not act irrationally. Personal sacrifice means little to us.

      Bethany Anne’s nose wrinkled. There’s not much I can say about it now. I get the need to protect your people. Right now, I’m caught between the freedom of my people and the need to have them stand against Gödel’s army.

      Sean considered her words for a moment before replying. I don’t understand why you have brought me here, but to refuse to put us to use is a waste of the lives we gave. Understand that our ancestors elected to leave with the goddess to save the majority of our population from the fate we endure. The good of the many must always outweigh the needs of the few.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, taking all of it in until Sean’s last statement. I understand. You are community-minded, like a few of the species I have encountered in this part of space. I don’t agree with your view of the Collectives. You must have stepped into the Etheric before they joined the fight in the factory. They are fierce. As for the Bakas, removing the cancer at the heart of their society has united them. They fight for each other now, not with each other.

      She tapped her lips with a finger, wondering how she could give these tiny warriors what they wanted without endangering their minds. Maybe… Yes. I have an idea. If you are truly determined to be part of this war, how would you feel about being merged with the technology we create using your gift? I’m not entirely comfortable with it, but I would do whatever I could to make it so you can retain some sense of your bodies.

      Sean was clearly confused.

      It’s like this, Bethany Anne explained. If I have your permission, I will have your genetic material infused into six special sets of armor, which I want to give to my most trusted fighters. This armor would normally have an EI, a digital program designed to communicate with the user, but I would have your six minds plugged into the systems instead.

      We would operate this armor? Sean asked.

      Not quite, Bethany Anne told him with a smile. The human wearing the armor would be in control. You would be the living interfaces between them and the armor's systems. So, say you were part of John’s armor, and he wanted to destroy an enemy emplacement. The old system would have him pull up an interactive menu, and he would choose the option for the weapons he wanted to use. With the new armor I have in mind, you would be connected to the armor’s systems and able to activate what he asked for with a thought. You would know what he needed and anticipate it.

      Sean considered the thought of being part of a whole as entirely natural, even if he wasn’t sure how it would feel to be large like the human wearing this armor. We would be part of a new kind of group mind. One that united the human and Bl’kheth in a single purpose?

      >>You could look at it that way,<< ADAM cut in. >>I'm done rebuilding the others and adjusting their minds so they can fully understand English. They will be joining you shortly.<<

      I was wondering why Sean was finding it so easy to understand me. Bethany Anne glanced around the empty space and wrinkled her nose. Can you do something to make this space a bit homier for them before they get here?

      >>What?<< he inquired.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. I don’t know. Just make it so they aren’t so traumatized when you drop them in here.

      You could start by taking us inside, Sean suggested. It’s not natural to be so exposed.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner at the way he raked the space above their heads with his gaze. It’s probably going to take a while, but you don’t have to worry about being snatched by a predator. This world is yours, and yours alone.

      >>Have any of you ever seen your homeworld?<< ADAM inquired, thinking to recreate a long-lost home for the Bl’kheths.

      No, Sean replied. We have only memories of shining cities and amethyst waters passed down through the generations.

      >>Keep talking about it,<< ADAM told him. >>I’m getting a visual.<<

      Sean continued his description, and Bethany Anne suddenly found herself standing on a covered bridge spanning verdant riverbanks. She tested the marble and found it solid, then leaned over to look at the purple water. How beautiful, she remarked.

      >>And not one bit poisonous to you,<< ADAM told her. >>Although in reality the planet would be inaccessible to humans without protection.<<

      Sean stared in wonder as the world came into being. How are you doing this? he marveled. It is exactly as I pictured it.

      In the background, buildings appeared to make up a skyline filled with steeples and minarets, all cut from the same creamy marble as the bridge. No two buildings were alike.

      >>I’m going to bring the others in now,<< ADAM informed them.

      Go ahead, Bethany Anne replied. She pulled her gaze from the city. You have your group mind, right? The others won’t be freaked out to find themselves here once you explain.

      >>I can remain and help them get acclimated,<< ADAM offered. >>You, however, are needed out here.<<

      Bethany Anne sighed. Let me guess, another shitstorm just got started.

      >>Got it in one,<< ADAM replied.
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      Bethany Anne got out of the Vid-doc and found John and Tabitha waiting for her. She looked from John’s impassive face to Tabitha’s barely concealed anger and saw the situation was serious. “What’s up?”

      Tabitha spoke through gritted teeth. “That data you sent me. Marcus isn’t wrong about there being something fishy going on in the buffer zone.”

      John didn’t need to read them to know there was a problem when the reports from Tim to Peter spoke of an incremental increase in people arriving to set up homes on Devon. “Even the Skaines are making a run from the colony they have there,” he informed Bethany Anne. “What the fuck scares a Skaine?”

      Tabitha cut in, unable to hold back. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m concerned for the Skaines who can’t leave the colony. We should go take a look at the situation.”

      Bethany Anne considered everything she had to get done before Federation troops started arriving in the Interdiction. While it was all urgent, taking a step back might prove to be the thing she needed to come to better solutions. It had helped with Sean and the Bl’kheths, that was for sure.

      “That’s a rather large area of space to cover,” she told them. “We should start with the colony. You know the Skaines aren’t likely to help each other when the shit hits the proverbial impeller. While I’m perfectly happy for the fighters to get their well-deserved comeuppance for their assholish natures, I won’t leave females or Skainlets in possible danger. Get the Sayomi ready to leave, John. We’ll be heading out as soon as I get done checking in with BMW.”

      Tabitha pouted. “Not the ArchAngel? I was hoping to catch up with Natalia.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not this trip. The ArchAngel doesn’t have Shinigami-class cloaking, and I don’t want to announce my presence when I know for a fact that anyone pulling shit they shouldn’t be will scatter like roaches under a flashlight.”

      “Besides,” John added, “Darryl has Natalia all tied up. Long-distance love’s nothing to get between. Take it from me.”

      Bethany Anne patted his arm as she left. She headed to the Hexagon and took the elevator down to Eve’s sublevel, where her brightest and best had their heads together over a table strewn with paper, abandoned datapads, and small holoprojector units.

      Bethany Anne smiled when Tina, Marcus, William, and Bobcat didn’t notice her arrival. She tiptoed to the table and slipped into the empty chair between Bobcat and Marcus. “How is my BYPS coming along?”

      The guys nearly jumped out of their skin, drawing laughter from Tina and William, who had been back in Bethany Anne’s inner circle long enough not to overreact when she decided to be playful.

      Tina undid her hair and retied it, so the wisps that had fallen into her eyes while she’d been working no longer bugged her. “It’s not,” she admitted with more than a little frustration. “There’s no way to move the satellites into place without gravitic persuasion, and there’s no way of applying said pressure until we break the Etheric-metal barrier.”

      “In short,” Marcus continued, “we’re screwed unless we suddenly get access to a Bl’kheth, since they hold the key to unlocking the ability to take metal into the Etheric.”

      Bethany Anne took a seat. “That’s why I’m here.” She gave them a quick rundown of what had gone on with the Bl’kheths. “I’ve never met any beings so dedicated to making sure the whole were taken care of. Do you know that every Bl’kheth in the factories is descended from an original group who volunteered to leave with Gödel? They tricked her into believing they were the entire population.”

      Tina eyed Bethany Anne, who nodded in her direction. She wiped away the tears threatening to spill with the backs of her hands. “That’s just heartbreaking.”

      “So you called him ‘Sean?’” Bobcat chuckled. “I suppose it’s a good enough name for a tiny hellion. Still, it wasn’t very smart of them to suicide.”

      “Actually, it was the smartest thing they could have done,” Bethany Anne corrected. “Remember, they are thinking of the whole, which to them is anyone opposing Gödel and the Seven.”

      Tina punched him in the arm. “Show some respect for the poor things. They couldn’t have known that we didn’t want to use their whole bodies.” She flashed a sad look at Bethany Anne. “You’re right. There was no way we could have sequenced their DNA quickly, but I’m still thrown that they did this for us. For everyone.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t agree more. “I’m not the happiest about it either, but it’s not for me to say someone can’t act for the greater good. We won’t let their gift go to waste. I want you four to get with Eve and figure out how to turn what they’ve given us into a defense system that will fry the balls off any Etheric traveler who decides to appear at my front door without an invitation. I won’t have us vulnerable from any angle.”

      She tapped her nails on the table, the sound muffled by the detritus of the meeting. “You should talk to Jean as well. The first thing I want is six sets of armor with Etheric-travel capability, and then I want a way to integrate the Bl’kheths into the interfaces.”

      Marcus’ eyes widened. “Won’t that annoy you? I’d think two separate voices would be plenty.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “I didn’t say they were going to be part of my armor.”

      William snickered at her tone. “I can’t see Michael being happy about having a voice in his ear, either.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Introducing yet another voice into my head is not the most desirable path. That’s why the Bl’kheths are going to be integrated into the Bitches’ armor. I told you I’m not going to waste their gift. Michael and I are already used to operating the advanced armor without assistance. Besides, we do things our own way.”

      She got to her feet. “I’ll check back with you guys soon. I’m headed out to the buffer zone to take care of the problem you found.”

      “Oh, goody!” Tina exclaimed, turning a bright smile on her husband. “That means you can stop waffling about it and focus on the E-BYPS.”

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, QBS Sayomi

      John settled into his captain’s chair as Sayomi made the ship ready for a multi-Gate journey. He furrowed his brow at the nonchalance in the AI’s posture as she flitted around the consoles.

      “You’d better behave while Bethany Anne is aboard,” he warned her. “Your shit won’t fly with her. She’ll just have ADAM tweak your personality matrix to bring you in line.”

      Sayomi’s dark lips split in a mischievous smile. “Careful there, John. You almost sounded like you care.”

      John smirked as he shifted his chair into position to activate his holoHUD. “Didn’t say that. Just make sure you don’t piss her off, okay?”

      Sayomi lifted her bony hands in submission. “Consider me a good little subroutine you don’t have to think about.”

      With an eerie cackle, she vanished in a whirl of shadows.

      Tabitha snickered softly. “Jean’s trick backfired, huh?”

      John glanced at the console Tabitha was sitting at and put a finger to his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That AI has been the bane of my existence ever since I sent her to watch over Nickie.”

      “You could always let Nickie take the ship,” Tabitha teased. “Y’know, since you hate it so much.”

      “Over my dead body,” he replied.

      Bethany Anne appeared on the bridge from the Etheric. “What’s over your dead body?” she asked as she stepped forward.

      Tabitha put her feet up on the console and folded her arms behind her head. “Oh, just John trying to pretend he’s not in love with his ship.”

      Bethany Anne snorted laughter. “Yeah, right.” She pointed out the sour look he was giving Tabitha’s feet. “We all know you can’t be parted from it. Let’s get going already. I don’t like sitting around when there are people in trouble.”

      

      QBS Sayomi, Open Space

      The Sayomi came out in what looked to be a starless system with six dead planets drifting aimlessly around a dark spot in the center.

      “What'dya bring us out here for, Sayomi?” John asked with some confusion. “This isn’t the Skaine colony.”

      Bethany Anne was similarly perplexed. “It’s a pretty strange place to Gate into. There’s nothing here to see.”

      “There's plenty to see,” Sayomi countered without showing herself. “If you look with more than your eyes.” She switched the viewscreen to show a faint circle of energy far in the distance. “There is a star, and it is inhabited—in a way.”

      Tabitha looked at the altered viewscreen with distaste. “Ew. Who goes to all the trouble and expense of a Dyson sphere?” she uttered with the same revulsion in her voice. “There are so many other ways to produce energy that don’t involve the vampirism of your local star.”

      Sayomi’s grave voice rattled the speaker. “I don’t believe this to be an energy-gathering effort. My scans indicate the sphere is not solid, as one would expect from such a venture, but rather it’s made up of millions of separate modules of varying ages and designs. I would hazard that whoever is living in those modules, they have lived this way for generations.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t know anything about Dyson spheres except for the examples she’d come across in science fiction books too long ago to care to remember. “What makes you think this isn’t the last-ditch attempt of some civilization to suck up what energy they can to get the hell out of here?”

      Tabitha wrinkled her nose, her eyes flickering rapidly as she speed-read through everything she could access on Dyson spheres. “This is interesting. The original intention of the Dyson sphere was that it was supposed to be gradually grown, added to generation after generation. Okay, maybe I’m a tiny bit impressed. It makes no sense for a technologically advanced species to put all their efforts into capturing the energy when they can just, you know?” She made a takeoff motion with her hand to demonstrate. Then her eyes unfocused for a moment as she made an attempt with her new ability to connect to the sphere’s shared systems. “Hey, you’re not gonna believe this. I’m picking up that this is human technology. I think we’ve found one of the colonies that went off the radar after we left Earth.”

      “Could be,” Bethany Anne murmured, distracted by the same information Tabitha had just scanned. “I provided enough colony ships for everyone who wanted to strike out on their own.”

      John grunted. “If you ask me, it was a dumbass who left your protection to chase some frontier dream. Come on out, Sayomi. Explain what’s going on here.”

      Sayomi’s avatar appeared on the opposite side of the bridge from Bethany Anne, trailing deep shadows around her body. “It’s quite possible. There were many groups that chose to live outside the Empire. Would you like me to open contact with the sphere, my Queen?” she asked Bethany Anne with none of her usual snark.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head as she dismissed the information in her internal HUD. “I don’t see why not. Any information we can get on what’s been going on out here would be stellar.”

      “Just keep us cloaked,” Tabitha added warily. “You never know what kind of reception you’re going to get from these far-flung colonies. I could tell you about some of the places I ended up at during my Ranger days that you wouldn’t believe.”

      John chuckled dryly. “I’d believe anything of humans, from the good to the ridiculous.”

      The viewscreen darkened as Sayomi put out the call. A moment later, a man wearing a black atmosuit and an overly decorated hat appeared onscreen, looking somewhat confused. “QBS ship?” he spluttered in greeting. “What did we do to earn the attention of the Empire?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t heard from the outside for a while, huh? The Empire is the Federation. It’s been that way for over a decade.”

      The man may have been lost in time, but he recognized Bethany Anne when he saw her, and it didn’t look like he was happy about it. “You didn’t answer my question. What brings you here? How did you even find us?” He shook his head to clear the shock. “I apologize. It’s been too long since we’ve had visitors from outside the colony. This is no way to talk. Please have your ship dock at module 3247 and ask for Stewart Briscomb.”

      “You heard the man,” Tabitha told Sayomi.

      “As you wish,” Sayomi replied with a smile before vanishing in a plume of shadow.

      Tabitha turned and shot John a look that promised fire. “I thought you told her to be on her best behavior?” she demanded.

      John lifted his hands. “I told her not to piss off BA. What do you want me to do?”

      Bethany Anne snickered at the AI’s sense of humor. “I’m not complaining. It’s interesting that she would know about you hating that movie, Tabitha. Maybe it’s ADAM you should pick that bone with.”

      It took them a little while to get close enough to dock. The ship stored more and more sensor data as they got closer.

      Stewart met them at the airlock, doing away with the need to locate him aboard the multiple-residence module. “I have to admit I’m curious about the outside, as well as the reason you’re here, my Empress.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Technically, I’m not an Empress anymore. Bethany Anne is fine.”

      Stewart took one look at John’s face and smiled nervously. “I think not. Even if you are no longer the Empress, you are still the Queen.” He relaxed slightly when John nodded almost imperceptibly. “Come with me. I have arranged for refreshments in my office.”

      He explained that he was the colony coordinator for that term as he led them down a short corridor that terminated with a door bearing a plaque with the title. “Consequently, I mostly live in my office. You know how administrative duties stack up if you’re not vigilant.”

      Bethany Anne gave him a sympathetic look. “I do. You don’t have AI support for that?”

      Stewart’s eyes widened in shock. “Definitely not!” he exclaimed. “We run nothing that can be picked up by any ship passing by. This colony was founded on the principle that allowing machines to do our complex thinking is the road to devolution of the human mind.”

      Ugh, one of those places, Tabitha complained. Separatists are always PITAs to deal with, without exception. Shoot me now.

      Bethany Anne smiled, ignoring Tabitha’s mental plea. “I understand,” she told Stewart. “You have the right to live however you wish, as long as you are not persecuting any sentient digital lifeform to do so.”

      Stewart shook his head as he poured the tea. “We have zero sentient technology. Everything we have here was built with human ingenuity, and we have been cut off since the moment we reached saturation and blocked the star's light completely.”

      “Completely cut off?” Bethany Anne asked. “The reason I’m here is to find out what you know about the exodus of people out of this quadrant.”

      Stewart’s features cinched tight. “I can make a guess. We’ve been attacked a number of times by various groups. Some wanted our technology. Others wanted to tap our star. The most recent attacks have passed us by since the enemy is unable to locate us by tracking the emissions from our star.”

      “But?” Bethany Anne pressed, seeing he had more to say.

      She sipped the tea while she waited for Stewart to form his reply, wishing he had offered her a Coke instead.

      “We’re not blind to what’s been going on in our neighborhood,” Stewart informed her. “While we’re not in a position to prevent the attacks on our fellow human beings, having chosen to behave defensively rather than offensively, we are able to offer the survivors a home here.” His eyes darted to the side. “If they are able to make it here.”

      Bethany Anne thought that to be the biggest crock of shit she’d heard since leaving Red Rock. “What if someone attacked your sphere? You’re just going to sit back and allow your people to die?”

      Stewart closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “We have sufficient shielding to repel most attacks.”

      John grunted. “That’s not what the Queen asked.”

      Stewart shifted in his seat. “We have offensive capabilities.”

      Bethany Anne put down her teacup. “So, what you mean is that you’re happy to defend yourselves, but not to do the right thing when your weaker, less technologically-advanced neighbors are in need?”

      Stewart reddened. “What do you want us to do? Divert our own resources for the good of everyone? That’s the kind of socialist thinking we left to avoid.”

      Tabitha strode forward and placed her hands on the arms of Stewart’s chair. She allowed her emotion to show in the red flare of her eyes. “Then you’re a bunch of fucking idiots, no matter how much tech you have.”

      Bethany Anne agreed with Tabitha’s sentiment. “I think we’re done here.” She got to her feet and looked at Stewart with utter disgust. “I can see why your group didn’t stay with the rest of humanity. I have no time for anyone who chooses to ignore those in need when they have the ability to act and save lives.”

      She held up a hand to Stewart, putting an end to his weak protests about charity beginning at home. “If I’d taken that tack, humanity would be a distant memory, or slaves to the Kurtherians right now. You deserve everything that’s coming to you.” ADAM, get me everything on their systems. I want to know who these wastes of oxygen have left to die.

      >>Already done,<< he replied. >>Sayomi is anxious to leave, so I had her decouple her ship from the airlock. I didn’t think you would want to stick around for the exit rigmarole.<<

      You thought right.

      Bethany Anne spared a hard look for Stewart. “Enjoy your isolation while it lasts. You can expect a Federation party here within the week to supervise your learning curve. No more isolation. No more selfish fucking decisions. You are the power out here, so you’d better get fucking used to the responsibility that goes with it.”

      She had a few more choice words for Stewart and his kind before she placed her hands on John’s and Tabitha’s shoulders and took the three of them back to the Sayomi via the Etheric.

      Tabitha pulled Bethany Anne into a brief hug when they came out on the bridge of the Sayomi. “You okay? I know how badly selfish snotweasels like him get to you.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “What can I do except make sure they learn their lesson and do better in the future?” she asked.

      “Sayomi, get us the hell out of here before my ability to restrain my temper runs out.”
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      QBS Sayomi, Skaine Space

      The Sayomi emerged in an area of space that looked nothing like the place they’d just left, the main difference besides the visible star being the permanent Gate illuminating the dark side of a smallish planet tucked up against the system’s red dwarf star.

      Sayomi wisely chose to feed the system data through the console rather than risk annoying Bethany Anne. “It appears that the planet is tidally locked. There is a large settlement that rings the horizon, where the temperature is stable and some natural light is available.”

      John peered at a dark gap in the habitation. “Looks like they’ve been attacked recently.”

      Tabitha indicated the Gate with a jerk of her chin. “The people in this system can’t catch a break. What are we going to do about that?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “The Gate that has no business being here? Destroy it, of course. After we’ve ascertained what’s on the other side.”

      John shook his head. “I’m sticking by what I said. Anyone choosing to live outside of the protection of either the Federation or the Interdiction can’t be choosing it for any good reason.” He adjusted his chair into the upright position as the holoHUD retracted into his headrest. “You want us to go in and investigate?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Send a few drones for now. Keep them at a safe distance, and make sure they log anything that crosses in either direction. We’re going straight down to the planet, so I can find out for myself why the Skaines are fleeing.”

      Tabitha tossed each of them a heavy cloak. “Don’t want the remaining colonists to die of fright before we get a bead on what scared the rest of them away.”

      Bethany Anne put on the cloak with a flourish. “Being Skaines, I’d expect they’re going to be more bothered about you than me.”

      John chuckled as he pulled up the hood of his cloak. “Yeah, I can see that happening. Tabitha walks in, the Skaines run out screaming.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “What is this, pick-on-the-hot-chick day?” She waved her hands in annoyance. “Jeez. You spend a hundred measly years kicking the slaving tendencies out of a species, and all you get for your efforts is shit from your friends.”

      “We have arrived,” Sayomi announced, putting an end to the teasing.

      Bethany Anne transferred them through the Etheric to an alley off the main street of the quarter Tabitha had identified as being most likely to have the colony’s leadership buildings. The colony was as expected for a Skaine settlement, uniform buildings made from metal. There were no decorations and no art. All in all, it was a place that did very little for the imagination, despite being perfectly practical.

      Tabitha took point, being the expert on the Skaine way of life and therefore, best suited to finding what they were looking for in the metal maze. She led them into the heart of the built-up area surrounding the spaceport, being careful to keep her identity concealed under the hood of her cloak.

      Nevertheless, the Skaines they passed on the streets must have known on some base level that their scourge was among them because they gave the three humans a wide berth.

      Bethany Anne skimmed the thoughts of the Skaines as they walked. She mostly got a sense of the pervasive dread that blanketed the community, fear of being stolen from their beds and taken who-knew-where for a purpose they could only guess.

      John felt disquiet at the flood of thoughts. He glanced at Bethany Anne, wondering once again how she coped with the constant barrage in a crowd.

      You'll learn to filter it out, Bethany Anne told John, speaking directly into his mind. It’s just a hell of a lot harder to block it out when it’s the hopes and fears of the innocent.

      John did what he could to put up a mental barrier, but he agreed. This was an entirely different situation to the one where he’d had an enemy to subdue. The only enemy here was fear, and he had no clue how to put an end to that unless the boogeymen presented themselves so that he could tear them limb from limb in front of the Skaines.

      Bethany Anne felt his turmoil. Take it easy. We’ll get to the bottom of this, and then you can work that frustration out on the root cause of these people’s fear.

      That’s how you cope, John replied. Two hundred years, BA. Christ. No wonder when you snapped, you snapped all the way. Your self-control has to be tight.

      My mental abilities aren’t even the strongest, Bethany Anne reminded him. You want to see self-control, speak to Michael. Or Barnabas. Hell, talk to Akio. I’ve never seen him so much as raise his voice.

      Self-control is overrated. Tabitha had nothing else to add on the subject since she was happy to fess up to whatever was bothering her and apply her foot to the balls of the problem. She paused and read the street signs before taking them through a huge, empty square to a building that was slightly larger and better maintained than the others bordering the open space. This is just an accounting office, but it’s the closest they’ll have to a government seat, she explained as they mounted the stairs to the front entrance. If there is anyone in charge, this is where we’ll find them. Don’t mind the title “overseer,” if that’s who we find. It’s a title, not a functional description.

      Bethany Anne murmured her surprise. “This is the first time I’ve had reason to come to a Skaine world,” she admitted out loud. “They don’t go in much for individuality, huh?”

      “Yeah, no. Unless you count the financial and military institutions,” Tabitha told her as she pulled the door open. “It’s why you don’t see so many of them inside Federation borders. Those who can follow the rules get on just fine, but the majority are bent on keeping to the old ways.”

      She paused to reconsider as they entered the atrium. “Except for the slavery, of course.”

      “Yes, well,” a voice interrupted. “You put an end to that as the basis of our economy, didn’t you, Ranger Two?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Looks like your disguise plan fell short of the mark.” She pushed back her hood to gasps from the Skaines behind the counter. “You’re the Skaine in charge around here?”

      The one who had spoken came forward with his head bowed. “Empress. Forgive me, I did not realize you accompanied the Ranger.” He spat the word “Ranger” like it tasted bad. “My name is Slater, and I am the governor here. How may I be of service?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You can start by dropping the attitude. The Rangers have been disbanded for over a decade. You can’t still be sore, surely?”

      John chuckled. “Wanna bet?”

      The Skaine didn’t quite dare to answer. His face, however, spoke volumes.

      Tabitha shoved a finger in Slater’s face. “An economy built on the backs of others is not how decent people operate. It served the slavers right to be shut down. If I find that this colony is operating a slave trade, you’re going to be sorry we came here to help.”

      Slater’s lips drew back in a snarl. “We obey the law here. As for your help, what help do we need from you? We do not take slaves here, so I can only assume you’re here to fuck things up for us.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand before it got heated, knowing Tabitha was—quite rightly—like a dog with a bone on the slavery issue. “That’s not why we’re here, although Tabitha is right about us shutting you down if you’re harboring a slave trade.” She paused while ADAM confirmed that there was nothing to indicate the colony was making income from people-trafficking. “Now that I’m assured you are innocent, I want to know why people from this quadrant are leaving in such large numbers, and I want to know how and why there is an unauthorized Gate in this system.”

      The Skaines at the counter looked away quickly, and the atmosphere switched from one of mild anger to one of utter distress.

      Slater half-turned and extended an arm to indicate the door to the back rooms. “If you will join me in my office?”

      Bethany Anne strode past him. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Slater closed the door of his office, eyeing John warily as he did so. “Take a seat. I won’t be a moment setting up a secure space.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand to enclose the room in a bubble of Etheric energy, which she commanded to block all signals going in or out. “No need. I make my own secure space that can’t be matched by any technology.”

      Slater frowned, giving away a touch of displeasure at the information.

      “Including the recording devices you have set up in here,” Bethany Anne told him firmly. She took a seat in his guest chair, and John and Tabitha moved to flank her.

      Slater’s shoulders dropped at the information that he wouldn’t be getting a record of Bethany Anne’s appearance. “Very well, we will get straight to business if that’s how you want to do this.” He took his seat and laced his fingers on the desk. “Two months ago, that Gate appeared. Who placed it there is a mystery we haven’t been able to solve. However, since its arrival, there have been numerous disappearances that can’t be explained. Always the strongest and healthiest. They never take the weak, the young, or the old.”

      “How do you mean?” Bethany Anne inquired. “You must know when these kidnappings are happening. You’re not exactly technologically challenged.”

      “Speaking of which,” Tabitha cut in. “Are you aware of the human colony the next system over?”

      Slater’s distress was real. “We see no one, and we can’t track any technology being used. In short, we are powerless to detect the kidnappers and I’m clueless as to how to prevent them from taking my people.” He twisted his hands fretfully as he spoke. “We don’t have the capability to take out the Gate without causing extensive damage to our planet.”

      “Sounds like maybe Saint Payback owns the Gate,” Tabitha muttered darkly.

      Bethany Anne considered all the information. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to have another ship come here. You’re going to find me somewhere suitable to set up base on the colony. I have a sneaking suspicion I know exactly who is behind all of this, and I don’t intend to let the slippery fuckers get away with another raid.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, not one, but three ships Gated into the system.

      “What the shiny fuck is that?” Bethany Anne almost choked on her Coke as they watched the Penitent Granddaughter slide into place between the ArchAngel and the G’laxix Sphaea on the viewscreen in Slater’s office. “Please tell me that hunk of rust isn’t the ship Nickie has been running my logistics network from?”

      Tabitha gave the old Skaine battleship an unconcerned glance. “Oh, yeah. But don’t stress it. The ship was completely overhauled by Jean. It has all the capabilities of a QBS, plus the Skaine weaponry was tweaked to give her the advantage over any pirates she runs across on the transport routes.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled as the ship made from odd angles and bulging holds grew larger on the screen. “But it’s so ugly!” She looked at Tabitha while pointing at the screen. “How does she look at that ship and not puke?”

      Slater made a sound of disapproval. “Skaine ships are built to cause destruction, not to win beauty contests.” His forehead creased as a thought occurred. “I have heard of the Grimes-who-would-be-a-Ranger. She was instrumental in making the Federation’s borders a no-go area for any Skaines who were foolish enough to get in her way.”

      John flashed a grin at the Skaine. “Yeah. I’m very proud of my granddaughter. She’s really stepped up and lived up to the family name these last few years.”

      Slater wisely kept his mouth shut, having a bone-deep feeling that criticizing the theft of the ship would end in those very bones getting broken by the Grimes nobody wanted to fuck with.

      Bethany Anne snickered softly. Her own opinion on the youngest Grimes had shifted radically since Nickie had decided to quit whining and embrace her destiny as a protector. “My people will be arriving shortly. This won’t take long to resolve.”

      Dan, Kael-ven, and Kiel arrived just ahead of Nickie and Grim.

      Kael-ven blustered into the meeting room, taking in the Skaine overseer with a distrustful look before bowing his head minutely to Bethany Anne. “You command, I serve. But did you have to choose this location for your base?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “These are good Skaines, if you can get over the irony in that statement, and they need our help to stop their people from being stolen by whoever owns that Gate.”

      Kiel managed to keep his thoughts to himself for once. He did, however, exchange a wry glance with Tabitha.

      “Where’s Natalia?” Bethany Anne inquired when Dan’s right hand did not appear behind him.

      “She stayed aboard with Darryl,” he replied with a wink. “I disrupted her leave to rush over here, but I didn’t have the heart to drag her down to the colony when she and Darryl have been apart for so long.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand. “Enough said. Do not desire TMI.”

      John brightened at the sight of his old pupil. “Grim’zee!”

      Grim, for his part, swelled with pleasure as he sidestepped Dan and Kiel to reach his hero. “Always good to see you, my friend.”

      John clapped the Yollin on the back with fervor. “I hope Nickie isn’t working you into the ground.”

      Grim cupped his mouth with a hand and dropped his voice to a stage whisper. “Mentally, yeah. But you know my stamina when it comes to dealing with fiery females.”

      Nickie snorted. “Yeah, that’s why you’re terminally single. Grim the lover loves his food too much to settle on one female for longer than it takes to eat dinner.”

      Grim gave her a mock-pained look and put his hand on his chest. “You see the abuse I have to deal with?” he asked John. “There’s just no respect for a Yollin of my age and experience. You’d think she would be grateful she’s not eaten cold food out of a can since I showed up, but no. She just takes her moods out on her closest friend.”

      Slater looked at the group in confusion as they all laughed at Grim’s good-natured grumbling.

      Bethany Anne met his stare and shrugged. “I guess humor is subjective.” She clapped to get everybody’s attention. “Take your seats, people. Let’s get this meeting underway, starting with an update on what the drones we left at the Gate have picked up so far.”

      Tabitha flourished a hand for effect, and the screens that wrapped the meeting room lit up with the drone data. “Nothing has crossed the Gate yet,” she informed them. “Now that we have Dan, Kael, and Nickie here, we should think about going over there and taking the fight to whoever is doing the kidnapping.”

      “We all fucking know it’s Gödel,” Nickie interrupted. She looked at the doubtful faces. “What? Which other llama-sniffing dictator could it be?”

      “I can’t argue. You’re probably right,” Bethany Anne conceded. “Okay, send one of the drones in to get a closer look. We’ll wait for the results before making a decision as to whether we go in or destroy the Gate outright. We all know the Seven have no access to the Bakas and will need to replace their genetic material with some from a species who likes to fight without thinking.”

      “Hey!” Slater protested.

      “You most definitely resemble that remark,” Tabitha deadpanned. “And you’re a hell of a lot less likely to fight back than say, the Shrillexians. I’d buy it. Hell, I’m surprised she didn’t just send someone to negotiate a price with you.”

      Slater’s eyes widened, and his mouth fell open. “I don’t believe it.”

      Bethany Anne fixed Slater with an icy stare. “You’re going to tell me that actually happened?”

      Slater nodded vigorously, looking at Bethany Anne with dawning horror in his eyes. “A mercenary company came through here recruiting a couple of months back. There were a few takers, mostly post-adolescents with too much testosterone and something to prove.” He eyed her, worry on his face. “You think there’s a connection?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her shoulder. “Don’t expect them to come home. It looks to me like you gave the Seven a free sample of your genetics, and they liked what they saw.” She shook her head and sighed. “I expected to have a little longer before we were faced with a new flavor of Ookens to contend with. Unfortunately for Gödel, we already know what the Skaines’ weaknesses are.”

      “What is an Ooken?” Slater asked, hardly daring to hear the answer.

      Bethany Anne thought for a moment before deciding to tell him. “The Seven’s answer to fighting at a distance. For the last few years, they’ve been creating them from three species of people who are now under my protection. Now that they have no access to one of the species, they’re looking to replace them so they can continue building the numbers to cause me a damned headache.”

      Nickie leaned back in her chair with a thoughtful expression on her face. “Yeah, but Skaines with nanocytes? That’s going to be uglier than a bag of smashed assholes.”

      “Nickie,” John cautioned. “Be helpful or be quiet.”

      Nickie pouted. “Whatever, Grandad. I’m with Aunt Tabbie. Let’s go blow up whatever’s on the other side of that Gate.”

      Slater closed his eyes and rubbed his temples with his fingers. “I hate to agree with a Ranger by any name, but they’re speaking sense.” He frowned as he tried and failed to process the bigger picture. “I cannot understand how we got caught up in this. We’re just a small colony.” He waved an agitated hand. “Nothing to do with the politics of the wider universe.”

      Kael-ven shook his head in sympathy. “Be glad. Everyone is aware of how my people were tricked into believing filthy Kurtherian lies for centuries until Bethany Anne came along. If any of your people are still alive, we’ll get them back.”

      Dan had been quiet throughout the conversation so far. Bethany Anne saw he had something formulating and turned her attention to Kael-ven. “What do you think?” she asked. “You’ve been fighting the Ookens all over the Interdiction this last year.”

      Kael-ven considered the question a moment before replying. “If this is Gödel, we have to assume she has a factory on the other side of the Gate. That makes it our duty to cross the Gate and dismantle it.” He frowned. “After we rescue their prisoners, of course.”

      “That’s horrifying,” Kiel exclaimed. “The prisoners you and Michael rescued last time have all needed extensive therapy, along with Pod-doc time to heal the physical damage done by the Ookens using them in their experiments.”

      They’re not experimenting,” Bethany Anne reminded them. “They are building. The only purpose of those factories and the Ookens operating them is to produce more programmable soldiers.”

      “Meaning that there will be more than the missing Skaines in trouble,” Dan put in, concern creasing his features. “We can guarantee we’ll find at least one or two Collectives, and likely a number of Bl’kheths, plus whoever else they have captive. If that’s the case, the only option is to go in and take the whole operation down.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That’s my thinking as well.”

      Tabitha let out a surprised squeak. “I have an update. The drone has crossed the Gate.” She lifted a finger and the image on the wallscreens switched to show a rolling view of the other side. “Everyone agrees that looks like an Ooken factory, right?”

      Bethany Anne recognized the crystalline structure easily. A wave of anger caused her heart and stomach to contract. She stood and leaned on the table with her hands clenched into fists. “We’re going in.”

      Slater didn’t know what he was seeing onscreen, but the red light from Bethany Anne’s eyes stirred something in him that he’d never expected to feel—the urge to fight for whoever was trapped in that structure. “Wait for me,” he asked, getting to his feet.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes as Slater crossed to a console embedded in the wall by the door.

      He pressed a button and spoke in a tone that brooked no protest. “This is your overseer. Every Skaine fit to fight will report for duty. We will be joining Empress Bethany Anne in her attack on the Kurtherians who have taken your sons and brothers. Do not falter. There will be a severe penalty for any able-bodied Skaine whose name does not appear on a ship roster in the next hour.”

      Slater dropped his hand, squeezing it tight to get control of the rage running through his veins. “These are my people who have been taken prisoner,” He looked at Bethany Anne. “And you say there will be others who are victims of this atrocity? We may have been slavers until we were educated, and we may be sore about the methods the Rangers used to teach us the lesson, but we are not heartless. We will not stand idly by while anyone, no matter their species, is subjected to torture.”

      Tabitha shot Slater a double-thumbs up. “You have come a long way from the miserable excuses for sentient life I had to kick into shape.”

      Nickie laced her hands behind her head. “Don’t count on it. These guys might be all friendly, but I can tell you right now that there are still plenty of cannibal scumbag Skaines around, too.”

      Bethany Anne shot Nickie a look that shut the youngest Grimes up and turned her attention to Tabitha. “I might give you shit, but you’ve done good, girl.”

      Tabitha slung an arm around Slater’s neck. “What can I say? Just call me the HR expert around these parts.”

      Nickie laughed, deep and throaty. “All that means is that you can polish something a bit…turd-like…if you’ve got the patience.”

      Tabitha shook her head and groaned.

      John rolled his eyes. “Trust you to say something to ruin the moment.”

      Bethany Anne ignored Nickie. “Let’s go.”
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      Kurtherian Space, QBS ArchAngel

      “Empress on board,” ArchAngel announced from every display when Bethany Anne boarded the ship.

      Bethany Anne headed down the corridor to the bridge with Dan at her side. Her heart swelled at the shining faces of the crew lining the corridor. She waved to the crewmembers she recognized and smiled warmly at the new faces in the impromptu receiving line.

      It was almost overwhelming to be back aboard the ArchAngel and see her restored to her former glory after so many years as a derelict. Bethany Anne had hated to leave her in the Straiphus System and had been beyond happy to have her retrieved and repaired.

      This ship held a special place in her heart as the one that most embodied her spirit.

      Her father’s idea to have Dan take ArchAngel out into the border systems as a lone point of defense against incursions had been a wise one, given that the Ookens were showing up out there more often since Bethany Anne had cut off Gödel’s access to the Bakas.

      Bethany Anne allowed the surge of memories to wash over her as she walked onto the bridge, captured by the reminder that so many of them had been created in times of victory dragged from the jaws of defeat.

      ArchAngel’s was the only face Bethany Anne saw when she entered the bridge.

      The AI filled the main viewscreen, backlit with a glow that spoke to Bethany Anne of pure joy. “Welcome back, Mother.”

      Tears welled in Bethany Anne’s eyes at the warm welcome. “Thank you, ArchAngel. For the welcome, and for everything you have done to protect the Federation in my absence. It’s good to see you, too.”

      ArchAngel returned a mirror image of Bethany Anne’s smile. “It pleases me to have you aboard my ship for this assault.” Her eyes flared red, and her fangs gleamed as she spoke. “I have longed for nothing more than for us to ride together into battle, Valkyries into the fire.”

      “You and I both.” Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed as she took her position in the captain’s chair. She leaned to the left as she crossed one leg over the other and rested her chin on her hand. “Give me the fleet. It’s time to begin.”

      ArchAngel opened communications to the Sayomi, the G’laxix Sphaea, the Penitent Granddaughter, and the fifty-seven Skaine ships that had joined them at Slater’s order. Her face shifted, becoming altogether more vampiric as she settled into bitch-AI-ready-for-war mode. “May I have the honors?” she asked.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand, giving ArchAngel a warm smile. “You are and have always been an extension of my will. Go ahead and give the order.”

      ArchAngel’s hair whipped in a wind that did not exist as she appeared on every screen across every ship in the fleet. “The only thing to fear today is being the enemy who is unfortunate enough to fall under our regard. Let the Kurtherians and their allies learn that to fuck with innocence earns a death sentence that will be carried out immediately—and without mercy.”

      Red light flared from her eyes, washing the space around her avatar the color of blood. She opened her arms and tilted her chin, flashing her fangs in a dazzling smile that sent chills down the spines of everyone watching. “Go forth and be victorious.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet as ArchAngel withdrew from all but the main screen. “Perfect. I wish I could take you with me, ArchAngel, but I know you will be ready and waiting to blow the shit out of that atrocity the moment we have the prisoners safe.”

      She took a moment to be still and connect to the mindspace, looking for a certain mental signature. Finding what she was searching for was both a relief and a source of pain. “Fuckdammit,” she muttered.

      “What was that?” ArchAngel asked, catching an echo of the Collectives’ cry.

      “They are my allies,” Bethany Anne told her, emotion cracking her voice as the cry receded. “The Collectives, who I have sworn to set free and avenge. They are in pain, and I won’t fucking stand for it.” She opened a channel to Kael-ven. “Be ready for me to transfer the Collectives they have in there. I can’t tell how many there are or what state they’re in physically, but their minds are broken. I can only hope they respond well to the Conduit.”

      Kael-ven shook his head, his features hardening in a mixture of sympathy and anger on the Collectives’ behalf. “Of course. I’m sure bringing the Conduit along was the right thing to do, but how will you get them to agree to the transfer if they are broken?”

      “I’m not going to ask their permission to move them,” Bethany Anne told him solemnly. “The Conduit’s presence will help, but I will have you Gate them to QT2 as soon as they are aboard. It’s likely you’ll have to increase shielding around the tank in case they react in distress.”

      Kael-ven nodded. “We had the hold reinforced with Dukes technology before the kelp and water were added,” he assured her. “It will take whatever they can dish out, and the Conduit has its own space to retreat to if it gets too violent in there, as you ordered.”

      “Good to know.” Bethany Anne dropped the link and pressed the button on her armor’s collar to activate her helmet before turning to Dan. “I’ll see you on the other side of this. Make sure anyone waiting in the transfer bay is not in the way of any large group I bring over.” She made to step into the Etheric, then paused as a thought hit her. “And no matter what, do not let any Bl’kheths loose aboard this ship. I won’t have them harmed in any way, but this ship is precious to me.”

      Dan repressed his mental image of the ArchAngel arriving at QT2 with more holes than a slice of swiss cheese in her hull. “That was your experience?” he asked somewhat uncertainly.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Those guys are ninety percent aggression, ten percent logical thinking, and 10 percent hangry,” she told him. “Their keepers will have them too starved to fight back, so they will be wild and hungry.” She smiled. “And yes, I’m aware that is more than a hundred percent.”

      Dan nodded and leaned over his console for a moment. “I have the information on the Bl’kheths from ADAM. I’ll have Natalia prepare a good meal and suitable quarters for them.”

      Bethany Anne smiled, appreciating Dan's foresight. She placed a hand on his shoulder briefly. “I missed this. Me, ready to kick ass. You, there to back me up. Good times. Good memories.”

      Dan grinned, similarly warmed by the return to their easy rhythm when working together. “Here’s to making a few new ones. Now go kick some ass, already. I’m getting old waiting here.”

      Bethany Anne hopped to the Penitent Granddaughter to grab Nickie.

      Her appearance on the bridge brought a couple of nervous screams from the more sensitive members of the crew.

      Nickie rolled her eyes and took the hand Bethany Anne held out to her.

      “Can they run the ship without you?” Bethany Anne asked once they were in the Etheric.

      Nickie snorted. “Yeah, sure. Don’t be fooled by their reactions. My crew is a tight team, and they don’t let shit slide when it comes down to it.”

      Bethany Anne’s next step took them out of the Etheric and onto the Sayomi, where they picked up John and Tabitha and made the trip to the dark crystal platform.

      Bethany Anne brought them out of the Etheric on the lowest level of the structure and turned to them with fire in her eyes. “You three need to take out the Ookens working the nanocyte production and destroy any nanocyte stores they have down here. I don’t want to give our Skaine friends any reason to fall into temptation once this place has been blown to shards.”

      Tabitha pressed her lips together in distaste. “I think we need to be ready in case they turn on us once the factory has been secured,” she warned Bethany Anne. “I know they can’t do much against our ship tech, but you never know if they’ll be stupid enough to think they can win because they have the numbers advantage.”

      “Where’s the advantage?” Bethany Anne responded. “All that means is that if they turn, they’re placing me in a target-rich environment.”

      Tabitha lifted her hands. “What can I say? Stupid is knowing the consequences and doing it anyway. I beat the ignorance out of them as a species, so I know for a fact they’re aware we can’t be beaten.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched in amusement. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Gotcha,” John affirmed. “Ladies, shall we?”

      Nickie lifted her Jean Dukes Specials with a slightly manic grin fixed on the production line. “You know me, Grandad. Let’s throw a few spanners in their works and see what happens.”

      Tabitha pointed at one of the huge machines nearby, and a wisp of smoke rose from it as the internal workings ground to a painful-sounding halt. “Who needs to waste time on that?” She jerked her head in the direction of the worker Ookens farther down the production line. “You guys take care of them while I concentrate on figuring out what they’re doing with this machinery while I get in there and break it all.”

      Bethany Anne looked at the glass wall, a shiver passing down her spine as the identical layout of the floor reminded her that there would be close to a million Ookens on the surface. She opened a link to the ArchAngel. “We’re here. Have the Skaines start their distraction.”

      The crystal vibrated as the surface bombardment began. Dan had point for the fleet, along with instructions on how to breach the platform’s shielding.

      There was no reason to have anyone except Bethany Anne’s team set foot on the platform, and whether or not the Ookens required an atmosphere to survive wasn’t a concern.

      “The only good Ooken is a dead one,” Bethany Anne murmured after dropping the link. She stepped through the Etheric again, this time only walking far enough to circumvent the glass wall and get into the tank beyond.

      She emerged and walked slowly along the floor of the tank while she got her bearings and adjusted her mass to best travel through the water. The Collectives were easy enough to locate since there was none of the vegetation they preferred to live in to obscure them from her sight.

      Bethany Anne made her way around the ring, searching out the group mind as she walked. The curving wall led her to the opposite side of the factory floor, which was where she found the Collectives.

      Their condition was pitiful. Bethany Anne stopped in her tracks, needing to gather herself. She felt their agitation at the awareness of her presence. However, they did not react violently. She felt the reason before she saw it. Their misery was absolute, and Bethany Anne had to work hard not to be sucked into their emotional miasma.

      Their skin was pale and sagged around their frames. They clung to each other, their tentacles entwined for comfort, and what little protection they could afford themselves from the ministrations of their torturers. It was hard to make out where one Collective ended and another began.

      Bethany Anne cursed, feeling a gnawing in her stomach that did not belong to her. They were beyond hungry. Worse than the physical starvation was the mental agony they were suffering from. Being cut off from the group mind was utter hell for a Collective, and these were relatively young compared to her guests. She didn’t know how they hadn’t reached the point of giving up already.

      These beings thrived on community, and they were dependent on close contact with each other. They were only whole when they were together as part of a much larger whole.

      Bethany Anne paused to process her rage on their behalf. Her anger was not going to help these Collectives. They needed a kind touch. They needed a strong mind to hold them close and cleanse them of hurt that had been done to them.

      She attempted to connect with the Conduit, thinking its presence in her mind would be more than useful to keep them calm while she moved them to the G’laxix Sphaea. However, the distance must have been too great because the attempt failed.

      Bethany Anne wondered briefly what that would mean for her in terms of how much it was going to cost in energy to take the Collectives across that distance.

      More than I’m comfortable with, TOM told her flatly.

      Not much I can do without moving the G’laxix Sphaea into the line of fire.

      Oh, no, TOM snarked. Kael-ven’s ship might get a scratch on the paintwork.

      >>Well, not really, << ADAM interjected. >>But it would create a gap in the destruction of the towers, which means there would be a fuck-ton of Ookens free to make their way down to BA.<<

      Look at you with your accurate estimations, TOM remarked icily. You do remember it’s our place to help Bethany Anne to survive these encounters, not to enable her to hero herself into a grave?

      Quit bitching, the pair of you, and get ready to make sure the day I go to my grave is in the very, very distant future. Bethany Anne breathed calm into herself and pushed Etheric energy out of her palms to act as jets. She sped toward the knot of tentacles with resolve and empathy as her weapons in the fight against despair. ADAM, you’re up. Make sure I land in the center of the G’laxix Sphaea’s tank.

      ADAM fed her the tank’s precise location. >>You good?<<

      As I’ll ever be. Here’s hoping they don’t decide to hug me to death. Bethany Anne reduced her speed as she came up on the clustered Collectives, sending calming thoughts into the group mind as she approached and moving her body through the water to miss a misshapen and sad tentacle.

      Without a thought for herself, she drew massively on the Etheric and locked the Collectives inside a bubble of water.

      They reacted with fear as Bethany Anne screamed with the effort the transfer took. The Collectives’ cries of confusion were briefly accompanied by flailing tentacles as they rearranged their protective huddle before becoming still.

      Bethany Anne fed them her love and her promise to be their salvation from the hurts that had been done to them. She showed them her guests aboard the Helena and those beneath the Hexagon. The effort of maintaining a mindlink on top of pulling the Collectives and her battle armor through the Etheric set her nose bleeding, but she ignored the trickle even when it turned to a steady flow.

      She exerted her control over the floating bubble of water and pushed on regardless.

      Just keep going. I’ve got your brain, TOM murmured so as not to distract her from the herculean effort of pulling five-plus tons of Collective plus the metal she wore over the miles between the factory and the G’laxix Sphaea.

      It’s a fucking good thing I’m not put off by the prospect of hard work, Bethany Anne joked, pushing away the realization that she would have to do this many more times before everyone from the cells was safe aboard one of her ships.

      Her armor dragged, weighing only half as much as the burden of her responsibility for the lives of the Collectives. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to pick up the pace. She focused on what mattered, which was saving lives, and grunted out her pain as she pulled the whole squirming bunch to the G’laxix Sphaea at a speed that even she had not known she could attain.

      >>BA,<< ADAM called, stirring her from the state of autopilot she’d fallen into. >>You almost went past your exit point.<<

      Thanks. Bethany Anne left the Etheric after checking she hadn’t completely overstepped her target landing point. Seeing she had stopped inside the tank’s boundaries, she made the transfer and let the bubble around the Collectives go.

      She staggered as the resistance from the Etheric vanished. Her heart pounded in her chest from the sheer effort of transferring that much mass. The Collectives remained entwined despite being released from the bubble.

      Bethany Anne managed to reach out and call for the Conduit with what little mental energy she had remaining.

      The Collectives screamed inside their minds, too traumatized by the move to realize they were in a better place.

      The Conduit’s voice filled the mindspace, its voice a calming song that interrupted the cacophony of panic the rescuees were emitting. They began to unfurl, curiosity at the new voice in their group mind drawing them out of their terror.

      Bethany Anne had no energy left to help. She had her armor keep her weighted to the floor of the tank while she bent to rest her hands on her knees and pulled energy from the Etheric to assist TOM with repairing the damage to her entire body.

      Good job, TOM soothed. Keep drawing energy so I can repair your internal organs.

      Shit, how much damage is there to repair? Bethany Anne knew it wasn’t good. She’d never felt so drained, or so much like a dried-out sponge left in the sun. Fix me faster. I have to get back and transfer the rest of the prisoners to the ArchAngel before the Ookens make it down there to kill everyone before we can get them to safety.

      TOM paused before replying. This was not as bad as the damage you’ve sustained after repairing a rift, but nevertheless, I had to concentrate on keeping your mind whole, and your body began to cannibalize itself.

      How. Fucking. Long? she demanded as the pain of his rapid repairs wracked her body. She growled in frustration. I need a better solution before we hit the rest of the factories. If this is almost killing me, it’s going to be a damn sight worse for anyone else doing the transfers.

      Just keep pulling the energy, TOM repeated, concern lacing his words. I’ll tell you the moment you can make the transfer without collapsing.

      He gave her the all-clear a few minutes later. The others will not take so much to transfer since they can move under their own power. I’ll be monitoring you.

      The last thing Bethany Anne saw before she left for the battle was the Collectives untangling from each other to welcome the Conduit. She felt their amazement at the Conduit’s presence and the lush kelp that caressed their tired bodies.

      Thank you, Bethany Anne, the Conduit told her. You were true to your word, and I am glad to be here for my kin.

      Take care, Bethany Anne replied. I’ll see you guys back at QT2 when this place is no more than ashes on the solar wind.

      She returned to the factory floor to find the equipment up in flames. The worker-Ookens had scattered, and she felt the telltale energy of the fighting kind in the mindspace. Bethany Anne assumed that some sense of self-preservation in their programming must have kicked in and drawn the fighters from the surface.

      Bethany Anne wondered where Tabitha, John, and Nickie had gotten to.

      There was a whoop from up ahead, which was followed by the appearance of Tabitha riding a worker-Ooken like a damned horse as she fired her Jean Dukes Specials at the bulk of the mass of fighter-Ookens chasing her.

      She threw up a hand to wave at Bethany Anne. “I wish you’d taken me with you last time!” she yelled over the crackling flames and screeching Ookens. “This is fuuuun!”

      John and Nickie stood on top of the machines, taking Ookens out with cold efficiency from their respective angles.

      “We found the vats,” John called. “We destroyed them, no nanocytes left. Just these tons of sick fuckers to go, and we’ll be there to help with the cells.”

      Bethany Anne decided they had things under control on this level, so she leapt onto the nearest machine on her left and activated the software she’d had Eve install in her neural chip. She reached into the mindspace once again as she made a run for the cells’ locking mechanism.

      With the nanocurtains over the cells down, she darted back to the open part of the factory floor and made the leap up to the level where the prisoners were being kept. Is there a Seian here? she called. Or any Bl’kheth of higher rank?

      The mindspace fell silent. Bethany Anne wasn’t about to be put off by the reticence they were feeling. She increased the strength of her mental voice, making sure the translation software was broadcasting her thoughts as well as her speech. My name is Bethany Anne Nacht, but you may know me better by my Kurtherian name—Death. I am here to set you free. Do not run for the Etheric since I can’t protect you if you do. I have food and a safe place for you to recover from your ordeal while my ship takes you to the home I have created on my planet for your kind.

      Silence stretched for a long moment as the images telling the story of Sean’s group filtered into their minds. What followed was a rising babble that filled the mindspace.

      Bethany Anne heard a complexity of voices arguing about whether to trust this stranger who nevertheless had managed to communicate with them when no other had ever tried. She followed the sound, which was limited to the cells on the other side of the circular walkway.

      John, Tabitha, and Nickie joined her, each moving in a different direction to get the prisoners organized into groups for transfer. Many of the Skaines refused to come out of their cells at the sight of Tabitha.

      They soon realized she was there to help.

      Sometimes an outstretched hand and a genuine smile were all that was needed to repair a misconception.

      Bethany Anne moved faster than most of the prisoners could see, stopping only when she came to four cells containing the Bl’kheths. The thing that struck her much like her first encounter was that despite their malnourished state, these people had not allowed their spirits to be crushed.

      They stared at Bethany Anne proudly despite the fear she felt in their shared thoughts.

      She knelt and opened her arms wide. Honored Bl’kheths. I owe six of your people a debt I can never repay. All I can do is offer you safety and swear that you will be returned to your home and your people once I have freed every Bl’kheth the Seven are holding hostage against the rest of your world.

      The Bl’kheths did not reply except to express surprise that Bethany Anne also knew their history.

      I know you must be wary after being used for so long. Search my mind and see that I’m telling you the truth. She opened her memories of Sean’s group again, adding her emotional reaction to their sacrifice and her vow to protect the innocent from Gödel’s evil. Will you come willingly? she asked. Will you help me to fight the Seven?

      The Bl’kheths conferred among themselves again. The rising murmurs in the mindspace first went in favor of running, then shifted as the Bl’kheths saw that Bethany Anne was trusted by Sean—and that she was fully capable of doing the things she was promising them.

      A female extracted herself from the group in the second cell. We will go with you, she agreed on behalf of the group. We find you to have honor, and the staunch heart needed to give up your own needs for the good of your people.

      We will follow you, Bethany Anne Nacht.

      Bethany Anne let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She understood that these pint-sized warriors had already earned a special place in her heart due to their refusal to be ruled by anything but right. That’s all I wanted to hear. Just no suicides, okay? Nobody needs to die to win this war except the Seven and their fuckpuppets. Take my hands, and I’ll get you out of here.

      The Bl’kheths gathered around Bethany Anne, each placing a hand on her body.

      Bethany Anne drew on the Etheric and transferred them to the bay aboard the ArchAngel, where the crew was waiting to receive them. She pointed out Natalia and Darryl, who both wore the headsets needed to communicate with the Bl’kheths.

      Go with my people, she instructed gently. She held up a finger before they left. Darryl and Natalia will take you to an enclosed space where there is plenty of food waiting. She eyed them. Under no circumstances are you to eat any part of my ship.
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      The next hour went by in a blur of factory-Etheric-ArchAngel-repeat.

      Bethany Anne took group after group to the ArchAngel, exhausting herself further with each trip. She ignored the pleas to rest between groups, choosing instead to keep increasing her draw on the Etheric and push through the pain while TOM did his repairs on her body.

      Darryl tried to hold her back when she arrived with the first group of Skaines and he saw her nose had been bleeding again.

      Bethany Anne shrugged him off and stepped back into the Etheric.

      It might not be the worst idea to take a break, TOM ventured. A few minutes isn’t going to make much of a difference.

      Bethany Anne exited into the factory and found that John, Tabitha, and Nickie were holding back an increasing tide of Ookens filtering down from the wreckage on the surface. Tell that to everyone who’s dying right now.

      By the time Bethany Anne had gotten all of the prisoners to the ship and made the final jump with John, Tabitha, and Nickie, the Skaines had finished slaking their thirst for revenge with their blanket bombardment of the surface, and they were all ready to withdraw and commence the last stage of taking the factory down.

      Bethany Anne took one last trip through the Etheric to the bridge of the Sayomi. She exited at a stagger, completely drained from the effort of carrying out the whole rescue effort.

      Her next step turned out to be beyond her capability.

      John dashed over to catch her before she hit the floor. “I told you.”

      Bethany Anne blinked back the dark spots in her vision and pushed John away. “I'm fine.”

      Her knees buckled a second time as the darkness crashed down.

      

      Kurtherian Space, QBS ArchAngel, Ready Room

      Dan had his chair scooted back against the wall in order to get a better view of the ships in play and the damage they were doing to the Kurtherian factory in the center of the battle zone.

      Part of his attention was on the small screen embedded in his desk, where John was giving him a rundown of Bethany Anne’s condition.

      “It was transferring the Collectives that caused her to collapse. That and her refusal to stop and let TOM heal her completely before she took on rescuing everyone else.”

      “But she’s going to be okay, right?” Dan asked, his eyebrows meeting in worry.

      “Yeah, she’s in the Pod-doc,” John told him. “Sayomi has the helm while we wait for her to heal. How are the prisoners doing?”

      “As well as can be expected,” Dan replied with a sigh. “Natalia and Darryl have a team working with them to take care of them until we can take them somewhere safer.”

      “Got you.” John nodded stoically. “Good luck out there.”

      “Same to you, my friend.” Dan closed the video link and immersed himself in the battle. His concentration was on ArchAngel’s projection of the system in miniature. Planning a battle in the three dimensions of space was no easy feat.

      ArchAngel flitted from screen to screen, spooling endless data to Dan as she set the fleet’s positions in relation to the satellite stations around the factory platform.

      Dan switched the projection view so that their ships became green markers of varying shapes and sizes, and the Kurtherian drones and satellites were transformed into red triangles. He found the traditional layout easier to keep track of than the scaled-down versions of each ship ArchAngel had given him to work with.

      ArchAngel was able to process, predict, and therefore react so much faster than Dan could even think that it was she who was running the fleet, not him. All Dan had to do was allow her access to his inner observations via his neural chip while he took care of his part.

      This was their way of working. In the years they had been patrolling the forgotten reaches of space, they had built a trust with each other that allowed them to operate together to produce the best results. His long experience as a tactician gave him a perspective that would be near-impossible to duplicate, even for an AI. He believed it was his human touch, combined with her speed, precision, and accuracy, that made them the formidable team they’d become.

      They lost three Skaine ships to an unexpected complement of drones that came bursting out from the underside of the factory. Dan cursed vehemently at the loss, but ArchAngel had already instructed Meredith to take the drones out before they had the chance to strike again.

      Dan had no time to reflect. He remained the physical contact for the fleet captains, keeping them informed of their orders while ArchAngel did what she could through the digital entities aboard the Skaine ships. Messages flew thick and fast between the ArchAngel and the fleet as he instructed them as to where ArchAngel wanted them.

      The difference between this experience and other recent battles Dan had lived through was that the Skaines did not allow their digital entities to control their ships. Consequently, the outcome of the battle depended on the Skaines’ ability to keep up with the steady stream of commands he and ArchAngel were sending.

      Dan had already given up trying to keep up with the conversation between ArchAngel, Sayomi, and Meredith, but then, they were all veterans of war with the Ookens.

      The three ships moved in complete synchronicity, which made up for the lag caused by communicating with the weapons and navigation systems on the Skaine ships via their organic operators. This version of Meredith was no surprise, beyond the quirks she’d developed from prolonged contact with Nickie. He had been wary of Sayomi until the recalcitrant AI had bowed to the experience of ArchAngel, making the three ships more comparable to three parts of a whole.

      The Kurtherian defenses were in full swing, giving Dan the opportunity to test the ArchAngel’s newfound durability when it came to attacks. While they lacked anything like a BYPS, they had the numbers game down to an art. The projection showed many multiples of red Kurtherian assets compared to the relatively small number of green ships on the board.

      The main point of concern for Dan had been whether the sheer number of Kurtherian drones would be a factor when it came to their efforts to penetrate the shields. However, ArchAngel kept the shield phasing tight enough to ensure that no drone got through. Even so, Dan noted she had just over two thousand armed bots stationed on the hull, each one programmed to be ready to destroy anything that managed to make it past them.

      “I’m not going to get bitten in the ass twice,” ArchAngel assured Dan, pulling him from his introspection.

      “I can’t imagine you would,” Dan told her distractedly. “We need to take out the satellites.”

      “Already on it,” ArchAngel replied. “The Skaines are taking care of them.”

      They received a distress call from another of the Skaine ships. This one looked to have gotten caught between a thick swarm of drones and the platform.

      Dan frowned. “What are they doing out of position?”

      “They’re right where they’re supposed to be,” ArchAngel answered. “That distress call is fake. I’m using the Skaine ship as bait to draw out the ship I know is guarding that platform.”

      Just when it appeared that the Skaine ship was going to be destroyed, two ships decloaked. One was the Sayomi. The other was the Kurtherian ship ArchAngel had predicted.

      “Only one?” Dan asked.

      “Just wait,” ArchAngel told him with a serene smile.

      The Sayomi destroyed the drones in a burst of flame, then vanished again as the Skaine ship shot out of there.

      Dan found himself on the edge of his seat as the Kurtherian ship came around to the Sayomi’s last location. Explosions peppered the void as the Penitent Granddaughter released a number of guided missiles that homed on the Kurtherian ship while the Skaines she was covering took out the satellite stations and put a stop to their ability to replace the drones.

      The Kurtherian ship responded by sending out a tidal wave of small pods.

      “Ookens,” ArchAngel told Dan offhand. “They can’t beat us with technology. It’s almost comical that they’d try this way.”

      “You mean, target practice,” Dan replied, typing furiously to warn the Skaines to take the pods out before they reached them. “If they get aboard any of our ships, we can consider them lost. These are unenhanced Skaines, not Guardians.”

      “Ah. Yes.” ArchAngel appeared to be dancing, but Dan knew better than to assume that. “I can do something about it.”

      Each movement of her hands preceded the release of a round of pucks from her stores. Dan was grateful his crew were so dedicated to their duty. He could almost see them down in the belly of the ship, working in unison to keep the supply coming.

      ArchAngel’s intervention saved the Skaines from imminent destruction—but it also drew the attention of the Kurtherian ship,

      The ship turned its weapons on the ArchAngel. Bright blue light filled the void between them as the Kurtherian ship loosed its plasma weapons plus a spread of missiles in their direction.

      The plasma licked harmlessly at the shields. However, the ArchAngel shook as the missiles impacted along her flank.

      “Damage report,” Dan called.

      “No damage,” ArchAngel told him. “Shields are still at optimal performance levels. What you felt was me moving the ship with the impacts to reduce stress on the shields.”

      “Pretty expensive light show if you ask me,” Dan commented as he watched ArchAngel’s return fire speed toward the Kurtherian ship. “Good call.”

      ArchAngel’s Etheric-enabled missiles raked the Kurtherian ship. The unstable energy stored within them caused a burst of explosions when she scored a hit on weak points in their defenses.

      “My show is worth the ticket price,” ArchAngel told Dan with a smile.

      Dan waited for the large explosions to follow, but the ship’s shielding held. It came about again, putting the damaged flank out of reach for the moment. A large number of pods detached from the top of the ship. These did not spread out like the first wave but rather clustered around certain points of the ship.

      “I don’t think there’s a Kurtherian aboard that ship,” Dan ventured. “They’re reacting too predictably.”

      “I have a plan for them either way,” ArchAngel replied. “See how the Ookens have been placed? They might believe that will give them an extra layer of protection when I strike again, but they are wrong. Now I know where to press to make my point. It would be wise for the Skaines to withdraw to a safe distance. You know I’ve been dying to test some of the Dukes weapons that were included in my refit.”

      Dan felt his mouth turn up despite the seriousness of the situation they were in. The video he’d seen of the ADAM-created, Dukes-modified missiles being tested had taken his breath away with their potential for utter destruction. “Take it away. I’m as excited as you are to see what those suckers can do now they’ve had the kinks worked out.”

      ArchAngel conferred with Meredith and Sayomi while Dan instructed the Skaines to return to the Gate and prepare to exit the system.

      The Skaine overseer requested a video link.

      Dan put him up on the desk screen. “What’s the problem?” he asked curtly. “You have your orders.”

      Slater scowled in response. “No problem. But we’re not going to run away. This is our fight as much as it is yours.”

      Dan lost his friendly look. “You can get out of the way, or you can get fried along with the Kurtherians. I have an AI who is extremely focused on removing the threat, and she won’t wait to coddle your hurt feelings about not being needed at this point.”

      Slater paled when ArchAngel appeared on his viewscreen.

      “That ship is filled with Ookens,” ArchAngel stated. She folded her arms and fixed Slater with a look that brooked no protest. “So get out of my way. What I’m about to unleash will take out any ship in range, whether it belongs to friend or foe. I don’t want your people to die, but neither do I want there to be any survivors on the enemy side.”

      Slater took into consideration ArchAngel’s continued assault on the drones the entire time they’d been fighting, and that she’d already used technology beyond anything he had available to him. “What do you expect us to do?” he demanded.

      Dan recognized that the Skaine’s defiance had nothing to do with being difficult and everything to do with his desire to get some payback for what had been done to his people. “I expect you to keep your people alive long enough to enjoy their reunion with the people Bethany Anne rescued.” He gave Slater an understanding look. “You should work on keeping the Gate clear. Once ArchAngel lets loose, they’re likely going to try to take out your home as revenge.”

      Slater’s face hardened. “Over my dead body!” he exclaimed.

      “Then do not make that your reality,” ArchAngel told him. “Protect your people. I will take care of the rest.”

      Slater relented at last. “Make sure you don’t leave a single one of them alive,” he told her in a grim tone.

      ArchAngel inclined her head a fraction. “That is my plan.”

      The Penitent Granddaughter provided the Skaines with cover while the Sayomi took care of what drones still remained. The last remaining barrier to destroying the factory platform was the Kurtherian ship blocking them with everything it had.

      Missiles, plasma, and plain old kinetics streaked across the void at the three ships under ArchAngel’s command.

      The ArchAngel bore the attack with little strain. Her shields lit up with every impact, but she remained unscathed. The Penitent Granddaughter fared much the same. As for the Sayomi? Well, they couldn’t hit what they couldn’t see.

      Dan held his breath as ArchAngel launched one of ADAM’s gifts from each ship. He waited for the telltale streak to show the progress of the missiles. “What happened?” he moaned when the missiles did not appear on his projection.

      “You cannot see them,” ArchAngel informed Dan. “These weapons travel through the Etheric, guided by the programming I gave them prior to launch.”

      “How will we know if they worked?” Dan asked with some confusion. “The video I saw had them travel partly in our dimension.”

      A huge explosion lit the projection. Then another. Then a third.

      “That’s how you know,” ArchAngel replied. “Going off your supposition that the ship was unmanned, I calculated its most likely course and had the missiles exit the Etheric inside the ship.”

      Dan couldn’t argue the effectiveness of ArchAngel’s tactics. Neither could any of the Ookens since they had been obliterated when their ship exploded in a rain of molten metal. “Any losses on our side?” he asked.

      “No,” ArchAngel informed him. “The Skaines made it to the Gate and are clearing up a group of drones that followed them. Otherwise, all the Kurtherian assets have been destroyed except the factory itself.”

      Dan slapped the desk with both hands. “That’s music to my ears. Let me get John or Tabitha onscreen. I want to know if Bethany Anne has made it out of the Pod-doc yet. I don’t want her to miss this if she can help it.”

      It was Tabitha who appeared on the desk screen. “Nice work with the missiles,” she told him as greeting. “Shame Bethany Anne wasn’t awake to see it.”

      Dan’s face crumpled in concern. “She’s still in the Pod-doc?”

      Tabitha shook her head, the light accentuating the heavy luggage she was carrying under her eyes. “She’s out, but she’s not awake yet.”

      Dan’s frown deepened. “Why not? It healed her, right?”

      “Yeah,” Tabitha confirmed. “But she pushed herself so far beyond her limit, it’s going to take a while for her to fully recover. TOM thinks she’ll probably be out for another few hours at least.”

      Dan sucked in a breath, wondering just how close Bethany Anne had been to pushing herself completely over the edge. “Shit. Well, I guess we’d best get this wrapped up without her.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Tabitha replied, stifling a yawn. “You don’t need us for this part, right?”

      Dan smiled softly. “No. You get some shuteye. ArchAngel and I will take care of the factory.”

      Tabitha let out a hollow laugh. “The chance would be a fine thing. We’re gonna escort the Skaines back to the colony, and make sure none of the drones snuck through while our backs were turned.”

      Dan nodded. “Just make sure you take care of yourselves as well as everyone else. You might be superhuman, but it doesn’t preclude you from needing to sleep.”

      Tabitha snickered. “Doesn’t my tired ass know it. It’s been a hell of a long day.”

      She dropped the link, leaving Dan and ArchAngel alone in the ready room.

      “Shall we?” ArchAngel noted Dan’s tight shoulders as she sent instructions for her full complement of ADAM’s missiles to be loaded. “You appear to be tense. We will be done here soon, and then we can get back to what we do best. Are you ready?”

      Dan nodded. “Almost. Let everyone else get through the Gate before you take out the factory.” He stretched, feeling the strain in the small of his back from being seated for so long. “Then we can get the hell out of this system and destroy that damned Gate.”

      ArchAngel tracked the exodus of the fleet through the Gate. She released Sayomi and Meredith as the last of the Skaine ships returned to their own system. “That’s everyone,” she informed Dan.

      Dan lifted a hand and waved it in a circle. “Then have at ‘em, ArchAngel.” He got to his feet and sighed, glad to be done with the whole mess.

      ArchAngel zoomed the viewscreen in on the factory, returning the projection to the realistic representation she had originally displayed at the same time. “It would be my pleasure. The payload has been delivered.”

      A few moments later, there were a series of explosions all over the factory platform.

      The shattered crystal was flung violently outward in a microfine spray.

      Dan’s eyes remained fixed on the screen until the ring of dust slowed and was pulled apart by the gravitational influences of the other bodies in the system. A smile touched his lips as the majority was pulled unerringly toward the star. “You know,” he murmured, partly to ArchAngel, mostly to himself, “we’re going to be seeing more of these places.”

      ArchAngel returned his distracted smile with a raised eyebrow. “You bet your ass we will. Especially when I get my way and Bethany Anne gives us the green light to search them out.” She looked off to the side and raised her eyebrows. “Oh. Well, that changes things.”

      Dan knew ArchAngel didn’t get surprised often. “What is it?”

      ArchAngel’s mouth turned up at the corner. “ADAM has the location of every one of the Kurtherian factories. We can skip the searching and go straight to the destruction.”

      Dan liked the sound of that. “What are you waiting for?” he asked. “The sooner we take out that Gate and get our passengers to Devon, the sooner we can get started.”

      “About that,” ADAM cut in over the speaker system. “Bethany Anne has another task in mind for you two. Report to the Baba Yaga once you’ve handed over the rescued prisoners.”
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      The Interdiction, Open Space, QBS Sayomi

      Tabitha was at Bethany Anne’s side when she opened her eyes again. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. I was starting to think you were gonna sleep the rest of the century away.”

      Bethany Anne put a hand to her throbbing head, not quite daring to sit up in her bed. “Guess I went down good, huh?” She licked her lips but found her tongue had all the usefulness of sandpaper in the desert. “Where are we?”

      Tabitha poured a glass of water and held the straw to Bethany Anne’s lips. “We’re almost home.”

      Bethany Anne paused before accepting it. “The Collectives? Everyone else?”

      Tabitha gave her a stern look. “Drink first, questions after. It was downright reckless of you to push so hard,” she chided gently. “Everyone is fine. Dan and ArchAngel dealt with the factory and the Gate after we got everyone back into the Skaine system. He’s somewhere behind us. Kael-ven is already at Devon since he messaged to ask permission to take the Collectives there instead of to QT2. Something the Conduit requested.”

      Bethany Anne sipped the water as Tabitha ran through the post-op report, grateful for the sensation returning to her parched mouth. “Probably because the habitat in Eve’s lab is larger,” she surmised. “Give me some room.”

      She waved for Tabitha to move back and pushed herself into a sitting position. “Fuck!” She grabbed her head and cursed some more as the brass band inside her skull kicked up its enthusiasm a notch.

      Tabitha’s eyebrows went up as she moved in to steady Bethany Anne. “You okay?

      Bethany Anne nodded carefully as Tabitha propped her up with pillows. “Yeah. It’s just been a while since I’ve been this weak. You’re right, I pushed too hard, and I’m paying for it. I’ll be fine as soon as I’ve eaten something.” She moved her hair out of the way before focusing on Tabitha again. “What happened after I went down?”

      Tabitha grinned as she counted off the remaining points on her fingers. “The Skaines were happy they got their people back. The delegation from the Federation you requested to fix Stewart McAssface's wagon reported for duty, and I gave them an intro to Slater.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a hand to halt Tabitha’s retelling. “Slow down. Intro? To Slater? Why?”

      Tabitha’s grin widened. “Oh, yeah. I made Slater the governor of this quadrant and had him sign a treaty with the Federation on behalf of his people.” She shrugged at the look Bethany Anne gave her. “What did you want me to do? You were busy napping, so I acted for you. Slater isn’t so bad.”

      She lifted a finger when Bethany Anne smirked at her. “Don’t tell him I said that,” she warned.

      “You did good,” Bethany Anne conceded. “Has Dan had any trouble getting the people we rescued taken care of?” She surprised both of them with a huge yawn that erupted without warning.

      Tabitha shook her finger at Bethany Anne. “You haven’t even asked how you’re doing. You need to rest. Sleep. We’ll talk when we get home.”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes as weariness stole over her. TOM? Do I want to know what I did to myself?

      TOM considered whether knowing she’d been inches from death would be helpful. Then again, not telling her wouldn’t work out so well for him. You cut it pretty fine, he admitted. But I knew there was no reasoning with you while you were so focused. You did what you had to do to save those people’s lives.

      Bethany Anne was hit by a huge yawn. Thank you for keeping me alive. You’re a good friend.

      TOM didn’t quite know how to respond to that.

      He had not expected to care so deeply for Bethany Anne when he had made the decision to merge himself with her, but today had taught him something new about himself. If it had come down to it, he would have burned out his own mind to save hers without hesitation.

      Thank you, he managed to tell Bethany Anne, despite being overcome with relief that she’d pulled through.

      Bethany Anne’s reply was a murmur before he received a soft snore.

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Eve's Sublevel

      Tina pushed her datapad away with a tired smile on her face. “Progress,” she murmured. “I thought it was never going to happen.”

      Marcus looked up from his simulation. “You solved the formula?”

      Tina frowned, missing his meaning. “Formula? Oh, for the E-BYPS. No. This is something else Bethany Anne had me thinking about.” She sent the file she was working on to Marcus, William, and Bobcat with a smile. “How to extend the BYPS in our reality to cover the Federation.”

      Bobcat and William shared a glance before the two of them focused on her again.

      “I don’t think even Bethany Anne can afford the expense of that,” Bobcat blurted. “Just getting that many satellites into place would bankrupt her.”

      “Unlikely,” Tina replied. “Since I designed this to be a cost-efficient model instead of a spendathon. No satellites. We’re going to turn each individual point of defense on the Federation borders into a piece of a network that will cover the whole, like a crocheted blanket.”

      William’s brow furrowed as he tried and failed to picture the end result. “So, there will be gaps?”

      “Yes,” Tina confirmed. “It was something Bethany Anne said about the armor project that got me thinking. The Bl’kheths providing a security blanket, or something like that. So yes, there will be physical gaps, but they are only figurative because CEREBRO will be present throughout the network. The first thing I considered was the impossibility of producing that many individual BYPS systems. The second was how to get around the sheer distance between some of the locations. My solution is to use the infrastructure that’s already there. Upgrading the offensive capabilities is just a question of bootstrapping. We don’t even need a ton of people to make it work since CEREBRO can take care of the programming.”

      William looked at Tina skeptically. “You can’t get all of it accomplished using EIs.”

      Tina inclined her head. “No. Don’t get me wrong, most of the physical labor can be taken care of using bots and printer tech, but there does need to be some input from the people at the locations.”

      “Have you taken the strain on CEREBRO into account?” Bobcat questioned. “It’s not omniscient and omnipresent, and…uh…” He glanced at William. “A little help?”

      “Omni-something?” William replied, delivering a shrug with his answer.

      “Not much help,” Bobcat eyed him. “I should have called in Marcus. What was I thinking?”

      “I’ve no idea,” Marcus agreed. “If you need a drinking buddy, you call William. If you need a word starting with 'omni,’ such as ‘omnipowerful,’ you tag me.”

      William pointed at Marcus. “Yeah, the mistake was with your selection.”

      Tina ignored the three of them with practiced ease. “Yes,” she replied to the question of strain on the system. “We incorporate the EIs in each location on the network into CEREBRO, which gives the whole a boost in processing power for each core added. By the time we’ve done that, CEREBRO will have unmatched computational power.”

      “Meaning they will be able to react in sync across galaxies,” Marcus marveled. “This is ambitious, but I think you’re on to something.”

      Tina lifted her hands. “We’ll see. This is all just theory until we test it. I’m not done figuring out all the potential snags to the project’s success yet. There are bound to be a few locations where the distance is too great for them to connect, which we’ll have to take care of by placing boosters at the relevant point—or points—between them to make up for the shortfall.”

      William began scribbling as an idea took him. “We’ll have to come up with a safe way to do that.” He waved his stylus. “We don’t want to be leaving a bunch of backdoors into our defense system lying around in open space for just anyone to find.”

      “Valid,” Tina agreed. “Can any of you think of other potential pitfalls? I’m relying on you guys to tear this plan to shreds and identify everything that could go wrong.

      Bobcat tilted his head. “Bethany Anne will want this system up yesterday. We have to be clear that it can’t just be thrown up like wallpaper.”

      “True,” Tina agreed. “We need to build a simulation and test this ‘blanket’ to destruction before we can rely on it to be the protection she wants the Federation to have.”

      Marcus’ eyebrows rose in appreciation for his wife’s fine mind. “I would say that this is unbelievable, but you have been doing the impossible your whole life.” He gathered his belongings. “I’ll get started on building the sim.”

      Tina squeezed Marcus’ hand. “Be harsh,” she told him. “Make the conditions stringent enough to be certain we won’t fail once we roll it out across the Federation.”

      “You’ve got it,” Marcus promised, touching her shoulder before he left for his private office, where he could work in silence.

      Bobcat grinned as he popped open a beer. “Looks like it’s time to crank up the power on our thinking caps. I make that,” he looked up a moment, “three urgent and impossible projects we have on our hands.” He took a sip and placed his can in the one empty spot on the table in front of him. “What d’you say to having dinner brought to us?”

      “I say bring on the cheese pizza,” Tina replied. “My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.”

      Bobcat turned to William. “Pizza good with you?”

      William nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Make mine a meat feast. We’ll keep chipping away at the E-BYPS problem while you do your thing.”

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne strode down the corridor to the lower bridge access, her mind on her next steps now that she was back at full strength.

      Michael insisted on remaining by her side in case she relapsed, although Bethany Anne thought that had more to do with his absence when she had gone down.

      “You can quit fussing over me,” she told him as they approached the bridge door. “Shit happens. I’m over it.”

      Michael released a patient breath. “You can hardly blame me for being concerned when I know for a fact that we’re walking to the bridge right now because you don’t want to draw on the Etheric. You should have called for me. ”

      Bethany Anne fixed him with a knowing look. “What, so you could leave our children here? When I would have had to pull your ass through the Etheric in that old armor? I don’t think so. I told you, I’m fine.”

      Michael put an arm across the bridge door to prevent Bethany Anne from entering. “You almost killed yourself transferring those Collectives. Then you risked your life again and again, transferring the rest of the prisoners instead of stopping to get the care you needed. What if you had died, Bethany Anne?”

      His face was caught between loss and rage, which made Bethany Anne angry. “You mean like you did when you decided to try to outrun a backpack nuke?”

      “That was different,” Michael refuted. “We didn’t have children who would have been left without a parent.” His face softened as dawning realization crossed her face. “Promise me you won’t go to extremes like that again.”

      Bethany Anne wished she could make that promise. “You know that’s not how it works,” she told him. “I could promise, but it would be a lie. I have a larger duty to consider. I could die if I come up against someone more powerful than me. I face the prospect every time I step up to take care of the Seven’s latest move. Our enemies don’t care that we have children, Michael.”

      Michael dropped his arm. “What happens then? Do you think our son and daughter would sit back?” He shook his head. “Don’t forget how they reacted to Addix’s death. They would throw themselves into taking their revenge, and there would be nothing I could do to prevent it.”

      Bethany Anne understood what he was suggesting, and the thought of her children in any kind of danger proved to be too much to bear. The ship shook violently, listing in the outpouring of Etheric energy of which she was the epicenter.

      The bridge door opened, and John peered through it. “BA, you okay?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I’m good.”

      John looked at her skeptically. “You don’t look so good to me.” He pointed at the shaking corridor. “You don’t generally start shaking the ship to pieces when everything’s peachy.”

      Bethany Anne gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes at John. “We’ll be in shortly.”

      John flicked a glance at Michael before closing the door.

      “We will talk about this another time,” Michael told Bethany Anne, understanding her fight to retain control of her reaction. “Preferably somewhere you can’t destabilize with an Etheric storm. I think we need to have a serious discussion about it.”

      Bethany Anne breathed hard, riding the wave of inexplicable emotion that threatened to swamp her entirely with continued difficulty. “Nothing is going to happen to our children,” she ground out. “If one of us dies, the other won’t have the luxury of losing their shit since we will have them to think about.”

      The ship ceased its rocking as she reaffirmed her grasp on logical thought and clamped down on the energy buildup.

      Michael captured her darting eyes. “Do you have it under control?”

      “Yes.” Bethany Anne met Michael’s eyes with determination. “We have a responsibility above and beyond most parents’. We may be left with no choice at some point, but I swear on all that’s good and right I won’t allow my children to risk their lives for something as stupid as revenge.”

      Bethany Anne entered the bridge without another word and headed for the small room on the upper level.

      Michael had known Bethany Anne long enough to understand when to give her time to think. She understood he was coming from a place of love and not a desire to control her choices. Or at least, he hoped she did.

      Bethany Anne’s heels on the stairs announced her arrival before she opened the ready room and walked past John and the guys, who were seated on the right-hand side of the table. She nodded at Tabitha, Dan, and Kael-ven and took her seat at the head of the table. “I’d say let’s get straight to business, but we appear to be a few people short of a full meeting.”

      Izanami looked up from the console she was sitting at and Lance appeared on the wallscreen. “Team BMW is almost here,” the AI informed Bethany Anne. “They appear to be having a debate about whether they should have brought an antigrav cart.”

      “Hey, Dad.” Bethany Anne smiled at Lance and tapped her nails on the table while they waited for Tina, Marcus, Bobcat, and William.

      They filed in a few minutes later with their arms full of cartons.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Tina apologized as she put her stacked boxes on the table and took a seat next to Tabitha. “We had a breakthrough last night and wanted to be ready before we presented the concept to you.”

      Bethany Anne waved the others in, glad of getting some good news before they’d even begun the meeting. “Now that we’re all here…” The view on the wallscreen split to make space for Jean. “Now we’re all here…” she corrected.

      Bobcat placed his boxes in the space between the table and the door and unhooked the cooler from his arm. “I figured this was going to be a long meeting, so I brought refreshments.” He opened the cooler and handed out the Cokes he had on ice in there. “We didn’t forget to bring the good stuff. Nathan sends his regards.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she twisted the cap off her bottle. “Bobcat, you’re an ass, but you’re a thoughtful ass.”

      William chuckled dryly. “Don’t thank him yet. You haven’t heard what we’re about to propose.”

      “It will have to wait,” Bethany Anne told him. “Take your seats and check your HUDs for the notes ADAM has prepared to help you keep up. The first item on today’s agenda is the Plan. That’s ‘plan’ with a capital P. By the time it’s complete, there won’t be a single fucking resource left that the Seven can bring against us or anyone else.”

      She nodded at Izanami, who activated the HLP while everyone who was hearing about the crystals for the first time scanned their notes for details. “The attack on Devon wasn’t random. It was a diversion put in place so the Kurtherian calling herself ‘Gödel’ could break into my home and take back the memory crystals Michael and I recovered before Qu’Baka was destroyed.”

      Everyone at the table shifted to watch as the spindles moved above their heads and a large 3D window made from hard light came into being. It showed a huge swath of space containing a number of galaxies, with a dark area along one edge. The spindles moved again, and the galaxies were steadily populated with tiny white geotags.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet once the projector had finished whirring and set the window to turn slowly so that everyone got to look at the whole projection. “What you are looking at is called a galaxy map. It’s Kurtherian technology, gained from the one crystal we were able to read before Gödel pulled her stunt. The blank space is Federation territory. Using this, we’ve been able to pinpoint the location of close to eight hundred holdings belonging to Gödel. A number of those locations are the factories where the Ookens are mass-grown in Pod-doc equivalents.”

      The window shifted in response to Bethany Anne’s deft hand movements. The dark area was discarded, and a number of the tags in the populated area turned red. “These are our targets. Every one of these factories is identical. Each is capable of producing millions of Ookens.” She paused to let the information sink in. “Worse than that, each of those factories is also a prison, where the only escape for the inmates is worse than death.”

      Bethany Anne sensed the shift toward anger in the room. She dismissed the galaxy map with a wave and took her seat again. “We are going to take out all these factories, and we’re going to do it in one go.”

      “How?” John asked. “They’re spread out across galaxies we didn’t even know existed.”

      There was a murmur of agreement around the table.

      Bethany Anne held up a hand. “We aren’t in this alone. We have Federation support.” She saw Lance’s question before it left his lips. “My Plan includes rolling out an upgrade for everyone who takes part in this operation. We’ll work the fine details out, but just like I’m not willing to take any of you into this without protection, neither am I willing to send people to die unnecessarily.”

      Lance furrowed his brow. “You weren’t kidding, then.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “I don’t fuck around when it comes to the lives of the people fighting for me. This is going to be the single biggest military operation there has ever been, and the most dangerous. I want them prepared.”

      Michael shifted in his seat. “You all know what the Ookens are capable of. What we don’t know is how many the Seven have in reserve, or how many millions more they’re going to make in the time it takes us to prepare for this incursion.”

      “How long do we expect it to take?” Lance asked. “I can guarantee that as shit-hot as Federation troops are, they haven’t encountered anything as nasty as the Ookens.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curled at the corner. “That’s not strictly true, is it? I have Terry Henry’s group in mind. They’ve seen some hairy shit since we picked them up from Earth.”

      That raised eyebrows around the room.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “We’ll get to them. I’ve decided to formally ally the Interdiction planets with the Federation, since my intention is to take the ArchAngel on a tour of the Federation, and I’m guessing the Federation council will freak at the thought of me setting foot there unofficially.”

      Lance sat back in shock. “You’re sure about that?” he asked. “That would give the council room to place political pressure on you.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “In what way? I’m suggesting a simple military alliance, most of the details of which were already agreed to when we met on Red Rock. The only question, is where the hell do we station all of the troops?”

      Tina jumped to her feet. “That’s what I was missing!” she exclaimed. She shook her head when everyone turned to stare at her. “Let me tell you about our security blanket.”
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      Bethany Anne and Michael made their way from the bridge to Demon’s den after the meeting had broken up.

      “What did you think of Tina’s idea?” Bethany Anne asked as they turned into the corridor Demon’s room was off.

      Michael shrugged. “I think if it works, then we have a viable system for keeping everyone inside the Federation safe. I won’t pretend I understood how they intend to repurpose Tabitha’s NARCS drones for boosting CEREBRO’s ability to communicate over long distances, but it certainly sounds like they can make it work for us.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “That’s my hope. Jean seems to be close to getting the formula for the Etheric-capable metals down.”

      “I think that woman lives for being under pressure that would make most people run screaming,” Michael told her with a dry chuckle. “Has she even slept since she received the bodies of Sean’s group?”

      “Who knows?” Bethany Anne replied. “I’ve never seen it happen.” She flashed a grin at Michael. “Hey. Maybe she’s a vampire.”

      Michael remained silent as they entered Demon’s room. There were dark times ahead of them, and he for one was grateful for the light of new birth to give them hope.

      Demon and Sam were nestled on the boxed-in sleeping pallet, their bodies pressed together like yin and yang to protect their kittens while the four of them slept.

      Sam raised his head when they walked in. He noted who had arrived, then laid back down and closed his eyes.

      “Lazy cat,” Bethany Anne teased.

      Demon made a sound of contentment as she flowed to her feet to come and greet Bethany Anne and Michael. What brings you here? she inquired.

      “No reason,” Bethany Anne replied, accepting the face bump Demon offered. “We just got out of a long meeting and wanted to spend some time with you all.”

      Michael offered his hand for Demon to rub her face along. “How are the kittens doing? They should be opening their eyes soon, right?”

      Demon sat back on her haunches and nodded. Eve says ten days to two weeks is usual for earthborn felines, but also that my kittens have a mixture of genetics from Sam and me, and it may be longer if their nanocytes have altered the natural course of development.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t too surprised to hear that might be a factor. “So, any day now, right?”

      Demon inclined her head. It is my hope.

      Bethany Anne peered into the nest. “They’ve grown. They’ve almost doubled their birth weight, I’m guessing.”

      Demon’s reply was forestalled by a shift in the atmosphere of the room.

      Bethany Anne manifested an energy ball in each hand to match the fiery blade that appeared in Michael’s grip. “Izanami!”

      “It’s not the Kurtherians,” Izanami informed them. She appeared in full armor by the pallet. “It’s the exotic energy again. The one Loralei picked up. Whoever the invader is, they’re not getting aboard this ship.”

      Michael noted that Sam had woken up.

      Contrary to the male cat’s usual defensive reaction to anything new that occurred near his young, he was purring.

      Michael nudged Bethany Anne. “Why isn’t he more bothered?”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t have guessed.

      The air in the room crackled, and suddenly there was a redheaded human woman standing in the room with them. She ignored the energy ball Bethany Anne was ready to throw at her.

      She looked around until her eyes landed on Sam. “There you are! She crouched and pulled Sam in for a hug.

      Bethany Anne recognized that voice. “Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing on my ship?”

      The woman tipped a wink at Bethany Anne. “Sure, and that’s a fine welcome from an old friend.” She put a hand on her hip and pouted at Bethany Anne. “Now I know exactly why I’ve had the devil’s own time locating my lost familiar. Thanks for keeping my Samhain safe, Bethany Anne.”

      Michael eyed Bethany Anne. “You know this woman?”

      “I… Yessss.” Bethany Anne blinked as the cognitive dissonance she was experiencing melted and the woman’s name surfaced in her memory. “Amanda, right?”

      “You got me,” Amanda replied, flashing a saucy grin. “So this is your universe, huh?”

      The missing piece of the puzzle fell into place for Bethany Anne. “Bob’s Bar, right? Until now, I’d believed those memories were nothing more than a dimensional dream.”

      Amanda chuckled. “It was as real as can be.” Amanda chuckled, cuddling Sam again before standing up.

      Bethany Anne had an idea something was up when Amanda put her hands on her hips and faced her and Michael with a look she’d seen too many times before. What do you think? she asked Michael. She needs help, or she thinks I need help?

      My money’s on the former, Michael replied. Bonus if she brings the cat into it.

      Amanda faced Bethany Anne with sincerity. “Bethany Anne, I’m here to warn you about an imminent danger to your life!”

      Bethany Anne waved the energy ball away as Michael’s fiery blade disappeared.

      “Amanda,” Michael sounded more exasperated than annoyed at her sudden appearance. “That’s a normal Tuesday around here.”
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      Thank you for reading our stories!

      Right now, I’m in the middle of the 3rd 20Booksto50K® Las Vegas convention and trying to wake up with lots of sugar and caffeine as I’m talking story with Chrishaun Keller Hanna and Natalie Roberts.

      Yesterday, I celebrated the adulthood (if you will) of this group of Indie authors when IngramSpark and Publishers Weekly joined us in Las Vegas and are supporting and recognizing 20Books in an awesome way.

      Further, Amazon brought fourteen people! (That is AWESOME.)

      Google Play brought six people and so many other companies are here helping us learn how to work our business interests and (I suspect) will allow us to bring our stories to more locations around the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ok, that’s enough of the business side, let’s chat STORY.

      We receive a lot of questions of ‘where did XYZ go? Will we see this character again’ and we want to answer them, but sometimes we don’t always get the how and why and implement it in a way all readers appreciate.

      For example, some readers love nothing but explosions, and others are happy when I provide popcorn watching scenes with the ladies talking.

      I happen to love both types of scenes.

      As we draw to the conclusion of The Kurtherian Endgame, we will have a lot of antagonistic conversations ending in aggressive throwing of lead and lasers to decide who wins the conversation.

      Now THAT is what I call adult conversation!

      Thank you, again, for reading and loving Bethany Anne and her cohort of crazy friends working to save the Universe.

      One ass-kicking at a time.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael

      

      

      

      P.S. – I would LOVE to thank fellow Author Marc Stiegler for taking time to talk through some of the tech stuff with us!  If you love well crafted stories that integrate the science into your stories, please check out some of Marc’s books on Amazon!
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      Devon, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne woke up. Her eyes snapped open, the edge of her bed feeling far too close to the precipice of the nightmare that had shattered her consciousness into action. She shifted to free herself from the tangle of sheets and found herself facing Michael, whose focus was on her. “Sorry I woke you.”

      Michael brushed Bethany Anne’s hair out of her eyes, his expression full of concern. “I was just about to wake you. Another nightmare?”

      The red light in Bethany Anne’s eyes faded, along with her anger at feeling vulnerable. “I’m fine. It was just a dream.”

      “Some dream,” he muttered, but the sound barely went past her ears. “You were pulling on the Etheric.”

      Bethany Anne groaned inwardly. “Then it’s just as well that I woke up.” She rolled across the mattress and tucked herself into Michael’s arms. “At least I didn’t destroy the bed this time.”

      They lay there in quiet contentment for a moment before Michael spoke again. “You keep having these ‘dreams.’ Are we certain they’re just nightmares and not Gödel’s latest attempt to weaken you?”

      Bethany Anne hadn’t considered the possibility. She searched her mind for anything that shouldn’t be there but found nothing out of place. “You think she’s fucking with me?”

      Michael’s mouth drew tight. “It’s a possibility. You never did that much work on strengthening your mental capability.”

      Bethany Anne turned over and settled into a comfortable position. “Why would I, when the only one who could break into my mind is you?”

      “So you thought,” Michael murmured. “Perhaps TOM isn’t the only one who needs better protection against mental attacks.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Well, that’s just fucking stellar. As if I’m not fighting enough battles, now I have to check myself while I sleep.”

      “You can have ADAM monitor your brain activity if you have another nightmare,” Michael suggested.

      Bethany Anne shook her head and got out of bed. “It’s nearly morning.” She slipped on her robe and headed for the bathroom. “Harkkat is due to arrive in a few hours.”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “You think messing with him is a fitting punishment for the things he’s done? I don’t know why you didn’t get rid of the problem while you had the opportunity.”

      “Because I’m not a bloodthirsty tyrant?” Bethany Anne called over her shoulder.

      “Maybe not on Thursdays,” Michael murmured, a small smile appearing briefly before his seriousness returned. “He’ll turn traitor the first opportunity he gets, just wait and see.”

      Bethany Anne paused at the door. “I don’t know about that. It appears he’s had an epiphany. Dad told me he’s been looking to make amends for his crimes beyond what his sentence requires. He gave his remaining fortune to the families of those who died at the mining outpost.”

      Michael knew fortunes could be made and remade when lives spanned centuries. “Do you believe his repentance is real?” he asked, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “It doesn’t matter right now. I had to think about it for a while, but his skills are too valuable to lose. If he’s honestly resolved to do good, I’m prepared to give him a chance.” She smiled, but the warmth went nowhere near her eyes. “On a very tight leash, of course.”

      “Of course,” Michael replied with a frown.

      Bethany Anne noticed a message from John. She skimmed it, then looked at Michael in surprise. “The Reynolds just Gated into High Tortuga. It appears he picked up a crew while he was out searching for Kurtherians.”

      “Did he find any?” Michael asked as she disappeared into the bathroom.

      Bethany Anne turned on the shower and waited for a moment for the nozzles to gift her with steaming water before stepping into the streams. “John didn’t say. I guess I’ll find out when I get there.”

      “I’ll keep on top of preparations here,” Michael told her. “We won’t fall behind schedule for departure.”

      Bethany Anne emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later. She passed up the ribboned box with her Louboutins and grabbed her boots from the closet before dressing in her light armor. “For once, I’m less concerned about the timeframe and more concerned all the pieces are in place.” She pulled her boots on while she ordered the many moving parts of Operation Security Blanket in her mind. “We made it through organizing the delivery of supplies from all over the Federation. We have hundreds of technical personnel waiting for the call to board the Baba Yaga.”

      Michael nodded. “I understand. We have a fourteen-month journey ahead of us, even with the Baba Yaga’s Gate drive. We can’t leave to take on Gödel until we’ve protected what we have here.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      Ricole paused the movie and got up from the couch, startling Sabine, Jacqueline, and Mark. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      Sabine looked around. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Ricole spread her arms wide. “This. Business. Devon. Sitting around watching movies when there’s a war happening out there. I need action,” she hissed. “Not paperwork.”

      Jacqueline turned on the couch to face Ricole. “Are you saying you want to leave us?”

      Sabine gasped.

      “No!” Ricole retorted. “What a dumbass thing to say. I’m just feeling restless. I need a change of direction.”

      “She’s not the only one who’s been restless,” Mark commented, glancing at Jacqueline. “Maybe it’s time we all moved on.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jacqueline snapped, perhaps a bit more harshly than she intended. “We have a good life here.”

      Mark held up his hands. “We have a great life. But it’s not in your nature to be sedate, and we’re not short on time. I think we should hear what Ricole’s suggesting before dismissing the idea out of hand.”

      Ricole didn’t actually know what she was suggesting. “Guys, I just want to make a difference. I don’t feel like I’m doing everything I can by working to keep people entertained. Bethany Anne has the operational areas of the Hexagon tied up, and my class all volunteered for duty. What am I giving?”

      “Maintaining morale is important,” Sabine argued. “What we do keeps hope fresh in the minds of the people. How many people have we helped with the profits from Hex Industries? Not to mention the speed at which we were able to get the city rebuilt because of our construction connections.”

      Ricole nodded. “All true, yet we have skills that could be put to use protecting people.” She tapped a fingernail on the table. “I didn’t set out with dreams of management.”

      Sabine sighed. “Dammit. Me either. I hear you, really I do. But what about the people here who rely on us? We can’t just drop our responsibility to them without a word.”

      Ricole’s lip curled. “As if any of us would do that. I think we should talk to Bethany Anne and Michael.”

      Jacqueline snickered. “We’re going nowhere without permission, right?”

      “I was thinking more that we could use some guidance,” Ricole replied, shaking her head. “It’s a given that we’ll face some resistance to the plan from Michael, he likes us safe and sound behind Devon’s defenses. But if we decide what we want to do with the Hex Group businesses and make a solid plan, he and Bethany Anne will see we’re serious.”

      Mark’s brow furrowed, his eyes distant as he worked through the status of their assets. “Considering most of our physical holdings are leased either to Bethany Anne or the Defenders, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find a solution for the rest. The Hex Games is easy: we leave it with Eve.”

      Jacqueline eyed him, the pieces locking into place. “That’s actually a good solution.”

      “I’m not just a pretty face, you know.” Mark huffed. “Since she developed the system, it’s only fair she gets control of it.”

      Jacqueline jumped to her feet, spitting out her first thoughts. “What if we turned the media channels over to the people?” She waved down the initial reactions of the others. “Seriously, listen. Winstanley would still be in control of what gets broadcast. He can monitor the submissions, and the people would create the content. We get tons of applications every week from people looking to create new shows.”

      “That’s too much to put on a single EI,” Sabine countered. “We would have to appoint a regulatory body, which means finding the appropriate people.”

      “Winstanley can take care of arranging interviews,” Jacqueline stated. “But we can’t take a vote without Demon.”

      Sabine nodded. “You can bet she’ll be annoyed she missed this conversation. We’d better call her.”

      She opened a link and added the whole team.

      Demon picked up a moment after. Why are you all calling me at once? Team chats aren’t my thing.

      Sabine chuckled. This is rather important. We’re about to vote on whether to leave Devon. You wouldn’t want to be left out, would you, ma chou?

      What do you mean, vote to leave Devon? Demon demanded. Where are you all?

      We’re at home, Jacqueline told her.

      Why would we leave Devon? Demon asked, curiosity creeping in.

      For an adventure, Ricole replied. To fight.

      Demon was quiet for a moment. Will you all take care of the boring part?

      Of course, silly cat, Sabine told her.

      Then I vote for the adventure. Demon dropped the link without another word.

      Mark grinned, rubbing his hands together. “I guess we’re pulling up stakes.”

      Sabine grabbed her jacket. “I have to go talk to Tim.”

      “It’s a shame he’s tied to the Guardian,” Jacqueline sympathized.

      Sabine smiled. “He’ll understand.”

      Ricole pulled up a sales board on the wallscreen as the door closed behind Sabine. “I was thinking we should start looking for a ship.”

      Mark flopped back onto the couch. “I should help.”

      Jacqueline rolled her eyes as she headed for Network Command. “Of course you think that. I’m going to help Winstanley get started on the want ads.”

      

      Devon, First City, Federation Consulate

      Tabitha was waiting when the Federation ship touched down on the landing pad on the roof of the building.

      She stood with her arms folded as the new consul was escorted from the ship in cuffs. “Well, if it isn’t the nominee for the Most Upstanding Politician of the Year award.” She nodded a greeting at the two guards in turn. “Simmons, Followill.”

      Harkkat sucked in a breath at the sight of Tabitha and backed up on the ramp, causing his guards to tighten their grips on his arms as they propelled him toward her.

      “He’s all yours,” Simmons told Tabitha, handing the disgraced former trade secretary over to her without ceremony. “Fucking nightmare didn’t shut his damn mouth all the way here.”

      Harkkat rubbed his wrists as Followill released him from his cuffs.

      Tabitha’s grin widened. “Oh, I know how chatty our friend Harkkat is. Hold him for me, please.” She unclipped the handheld subdermal injector unit she’d brought from her belt and pressed it to the base of Harkkat’s skull. “Stay still,” she warned.

      Harkkat froze as he felt a sharp sting. “What was that?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Come on, this isn’t your first rodeo. That was the neural chip Bethany Anne ordered you to be fitted with before you set foot on Devon. It’s there to track your location and to monitor your use of technology and your communications.”

      “Communications?” Harkkat repeated like the word was alien. “I thought I’d be on lockdown inside the consulate.”

      Tabitha snorted and waved to indicate he should follow her to the door into the building. “You are not a prisoner, but consider yourself on parole until you can prove you’ve seen the error of your ways.”

      “I’ve already seen the error of my ways!” Harkkat protested, ducking as the guards' ship buzzed them on its ascent. He ignored Tabitha’s skeptical look. “I swear! Look, I was greedy, and all kinds of stupid. I know that now. I’ve had months in that cell with nothing to do but think about how my choices led to people dying. I’m a different Leath.”

      Tabitha chuckled, almost believing him. “Yeah, we’ll see. You might find you’re grateful for Big Brother watching if a redemption arc is really your jam.” She opened the door and motioned for Harkkat to go ahead of her into the stairwell.

      “I don’t get it,” Harkkat admitted.

      Tabitha shooed Harkkat to hurry him up. “Like I said, you’re not a prisoner, dumbass. You’ll be provided a salary and quarters as part of your contract. This city can be tempting for lowlifes. We don’t want you falling off the wagon, right?”

      Harkkat lowered his eyes. “It’s more than I deserve.” For once, he wasn’t lying. He knew what he was, and by all rights, he should not be getting this opportunity to make amends.

      “Don’t get sentimental,” Tabitha told him. “Bethany Anne is merciful, but all she’s given you is a rope. You can use it to climb out of the hole you’re in, or you can hang yourself with it.”

      She activated the door mechanism at the bottom of the stairs with a thought and sent Harkkat ahead of her as they entered the building. “Turn right. You should know that the law is simpler on Devon than it is in the Federation.”

      “What do you mean?” Harkkat asked uncertainly. “The law is the law, laid down by the Queen.”

      Tabitha shook her head. “This is the frontier, Harkkat. There is no penal system here. You do right, or you die.”

      Harkkat stopped in his tracks. “What happens if I don’t take the contract?” he asked, needing to know the answer although he felt his decision had already been made.

      Tabitha lifted a shoulder and indicated a door for Harkkat to walk through. “I get to enjoy watching you tell Bethany Anne. Welcome to your office. This is where you’ll keep track of communications between the Interdiction and the Federation. Your other duty is to connect the people to services they need to access.”

      Harkkat shuddered at the thought of refusing a woman who often filled his nightmares as he made his way inside. “I’m going to do what with who, now?”

      Tabitha waved a hand for effect as she connected to the consulate’s systems and the lights and brought the computers to life. “You’re going to do your job.”

      Harkkat gripped the desk in shock. “You’re right, and it’s a job I can do well with resources like this.” He glanced around before looking Tabitha in the eye. “But why am I being given all of this?”

      Tabitha pointed at the chair. “Sit down already. You have what’s needed to get your job done to the best of your ability, nothing more. You’ll report to Nickie Grimes twice a week about general logistics requirements, and also whenever an urgent request occurs anywhere in the Interdiction.”

      Harkkat’s eyes widened. “Grimes?” He swallowed. “That’s a coincidence, right?”

      Tabitha shook her head. “I’d advise you not to piss her off. She wasn’t named in tribute.” She watched the thoughts run across Harkkat’s face as they ran through his mind in an uncharacteristic unguarded moment. “Just do your job and keep out of trouble, and you have nothing to worry about.”

      He nodded, then his politician’s mask was back. Harkkat put a hand to his chest and looked Tabitha in the eye. “I won’t let the Queen down.”

      Tabitha clapped the Leath on the back and headed for the door. “I hope not, for your sake,” she told him. “I’ll be back in a few hours to take you to your new home. Get acquainted here, since it’s where you’ll be spending most of your time. Don’t forget, if you need anything, like a food delivery or access to databases, CEREBRO is here to help. I did mention your big brother, right?”

      “Ummm.” Harkkat’s brow creased in confusion. “No?”

      Tabitha left the consulate, snickering at Harkkat’s bewildered reaction to the EI group’s harmonic voice as they introduced themselves. Right on time, Bethany Anne spoke into her mind.

      How did it go down?

      Exactly as ADAM predicted, she replied. Which doesn’t answer our question one way or the other. I still think a penal colony would have been a better punishment.

      Bethany Anne snickered. This amuses me a hell of a lot more. Besides, I want that sneaky shit where I can keep all the eyes on him. Let him get settled and give him a chance to integrate before you test him.

      Gotcha, Tabitha confirmed. Something in the transmission caught her attention. Hey, what are you doing at High Tortuga?

      How do you know where I— Never mind, ADAM just explained. Reynolds came back from his mission. Which reminds me, I need to book the Hexagon for a welcome reception for his crew. They represent possible allies in the Chain galaxy, and I want to make them feel welcome on Devon when they arrive.

      Tabitha rubbed her hands together. You mean it’s time to arrange the party before we do the impossible thing?

      Got it in one, Bethany Anne replied.
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      High Tortuga, SD Reynolds

      The Superdreadnought Reynolds was at rest.

      The bridge was empty of organics, and the splinter personalities the AI Reynolds had created to ease his loneliness before he’d picked up his crew had been transferred to mobile memory cores after their ordeal during the infection.

      However, they were still connected to the ship. He had requested time to think about them, despite processing the close calls they’d had in getting back to High Tortuga in time to save his other selves.

      He had to come to terms with his independence.

      He had been created for war, pure and simple. His entire existence was based on service. But changes in the law back home during his long hunt meant that AIs were now legally recognized and had the right to choose their own paths through life.

      He was alive, there was no disputing that. His android body contained a living, sentient being with thoughts, and hopes, and...dreams?

      What are my dreams? he mused.

      His fingers tapped gently on his armrest. He felt both sides of the contact and got his answer. As much as he was a person, he was also the ship. Whatever course he chose, it would have to be the right choice for both halves of himself, and therefore his crew.

      A female voice startled him from behind. “I don’t remember having ADAM build a tendency toward sentimentality into your original programming. I like it.”

      Reynolds jumped to his feet at the sound of Bethany Anne’s voice. “My Queen!”

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin, her arms spreading, both hands waving. “The one and only.” She raised an eyebrow. “You got yourself a body, huh?”

      Reynolds discovered that Takal had built his humanoid body with the ability to blush. “It was a tactical decision.”

      “Well, I don’t know if you can put all the blame on me,” Tactical commented from his post's speaker. “But it was difficult to get the meatbags to listen when they were busy pointing their guns at the huge-ass ship over their planet.”

      Bethany Anne paused before sitting down at the tactical station. “Is there something I’m missing?”

      “I asked for privacy!” Reynolds thundered. He covered his eyes with a hand when the rest piled on the comm, asking permission to join the audience with Bethany Anne. “Apologies, my Queen.” He pointed to the station she was sitting at before pointing elsewhere on what looked like an empty bridge. “Meet Tactical, Comm, Helm, XO, Doc, Navigation, and Engineering.”

      Bethany Anne followed the greetings around the bridge as each personality introduced themselves. ADAM, would you care to explain?

      >>Yeah, no. I’ll leave Reynolds to talk himself out of this one. There are eight AIs aboard this ship. They arrived in a state, according to the logs, but they are all separate entities and stable now.<<

      Bethany Anne didn’t need to be a mathematician to figure out what Reynolds had done. “Good to meet you all.” She left the chair, walking over to Reynolds rather than occupy a chair that already had someone in it. “I think I’ll stand. So, how did you end up with seven new AIs?”

      “I created them as a means to avoid issues caused by loneliness,” Reynolds told her, sagging in his seat. “I can’t explain what it was like to be so alone, Bethany Anne. To face eternities with no company but my own thoughts.”

      “I understand.” Bethany Anne placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’re home now.”

      “Some might say Tactical is an issue caused by loneliness,” XO quipped, breaking the tension.

      “You wound me,” Tactical replied. “My Queen, you are more than welcome to sit on my—”

      Reynolds shut the potentially offending station down and restricted Tactical to the internal comm. “Proving XO's point,” he apologized. “Tactical’s an acquired taste.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, wondering how it was that AIs ended up with just as many quirks as the humans who created them. “I suggest he finds a way to make himself more palatable in my presence.”

      Reynolds got to his feet. “Trust me, you won’t hear another peep out of him. Let me show you what we brought back.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “That can wait. I want to know how your mission went. Did you find any Kurtherians?”

      “Yes,” Reynolds told her, “and no.”

      Bethany Anne accessed the ship logs and read through everything that Reynolds and his crew had encountered in the Chain galaxy. Her eyes widened in places. “Your crew is really something,” she praised, looking at him. “Made up of mostly civilians?”

      Reynolds nodded proudly. “My first officer was a cab driver before I recruited her.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head in wonder before she continued reading. “This is Star Trek shit,” she murmured. The name “Phraim-‘Eh” startled her into skipping ahead to the conclusion and what came after.

      “It’s dealt with, I promise.” Reynolds observed his queen’s smile growing as she counted up the crew’s good deeds across the far-flung galaxy. “I intend to leave on another tour as soon as my crew has had time to enjoy the liberty they’ve earned these past few months.”

      Bethany Anne had forgotten she was reading. She smiled. “You did good work. Both galaxies are better places for your actions.”

      “We did what we thought was right, and did our best to fix it when we weren’t.” Reynolds didn’t know what else to say.

      “That’s all you can do,” Bethany Anne assured him. “If you hadn’t been a good leader, your crew wouldn’t have chosen to stay with you. You inspired every one of those people to follow you back here into a war.”

      Reynolds sobered at the mention of the war. “What’s happened since I’ve been gone?”

      Bethany Anne sighed, leaning on the console with her arms folded. “Too much to tell you about. The remaining Kurtherians have come out of hiding at last. They’ve united under a single leader, and it’s been open war for the last couple of years. They want the Federation, but I’m not letting them take a single fucking step in its direction.”

      “John told me that you and Michael had children,” Reynolds commented. “When can I meet the little tikes?”

      Bethany Anne gave him a mysterious smile. “Yeah, they’re not little anymore. I’m glad you’re back, Reynolds. The advances in tech have been significant, as well. You’re just in time to get a makeover.” She paused, then waved a finger in a circle. “The ship part of you, anyway. ADAM, give Reynolds everything he needs to get caught up.”

      “Everything?” ADAM asked from the speaker.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I have an offer for him, and Reynolds needs to be fully informed before he makes a decision.”

      Reynolds didn’t have time to wonder about ADAM’s hesitancy when he received an information dump that almost made him stagger physically with surprise as he processed it. “This…this is incredible. What I discovered was barely a drop in the ocean of resources Gödel has. Do you believe Phraim-‘Eh to be one of her pawns?”

      “Access the file designated ‘Galaxy Map,’” Bethany Anne instructed. “You’ll see the marker on the Chain galaxy that I’m looking at right now.”

      Reynolds complied and saw the red marker for the Chain galaxy turn green as ADAM updated the map. “It’s a small gain,” he commented, the green marker standing out in a sea of red.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “A gain is a gain, and you made some valuable allies for the Federation while you were at it. Gödel has a nasty surprise coming her way, don’t believe differently. However, I can’t deliver that until I know that the Federation is going to remain safe in my absence.” She waved a hand to forestall the question she saw forming on Reynolds’ face. “Access the file designated ‘Operation Security Blanket.’ I need to visit every outpost, station, and colony on BMW's list to provide the equipment for their defense systems upgrades, as well as the nanocytes we’ve programmed to give the soldiers a fighting chance against the Ookens.”

      Reynolds couldn’t see how the project was relevant to him. “Why are you telling me all this?” he asked. “My mission is to take out the Kurtherians wherever I find them.”

      “Not if you accept my offer,” Bethany Anne told him. “John explained the change in Federation law, right? Your ship is your property, and you have the same rights as any other captain. If I want your services, you have to agree. I’d like you to accompany the Baba Yaga on the upgrade tour.”

      “Two superdreadnoughts are better than one.” XO spoke for the seven AIs bound to the ship. “We’re in if you are, Captain.”

      Reynolds considered the offer for a moment before realizing that he wasn’t the captain who made life-changing decisions for his crew. “It’s yes from us, but I’ll have to get back to you with a final answer.” He gave Bethany Anne a grin, pounding one hand into the other. “I’m all for visiting my old stomping grounds, but my crew has a say in the decision.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “That’s fine. We have a few weeks before we leave. I’m arranging a dinner to welcome your crew to the Interdiction. We can talk then. In the meantime, take your metal ass to Jean so she can give your systems an overhaul. I know you’ve got to be tired of that old ESD draining you every time you use it.”

      Reynolds snickered as he wrapped an arm around Bethany Anne to guide her off the bridge. “I have a few gifts for Jean as well. Do you think she’s going to like her new matter transporters?”

      Bethany Anne’s jaw dropped. “’Matter transporter?’ As in, the crew is on the ship in space…” She made the jjooom noise. “Then they’re on the ground?” He nodded. “Where did you get that?”

      Reynolds laughed. “Star Trek shit, my Queen. What can I say?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “There’s only one thing you can say. ‘Beam me up, Scotty.’”

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Bethany Anne had missed this place. She had much better memories of it than everyone else who had lived here during her admittedly protective phase after the twins had been born. She had it in her mind to meet this former cab driver-turned-first officer Reynolds was so fond of.

      AIs didn’t bond with just anyone, so she had to be something special.

      The call she’d been waiting for halted her search. Speak to me, Eve. Are my children ready to come out of the Vid-docs?

      Almost, Eve informed her. They are about to enter the penultimate phase of the game, where I must withdraw and allow their decisions to be the program’s guide.

      Eve, I’m not in the mood to play “guess how to kick the AI’s annoying ass?” Let’s pretend I skipped the Psych 301 class on how to properly educate young humans and just give me the basics of what that means.

      It means that from this point forward, the program will step up its adaptations to their actions and decisions and push them to their limits. They can handle it, Eve continued with a hint of pride in her voice. I have the game running a touch slower than real-time at the moment, and will continue to compensate to sync their progress with the neural integration. It’s probable that they will complete the final scenario before the process is complete, but I advise you to return as soon as you are able to do so.

      Bethany Anne’s heart flipped in her chest at the thought of seeing the twins. I’ll be back in the next few hours. Do I have that long?

      There was a brief pause before Eve replied, Yes, that should be fine.

      Thank you. Bethany Anne headed for the ship at a run, wishing she had time to configure that communications beam Reynolds had brought back. Then she could have Jean merge it with the transporter technology to make an instantaneous galaxy-to-galaxy transportation beam she could send herself along. Maybe she should have tried harder to persuade Amanda to teach her that Porting trick.

      The twins were at the front and center of her mind as she traveled. The trip between High Tortuga and Devon wasn’t long, but each second that passed felt like an eternity. She just wanted to hold her children in her arms again.

      She met Michael and Eve in the Vid-doc suite. The holoscreen showed the children—adults now—aboard a military transport.

      “There are no further updates,” Eve told Bethany Anne in greeting. “They are about to face a test of their adherence to duty. This could take a while.”

      Michael got up from the couch. “In that case, I’ll have to come back later.” He checked to make sure the feed was accessible to his internal HUD before vanishing into the Etheric.

      Bethany Anne hesitated to leave when Alexis and Gabriel were so close to completing the game and making it as adults. However, she was expecting Jean to call soon, and the backlog of tasks was building up with every minute she spent waiting.

      Eve came over and took Bethany Anne’s hand. “They are doing well,” she assured her. “I’ll call you when there’s news. I know how tight the schedule for departure is.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, reluctantly dragging her gaze from the holoscreen. “I’m not leaving my children behind for the next fourteen months. The schedule for departure is going to be altered if they’re not finished in time.”

      Eve chuckled at the chance of Jean allowing that to happen after she’d been so pressed to get the ships refitted for the tour. “It won’t come to that,” she promised. “Now go before you lose the day and are the reason for the schedule malfunction.”

      

      Devon, QSD Baba Yaga

      Ashur wandered the corridors of the top deck, looking for Bethany Anne. He could easily find his human by asking Izanami, but he preferred to use his nose and retain a bit of mystery.

      
        
          [image: Ashur]
        

        Ashur - Image by Eric Quigley

      

      The trail had led him from the bridge to Bethany Anne’s quarters, then to the armory, and now here to the other end of the deck where the twins' quarters were located. He followed the Bethany Anne smell through the lounge and into the study.

      She smiled when the door slid open. “Hey, furball. What’s up?”

      Ashur cocked his head. What are you doing all the way out here?

      Bethany Anne put the Jinx toy she was holding back on the desk. “I had a little time before my call with Jean is scheduled. I was thinking about how it’s going to be when Alexis and Gabriel come out of the Vid-docs.”

      That’s only natural, Ashur told her. You’ve all made a hard choice. What’s brought this on?

      She took a seat at the desk and buried her hand in Ashur’s fur. “Eve telling me the program is almost complete. They’ve changed so much, so fast. Why didn’t anyone tell me being a parent mostly consists of being filled with pride in your children’s achievements while your heart breaks because they don’t need you anymore?”

      Ashur pressed his head to Bethany Anne’s knee, then looked up and gave her the soulful expression of a dog who’d had experience in the matter. No one understands it until they go through it. Besides, they will always need you. I just had a grandpup on my ship to prove it.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “I heard Dokken was coming to visit you and Bellatrix.”

      That’s what I came to talk to you about, Ashur told her. He and Cory headed back to Keeg Station yesterday. Bellatrix and I are leaving to take your message to the Bl’kheth planet.

      Bethany Anne was glad to hear that. “You found an engineer?”

      Ashur nodded. Ronnie persuaded Stevie she needed a break. I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye since you’ll be gone by the time I get back.

      “It’s a long way to go, even with your Gate drive.” Bethany Anne hugged Ashur and got to her feet. “You won’t get back much before I do.”

      Ashur padded after Bethany Anne as she left the twins’ quarters and headed for her ready room. Considering I have only one goal, to get to Bl’kheth and back, I think I’ll be back long before you.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “When do you leave?”

      Tomorrow, he replied, wagging his tail as he hurried to keep pace with Bethany Anne. Why are you in such a rush?

      “I have a call with Jean, remember?” Bethany Anne stopped and laughed. “What am I doing?” She put her hand on Ashur’s back and took them the rest of the way through the Etheric.

      Ashur chuffed laughter. That’s more like it.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow when Ashur hopped onto the couch and circled before settling. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      Ashur opened one eye. I have an idea you’re going to be a while.

      Jean’s face came up on the wallscreen, diverting Bethany Anne’s retort. She took a seat at her desk and smiled at Jean. “Right on time. Where are my ships?”

      “It’s always ‘where are my ships’ with you,” Jean bitched.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Well, the one time I tried starting with the pleasantries, your face went all red, and that vein in your temple started pulsing. I thought your brain was going to explode.”

      Ashur chuffed again. I can totally see that happening.

      “Very fucking funny,” Jean snarked. “The scout fighters are about ready to be shipped to Devon, and I have ten crates to go with them.”

      “Thank fuck for that.” Bethany Anne relaxed at the knowledge her closest would be protected. “Ten crates?”

      Jean nodded. “Six for the Bitches, a replacement for Michael’s armor, two for the twins, and a little something for you.”

      Bethany Anne cocked her head sideways. “Only a little something?”

      Jean’s grin grew wider. “Trust me, it’s special.” Her demeanor shifted, the easiness replaced by her usual no-nonsense manner. “Everyone but you needs to spend time calibrating their armor. I’ve never made anything like this before.”

      Bethany Anne leaned forward, drawn in by curiosity. “How did the testing go with John?”

      “He’s not done,” Jean replied. “He got the call from Barnabas when Reynolds arrived and had to leave for High Tortuga.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t miss the excitement in her voice. “But the initial testing went as expected?“

      “And then some.” Jean hesitated as she sought an explanation. “It’s more than intuitive because of the Bl’kheth mind running the nanocytes.”

      Ashur lifted his head and wagged his tail. What, could they take a missile to the chest and be fine?

      Bethany Anne looked at him with amusement. “It’s much better than being able to take a missile to the chest. Those nanocytes have some of the most complex programming ADAM and TOM have ever created. You saw the movie Venom, right? Imagine armor that works with you at the atomic level.”

      Ashur’s tongue lolled when his jaw dropped.

      “It’s true,” Jean confirmed. “Not only is the armor Etheric-compatible, the nanocytes are fully malleable. ‘Alive’ is the only word I can use to describe it. The user has to learn to work in symbiosis with the EI we created from the print of Sean’s mind. Once they’re in sync, the armor will adapt to pretty much anything they ask of it. With the user and Sean working together, it’s not just protection. It’s an unstoppable weapon.”

      “That’s why you’re going to destroy any physical record of it being made,” Bethany Anne told Jean.

      Jean snorted. “I’ve already had ADAM do it.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Good. As much as I hate to hide your genius, everything we have on the Bl’kheth’s genetic properties has to be lost.”

      She sighed, shaking her head at the unfairness of it all.

      “Forever.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Open Space

      With Hirotoshi and the other Tontos tied up in returning a favor for Nickie, Akio was taking the opportunity to work his way through his correspondence while out on patrol.

      He sent an encouraging reply to Sabine's latest letter, then began his monthly report to Bethany Anne, his captain’s chair turned to a console worn smooth on the edge by decades of Tabitha using it as a footrest.

      Akio preferred to type his reports the old-fashioned way, finding that the act of transferring his thoughts from his fingertips to the page gave him the ability to craft them more fully. “Bethany Anne won’t be happy to know that there has been an increase in attacks,” he commented to Achronyx.

      “Tabitha used to leave all the after-action reports to me,” Achronyx replied.

      Akio chuckled.  “And you signed them with her name, no doubt.”

      “How did you guess?” Achronyx was quiet for a few minutes, the only sound on the bridge Akio’s typing. “We have an incoming message from Adelaide.”

      Akio saved his unfinished report and closed the screen. “Video?”

      “Coordinates of an SOS,” Achronyx replied. “Preparing to Gate.”

      Akio turned the captain’s chair to face the viewscreen as the Achronyx Gated. “What are we up against?”

      Achronyx rattled off the information that came in from his scanners when the ship came out in the middle of an Ooken attack. “Three Kurtherian destroyers spread around the planet. The planet has shielding, but it’s not going to hold against them for long.”

      Akio scanned the drones swarming the forcefield. “How many drones?”

      “I quit counting those,” Achronyx told him. “’Too many’ is the only answer I have for you.”

      Akio was grateful to see that the planetary defenses were deflecting the majority of the drone bombardment, but he knew from experience that the only way to prevent eventual destruction was to take out the destroyers and cut off the Ookens’ means of producing more.

      “What are your orders, Captain?” Achronyx asked.

      Akio took a moment to check their loadout. “We have three Etheric ship-busters, and there are never enough pucks. Prepare them for deployment and activate the debris scoop.”

      “I’ve already begun gathering debris to make extra ammunition for the railguns,” Achronyx informed him. “We don’t want another Garison.”

      “True. We certainly do not,” Akio agreed, the corner of his mouth twitching at the memory of being caught between two Ooken ships. “Not without Nickie here to back us up.”

      “What we need is permanent backup,” Achronyx bitched as the destroyer on the viewscreen churned out another cloud of drones. “I’m seriously considering replicating myself to spread the load. Is there no end to the supply of those creatures?”

      “Apparently not,” Akio replied drily. “Let’s take them out.”

      “The ship-busters are ready at your command,” Achronyx informed Akio a moment later.

      “Move them into position,” Akio told him.

      There was a tense wait while Achronyx maneuvered the missiles through the Etheric, placing them in positions relative to the three destroyers.

      “Ready?” Achronyx asked.

      “Fire at will,” Akio ordered.

      Achronyx gave the missiles the instruction to exit the Etheric.  A moment later, they nailed their targets, throwing up a halo of light that surrounded the planet.

      “He shoots, he scores!” Achronyx cheered, playing crowd noise over the speakers.

      “Nice work.” Akio chuckled. “Tell Adelaide to send in the cleanup crew.”

      Achronyx cut the sound effects. “She had them on standby out of the way of the fighting. They’ll be here within minutes.” He paused before continuing, “The Ookens are getting bolder, Akio. We’re out here on the ass-end of the Federation. It won’t take a genius to predict the course the tour will take, which leaves us open to attack. Wouldn’t you choose a sparsely populated area to sneak your army in?”

      Akio sighed. “Hai. Four ships are not enough to repel an army if Gödel decides to send one. I cannot wait until my report is due. Call Bethany Anne.”

      Achronyx searched for Bethany Anne’s current location and opened a link to the bridge of the Baba Yaga.

      Bethany Anne appeared on the screen after a short wait. “Hey, Akio. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you for three more days. Is everything okay?”

      Akio smiled apologetically. “We have a growing situation out here.” He sent her his ship’s logs for the previous month. “The attacks are increasing, as is the area they are occurring over. They’re trying to wear us thin.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “I knew this was coming. Leave it to me.”

      Akio nodded. “I appreciate that. I have called on Nickie far too often recently.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I can’t imagine she’s too put out by that.”

      Akio shrugged. “I believe she finds the opportunity to live out her Ranger fantasies cathartic. But even with her assistance, it’s becoming a full-time effort to keep the Ookens at bay.”

      Bethany Anne’s face softened. “I can’t tell you it’s not going to get worse when Gödel figures out I’m locking her out of the Federation. Keep holding out. Help is on the way.”

      Akio returned Bethany Anne’s smile. “We understood the challenges when we took the assignment. Ad Aeternitatem.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes turned moist for a moment before she whispered back, “Ad Aeternitatem, my very old friend.”

      The moment was there, and then it was gone. He got back to business. “Who do you mean to send?”

      “That’s what I need to figure out,” Bethany Anne replied. “I have the Shinigami fleet available, but those ships can’t be given to just anyone.”

      Her eyes became unfocused for a second. “No, wait. Maybe I do.” She waved a hand to halt Akio’s question. “It will have to be a surprise. I’m going to be late for the tour briefing.”

      Akio leaned on the console after Bethany Anne cut the link. He stood there staring at the viewscreen for a moment after it went blank.

      Achronyx observed the slight tightening of the ancient warrior’s spine through the bridge cameras. “What’s made you so uptight?”

      Akio looked into the camera. “You’re a smart AI. Work it out.”

      Achronyx replayed the call more than two thousand times before he made the connection. “Oh, dear gods, no. Rookies?”

      

      Devon, The Interdiction, QBS Sayomi

      Reynolds and his core crew were spread out around the Sayomi’s bridge. Sayomi had declined to put in another appearance after her first contact with Tactical earned him the lockdown Reynolds had promised.

      Reynolds shuffled in the pilot’s chair as the planet came into view. “So this is Devon.” He zoomed in on the battlestation hanging in the void and noted the enormous amount of EI traffic when he tapped the web of signals crisscrossing between the planet and the three rings of defense around it.

      “That it is,” John agreed. “If you look to your left, we’ll be passing the Baba Yaga in a few minutes.”

      Reynolds wasn’t the only one who was lost for words when the Queen’s superdreadnought came into view on the viewscreen.

      Ka’nak leaned over Reynolds’ chair. “If you haven’t got gun envy right now, I’m gonna have to revoke your man card.”

      “Oh, I’m envying,” Reynolds assured his head of security as he watched a pair of Black Eagles leave the Baba Yaga and head for their location. “Not just her guns. She has better shielding, better engines, better armor… I mean, just look at those lines. A ship the size of a large city has no business looking that graceful, and yet, there she is.”

      Jiya and Geroux exchanged amused glances.

      “Not to mention her weapons arrays,” Reynolds continued, oblivious to his crew’s sideways looks.

      The Baba Yaga was out of sight in the next moment, and they were joined by the Black Eagles for their final approach to First City.

      The ground opened up beneath them as they neared the Hexagon, giving the Sayomi room to land in a sublevel hangar. No one aboard the Sayomi wasted time following the instructions the AI had given them from the screens to debark in their teams through the cargo hatches.

      John led Reynolds and his core crew to the Black Eagles, where Bethany Anne and Michael were waiting for them with a group of others who had wanted to welcome the crew.

      Sabine, Jacqueline, and Ricole stepped forward to greet the officers of the Reynolds with friendly smiles as they arrived, draping a lei over each of them while explaining the custom.

      Reynolds noted another, larger group meeting his general crew with a similarly warm welcome. “This is more along the lines of the return I’d imagined,” he admitted, seeing Bethany Anne watching him with curiosity.

      “Your crew will be taken care of,” Bethany Anne told Reynolds, slipping her arm through his to guide him to the private elevator. “We’ll meet back up with them in a few hours after they’ve had time to settle in and enjoy a taste of what Devon has to offer.”

      “We get stuck in a meeting while the crew gets to party?” Ka’nak complained.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “There will be plenty of time for that. The meeting we’re headed to was already scheduled for today, but I would have called one anyway since you’re here to attend. It will give you a better understanding of what we’re doing.”

      The elevator took them down, not up as Reynolds had expected.

      “This planet’s crust is comprised of layers of super-compressed rock sandwiched between softer aggregates,” Bethany Anne explained. “It made for good excavating when we were keeping our expansion quiet.” She showed them down the corridor and into a large, pleasantly-appointed meeting room.

      Reynolds’ eyes fell upon Izanami when they entered the room, her red-gold aura sparkling in the ambient lighting as she walked over to Bethany Anne. “Who is this beauty I see before me?” he murmured, struck by the way the light moved around her.

      Quick, Tactical interjected. Ask her if she wants to go halves on a bastard.

      I regret bringing you. Reynolds double-checked that Tactical was locked down to his cube and bowed deeply to the AI made of light. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, fair lady. My name is Reynolds.”

      Izanami looked Reynolds’ android body over before tilting her chin imperiously. “The pleasure is all yours, I assure you.” She returned her attention to Bethany Anne. “If you will excuse me, my Queen, I must return to the Baba Yaga.“

      Bethany Anne nodded, and Izanami left the meeting room without so much as a backward glance.

      Reynolds stared at the aura that remained for a fraction of a second after the AI dematerialized, his hand moving to his chest unnoticed. “Be still, my beating heart.”

      The crew teased him mercilessly over the comm, all except for Jiya.

      I think she’s a tiny bit out of your league, Captain, she told him.

      Can AIs even have relationships? Ka'nak asked with curiosity. I mean, do you have the functionality in that android body?

      Takal, thankfully, declined to answer.

      Reynolds clamped down on Tactical. You dare, and I’ll have you reintegrated before you can say—

      Comes with a full set of moving attachments? Tactical supplied.

      Bethany Anne coughed to cover a laugh, causing Reynolds to wheel and face her. “Please tell me you didn’t hear that?”

      Bethany Anne tapped her temple with a finger. “ADAM fed me the whole conversation.”

      Reynolds groaned. “That’s it. Tactical. You’re dead meat.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Um, isn’t he part of your personality?”

      “Not a part I need,” Reynolds grumbled.

      I was trying to make light of the rejection, Tactical protested. Lift your spirits in a moment of darkness. What is life without humor, I ask?

      Bethany Anne gestured for the crew to take seats around the table. “Izanami’s issue has more to do with my refusal to provide her with yet another body than a personal dislike of you,” she assured Reynolds.

      John came into the room. “Tabitha’s just clearing the consulate. Nickie can’t make it; she said you’d know why.” He took a seat as Darryl, Scott, Eric, and Gabrielle filed in.

      “Queen’s Bitches in the house!” Scott whooped, catching Darryl in a headlock while Reynolds’ crew watched with the politeness of strangers in somebody’s domicile.

      Jiya addressed Bethany Anne respectfully. “Your Majesty, may I ask a question?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You can if you drop the ‘Your Majesty’ shit. My name is Bethany Anne. What’s your question, Jiya Lemaire?”
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      Jiya returned Bethany Anne’s smile. “I was wondering why your fiercest warriors refer to themselves with what my Earth culture studies have taught me is a derogatory term.”

      Bethany Anne sat back. “Well, damn. I haven’t been asked that in a while.” She gestured to John and the rest. “Why don’t you tell our guests the story?”

      By the time they were done, the crew was slack-jawed with amazement, and most of the seats around the table had filled up with the rest of the attendees. They conferred with Reynolds while a trio of men was herded into the meeting room by a harassed-looking blonde woman.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and clapped for order after giving the last arrivals—Team BMW, as usual—time to get in and seated.  “We have an extra item on the agenda, which I’m going to bump to the start. Reynolds, do you have your crew’s decision?”

      Reynolds stood and placed his hands on the table. “I have conferred at length with my crew, and we have decided to join you.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and inclined her head. “That’s fantastic. But we do this right.”

      Reynolds straightened up. “You misunderstand, my Queen. My mission has not ended until there are no Kurtherians left to hunt down. When that is done, I will go after their servants until no trace of their evil cults remains to blight this universe. So no, my mission has not ended. It has expanded.”

      Michael skimmed the minds of their guests, finding each of them to be honest in their search for Justice. He shared his findings with Bethany Anne.

      Oh, I know they are, she told him. I’ve seen proof of their good hearts, and there’s evidence of the strength of their team all over the Chain galaxy.

      Bethany Anne instructed ADAM to take care of the contract and deliver it to Reynolds. “There will always be a place at my side for anyone who wishes to stand for what’s right. You are all welcome here.” She smiled. “If we’re all done making declarations, we have a long list of items to get through before the welcome dinner.”

      Three hours in, Bethany Anne and Michael suddenly vanished.

      “Bethany Anne and Michael send their apologies,” ADAM informed them over the speaker. “They had a family issue to take care of, nothing anyone needs to worry about. Bethany Anne suggested that Reynolds and crew take the opportunity to explore the city before they meet you at dinner tonight.”

      Ka’nak cracked his knuckles, grinning broadly as he looked around the table. “So. Where’s good for a fight around here?”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Residential Sublevel One

      First Officer Jiya Lemaire, former cab driver and disinherited heiress, paced the dining area as Reynolds read the terms of the contract ADAM had sent for their consideration aloud.

      “Let me get this straight,” Jiya summarized when he was done. “If we accept, we will be paid—and paid well—to accompany Bethany Anne on a tour of the Federation and various surrounding star systems of which she is the former Empress.”

      “That is correct,” Reynolds confirmed. “Our role will involve assisting the teams installing the defenses Bethany Anne is providing throughout the expanded Interdiction. It will fall to us to defend her technical teams from attacks by anyone who attempts to steal the priceless technology their ships will be carrying.”

      Jiya held up a hand to indicate she wasn’t done. “Not only that, but we are invited to a welcoming reception on the Queen’s current home base, which has the same name as this system even though they’re in different galaxies.”

      One of the cubes on the table glowed blue as Navigation piped up. “Don’t get me started on that. High Tortuga was the original Devon until Bethany Anne claimed it and wiped it from the maps. Then she set up this Devon as a diversion for people looking to do business with the planet formerly known as Devon.”

      The strains of Purple Rain filtered from the speakers, getting absolutely no appreciation from the crew.

      John Grimes, however, chuckled.

      “Finally!” Reynolds cried jubilantly, pointing at him. “Someone who gets the reference.”

      “We’re getting off the subject,” Jiya told him. She looked at each of the core crew in turn. “What’s your vote?”

      “I vote we find a fight somewhere,” Ka’nak supplied, backed up by a hoot of encouragement from Tactical.

      “There’s probably gonna be a few,” John told them. “Not all of the places we’ve got on the itinerary are going to be happy about us dropping a military outpost on them. Thing is, Bethany Anne hasn’t got the luxury of tending to the disgruntled few when Gödel is waiting to swoop in and shit on everyone’s happy times.”

      Jiya’s eyes widened as John spoke. “Okay, Captain Doom made his point. There will be fighting, so I’ll assume Ka’nak is in. Takal? Geroux? Maddox?”

      Reynolds waited nervously, not saying a word in case he influenced them either way. He wanted more than anything to accept the honor he’d been offered. The tour would include a visit to the Meredith Reynolds, something he was unlikely to get another chance to do for a long time.

      “I’m game,” Takal announced. “I can see that every hand is needed to make this plan work.”

      “Me too,” Geroux agreed. “Put us to work protecting the people of the Federation.”

      Maddox had tears in his eyes. “I never thought to see this,” he managed around his swelling emotions. “You told us about the Federation, but I have to admit I doubted that so many species could live and work in harmony.”

      “Are you kidding?” Jiya exclaimed. “You did see the effect Reynolds had on our homes, right? And on all those other planets we visited? I can only imagine what effect humans have had.”

      “So far, my experience of humans has shown me they are fierce and loyal,” Maddox agreed. “But the sheer scale of this effort! It’s astounding to consider that some of the places on the tour itinerary are a galaxy apart.”

      “That’s where we can help,” Geroux decided. “This system requires signal boosters to be placed at various points along the way. We can offer to go out in the Pods and lay the buoys.”

      Takal glanced at John. “How likely is it I’ll get a chance to work with the nanocytes?”

      John lifted his hands, palms up. “Above my pay grade. You’ll have to talk to Bethany Anne.”

      Takal nodded. “I understand.”

      “We’re being hailed by Fleet Base,” Comm announced.

      “Onscreen,” Reynolds commanded, getting up from the table to make his way to the living area where the screen was located.

      Jean Dukes’ head and shoulders filled the screen. “Reynolds, good to see you, but it’s John I’m calling for.”

      Reynolds sighed. “I thought you were calling to tell me you were done with my ship.”

      Jean shook her head. “Not yet.” She smiled when John followed Reynolds into the living area. “There you are. Your armor just got to Devon.”

      John grinned. “That gives everyone some time to get acquainted. What about the scout fighters?”

      Jean raised an eyebrow. “What is it with the whole damned universe wanting their ships today?” she demanded. “Just make sure nobody kills themselves or anyone else with that armor.”

      The screen went blank when Jean cut the call.

      John answered Reynolds’ bemused look with a shrug and went back into the dining area, where Tactical was complaining about being left in the guest quarters during the dinner that evening. “Why do we have to stay here while you meatbags live it up, partying with the Queen?”

      The others agreed.

      Takal shrugged. “We can each take one of them with us.”

      “Come on!” Tactical declared. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I promise not to say fuck in front of the Queen, even if she says it first.”

      Reynolds took his seat at the table, wondering if he was a glutton for punishment. “Fine, you can come to the dinner. But one step out of line, Tactical, and I’ll have you confined to comm for the duration of the tour. You hear?”
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      Devon, Vid-doc Vault

      Bethany Anne and Michael walked out of the Etheric.

      “Put the curtain back up,” Bethany Anne instructed as she crossed to the viewing area.

      Michael took a seat in the viewing area, his attention fixed on the screen and the carnage that was paused there. “I thought it would be a bit longer before they were ready to face Ookens.”

      “What can I say?” Eve asked. “Trey was done by the end of the second stint in ‘stasis,’ and K’aia only had a few tweaks. The rest was always going to depend on when Alexis and Gabriel reached emotional maturity and found it within themselves to unlock their full potential.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, unable to repress her reaction to the sight of her children’s situation. They were neck-deep in what could easily be mistaken for the climactic scene from one of those movies that made back its exorbitant production budget so many times over that they flogged the story to death with sequels that never matched the passion of the original.

      She indicated the screen with a finger. “All right, time to play Catch the Mother Up. What led to this, and what else does the program intend to put my children through?”

      Eve's eyes flickered while she ran through the milestones the children had passed. “The final step is the one that mattered, the one that unlocked the endgame.”

      Bethany Anne fixed Eve with the look only a mother can give. “You’re prevaricating.”

      Eve had the grace to blush, no mean feat for an android. “I don’t want to proceed with what the program is suggesting,” she admitted.

      That drew Michael’s attention. “What exactly is it suggesting that is making you so reticent?”

      Eve hesitated before answering. “Breaking their connection to each other. The program has identified that as a potential weakness if one of them dies in battle.”

      “No,” Bethany Anne stated, her eyes flaring red as the unthinkable possibility wormed its way into her head. “There’s no need for that because they’re not ever going to be put in that situation.”

      “Bethany Anne, it’s a simulation.” Michael ignored the shaking of the vault, just like he ignored the energy pouring from his wife. He took her hand, keeping his voice low and calm. “Get control of yourself before you cause an earthquake.”

      The energy receded when she clamped down on it, but Bethany Anne felt no peace. She glared at Michael, her eyes still bright with red light. “I don’t care if it’s a simulation, Michael! I. Will. Not. Have. My. Babies. Suffer.”

      Michael pointed at the screen. “Look at them,” he demanded. “Those are not babies. They are adults. No matter our perception of their lives, theirs is different. They’ve lived those years with and without us, and earned the right to put themselves in whatever situations they wish to.”

      He brought his hand back to clasp hers. “Did you think they would stay with us?” he asked gently. “They are our children, made from us. They have the entire universe at their feet. Would you stay?”

      Bethany Anne bowed her head. Why did he have to be right?

      The vision she’d had of the four of them remaining together slipped away and was replaced by the reality that Alexis and Gabriel were highly-trained fighters. “No, I guess I expected them to want to spread their wings,” she admitted.

      “We need them in this war,” Michael reminded her. “They’re every bit as powerful as we are.”

      Bethany Anne pulled her hand free and turned away, regretting it when she faced the screen and saw the proof of what Michael was saying. “I cannot and will not look at our children as assets, Michael.”

      “That’s why you had the Gemini built,” Michael soothed. “And that’s why we’re going to allow the program to run.”

      Bethany Anne still hesitated.

      “If they don’t get the inoculation,” he continued, “what are the chances of survival for anyone around them if it comes to the worst?”

      Bethany Anne hated it on the rare occasions she had to concede that Michael was logical.

      “Dammit.” She clenched her fists for a moment before looking up. “Fine. Run the program,” she told Eve.

      “As you wish,” Eve replied.

      “I don’t fucking wish,” Bethany Anne ground out. “But better here where I can pull them out if it goes too far.”

      That moment came around sooner than Bethany Anne expected. An alert sounded from the console. “What was that?” she asked.

      “Alexis has lost her grounding,” Eve whispered. “She’s about to lose herself to the Etheric. It’s showing her how to get Gabriel back, and she’s about to unlock the ability to alter the fabric of space-time.”

      The vault shook again.

      “It’s not me,” Bethany Anne told them. “Is Alexis affecting the real world? Get me in there, now!”

      Eve handed Bethany Anne a headset that covered most of the top of her head and face.

      Bethany Anne searched out her daughter’s mind and caught hold of the last fragment before it drifted away. Alexis. Enough.

      She felt Alexis’ awareness return and her internal struggle to obey the command. Alexis’ determination tore at her heart. She felt her daughter’s confusion and sensed her search for what grounded her.

      Your brother, Bethany Anne reminded her.

      Gabriel. Alexis returned to herself at the memory. I almost forgot myself completely.

      Bethany Anne spoke quietly, understanding in her voice. It’s tempting to give yourself up to the peace of nothing. It would be a relief some days. But you don’t have that option, my love. None of us do. We have to be the barrier, the line others don’t dare cross. Duty doesn’t care how tired you are, and Evil never sleeps.

      I’m sorry, Alexis whispered.

      Bethany Anne sent her a wave of love and withdrew now that the urgency had passed. She removed the headset and handed it back to Eve, feeling better about the ending of the game now she was there. “She’s okay.”

      Michael indicated the holoscreen with a finger. “You don’t say.”

      Bethany Anne’s face split in a grin when she saw the twins pulling victory from the jaws of defeat. “Eve, can we get some popcorn down here?”

      Eve held up a finger and the sound of popping came from the kitchen in the outer chamber, followed by the smell of buttery deliciousness. “Tabitha and John both messaged to ask what the emergency was. They’re on their way down here with the others. I told them to pick up some Cokes if they were planning on staying to watch the end.”

      Bethany Anne sat back. “We might as well make a party out of it.”

      When the moment came, everyone on the couch got up and cheered. Bethany Anne turned to Eve with anticipation. “They defeated the Kurtherians. How long until they can come out of the Vid-docs?”

      Eve tilted her head while she checked the progress of the neural integration process. “It’s going to be a few hours yet. Maybe a day.”

      Bethany Anne let out a groan of frustration. “How is it that the closer I get to seeing my children, the longer it feels?”

      Michael laughed. “I don’t remember you ever being this impatient before.”

      John, Scott, and Darryl helped by listing times when Bethany Anne had been unwilling to wait.

      Eric nodded, agreeing as a backup.

      Bethany Anne threw her remaining popcorn at them. “I could focus all my attention on you three until Eve calls to tell us it’s time.” She looked at each of them. “Anyone want to spar? No? How about a little training with the Etheric? No? How about a bit of time spent dodging? No one wishes to play ‘dodge the red-hot flaming Etheric ball?’” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

      John shook his head vigorously. “We’re good, thanks, Boss.”
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        * * *

      

      Mahi’ and Fi’Eireie met Bethany Anne and Michael at the elevator early the next morning.

      Mahi’ greeted Bethany Anne, excitement showing beneath her regal exterior. “I have been counting the minutes until Tu’Reigd’s return,” she admitted to Bethany Anne as the elevator descended. “The feed Eve provided has become my people’s most beloved form of entertainment. No Baka’s life has ever been so celebrated.”

      Michael and Fi’Eireie discussed the highlights of the children’s final scenario while they waited for Eve to open the Vid-doc vault.

      Eve met them in the outer chamber. “I wasn’t expecting you. The process is not yet complete.”

      Bethany Anne walked past her, heading for the table in the living area. “But it’s going to be soon, right?”

      “Well, yes,” Eve conceded.

      “Then this is as good a place as any for Mahi’ and I to talk about the Bakas’ part in keeping this end of the Interdiction protected during my tour.” Bethany Anne took a seat. “Let’s start with arrangements for the Federation troops who will be arriving for training to fight the Ookens.”

      Eve shrugged and glided to the inner chamber to continue monitoring the system. “You won’t disturb me. I’ll call when I’m ready.”

      Two hours after every detail of the Bakas’ responsibilities had been hammered out, Bethany Anne paced the space between the Vid-docs with growing impatience. “How long?” she asked Eve for the third time.

      “Neural recalibration can’t be rushed,” Eve replied with a hint of annoyance. Why had she wished for more action? Those years on Earth might have been the calm before the Bethany Anne Storm.

      Michael had just as little patience, but his was coiled tightly, holding him still by the control panel. “It’s been hours.”

      “Perfectly normal,” Eve assured him. “The process has to be completed, or they won’t retain everything they gained in the system.”

      Bethany Anne stopped pacing and her head swiveled like the turret of a tank as she stared at Eve. “They could lose their memories?”

      “As well as their physical abilities,” Eve confirmed.

      Only Mahi’ kept her calm. She sat with her hand resting in Fi’Eireie's, watching the replays of the battles with rapt attention and a growing smile.

      An alert went off and ceased immediately.

      “That will be Tabitha,” Eve informed Bethany Anne and Michael. “Only she can interfere with the system like that.”

      “Only me,” Tabitha announced over the speakers, confirming Eve's prediction. “Well, me and a couple others.”

      Eve smirked and turned back to the control panel. “I knew it. We’re almost ready here.”

      “That was what you said an hour ago,” Michael reminded her.

      “Well, excuse me for thinking an hour wasn’t long in human terms,” Eve shot back.

      Michael sniffed. “I believe you have been working with Akio and other humans for centuries.”

      “Well, the Japanese are much more patient. I was spoiled and didn’t know it.”

      The left side of Michael’s lips curved up for a moment. “Well-played.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow when the vault door opened to admit Tabitha, Peter, John, Scott, Darryl, and Eric. Gabrielle pushed through the guys and smiled at Bethany Anne. “We didn’t want to miss this.”

      Bethany Anne’s toe tapped on the floor. “Anyone else want to crash my children’s return?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Oh, hells, yeah. I didn’t think you’d want everyone in the Hexagon down here, though.”

      “You thought right,” Michael agreed.

      “But you are all welcome,” Bethany Anne added. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d like to share this moment with.”

      Eve left the console and glided over to the Vid-docs. “Two minutes.”

      Bethany Anne forgot her annoyance when the Vid-docs lit up, signifying that they were about to open.

      Inside the Vid-docs, Alexis and Gabriel regained consciousness, followed by K’aia and Trey a moment later.

      Alexis climbed out and darted over to dive into Bethany Anne’s waiting arms. “Mom!”

      Bethany Anne held Alexis close, letting go with one arm to include Gabriel in the embrace as he joined the two of them. Her heart felt complete holding them in her arms, leaving her momentarily speechless.

      “It’s so good to see you, Mom,” Gabriel murmured into the crook of her neck. “Did you see the end of the scenario?”

      They opened their arms again to include Michael, whose voice had a slight quaver when he spoke. “Time is a strange thing,” he told his children. “It feels to me like it went as slowly for us as it did for you two.”

      “We’re home,” Alexis announced, letting go of her parents so she could hug the rest of their greeting party. “I’m so happy to be back on Devon!”

      Bethany Anne pulled K’aia into a hug. “You don’t get away that easily,” she told her. “You did well in there.”

      K’aia was sure she was blushing, whether it showed on her carapace or not. “Just doing my duty.”

      Mahi’ gasped when she laid eyes on Trey. “I cannot believe it,” she breathed, looking him up and down. “You are magnificent, my son.”

      “Kingly,” his father added as the three embraced. “You’re a son to make anyone proud, and a warrior our people will sing of for generations to come.”

      Trey was overcome with emotions. “I missed you, Mahi’,” he managed through his tears. “And I’m looking forward to getting to know you, Father.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t stop smiling. “This calls for a celebration.”

      Gabriel grinned and looked around, then under her chair. “Where did you hide the Cokes? I know you didn’t come down here without any.”

      Tabitha lifted the lid of a cooler she spotted and laughed. “I’m guessing you’re right. Here.” She handed the first two to the children.

      “You know, that was the one thing we missed in there,” Alexis told everyone. “If you hadn’t stepped down as Empress, Coke wouldn’t have made it out of the Empire.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, ’s good.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, then dissolved into laughter. “You two are most definitely my children.”

      “They do have your caffeine addiction,” Michael agreed.

      Alexis finished her drink and grabbed another from the cooler. “What we have is taste. Now, are we going to just hang around in here all day?”

      Bethany Anne noted Alexis’ impatience, so like her own. “Well, no. You completed the process just in time.”

      “In time for what?” Gabriel inquired, seeing the seriousness pass over his mother’s face. “Did the Seven attack again?”

      “No,” Bethany Anne told him. “You’ve missed a lot while you were in the Vid-docs. We’ll tell you about it on the way to the ship.”

      Alexis’ eyes widened as she realized there was a voice missing from her mind. “Gemini!”

      “Her ship is berthed on the Baba Yaga,” Michael assured her.

      The conversation continued as the group made their way to the surface. By the time they’d reached the Baba Yaga, the twins had been updated about Gödel.

      Alexis met Gabriel’s gaze with a hard stare. It’s funny. I hadn’t expected to know the name of the Kurtherian we’re going to destroy. They’re usually more…generic. You know?

      Michael’s voice cut into their mindspace. You will leave Gödel to us.

      The twins whirled on Michael. “But Dad!” Alexis protested. “She owes us for Aunt Addix!”

      “I have another task in mind for your team,” Bethany Anne told them firmly. “Gödel is mine, and mine alone.”

      Alexis was about to argue further when Gabriel stayed her with a hand. “What task?”

      “You’ll find out,” Bethany Anne promised. “Just as soon as we arrive at the Meredith Reynolds.” She cut off their questions with a wave. “We’ll get to the reasons for the tour soon enough. First things first; we have a reception dinner to get ready for.”

      Gabriel groaned. “For real? We just got back to reality, and we have to work a diplomatic event?”

      Bethany Anne broke into a grin as she reached over and tousled his hair. “Welcome home, son.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Twins’ Quarters

      “At least we have the day to get settled in,” Alexis consoled Gabriel as they entered the lounge. She looked around with a frown. “Does this place feel smaller to you?”

      Gabriel nodded, heading for his room. “Yeah, but I figured it would.”

      Alexis picked up the purple sparkly cushion from the couch. “We need to update this place. Starting with this.”

      Gabriel’s laughter filled both rooms. “I take it you’re over your girly phase,” he teased, coming out of his room with a book. He dropped into a chair and draped his legs over one arm. “What’s inspiring the need for change?”

      Alexis held the cushion out and looked at it for a long moment before hugging it to her chest. “The sparkles don’t really speak to maturity, do they? I want to be taken seriously, not treated like a little girl.”

      “I don’t see how giving up something that defines you shows maturity, but if it helps you make your point, go ahead and arrange for a remodel.” Gabriel got up and gave his sister a hug. “After all the time we spent in barracks, I’d be glad of a few comforts.”

      Alexis hugged Gabriel in return, then released him and headed for the door. “It’ll be heaven in here by the time I’m done, just wait and see.”

      “Where are you going?” Gabriel called.

      Alexis paused to grin. “Shopping, of course.”

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “But the dinner is soon. You haven’t got time to shop for furniture.”

      Alexis laughed, waving as she turned to leave. “I know that. But I haven’t got a thing to wear for tonight.”
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      Devon, The Hexagon, Outdoor Arena

      Sabine paced the sand, anxiously watching as Ricole controlled the training mechs slowly. “Get a move on, Ricole. We don’t have time for this.”

      “Someone shouldn’t have skipped breakfast this morning,” Ricole replied, her teeth showing.

      “Forgive me for being concerned when we have an event starting in a few hours and our entire moving crew came down with the flu,” Sabine barked. “We need to get this deck laid.”

      “These things are tricky,” Ricole told her as the mechs began moving as one. “You have to program them as a group.”

      Sabine barely waited for the mechs to place the last section of the deck before she jumped onto it and started giving Ricole directions on where to have them place the tables.

      Jacqueline laughed, dodging two of the mechanical Ookens as they came by carrying one of the long, heavy tables between them. “Who knew they’d be useful for more than teaching people how not to die?”

      “You could have waited a minute,” Mark complained, ducking a metal tentacle. He got back to attaching the steps, grumbling about the last-minute rush to prepare.

      Sabine ignored him and started unpacking the tablecloths. “Did the caterer call back to confirm the menu is compatible with the Larians?” she asked, shaking one of the white cloths out over the head table. “The last thing we need is to poison them at their welcome dinner.”

      She missed Jacqueline’s reply, distracted by Bethany Anne entering the arena. “Tools down,” she called. “Everyone take fifteen minutes.”

      The mechs stalled as Ricole fumbled the controls. “Give me a second.” She grunted. The mechs ground to a halt, and Ricole joined Sabine, Jacqueline, and Mark on the deck.

      Bethany Anne glanced at the progress of their preparations as she crossed to the deck. “I can see you’re all busy. I’ll make this quick. ADAM told me you’ve liquidated most of your assets here on Devon. Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

      Sabine looked at all of them. “We were planning to talk to you and Michael after the dinner,” she answered. “We decided as a group that while our work here has had value, it is done, so yes. We took care of our businesses, and we’re ready to move on to the next challenge.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Here we go with the pride and heartbreak again.”

      “What do you mean?” Jacqueline asked.

      “You will understand when you have children of your own,” Bethany Anne told her. “Whether they’re yours by blood or not, it’s hard when they’re ready to leave home.”

      She smiled. “But as much as it hurts to let go, there’s no better feeling than the one I have right now. I have an assignment for you all.”

      “What’s the assignment?” Mark asked.

      “I have Akio’s team guarding one of the back doors into the Federation,” Bethany Anne told them. “There are a number of places where the Federation is no more than two colonies that are light-years apart. If what you’re looking for is a challenge, the frontier won’t disappoint you. There are pockets of uninhabited space all over. The FDG has most of them locked down, but this quadrant lies outside Federation borders.”

      “How can it be a backdoor if it’s outside the Federation?” Ricole asked.

      “Because the Federation isn’t a perfect sphere,” Bethany Anne told her. “In fact, it’s not any shape I can name. Tina’s model looks like a 3-D paint splat.”

      Sabine nodded. “We heard how it is out there in Akio's letters.”

      “Yeah,” Ricole cut in. “They’re up to their necks in Ookens. Count us in.” She looked around at the others. “Yes? Right? Did I jump in too fast?”

      “I’m in,” Jacqueline agreed.

      Mark chuckled. “Me too.”

      “What about Demon and Sam?” Bethany Anne asked. “I haven’t seen them since Alyssa left with her father and Amanda.”

      “You know Demon,” Sabine replied, smiling at the memory of the redheaded Magus. “She goes where I go, and Sam is happy to tag along.”

      “Then it’s decided. I’ll have your transport ready in the next few days. Finish up any business you still have to take care of and wait for my call.” Bethany Anne smiled. “I’ll see you all at the dinner tonight.”

      Ricole was first to speak after Bethany Anne had vanished into the Etheric. “Well, crap. There won’t be a dinner if we don’t get moving.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon

      Reynolds undid his tie for the third time, unhappy with the way it refused to sit symmetrically in the space between the points of his stiff collar.

      He wedged a finger under the offending material and wiggled it in an attempt to release the chokehold the penguin suit sent by Jiya had on his neck.

      “I feel ridiculous,” he grumbled.

      Takal came in at the tail end of Reynolds’ complaint. “Well, you look very distinguished,” he told his captain. “Perfectly suitable for a dinner celebrating your achievements.”

      “Our achievements,” Reynolds corrected. “We took down that cult as a team.”

      He pointed at Takal's tuxedo with a smile. “You went with human formal wear?”

      “Would you argue with Jiya when her mind is set?” Takal asked him with a grin. “They bumped into Bethany Anne’s daughter in the bazaar. Apparently, your Queen takes these matters very seriously.”

      “Is that why we suddenly own coordinated clothing?” Reynolds asked.

      Tactical cut in. “I hate to spoil this touching moment, but there’s an EI bugging me to tell you that your presence is expected in the outdoor arena in twenty minutes. Jiya is waiting in the lobby with Ka’nak, Geroux, and Maddox.”

      Reynolds and Takal headed for the elevator, which took them to the lobby.

      Ka’nak waved, then looked at his armpit and grinned. “Just look at this tailoring,” he enthused as Reynolds and Takal joined them. “I could throw punches in this jacket all day and not tear a stitch.”

      “Looking good, Captain,” Jiya remarked.

      “Thanks to you, I hear,” Reynolds replied. “The rest of you don’t clean up badly either.”

      Jiya extended a foot from the hem of her floor-length evening gown, revealing the reason she was three and a half inches taller. “Heels are a thing here. Alexis assured me that I’ll be able to both run and fight in them with practice.” She smirked and showed them the stiletto. “Have you seen anything prettier? More likely, I’ll take them off and use them as weapons.”

      Geroux twirled to make her skirts fly out around her as they set off to find the arena. “I like human fashion.”

      Jiya and Geroux shared their experiences of shopping in the bazaar while Winstanley guided them past the indoor arenas, most of which still had training going on inside.

      “Now that’s dedication,” Maddox commented.

      “The Guardians and the Defenders share this facility,” Winstanley informed them from a nearby speaker. “The facilities are generally in use around the clock.”

      The courtyard between the indoor and outdoor arenas glowed with soft lighting wound into the trailing plants that spilled from latticework fixed to the walls. Jiya lifted her hand to capture one of the blossoms, cupping it gently to take in its sweet fragrance. “This is...beautiful.”

      Reynolds extended a hand to indicate the open doors of the arena. “I’m sure you’ll find the whole evening to be magical,” he told her with a smile. “Let’s go.”

      They were the last to arrive.

      Reynolds paused at the steps of the deck that had been laid over the sand and looked for Bethany Anne. His general crew was seated at tables arranged on a deck that filled half the arena. He smiled, seeing them at ease with Bethany Anne’s people.

      This is swanky, Tactical remarked for Reynolds’ ears only.

      Bethany Anne doesn’t do things by halves, Reynolds replied, catching his Queen’s eye.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet, and silence fell over the arena. She opened her arms wide and graced Reynolds with a smile that melted his mechanical heart.

      “The AI of the hour is here,” Bethany Anne announced to the guests. “Reynolds!” She waved a hand at those seated. “Everyone.”

      The crew of the SD Reynolds stood and applauded, joined by the rest of the guests sitting at the tables on the deck.

      This was it—the glorious moment Reynolds had imagined to keep himself strong when the going had been rough. He bowed and lifted his hands in supplication to the crowd. “All I can say is, it’s good to be home.”

      He mounted the steps with his closest friends at his back and made his way to the head table. While weaving through the tables, Reynolds came to the realization that the good feeling he had was due less to being celebrated than it was to the connections he’d made with these people during their shared trials and triumphs.

      Bethany Anne greeted him with a hug. “Welcome home, and welcome to your crew.” She gestured to Reynolds and the others. “Please take your seats. Welcome to you all. Tonight we are not just celebrating the return of one of our own, we are celebrating new friendships. Our family has grown again as we forge connections across the universe.”

      Jiya opened the comm to Reynolds. She does know we don’t represent our home planets, right?

      Reynolds nodded. You can be sure she has already sent a delegation to the Chain galaxy to inform the leaders of her intentions.

      Jiya wondered what intentions Bethany Anne had.

      Bethany Anne glanced at Jiya as if she had read her mind. “I intend to bring the Seven to Justice. Everyone here tonight is focused on the same goal. Reynolds and his crew have proved that Gödel doesn’t have unlimited resources to keep throwing at the Federation. She came here with all guns blazing, expecting to put the hurt on us, and we chewed up the best she could throw at us and spat them back out.” She raised her glass to the applause that broke out. “Here’s to new alliances!”

      The cheers were deafening. Reynolds took in the feeling, making sure it was captured in the most secure memory area he had on him. In those moments of darkness he could easily calculate would happen in the future, he would retrieve this moment to help him.

      And then go out and kick more ass.

      “We came out on top,” his Queen continued. “So did the crew of the Reynolds. But you can bet Gödel will be back.” Bethany Anne put her glass down. “While the Seven are rebuilding, we will be taking time to strengthen the defenses around the Federation. Since Reynolds has agreed to join the tour, which is a secret, I’ll assume everyone here knows already.”

      That drew chuckles from the attendees. Bethany Anne smiled and took her seat as the food was brought out. “Eat and enjoy, because tomorrow we’re back to work.”

      The meal passed quickly with good conversation to help it along, then the chair-hopping began.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth was set in an amused curl when Sabine took the seat next to her. “I don’t have to read your mind to know you want something,” she told the young woman she thought of as an adopted daughter. “Spill.”

      Sabine flushed. “Well, I was talking to Nickie—”

      “Nickie, who missed the planning meeting and hasn’t bothered to show up tonight?” Bethany Anne cut in. “Where is that hellion?”

      Sabine squirmed under the pressure. She didn’t want to lie to the woman who’d given her everything, but if she told Bethany Anne her friend had skipped out to play pew-pew in the outer reaches, she wouldn’t be much of a friend.

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow arched. “Sabine?”

      Sabine sighed. “She’s still helping Akio out, so she’s not going to make it. But it’s the Hexagon I want to talk to you about. We’d like to give you first refusal before we sell it to the Defenders.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “I have a shitload of proprietary technology in that building. ADAM will take care of the details; consider it sold.”

      Sabine grinned. “I thought you would say something like that, so I already drew up the agreement and sent it to him.” She shrugged at Bethany Anne’s raised eyebrow. “You are already leasing most of the building.”

      “I am?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Sabine nodded. “Oui. The VR suites are pretty much all we had left to maintain, so we figured we might as well sell out.”

      “What about Tim?” Alexis asked, leaning in.

      Sabine’s mouth twitched. “He’ll, umm, survive.”

      Bethany Anne gave her a sympathetic smile. “So will you if your relationship doesn’t weather the separation.”

      Alexis fixed Bethany Anne with a hopeful look. “Does that mean you’re going to cut Gabriel and me some slack? We’d be perfectly fine with Akio as our CO. We could make a difference, and you know we want to.”

      Bethany Anne did not tear the heart from the universe at the thought of the twins leaving. She did, however, turn to Alexis with utter seriousness. “I know you’re looking for any opportunity to find Gödel and get your revenge, but you’re not ready for this conversation. I’m happy for Sabine’s team to take on whatever gets thrown at them because they have decades of experience.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes. “In Earth years.”

      Bethany Anne smiled, brushing off the retort. “You are needed on the tour, where you will have the opportunity to prove you won’t run off and get yourselves killed the second my and your father’s backs are turned. We will discuss your crew’s fitness for front-line deployment when we return. Does that satisfy you?”

      Alexis threw her arms around Bethany Anne. “I have to tell Gabriel!”

      Michael replaced Sabine when she also left to inform her team of Bethany Anne’s decision. “You’re being generous tonight. Have the girls exhausted that, or am I just in time to persuade you to alter one of our stops on the itinerary? I have it in mind to go hunting with the children.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “You’re an ass, Michael Nacht.”

      Michael put a hand to his chest. “I’m lucky to have an ego large enough that your repeated assertion of that hasn’t affected me.” He dodged her punch and leaned back in the chair with his hands laced behind his head. “You’re impatient to get moving. I get it. The longer we delay, the more chance that Gödel launches her revenge before we can hit her with ours.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Is it wrong of me to hope the twins realize while we’re on this tour that the action they’re looking for is exactly what we’ve been shielding them from their whole lives?”

      Michael smiled. “You have a chance of them choosing to stick around if you continue to give them space to discover where they belong. You haven’t yet locked them in the Etheric for asking, which I’d say is a step in the right direction.”

      “Don’t.” Bethany Anne groaned. “I wish I could. Sabine didn’t realize you’re less restrictive these days. I almost grounded all four of them when ADAM told me they were selling off their assets.” She frowned. “What the hell happened? When I found out I was pregnant, I thought you’d be the strict father and I’d be the cool mom who did crazy things.”

      “I have been the father of toddlers with superpowers and no concept of death,” Michael told her with a sage look. “Nothing scares me. You’re a good mother. You never limited our children’s learning, and you support them in everything they do.”

      He held up a finger to stall her interruption. “Look at them, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne did as he asked. Gabriel was laughing with Ka’nak as they shared battle stories. Bethany Anne looked away from the impromptu wrestling match that broke out and scanned the tables for Alexis. She spotted her talking animatedly to Reynolds’ head engineer, and the genius inventor looked impressed.

      They had the experience; she just hadn’t fully processed it yet. “Maybe I’m the one who needs neural reintegration,” she murmured. “God, I’m going to miss them, but you’re right.”

      

      Onyx Station

      Paul Jacobsen rubbed the tattoo on his forearm for courage as he looked into the camera. Public speaking really wasn’t his thing, but he had a message to get across to the people. He had recorded two messages, and this final one was about to go out on a live stream on the public access channel.

      He glanced at the vial on the table next to the computer, hesitating for a moment before he picked it up and drank the contents. He swallowed without tasting it and cleared his throat, choked more by remorse that it had come to this than any reaction to the nanocyte compound he’d just tossed back.

      He was going to die soon, but this was the only way to expose the truth. The only way to save everyone from the real enemy.

      He smiled sadly, thinking about his wife and children as he pressed the button to begin the stream. “My name is Paul Jacobsen. I’m a nobody, a computer technician, but I’ve found out that something is wrong in the Federation, and I have to speak out before it’s too late. We are being lied to. There is a force at work that wants to tear us down and force us to fight their war for them. The Federation council wants us to believe that we are under threat from Kurtherians, but that is a lie they’re telling us to cover a darker truth.”

      The silence that followed stretched out. Paul felt a keen pressure to ensure he didn’t appear to be a fanatic despite his method of getting attention.

      “The Kurtherians don’t exist,” he continued in an even tone. “I have proof that they’re a myth created by Bethany Anne Nacht to cover the killing spree she went on when she formed the Etheric Empire. She will not stop until we are an empire again. We have to ask, ‘Will she stop there?’”

      Paul paused to give the watchers time to digest the question. A pang in his chest told him his time was growing short. He looked directly into the camera with utter sincerity. “Many would welcome her back with open arms, ignorant of the consequences. Bethany Anne is the commonality in every war in recent history. Further, she is the cause. I know everyone watching this is already aware there have been multiple sightings of the former Empress in recent months, but what I’m about to show you is shocking.”

      He tapped the keyboard as the cramps reached his stomach and began to twist his gut, replacing his camera feed with the image that had set in motion the chain of events that had brought him to this moment. “This image was taken in the control room of a mining outpost owned by a Leath group. As you can see by the blood, Bethany Anne has clearly killed a number of Leath already.”

      Paul left the image there for a moment before returning his image to the screen. He fought to keep his voice steady as pain wracked him. “My source informed me that the outpost was stripped at this time and that any attempt to approach it was met with hostility from the nearby battlestation.” He opened his arms in supplication as he heard the elevator open. “I have worse news. My source inside the Federal House of Arbitration tells me that the council has met with Bethany Anne to discuss her taking over the Federation.”

      Paul glanced at the door, hearing boots in the corridor outside his hotel room.

      There was a bang on the door. “Station security. Open up.”

      “We don’t have to take it lying down,” he told the camera, his face contorting as his insides burned. “I don’t want to do this, but I can’t let the truth be suppressed any longer. Bethany Anne has assets on—”

      It was over. He clutched his chest, unable to hear the instructions being yelled by the two men who burst in with their weapons drawn.

      Paul closed his eyes as the nanocyte compound reached peak conversion of his body’s energy and exploded.
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      Devon, First City, Totto’s Restaurant

      “I love that you had the building remade exactly as it was,” Bethany Anne told Leonardo as she accepted his warm handshake at the door.

      “We can’t thank you enough for your help with everything,” Leonardo replied.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You have the Hexagon Foundation to thank for that. The volunteers have been working tirelessly to get First City back to normal.”

      Leonardo beamed. “That’s what happens when people help each other. We’ve been cooking for the construction workers, doing what we can to contribute in our own way. But we should not stand here talking all night. You have guests, and those guests are waiting.”

      “While true, it is important that normal life resumes as soon as possible,” Michael commented as Leonardo led them inside. He smelled the inviting aromas. “Besides, it’s practically tradition to have our departure dinner here.”

      “People in the city come here to celebrate the special moments in life.” Bethany Anne winked at him. “There is no way we’d let this war take that away from them.”

      Leonardo showed them into the private room where their family and closest friends were seated around four tables pushed together.

      Bethany Anne was pleased to see that Cheryl Lynn and Todd were on Devon. Tina and Scott were sitting with them, Tina was on the end and had Marcus to her left at the next table, followed by Bobcat and William. John was flanked by Lillian and Jean. Darryl and Natalia sat with Dan, Gabrielle, and Eric. Sabine, Jacqueline, Mark, and Ricole were in deep conversation with the twins.

      “Where are we sitting?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Over here,” Alexis and Gabriel called in unison, waving them past Tabitha and Peter.

      Leonardo brought the starters in while the conversation flowed. Bethany Anne watched, eyes roaming, pleased to feel everyone’s energy was high in anticipation of the tour getting underway.

      Tina got to her feet. She held up her glass and looked around with a smile. “Here’s to walking right up to the impossible and telling it to go fuck itself. We’ve designed a real-time defense system that will give the Federation the edge against the Seven. I want to say congratulations, but I don’t want to jinx it.”

      Bethany Anne was distracted by ADAM. What’s up?

      >>You have an urgent call from Lance and Nathan.<<

      Give me audio. She waited for a beat. Dad, Nathan. What’s the urgency?

      Nathan was first to reply. Onyx was attacked. Some ass blew himself up, ranting about you.

      That got Bethany Anne’s attention. What? Go back, explain.

      We can do better than that, Lance interjected. He live-streamed the whole thing.

      He did what? Bethany Anne demanded. What the fuck is going on out there? We’re due to arrive in a few days, and you have terrorists on board the station?

      >>I have the video,<< ADAM informed her.

      Give me a minute. Bethany Anne left the table, holding a finger up when Michael gave her an inquiring look. She stepped outside the room and played the video ADAM had provided. How many were injured by the explosion?

      The security officers who went to apprehend him are in Pod-docs, but they’ll be fine. A couple of the hotel guests received minor injuries, but most of the damage was directed outward into my damn building, Nathan informed her in a growl. I’ve contacted the Magistrate. They’re going to send someone to take care of the legal aspects of me turning this station upside-fucking-down until I’m sure there are no more crazies aboard.

      What about Jacobsen? Bethany Anne asked, reading the report station security had made. Who was he working with?

      We may have a leak, Lance conceded.

      Fucking right, you have a leak. How else did that Kool-Aid-drinking wanksack get that photo of me? Bethany Anne adjusted her endocrine levels to abate the rage she felt building. Now wasn’t the time to get emotional. I’m concerned this attack won’t be an isolated incident. I want you to investigate. Our spontaneously-combusting lunatic wasn’t working alone.

      Lance and Nathan started speaking at the same time.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t done. Not only does the Federation council have a leak, Nathan is going to be tied up making sure this doesn’t become a diplomatic crisis when I arrive to implement the upgrades. This was not the start I wanted.

      Nathan growled. Everyone saw that crackpot for what he was. Onyx is fine.

      Then we thank Providence for the small mercies it grants. The last thing I want is trouble when we get to the Kezzin outpost on the itinerary. Bethany Anne sighed. Onyx is a neutral zone. Our security has to be able to prevent one conspiracy nut with explosives knowledge and no survival instinct from blowing the shit out of it. As for the council, it sounds to me like we’re still teetering on the edge of a complete fucking shitshow.

      It’s not like that, Lance interceded. I don’t suspect any of the council delegates. Everyone who doubted was made aware of the reality when you threatened to bring an Ooken to Red Rock and drop it in front of them.

      That’s still a possibility, Bethany Anne told him. However, I’ll hold off on the stringent measures until we know who is working against us. This needs to be stopped before they fuck up everything we’re working for. It’s time to clean house, Dad. I’m sending Akio to you. I have to be certain Gödel isn’t mixed up in this somehow.

      We’ll soon know if she is, Lance told her, his voice hard with determination. Rest assured, whoever sent that photo will be leaving Red Rock in a body bag.

      Bethany Anne knew not to argue with her father when he took it upon himself to address a betrayal. Nathan, I want a full investigation into Paul Jacobsen’s life. Work it from the other end.

      I’m going to have to call in some backup, Nathan told her. We’re a little bit short-handed around here with everyone getting ready for your arrival.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t bothered about the details as long as she got the answer to whose ass she had to beat some common fucking sense into. Don’t you have a Direct Action Branch for situations like this?

      Nathan chuckled. You read my mind. I’ll call TH as soon as we’re done here.

      I’m going to send Alexis and Gabriel ahead. With K’aia and Trey, you have four extra pairs of hands.

      There was a brief hesitation on Nathan’s side. Please don’t kill me, but I haven’t got time to babysit right now, Bethany Anne. They’d be at risk.

      I’d worry more about the risk to anyone who thinks my children are easy targets, Bethany Anne replied,

      Okay then, Nathan replied. But if they get in the way, they’ll have to hang with Ecaterina until you get here.

      He dropped the link, leaving Bethany Anne and Lance to their goodbyes.

      He has no clue the twins have had enhancement, does he? Lance asked.

      Not the slightest, Bethany Anne told him with a chuckle. Fucking with him makes my day, what can I say? Bad Queen, very bad queen. Love you. Bye, Dad.

      She slipped back into the dining room and took her seat at the table. “What did I miss?” she murmured to Michael.

      Michael leaned in to reply. “Tabitha and Jacqueline are about to have a fight. What was that call?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “You don’t want to know.”

      Michael gave her a pointed look. “That was kind of my point in asking.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Dad and Nathan. Someone blew themselves up on Onyx Station. It’s dealt with. Tonight is about family.”

      “At least I use a knife and fork to eat,” Tabitha snarked in response to a cutting comment from Jacqueline.

      “Oh, I can use a knife,” Jacqueline retorted as Mark tried to get her to sit down. “Keep talking and you’ll be forked.”

      Michael gave Bethany Anne a pained look as he rose to intervene. “Family, love them or hate them."

      Bethany Anne snickered. “You live for this shit, and you’ll never convince me differently.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Underground Hangar (the next day)

      Bethany Anne smiled as Sabine, Jacqueline, Mark, and Ricole entered the storage hangar, with Demon and Sam Jr. in tow. She left her inspection of the space and walked over to meet them. “How are your preparations coming?”

      Sabine gave that Gallic shrug, a holdover from her days on Earth that indicated her general ambivalence about the subject. “So-so. We finished negotiating with Cheryl Lynn the day before yesterday, so our businesses have all been taken care of.”

      “What’s the issue?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “We’re having trouble finding a suitable ship,” Mark told her dejectedly. “We had bad news from Jean. There are no unassigned battleships, and she can’t fit us in until approximately the twelfth of never.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled when Ricole mumbled her displeasure with the situation. “That’s what I called you all down here for. The reason Jean hasn’t got any space in her schedule is I had her rush a bunch of ships I needed for John and the guys.”

      “What does that mean for our assignment?” Jacqueline asked. “We can’t do much without a ship.”

      “Well, we could try to swim through space,” Mark suggested. For his insolence, Jacqueline elbowed him.

      Bethany Anne turned and swept an arm to indicate the Shinigami-class ships occupying the hangar. “I’m giving you the Defiant, the Revolution, the Cambridge, and the Shufur to go out and provide a suitable response to bullies.”

      Jacqueline considered for a moment. “So, do unto bullies as they would do unto you?”

      “No, don’t try any emotional bullshit. Give them one warning, then take them down three ways.”

      “Which are?” Jacqueline asked.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Hard, fast, and continuously until they don’t know how to put on their underwear correctly.”

      Jacqueline shut her mouth, then shook her head. “How have I not heard that before?”

      “I’ve been saving it,” Bethany Anne admitted. “It was time.”

      “Not the Sayomi?” Mark commented with curiosity, ready to switch to another subject. The Queen might be a death-bringing killer, but she got her little joys from harassing her friends, and he was ready to get them beyond that little bomb-riddled minefield.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Not in John’s lifetime. The Sayomi is coming with the Baba Yaga.”

      Jacqueline had met Sayomi. “You never know when you’ll need a ship with a crazy AI at the controls.”

      “What kind of name is Shufur for a ship?” Ricole pondered as the elevator opened again, spilling Tina, Marcus, and a couple of techs into the hangar.

      “My dad thinks he’s funny,” Tina answered, hurrying over with her entourage in tow. “Its full name is Sh-for-ship.”

      Bethany Anne cursed internally that she’d let Scott slip it by her. “Somehow, I can see that being true. What brings you down here?”

      Tina waved the tablet in her hand. “Have you checked the schedule in the last twenty minutes?”

      Bethany Anne opened the prep section of the tour planner in her HUD and saw that ADAM had updated to greens across the board. “Well, fuck me. We’re ready?”

      Tina wiggled her eyebrows and grinned. “Hells yeah, we are. Do you want to start the countdown to departure?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, returning Tina’s enthusiasm with a bright smile. “Keep up. It’s already running. We leave in six hours. Go say your goodbyes.”

      Tina checked the countdown timer that had appeared in her HUD. “Five hours fifty-seven minutes. Dammit, I’m not packed!”

      “Yes, you are,” Marcus told her. “Your mother took care of it.”

      The panic faded from Tina’s face. “Bless that woman. I don’t know why I ever grew up and left home.”

      Marcus coughed pointedly and Tina laughed. “I don’t see you packing for me,” she told him.

      Marcus looked away, blushing. “Cheryl Lynn packed for me, too,” he mumbled.

      “Cheryl Lynn is a gift.” She looked from one genius to the other. “This gives us time to run through everything one more time before we leave.”

      “What is there to run through?” Tina asked, backing away before Bethany Anne could argue. “The pickup points are ready for our arrival. We’ll be at Onyx Station before you know it. Relax! We’ve got this.”

      She waved over her shoulder as she darted for the elevator. “See you on the ship. Come on, Marcus!”

      Bethany Anne smiled and turned to Sabine’s group, pulling an envelope from her pocket. “I have an assignment for Akio that’s too sensitive for normal communication methods. Give him this, and good luck out there, all of you.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, QBS Achronyx, APA

      “There’s a Gate opening two kilometers off the port bow,” Achronyx announced.

      Akio paused with his katana poised to strike Nickie’s. “Kurtherian signature?”

      “One of ours,” Achronyx replied. “It looks like our backup has arrived.”

      Akio replaced his katana on its mount and turned to the wallscreen. “Hail the lead ship.”

      Nickie had Meredith run scans through the Penitent Granddaughter. “That’s a Shinigami-class ship.”

      “That would be the QBS Defiant,” Achronyx informed them.

      “That’s Darryl’s ship,” Akio stated.

      Sabine and Demon appeared on the screen as he spoke. “Not anymore,” Sabine told them with a smile. She lifted her hands and twirled. “It suits me, no?”

      “I don’t know why you didn’t think of this sooner,” Nickie stated, grinning. “Me and you are going to tear things up around here. How did you get your hands on those ships? I can’t see my grandad parting with the Sayomi. ”

      “He did not,” Sabine confirmed. “But Bethany Anne had the other Shinigami ships replaced with ships so secret even we don’t know what they are capable of, so we get the not-so-shabby cast-offs. Am I the first to arrive?”

      “There are three more Gates opening around the Defiant,” Achronyx announced.

      Sabine punched the air. “Yes!”

      Nickie laughed. “I take it you won something good?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Sabine replied as Ricole, Mark, and Jacqueline cursed over their mental link.

      Demon jumped up and put her front paws on the console, filling the camera’s field. Sabine shooed her down. “They can’t hear you, silly cat. Okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes as she relayed Demon’s comment to Akio. “She’s happy we won because we left it to the race to decide who would act as team leader while we’re out here.”

      “There’s not much room for democracy in a fight for your lives,” Akio answered. “Choosing a structure to rely on is a wise choice, and one I would have implemented if you had not.”

      “In Demon’s case, she just likes to boss people around,” Sabine told him drily. “I have a message from Bethany Anne for you.”

      Akio smiled. “I’ll have Achronyx send Pods to bring you all over. I’m guessing Jaqueline is hungry?”

      “I could eat,” Nickie commented hopefully, looking around. “Is there still a secret chocolate stash in the galley?”

      Sabine chuckled as Nickie wandered off-camera and presumably toward the galley without waiting for Akio to reply. “We’ll see you soon.”

      Akio met the Pods in the transport bay. Sabine, Jacqueline, Mark, and Ricole were followed down the ramp by the cats.

      Demon walked with her head held as straight as her tail, while her son’s gaze bounced around with each new thing that caught his eye.

      “Welcome to the frontier,” Akio told them as he accepted the package from Sabine. He turned the thick, stuffed envelope over in his hands before easing it open.

      “What is it?” Sabine asked.

      Akio glanced inside the envelope, his eyes widening. “I think Nickie needs to be here for this.”

      “She’s raiding the galley,” Achronyx informed them.

      Nickie was setting the table when they arrived. “Just in time. I made sandwiches for everyone. I hope none of you are vegetarian. That shit isn’t tolerated in my kitchen.”

      “This is not your kitchen,” Akio reminded her, taking a seat at the table. He retrieved the package from his pocket. “It’s from Bethany Anne.”

      “Open it,” Sabine urged. “I want to know what made your face turn purple.”

      Akio tipped the envelope, spilling a badge onto the table.

      “Fuck me,” Nickie gasped. Her eyes were caught by the light glinting off it before she looked at Akio. “That’s the Ranger One badge!”

      Akio pulled out the single sheet of paper and read it aloud. “Akio, or should I say, Ranger One, the Rangers have been reestablished, with you at the head. It’s about time you got organized out there. I believe Nickie already has her badge.”

      Nickie dropped the plate she was holding. “No. Freaking. Way!” The clang of metal on metal as it hit the deck made everyone turn to look at her.

      “Shhh!” Jaqueline hissed. “Let the man read.”

      “The Ranger life is hard,” Akio continued. “It’s you and your partner against whatever dumbfuckery you come across. I have sent you the new Ranger Fleet. I trust you will find your trainees adequate to the task. I’ve also sent the equipment to set up your part of the Interdiction, including everything you need to set up a base out there, so you all have somewhere to call home for the time being.”

      Akio folded the paper and began shredding it. When he was done, he picked up his badge and smiled, rubbing his thumb on the 1. “It’s okay. The rest was for my eyes only. We have our instructions.” He looked up. “Can I rely on you to get the base started while I take care of business for Bethany Anne?”

      Nickie snorted. “Fuck, yeah, you can. Have you seen Devon?” She circled the group with a finger. “It’s on them. I’ll stick around to help.”

      “I wondered what all those storage containers were for,” Mark murmured, pulling a tablet out. “Can I get access to your charts?” he asked Akio. “We should be able to find the ideal location for the base with a little AI assistance.”

      Ricole got to her feet. “I’m going to inventory the construction supplies. Knowing what we’ve got to work with will help narrow down the search parameters.”

      Jacqueline snagged a couple of sandwiches from the platter Nickie had put together. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      Sabine folded her hands on the table and smiled at Akio. “Tell me what else we can do to make defending this quadrant easier.”

      Akio chuckled and patted her arm. “We will get to that. Your cats are on their way here.”

      Demon padded in. What did I miss?

      Dinner, judging by the smell, Sam grumbled as he sauntered through the door.

      “You can get your own dinner,” Sabine told him. “Your neural chip is compatible with the food-processing unit.”

      “I’m picking up an SOS,” Achronyx announced over the speaker.

      Akio got to his feet. “Give me the speakers, Achronyx. Everyone get back to your ships. We have a distress call to answer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, The Interdiction, QSD Baba Yaga

      Izanami used the time it took Bethany Anne to walk from the transfer bay to the bridge for self-reflection.

      The way the AI Reynolds had reacted to her the last time they had met was annoying in the extreme. She wasn’t a warrior princess from anime to be swooned over, and she had larger concerns than being friendly with the returning hero.

      Thinking while in diagnostic mode was useful. She noted her jealousy and scrubbed the lines that made her feel it was unfair that Reynolds had been allowed to procure a body while she was still fighting to get the training wheels off.

      He had earned the right, and she had admittedly acted rashly on a number of occasions.

      With the bias removed, she saw much to admire in Reynolds. He had a certain charm, that was for sure.

      Why he had added that romantic twist to the chivalric part of his personality matrix was beyond her. Perhaps out in the farthest reaches of space, AIs imitated biologicals completely.

      She would inquire if that awful slip-of-the-keyboard personality growth of his didn’t speak up and lower the tone.

      Izanami dismissed the line of thought when the part of her responsible for operating the ship registered that Bethany Anne and her family were on their way to the bridge. She had high hopes that Alexis and Gabriel hadn’t grown out of the desire to spend time with her. She had felt the absence of her interactions with the twins during their time in the Vid-docs, especially her conversations with Alexis.

      Gabriel came in ahead of everyone, complaining loudly about their assignments. “It’s not fair that Trey and K’aia get to shadow Uncle John. What purpose are we serving here?”

      Bethany Anne ignored the rant, patting Gabriel’s arm with a smile. “You’ll have fun. See the Federation.”

      “So will Trey and K’aia,” Gabriel argued. “Except they’ll be doing more than standing around listening to politicians going on and on and on!”

      “Your mother and I feel it’s important for you both to explore your roots,” Michael told him.

      “The Federation is the embodiment of the ideal that people can live together,” Bethany Anne continued the thought. “Not in spite of their differences, but because of them. It took almost two lifetimes to bring about, and I desire to share that with you.”

      Alexis hugged Bethany Anne on her way to her seat. “I think it sounds amazing, Mom. We have to do some shopping while we’re on the Meredith Reynolds. I’ve been dreaming of the shoe stores there since I was a little kid.”

      Bethany Anne had been dreaming of taking her there. “This is going to be more than the tour. We have the chance to make memories. Your whole lives, it’s been one crisis after another, with a war on top. We have fourteen months to kick back between stops.”

      “I still think it’s going to take at least eighteen,” Alexis disputed. “You can’t account for the actions of people.”

      “Are you willing to put your money where your mouth is?” Gabriel asked with a glint in his eye.

      “What are you thinking?” Alexis shot back with interest. She folded her arms. “I think you’ve suffered through just about every forfeit I care to come up with.”

      “Yeah, same.” Gabriel pressed his lips together in consideration. “I don’t know. Maybe we should start a pool to cover the tab at AGB for a night when we get home at the end of this.”

      Bethany Anne cleared her throat, and the twins’ heads snapped around. “You’re gambling now?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Alexis shrugged. “Sure, Mom. What else is there to do on deployment? You want in?”

      Was that all it took? She eyed her children. Well, her young adult children. It felt like the curtains were opened and where before they were three feet tall, the people staring at her were fully grown.

      She felt Michael chuckling drily in the back of her mind and turned to him with her finger held up. “Not. A. Word,” she told him before taking her seat.

      Michael held up his hands, his eyes crinkling in amusement. “Forgive me for enjoying the moment,” he teased. “I happen to agree with our daughter.”

      Alexis whooped. “That’s the spirit, Dad. What’s your bet?”

      Michael narrowed his eyes in thought. “I say we’ll come in eight weeks over schedule.” He lifted a shoulder at Bethany Anne’s huff of annoyance. “But it will be because of exigent circumstances.”

      “It’s a shame you’re both wrong,” Gabriel stated. “I know Mom. Free will is no match for her. I say we’ll be back no more than two weeks late.”

      Bethany Anne smiled at Gabriel. “Looks like I have a favorite child at last. Since I intend this tour to take exactly the amount of time I’ve scheduled for it, you can put me down for fourteen months, Alexis.”

      Alexis giggled as she added Bethany Anne’s guess to the sheet she was putting together in her HUD. “Sure, Mom. I’m sending this out to everyone on board. Buy-in is two hundred credits. I know how much Guardians drink.”

      Gabriel laughed and turned his chair to face Michael. “I was thinking you and I could go bistok hunting while we’re around Yoll. Uncle Pete told me they’re bigger and meaner there because the weaker ones get hunted out.”

      “That, and the death matches they hold every mating season,” Michael agreed. “Those are the only two things preventing the planet from being overrun since they have no natural predator.”

      Alexis was horrified. “There are that many people hunting them?”

      Michael shook his head. “No, the mating season is just that brutal.” He tapped his wrist-holo and sent everyone a brochure for a resort planet called Serenity. “I have something else planned. Apart from the stops at Onyx Station, the Meredith Reynolds, and a couple other centers of population, the rest of the time, we’ll be moving on every few days. Everyone could benefit from a break to recharge at the midpoint, so I worked with ADAM to fit in a four-week stop here.”

      The twins scanned the brochure with interest. “That’s really thoughtful of you.” Alexis’ lips kept moving as she finished the brochure. “We had a couple of tours like this when we were in the gameworld, and the constant change of location gets to you after a while.”

      “Yeah,” Gabriel agreed. “Then it doesn’t matter where you stop as long as you get to stay in the same place for more than five minutes.”

      Michael flashed a satisfied smile. “I thought you’d appreciate it. When we get there, we have access to the entire planet.”

      “So we avoid Altaria completely, except for the tech crews laying the beacons,” Alexis noted, studying the itinerary.

      “We still have work to do during our time there,” Bethany Anne explained. “But having the Reynolds along meant we could build some slack into the schedule. They’ll be Gating out to nearby systems to set up the beacons while we’re taking care of the inhabited locations.”

      “I can’t see much room for kicking back anywhere else,” Alexis told her. “Dad’s right, everyone is going to be fried by the time we get there.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “That’s why I agreed with your father that the stop had to be built into the itinerary.”

      Michael folded his arms. “Why doesn’t that sound like the abundance of praise I should be getting right now?”

      “We’ve got to keep that ego of yours in check somehow.” Bethany Anne paused as she pushed a finger into his chest, then dropped a kiss on his head as she walked by to get to her chair. “Thank you for thinking about everyone. The resort looks nice.”

      “Nice?” Alexis blurted. “Mom, they have everything. I always wanted to go to one of these resort worlds.” She laughed when she worked out what Gabriel was so engrossed in. “I see why Dad likes it. The southern continent is a hunting range. You guys have fun with that. I’ll be getting pampered within an inch of my life.”

      “Sweet!” Gabriel exclaimed. “You can have them grow whatever you want to hunt from scratch. The clone isn’t sentient.” He made a face of disappointment. “Dammit. You have to give them two months.”

      Michael’s smirk grew a touch.

      Alexis narrowed her eyes. “How long have you known about this resort, Dad?”

      “I’ve known about it for years,” Michael replied. “But we weren’t exactly welcome to go into the Federation, and besides, it’s worked out better that you’re both fully grown to get the most out of it.”

      “You’re not thinking of trophy-hunting.” Alexis tilted her head. It wasn’t a question. “So, you’re planning on an experience?”

      Michael winked. “The best yet.”

      Alexis’ eyes lit up, matching the shine in Gabriel’s. “Maybe I don’t need that much pampering,” Alexis conceded. “Are you coming with us, Mom?”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “What makes you think I’d be anywhere else?” She was distracted when Izanami appeared.

      “You have an incoming call from Colonel Walton,” Izanami informed her.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet, reluctant to leave. “I won’t be long.”

      She headed into the ready room just as Izanami asked if she would be permitted to join the family on the resort world. “You’re part of the family, aren’t you?” she called before closing the door.

      Colonel Terry Henry Walton’s disgruntled face stared at Bethany from the holoscreen.

      “Why can’t you ever be progruntled when I see you?” Bethany Anne asked in greeting.

      Terry frowned, thrown by the remark. “’Progruntled?’” he repeated.

      Bethany Anne waved a finger to encompass the Marine’s face. “The opposite of disgruntled. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you smile.”

      “Just nod and agree,” Charumati’s voice came from somewhere to Terry’s left.

      “I’d listen to your wife,” Bethany Anne advised with a warm smile. “What can I do for you, TH? You’re not the social-call type.”

      “I wanted to get your take on the disturbed individual who blew himself up on Onyx Station,” Terry told her. “I’d hate to miss an angle now and have it come back to bite me in the ass down the line.”

      “I appreciate your diligence,” Bethany Anne told him. “I have Akio on his way to Red Rock to dig up whoever gave Jacobsen that photo. It could just be someone who lost out when the mining operation was scrapped, but if there’s a larger group working against us, I want to know about it before you take them out.”

      Terry nodded. “Got you. Char thinks it’s a good idea to have someone on the lookout for shady individuals hovering around your location, and I agree. I’m sending Christina to you, which means my grandson will be accompanying her. Take care of him for me.”

      “You know I’ll treat him like one of my own children.” Bethany Anne smiled. “It will be great to see Christina. Have them meet us at Onyx Station. We’ll be there in two days.”

      Izanami manifested in her usual red-gold shower as Bethany Anne ended the call. “The fleet is ready for departure, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Good. Get the Gates up on the main viewscreen and the bridge of the Reynolds on the secondary.” She swept onto the bridge as Izanami followed her instructions.

      Alexis took her cue and prepared to send a video of Bethany Anne’s departure speech to every registered news outlet in the Federation. “ADAM, is the link ready?”

      >>Almost,<< ADAM told her. >>Okay. We’ll be live in two minutes.<<

      John burst onto the bridge. “Wait up. I have something for you.” He thrust the wrapped package Jean had given him for Bethany Anne toward her.

      “Not the best timing,” Bethany Anne told him. She took the package from him and tore open the wrapping.

      >>You could just go into high-speed if you are worried.<<

      Not if I don’t want to seem jumpy.

      John lifted his hands. “Jean told me you had to have it before we left.”

      Bethany Anne took out the neatly folded bundle of fabric and shook it out. “A coat?” She spotted a scrap of paper taped to the lapel. “And a note from Jean.”

      “What’s it say?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne read the note before dropping it and slipping her arms into the sleeves. It fit her perfectly. “This is my heavy armor, courtesy of her work with the Bl’kheth genetic material.”

      John nodded. “She sent a bunch of stuff over, along with the new armor.” He pointed at Alexis and Gabriel. “I’ll see you two for training first thing tomorrow.”

      “Ten seconds, Mom,” Alexis called, nodding to acknowledge John’s instruction.

      Bethany Anne returned to her place in front of the viewscreen and smiled when Alexis signaled she was live.

      Why did she feel like this was like any other massive speech, and yet like just another day?

      “Devon Fleet, we are about to embark upon an undertaking many thought impossible to make a reality.

      “It sucks for them to be proved wrong.

      “I had no doubts when I asked for a way to provide an Interdiction to cover the whole Federation that our brightest minds could and would make it happen.

      “Above all things, we protect our own, and you are the ones who will implement that protection. Celebrate your part in getting this operation off the ground, then strap in and buckle the fuck up because the impossible became real. Now the hard but not impossible work is about to start.”

      She paused before widening the focus of her words to include the people watching across the Federation. “When I stepped down as Empress, I made a promise. I swore to defend everything the Federation stands for if the time ever came that it was threatened. It hurts me to tell you that time has come. The Kurtherians are determined that every sentient being in this universe will bow at their feet. They consider us inferior to them because we care about others. Because we will act selflessly to protect each other, regardless of species. Having the biggest guns doesn’t automatically make you the victor in a war of attrition, but we have something the Kurtherians and their allies don’t.

      “We have unity.”

      She scanned the ships on the screen, picking out the ancillary ships dotted around the SD Reynolds looming large in the near-distance.

      Her people.

      Bethany Anne graced them all with a smile. “Let’s roll.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Onyx Station, Lowell Residence

      Nathan woke up. He rubbed his eyes, wondering what had caused him to snap awake when he heard a noise downstairs. He shook Ecaterina gently. “Did you hear that?” he asked her in a whisper.

      Ecaterina stirred when he shook her again. “Mfff,” she mumbled. “Hear what?”

      Nathan heard another scuffle downstairs. “There’s someone in the kitchen.”

      Ecaterina rolled over. “You’re imagining things. No intruder is getting past my booby traps.”

      Nathan frowned. “There are booby traps in the house? How come I didn’t know about them?”

      “Because they’re not programmed to kill you,” Ecaterina mumbled sleepily.

      A drawer banged shut downstairs, and Ecaterina sat bolt upright with a gun in her hand. “There is someone down there.” She grabbed her wrist-holo from the bedside table and checked. “Huh?”

      “Believe me now?” Nathan asked, eyeing the weapon she held with amusement. “You’re just full of surprises tonight.”

      Ecaterina flashed him a bright grin as she got out of bed. “It’s nice to know I can still surprise you after so long.” She grabbed her robe and headed for the door. “Come on, we have a burglar to make target practice of.”

      “You know this is exactly why I married you,” Nathan whispered as they took the stairs.

      Ecaterina waved his teasing off as her wrist-holo gave her unexpected news. “The security measures have been deactivated.”

      Nathan’s humor faded instantly as his mind fed him an image of another random anti-BA fanatic in his kitchen. “That’s not good. Come on, we’d better find out who’s down there.”

      They padded down the stairs silently. Ecaterina frowned at the sliver of light coming from the kitchen.

      Nathan decided the only weapon good enough for the asshole who had dared break into his house only a week after the Jacobsen situation was his bare claws. He flexed his hands as he made them shift, one of the benefits of being a Pricolici.

      There was a muffled clatter in the kitchen, then a sharp whisper.

      “Shh!”

      Nathan glanced at Ecaterina and nodded toward the door. Ecaterina raised her weapon, and they tiptoed into the kitchen together.

      The only light came from the fridge, and even that was dim since the intruder was helping themselves to the contents.

      Nathan growled, spotting a second intruder hovering nervously by the door they’d come in by.

      “Hands up!” Ecaterina cried, slapping the light switch. She dropped her weapon. “Oh.”

      Christina turned from the fridge with her arms full of sandwich fixings and grinned at them. “What kind of welcome is that for your only child?”

      Nathan eyed the man by the door. He had the look of a Walton without any of the hard edges Terry had. “Who are you?”

      Kai crossed the kitchen and offered his hand with an appropriately nervous smile. “Kailin Walton, Mr. Lowell. Good to meet you, sir.”

      Ecaterina caught Christina’s amusement, put it together with Kai's earnest attempt to make a good impression on Nathan, and felt joy for her daughter.

      She slipped around Nathan, who was ignoring Kai's hand in favor of giving him the hairy eyeball, and took his hand in both of hers, smiling warmly. “Welcome, Kailin. You’re Marcie’s and Kaeden’s son, right?”

      “You got me,” he replied, returning her smile. “Call me ‘Kai.’ Christina has told me a lot about you two. I have to say, it’s a bit nerve-wracking meeting you in person.” He glanced at Nathan, who was still glaring. “I’m sorry we didn’t meet under better circumstances.”

      “You’re lucky my wife didn’t shoot your fool heads off,” Nathan growled.

      “Play nice, Dad,” Christina interjected. “Kai's good people.” She walked over and took Kai’s hand. “TH sent us to give you a hand with the investigation. You are shorthanded, right?”

      Nathan's heart broke a little at the realization that his little girl had finally brought a boy home to meet them.

      Dammit! He winced when Ecaterina checked him in the ribs, but it was enough to snap him back to reality.

      He forced himself to smile and shook Kai’s hand. “Yeah. Yeah, we are. It’s good to have you here.”

      Ecaterina intervened, seeing that Nathan was thrown by the whole situation. “Let me get you two settled. We can talk about the investigation after everyone has slept.”

      “My room is still there, right?” Christina asked with a yawn. “We made it through the Gate system without any waiting time at the connections, so we’re pretty tired.”

      Ecaterina nodded. “It’s exactly as you left it. Are you two staying long?”

      Christina hugged her mother. “Only until Bethany Anne gets here. You and Dad go back to bed. I have to eat before I can sleep.”

      Ecaterina returned the hug with feeling. “It’s good to have you home.” With that, she shooed Nathan out of the kitchen while Christina got to work making a snack.

      Nathan looked over his shoulder at the kitchen door as Ecaterina shepherded him toward the stairs. “But...” he whispered. “But!”

      “No buts,” she told him firmly. “Can’t you see she’s in love?”

      Nathan hung his head as he ascended. “Yes. Why do you think I’m so bothered? They’re not going to share a room. He’s not putting his hands on my daughter.”

      Ecaterina chuckled. “I’d say you’re far too late to stop that ship from sailing.”

      “Dammit!” Nathan clamped his hands over his ears. “I didn’t hear that.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Nathan woke up to the smell of bacon permeating the house. He rolled out of bed and got dressed, his mind seesawing between the report he'd received yesterday and the middle-of-the-night disturbance.

      Christina and Kai were nowhere to be seen when he got to the kitchen. Ecaterina had two places set at the breakfast bar. Nathan had a moment of wondering if he’d dreamed Christina’s return.

      He took a seat and leaned in to snag a sausage from the platter. “I know it’s not my birthday.”

      Ecaterina slapped his hand away. “Wait until the rest is ready. I felt like celebrating. Our daughter is home, and I am pleased she has found a partner at last.”

      Nathan dropped his head onto his folded arms and groaned. “I was hoping I’d dreamed that. Not the part where she was home, the ‘she brought home a guy’ part.”

      Ecaterina snickered, putting his plate in front of him. “You are a silly man. Of course, you didn’t dream it. Christina and Kai are meeting the Magistrate you requested for breakfast. They’ll be home soon.”

      Nathan sighed and dug into his breakfast, resigning himself to the fact that his little girl wasn’t so little anymore. He supposed he was grateful they’d gone to the meeting. It was definitely too early to deal with Rivka and her endless paperwork. “What do you know about this Kai character? How do we know he’s not going to break our daughter’s heart?”

      Ecaterina gave him a hard look. “You should know that they’ve been together for a while. Have you ever known any Walton to be anything less than loyal, trustworthy, and honorable?”

      Nathan slumped on the stool. “I suppose not. But it still doesn’t make him good enough for my princess.”

      “Your princess is a century old,” Ecaterina scolded. “Would you rather she was alone for her entire life? Perpetually single like the Grimes girl?”

      It was Nathan’s turn to deliver the Look. “That’s not very enlightened of you,” he chided, diverting the attention from his own stubborn judgment. “Some people are happier to be single. Anyway, didn’t Lilian’s daughter get together with that assmouth Ricky Escobar?”

      She popped him on the head as she shrugged. “Whatever. I’m just saying, we couldn’t have asked for Christina to have made a better choice of partner.”

      Nathan scowled. “I don’t have to admit it.”

      Ecaterina rolled her eyes in exasperation. “You’ll regret it if you don’t make him feel welcome. What’s it going to be like if they have babies?”

      Nathan jammed his hands over his ears again. “Not listening, and you can’t make me. Just let me do what I have to do to get through this.”

      Christina and Kai arrived back at the house while Nathan was clearing the table. He broke into a smile at the sight of her. “Here she is. You missed breakfast.”

      Christina ignored her father ignoring Kai. “We ate with Rivka. It was good to see her again.”

      “We got more than breakfast,” Kai told Nathan and Ecaterina with a serious expression. “Did you know there’s a whole criminal subculture on the bottom levels of this station?”

      Nathan held up a hand, acknowledging Kai for the first time. “Hold your horses. There won’t be any posse riding at dawn. I know all about the criminal underbelly of the station, and I’d rather have them where I can keep my eye on what they’re doing.”

      Kai frowned. “But…”

      “Keeg hasn’t been an open station all that long, so there’s been no opportunity for it to develop the layers of society that a station that has been around for a century or more has,” Nathan explained, realizing the youth of TH’s grandson had a lot to do with his overexuberance.

      Kai’s frown deepened. “What are you saying? That they’re allowed to get away with it?”

      “No,” Nathan replied. “But they’re allowed to exist. It’s like this; people are going to do what they’re going to do. Yeah, we’ll take care of those whose proclivities are harmful to honest citizens, but otherwise, it’s the Magistrates’ job to take care of the rest. Everyone’s got to live.”

      “Dad’s right,” Christina told Kai. She grinned at Nathan. “There’s less crime than you think, with the Magistrates taking care of business.”

      Kai considered that the balance had to be kept somehow. “I know I’d hate to be on Rivka's bad side,” he conceded. “I guess I can see that working.”

      Ecaterina chuckled. “Did she have any useful information?”

      Christina nodded, sharing the file the no-nonsense Magistrate had put together for them to Nathan and Ecaterina’s internal HUDs. “Yeah. She told us she’d heard rumors about a group who believe Bethany Anne is lying about the Kurtherian threat on her last assignment, but she dismissed them as ridiculous.”

      “Well, yeah.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair as he took in the information. “This could be dangerous to everyone if it spreads. What’s your next move?”

      Christina shrugged. “As you can see, she gave us a couple of leads to follow. We’re going to talk to Bethany Anne when she gets here and see what she wants us to do.”

      

      Approaching Pickup Point Two, QSD Baba Yaga

      “I’m bored.” Gabriel pushed his sketchpad away and got up from his bunk.

      Alexis looked up from her book. “Well, find something to do.”

      Gabriel started throwing items into a bag. “That’s what I’m doing. I’m going to the APA.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” Alexis closed her book and checked the availability of the ship’s training facilities in her HUD. “Deck six is open.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “Armor training. Trey and K’aia are with John and Gabrielle in the APA on this deck.”

      Alexis got off her bunk and grabbed her boots. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place? We haven’t seen him or K’aia for days.”

      They collected their armor from the armory and made their way to the APA, where they found their closest friends working out in the gym area.

      Trey racked his weights and got up from the bench. “Hey, you look kinda like my buddy Gabriel. It’s hard to tell. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, I’ve forgotten his face.”

      “Very funny,” Gabriel grumbled. “How are you guys finding it with John?”

      “Oh, you know,” K’aia replied. “We get up, eat, train, eat, train some more, and if we’re not exhausted at the end of the day, we hang out in the theater and watch movies with everyone.”

      “What about you guys?” Trey inquired.

      Gabriel sighed. “Hurry up and wait is about it. We’ve been filling the time getting our armor calibrated.”

      K’aia glanced at the shielded area where John and Gabrielle were sparring on the mats. “Yeah? I’ve got to say, it doesn’t look easy.”

      Alexis giggled. “It’s not, but it’s like any other training. You repeat it until you defeat it.” She indicated the benches outside the translucent shielding. “I want to watch and see what they’re getting out of it.”

      Gabriel watched John and Gabrielle, noting that they were both giving a subpar performance.

      Alexis dropped onto the bench beside him. “What’s going on with you two?” she called loud enough to be heard by John and Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle called a halt, and John broke off the attack he was setting up for.

      John was smiling when his helmet retracted. “What’s up, kids?”

      “Gabriel is burning a hole in his brain trying to figure out why you two are fighting like a pile of crap,” Alexis replied. She shrugged at John’s pointed look. “What? I’m saying it like I see it; you two were slow to react. What gives?”

      “The armor takes some getting used to,” Gabrielle admitted with a rueful smile. “Learning to work with Sean speaking in my ear continuously has given me a new appreciation for Bethany Anne’s grip on her sanity.”

      John snorted. “That’s putting it mildly, but I think we’re making progress with the calibration.”

      “That’s true,” Gabrielle conceded. “I don’t think it will take too long for my version of Sean to learn to intuit my responses and act accordingly.”

      Gabriel sucked in a breath. “Ours has taken every hour Mom and Dad have given us.”

      “You have more time than us.” Gabrielle reactivated her helmet. “I’m happy to take my time with it. After all, we’ve got fifteen months to fill,” she told them with a wink as her faceplate closed.

      Alexis grinned. “Is that your final bet?”

      Gabrielle nodded. “It is.” She tapped John on the shoulder. “Did you get in on the pool yet?”

      John cracked a grin. “I got in there before any of the guys. Four hundred and forty-eight days.”

      Alexis pointed at John. “Brave of you to pin it down to a day. The calendar is filling up fast.”

      Bethany Anne walked into the APA and came over to the mats. “John, I need to take K’aia and Trey for a while.” She smiled at the twins. “You two as well.”

      John looked at K’aia and Trey and nodded toward Bethany Anne. “You heard the boss,” he told them. “Come find me when you’re done.”

      Alexis picked up speed to keep up with Bethany Anne as they walked in the direction of the small briefing room near the bridge. “What’s going on, Mom? We don’t have anything scheduled until we get to Onyx Station.”

      “Onyx Station is what I wanted to discuss,” Bethany Anne answered. She waited until the five of them were seated in the briefing room before elaborating. “Two days ago, a man committed suicide live on the public access channel. He was clearly suffering from a loss of his grip on reality.”

      Alexis spoke up. “Why would someone do that, and why are you telling us about it?”

      Bethany Anne had hesitated before discussing the assignment she had for the team with Michael. “You can see for yourselves,” she told them. “I’ve made the video available to you all.”

      All four watched Paul Jacobsen’s final moments in silence. Trey was first to speak when it was over. “This man believed he was doing an honorable thing.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, folding her hands on the table. “That’s my concern.”

      “Where did he get that photo?” Alexis asked. “More importantly, what if there are more Paul Jacobsens out there?”

      “I’ve got your grandfather working to resolve the first question,” Bethany Anne assured her. “However, the second is trickier to get to the bottom of. I want you four to go ahead to Onyx Station and help Nathan with the investigation. Speak with the widow and his friends and coworkers—anyone you can find who knew him. Find out if he had any new friends.”

      “We can do that,” Gabriel promised.

      Alexis, K’aia, and Trey agreed in unison.

      Bethany Anne nodded to each. “Get in touch with Nathan when you get there. Tell him you’re there to take the load off him so he can make sure there are no snags with the upgrade schedule. I’ve had the Gemini prepared so you can leave...” She looked at a non-existent watch before turning back to the four of them. “Why are you still here?” she asked, then cracked a small smile.

      They hugged before double-timing it to the hangar the QGE Gemini was currently berthed in.

      “She’s exactly how I remember her,” Trey exclaimed, staring in wonder at the shining blue curves of the Galactic Explorer-class ship’s two modules.

      “Minus the scorch mark where that Ooken ship got a direct hit on her,” K’aia pointed out, drawing a laugh from them all.

      “Let’s get going.” Gabriel put action to his recommendation as Gemini dropped the ramp for them to board.

      All four entered the mezzanine level of the bridge and headed for their stations out of habit, feeling various degrees of déjà vu.

      While this was the first time they had physically set foot aboard, they had traveled light-years and fought for their lives in the gameworld version of this very room.

      Alexis waved to Gemini on the viewscreen. “Hey, Gem. It’s good to be heading out, right?”

      Gemini nodded. “ADAM has briefed me on our assignment. Investigations are interesting more often than not.”

      “Did you miss us, Gemini?” Trey asked, leaning back in his chair with a twinkle in his eyes. “Because I sure missed flying from adventure to adventure with you.”

      Gemini’s friendly features rearranged into a pleasant smile. “It’s good to have you all back,” she agreed. “We have clearance to Gate in a few moments. Should I engage the cloak?”

      Gabriel ran through his portion of the pre-Gate checks. “We don’t need to cloak. We’ll contact Nathan when we get there.”

      Trey felt nothing as Gemini lifted the ship and guided it out into open space.

      The AI kept up a running commentary as they made their way to the coordinates given by the station’s Traffic Control. “Gate drive initiated. Departing in T-minus five…four…three…two…”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne watched the twins’ ship wink out of existence with a smile that was just on this side of resigned.

      Michael took her hand and squeezed. “They are leaving with every technological advantage we are able to provide and the training to use it efficiently.”

      “I was impressed by how they took the news that there’s a plot to turn the people against me.” Bethany Anne rested her head on his shoulder for a moment.

      “You’ve been through this before and come out on the other side unharmed,” Michael reminded her. “If there’s anyone aboard that station who knows something about a wider conspiracy?” His eyes grew dark. “I have faith they will regret living.”

      She watched him leave. That was probably the most praise she could expect from the man who wouldn’t admit he might be worried as well.

      Just a touch.
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      Onyx Station, QGE Gemini

      “I have an incoming transmission,” Gemini announced moments after they Gated into the system.

      “Onscreen,” Alexis requested, sitting up in her chair.

      Nathan’s face ran through a series of expressions when he saw the twins. “What the hell? I was expecting…well, not this.”

      Gabriel laughed. “I take it Mom didn’t tell you we completed our enhancement?”

      “No, she did not,” Nathan stated. “I guess I owe her one, and I’ll have to make it a good one to make up for…” He waved a hand at the screen. “This.”

      Alexis tilted her head. “Good luck with surviving that. Mom did at least tell you we were on our way to give you a hand with the investigation?”

      Nathan’s face reddened. “Yeah. Um, I’ll have to tell Ecaterina you’re not the bunch of teenagers she’s expecting, but I’m glad to have you here. I’ve sent your AI the docking coordinates. I’ll see you real soon.”

      He was waiting to meet them when they debarked inside one of Bad Company’s hangars.

      Alexis ran down the ramp with her go-bag slung over her shoulder and gave Nathan a brief one-armed hug. “How are you?” she asked with a sympathetic look. “It has to be unnerving having someone blow himself up on your doorstep.”

      “I’m fine,” Nathan assured her as he accepted handshakes from Gabriel and the others. He paused for a moment to take in the changes in the twins since he’d last seen them, then checked out K’aia and Trey with the same fascination. “Unbelievable.”

      Alexis spread her arms wide. “Believe it or not. For us, it’s been years since we saw you.”

      Nathan laughed, figuring it was. “I stand by my statement. Ecaterina is going to be over the moon to see you. You’re going to stay with us, right?”

      Gabriel glanced at the others before replying, “We could be working weird hours. We’ll sleep on the ship.”

      Trey hefted his pack. “I’d hate to be responsible for Ecaterina getting anything less than a perfect night’s sleep.” He shrugged when Nathan gave him a questioning look. “What? I matured to own a strong survival instinct.”

      Nathan chuckled as he showed them out of the hangar bay. “Instinct like that will get you far in life. Would I be right in thinking you won’t turn down a dinner invitation?”

      K’aia laughed aloud. “I see you have the same finely-tuned instinct, Mr. Lowell.”

      “I’m still married, aren’t I?” he replied with a grin. “I’m guessing you want to get straight to your assignment. I’ve given you access to everything the investigation has turned up so far, which isn’t a whole lot. Christina and her boy-toy are around somewhere, and they’ve got some leads already.”

      The twins exchanged a glance at the complete lack of nuance in Nathan’s description of Christina’s companion. “That would be a great start,” Alexis enthused, avoiding the subject altogether. “Sounds like she’s our first stop.”

      K’aia switched to mental communication as they left. I wonder what the boy-toy comment was about?

      Alexis had an idea. I’m going to guess that he’s being fatherly, and whoever Christina has with her will be as much fun to hang out with as she is.

      Gabriel checked the information Nathan had given them. We have a job to do before we get to hang out. Come on, we’ll go and talk to the widow. She lives nearby. Then we’ll look for Christina.

      Alexis sighed. Are you channeling Mom? We’re going to take a look around the station and get a feel for the vibe. I want to know if that guy was alone in believing Mom is the enemy.

      Trey cut in, seeing the twins were about to start digging their heels in. How about we split up? Me and Alexis will go check out the bars on the lower levels, you two go speak to the widow.

      Deal.

      

      Onyx Station, Deck Thirteen

      Christina faced the Shrillexian who had his blaster pointed at her temple. “I get the feeling I’m not welcome here.”

      The Shrillexian shrugged. “It’s just good business not to have the daughter of the man looking to take us down drinking here,” he told her in an even tone. “I’m sure you understand.”

      Christina lifted her hand and pushed the blaster away. “I do. But I’m not here about your backroom enterprises, Merril. Some idiot blew himself up after spouting a whole lot of bistok shit about the current political situation. If there’s more like him on board the station, it’s in all our interests to make sure they don’t succeed in their goals, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Merril glared at her for a long moment before relaxing. “Nobody’s making any money if they’re dead,” he conceded. “Fine. What can I do to help?”

      Kai watched the exchange in silence, impressed with the way Christina had handled the criminal organizations working out of the bars on this deck. Merril’s bar was the fifth establishment they’d visited where they’d been met with a less than stellar welcome. Each time Christina had taken control of the situation without so much as raising her voice.

      Christina smiled as she took a seat at the bar. “You can start by getting me a drink. I’ve been talking all damned day. Then you can tell me if any of your minions have heard anything while they’ve been out doing minion-y things.”

      Merril took a seat on the stool next to Christina’s and waved a hand at the android bartender, who placed three glasses of something blue and somehow sizzling in front of them. He picked up his glass. “There’s not much I can tell you. Things have been pretty quiet around here since that guy blew himself up.” He took a sip of his drink and winced. “I don’t know how you humans drink that stuff.”

      “Like this,” Christina told him, knocking hers back. She belched as her nanocytes took care of the alcohol but left her to deal with the carbon dioxide. “Whoo, that stuff will put hair on your chest. So, you were saying it’s been quiet? What about before the incident? Any strange people or new players?”

      Merril thought about it for a few moments. “There’s a moonlet a couple of systems over that comes to mind. The place is a goods and services exchange. They don’t have any problems with letting in people who aren’t welcome in the Federation as long as they don’t cause trouble.”

      “It’s a start.” After a bit more talk, Christina put her glass down, paid the bill, and nodded for Kai to follow her from the bar. “Looks like we’re heading back out sooner than we expected.”

      “What do you think we’ll find at that moonlet?” Kai asked as they approached the elevators that would take them back up to the main deck.

      “A ton of illegal shit we’ll have to ignore for now,” Christina told him. “Don’t go getting all Boy Scout while we’re there. I don’t want you dying when I’ve kind of gotten used to having you around.”

      Kai snickered, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Ha, you like me, you like me!”

      Christina shoved him playfully. “You’re only just catching on? My mom always told me men are slow when it comes to feelings, but come on, Walton!”

      Kai’s hand drifted to his pocket as they walked into the elevator. “You know…”

      Christina’s eyes widened. “Don’t you dare!”

      Kai extracted a palmtop device from his pocket and waved it with a self-conscious shrug before activating the screen. “What? We’re investigating, so one of us should be taking notes.”

      Christina stared at him skeptically for a moment. “Okay, so we have the coordinates for this moon.”

      “Moonlet,” Kai corrected. “What’s the difference between the two? Is it size?”

      “It’s always size,” Christina told him drily.

      It was Kai’s turn to look askance at Christina. “I hope you’re not implying something there.”

      Christina linked her arm through his and pulled him out of the elevator. “I’m implying we should get to the Pod and get our asses to the moonlet.”

      She paused before taking a right on the concourse toward Bad Company’s premises instead of the left that would take them to the docking spar their ship was waiting on. “But first, we need to check in with my dad.”

      “Oh, joy,” Kai muttered as he followed the woman he loved through the crowd. “Because he likes me so much.”

      Christina looked over her shoulder and flashed him a grin. “Dad? He just needs a bit of time to get used to the idea of you, is all.”

      “Yeah, but what he wants is ten minutes alone with me and a reasonable explanation as to why I didn’t survive it,” Kai countered. “Those are two very different situations.”

      Christina stopped in her tracks. “You’re right.” She headed in the opposite direction. “Fine, we’ll call Dad when we’ve found out whether this connection pans out.”

      

      Onyx Station, QSD Baba Yaga

      “We’re clear to dock,” Izanami announced. “The Reynolds has been assigned a space on the opposite side of the station.”

      “Get me Reynolds,” Bethany Anne requested. “I can’t have us getting separated.”

      The AI’s android face was approximating a smile when he appeared onscreen. “My Queen. What can I do for you?”

      “You can teleport your landing crew over to the Baba Yaga,” Bethany Anne told him. “I want to present a united front when we arrive. Izanami will give you the coordinates for the transfer bay.”

      Reynolds turned from the screen. “You heard the Queen. Get moving! We’ll be ready for transport in twenty minutes. I assume you want everyone ready to begin setting up the transporters right away?”

      “You assume right. Thank you, Reynolds.” Bethany Anne dropped the link and pinged the twins. She got two responses, meaning they’d split up for some reason. They called in on separate video links within a few seconds of each other.

      “Hey, Mom,” Alexis called. “I’m a little busy, what’s up?”

      “Checking in,” Bethany Anne told them. “How’s the investigation progressing?”

      “You were right about there being some bigger plot going on,” Gabriel confirmed.

      Alexis groaned. “I’m having some trouble tracking Christina down. She left the station without reporting in.”

      Bethany Anne looked past Alexis to where Trey had a portly Shrillexian suspended by his throat. “I see you’re working tirelessly to get to the bottom of it.”

      The Shrillexian’s eyes widened at the sound of Bethany Anne’s voice. “Is that the Empress?” he spluttered. “You didn’t tell me you were working for her! I’ll talk. I might not be a good guy, but I’m no traitor.”

      Alexis gave him a skeptical look as Trey dropped him onto the table, scattering the piles of credit chips he’d been counting when they’d burst in. “Could have fooled me. Thanks for the help, Mom.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Any time. How are you doing, Gabriel?”

      Gabriel nodded solemnly. “I got a lot from Paul’s family. He’d had some issues like you guessed, but nothing serious until he met a group of people who left the station a month or so ago. She didn’t know where they went, just that they’d convinced him that Kurtherians are a myth and you’re the real enemy.”

      The Shrillexian growled and spat on the floor. “That freakshow? I remember them. We ran their deluded asses out of the system when they wouldn’t let it go. Last I heard, they’re on Nabraxia.”

      “What do you want us to do, Mom?” Gabriel asked.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head. “I guess have fun hunting down conspiracy nuts on Nabraxia, wherever that is.”

      Alexis indicated her new Shrillexian friend with a nod. “Merril here is going to fill us in on the details.”

      “No issues,” Gabriel added. “Just like we promised.”

      “Did you call her ‘Mom’?” she heard before she blew them both a kiss and dropped the call.

      She left the bridge to meet Reynolds and company.

      

      SD Reynolds, Transporter Bay

      Nathan entered the bay and was met by a male and a female of a species he hadn’t encountered before. His HUD told him they were the Reynolds’ resident tech geniuses. “Mr. Takal, Ms. Geroux, welcome to Onyx station. My name is—”

      “Nathan Lowell, CEO of Bad Company,” Geroux finished smoothly, holding out a hand. “Good to meet you. We should get started moving this equipment before the Queen is done with her meet and greet.”

      Nathan smiled as he shook her hand. “Efficient. I bet Bethany Anne loves you.”

      Geroux elbowed her uncle, snapping him out of his runaway thought. “One of us has to be when the other is too lost in his thoughts to even say hello.”

      Takal chuckled disarmingly. “Uh, hello.”

      Geroux rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you get back to your team, Uncle? I’ll get the transporter equipment set up.”

      Takal beamed at her. “I couldn’t have come up with a better plan myself,” he told her. “Good to meet you, Mr…”

      “Lowell, Nathan Lowell,” Geroux supplied in exasperation.

      Takal had already wandered off.

      “He reminds me of someone,” Nathan commented to Geroux as he showed her out of the docking bay and into the attached warehouse. “Actually, a few someones.”

      Geroux looked at him with wide eyes. “There are more absentminded, alcohol-soaked inventors running around without supervision? Stars preserve us.”

      Nathan laughed. “You have met BMW, right? Trust me, he’s going to fit in just fine. Okay, so the transporter module is being transferred to Bad Company HQ, where it’s going to be guarded day and night.”

      Geroux consulted the briefing document she’d been given by ADAM. “This building we’re in now is Bad Company premises, am I right? We don’t want this technology to get out.”

      Nathan nodded. “We own this level entirely. It’s the unofficial FDG base that serves this quadrant.”

      “FDG?” Geroux repeated blankly. “I’ve come across so many three-letter acronyms in this report that they’re all blurring together.”

      “Think of them as the Federation’s standing military,” Nathan explained. “There are a few specialist groups associated with them, but it’s the bulk of the troops who’ll be benefitting from the upgrade.”

      Geroux nodded, tapping her wrist-holo to activate the antigrav pallet carrying her tools and the cube carrying one of Reynolds’ splinter personalities. “Got it. Okay, well, the sooner you show us to CEREBRO’s core room, the sooner we can get started on our part.”

      Nathan was about to ask who she was referring to when the cube lit up blue.

      “Tina is in the core room and wants to know why we’re not there already.”

      “Thanks, Engineering.” Geroux sighed. “There goes my reputation for being efficient.”

      Nathan shook his head. “I’ll take the blame. Tina doesn’t scare me. Come on, it’s this way.”
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      Federation Space, Nabraxia

      Christina and Kai touched down at a dusty spaceport, one of many ringing the sprawling market that covered most of the surface of the moonlet two systems away from Onyx Station.

      “I suppose it makes sense to be as near the trade hub as they can get without drawing attention from the Magistrates,” Christina acknowledged as they concluded registration for their ship.

      Kai paused to get a look at their surroundings as they exited the spaceport. He wrinkled his nose, finding the faded canvas awnings shielding the market stalls much less impressive than the image of a high-tech space pirate hideaway he’d been imagining on the journey there. “If it wasn’t for the aliens, we could be in any desert on Earth. I thought space would be more…I don’t know, spacey.”

      “What do you mean?” Christina asked, heading in the direction of the only definite source of information when you were a stranger in a strange town.

      “You know.” Kai kept pace with her as they wended their way toward the likeliest-looking dive bar. “Domes, flying cars. Autonomous buildings where robots do everything.”

      Christina snickered. “Robots that do everything, huh? You too good to wash your own pants, Earthman?” She swept ahead of him into the bar.

      Kai opened his mouth to protest, then gave a resigned sigh and followed her inside. They headed straight for the bar, and Christina waved to catch the attention of the Torcellan who’d just finished serving a group of Skaines at the other end of the room.

      The bartender gave them the once-over before nodding. “What can I get you?” he asked, flipping his towel onto his shoulder.

      Christina grinned and scrutinized the chalkboard menu over the Torcellan’s head. “What’s good to eat here?”

      “I could eat a whole cow,” Kai chipped in hopefully.

      The bartender laughed. “You’re either wealthy or deluded. No beef here, just bistok.”

      Christina slapped the bar. “That’s fine by us. We’ll take two sixteen-ounce steaks apiece with all the sides. Put the veggies from my plate on his.” She looked at Kai as she jerked a thumb at him. “What are you drinking?”

      “Whatever’s brewed locally,” Kai answered, taking the risk he’d be served something unpalatable for the chance of discovering a decent beer he could take a case of back to the Dren Cluster as a gift for TH.

      “I’ll take a Coke,” Christina requested.

      They accepted their drinks and claimed a quiet corner booth. Kai sipped his beer and made a sound of appreciation as he licked his foam mustache off. “Okay, this place might be populated entirely by criminals, but they know how to make beer.”

      Christina waved a hand. “Oh, well, that excuses everything.”

      Kai chuckled. “Exactly.”

      They filled the time while they waited for their food with idle chat and people-watching. A group of humans came in and took a booth two spaces down from them just after the waitstaff brought out their meals.

      Christina listened closely when she heard the servers complaining about the group as they walked back to the kitchen. “Did you hear that?” she asked Kai quietly.

      Kai nodded, having similarly enhanced hearing. “They seem to think those guys are bad for business. I wonder why?”

      Christina paused in cutting her steak. “Keep listening. Maybe they’ll say something to enlighten us as to why they’re so unpopular around here.”

      Kai nodded and got to work on his food, one ear on the conversation two booths away.

      It didn’t take long to figure out who they were. The mood amongst the group of humans was low. Christina and Kai listened in while the group complained to their leader that they were having the same hard time here as they’d had on Onyx station.

      “It could have something to do with them trying to convince everyone to join their conspiracy cult,” Kai muttered.

      Christina nodded, struggling to concentrate on the objective at hand through her rising anger as the subject of the cultists' discussion turned to their success with Paul Jacobsen and their plans for sowing more chaos when they left Nabraxia. “If it wasn’t that they might give us a lead back to whoever is feeding them this shit, I’d take them out here and now.”

      Kai finished his mouthful before replying, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Christina lifted a shoulder and picked up her glass. “Maybe. Are you thinking we should follow them when they leave and find out where they’re staying?”

      Kai indicated the group of Skaines with a twitch of his fork. “Great plan, but we should probably make sure they survive so we can put it into action.”

      She and Kai noted that the Skaines weren’t the only ones who took exception to the group being there. They were joined by more than a few of the bar’s clientele as they marched over to the humans sitting in the booth.

      “Hold off until it gets serious,” Christina decided.

      One of the Skaines pulled a blaster on the humans.

      Kai nodded. “Is that serious enough?”

      Christina put down her silverware as she shifted to her Pricolici form. “Does that answer your question?” she growled, sliding out of the booth to plow through the crowd around the humans. “Come on. We need at least one of them alive.”

      Kai encouraged the crowd to disperse with a few judiciously-placed elbows as he moved to stand with Christina between the humans and their would-be lynch mob.

      Christina held a razor-sharp claw to the soft skin beneath the lead Skaine’s jaw. She took his blaster before he had a chance to react. “I can’t allow you to kill these humans.”

      The Skaine went up on his tiptoes to relieve the pressure. “He went for his weapon first.”

      “That’s the funniest-looking gun I’ve ever seen,” Kai countered, grabbing a recording device from the cultist’s hand.

      Christina half-turned to glance at the device, then released the Skaine leader with a shove and pointed his own blaster at him. “How do you explain that?” she demanded.

      The Skaine held up his hands. “Looked like a weapon to me. It doesn’t matter anyway. We came here to tell them to get the hell off Nabraxia. If you’re with them, you can leave too or die.” He looked at his supporters for agreement.

      “We’re not with them,” Kai assured the mob quickly before the situation devolved further. “They’re wanted for questioning by the Magistrates.” He realized his mistake when all eyes in the room locked onto them and backpedaled before they were mistaken for law enforcement. “There’s a…bounty on them!”

      Christina groaned as they became all that stood between every lowlife in the room and the six people Kai had just put a monetary value on. “Nice move.”

      The bar erupted as the race to get hands on the humans rapidly turned into a free-for-all.

      Christina bowled the Skaines and their buddies out of the way while Kai ordered the humans to follow him. They vacated the table just in time to avoid being flattened by a Leath and a Yollin who crashed into it with no regard for the humans they were fighting over.

      “What’s happening?” one of the humans asked Christina with complete confusion. “We’re pacifists. We don’t want anything to do with this fight!”

      Christina grabbed him by the back of his shirt and shoved him behind the cover of a fallen table to shield him with the other humans. “Just stay down and try not to get killed,” she told him, kicking away an alien who looked like a melted candle holding a laser pistol.

      Kai fought his way back to Christina and the two of them monitored the brawl, repelling anyone who got too close to the humans crouched behind the table while they waited for an opportunity to get out of there.

      “I’m going to throw out a guess,” he ducked a randomly thrown empty bottle, “and say there’s no law enforcement here.” Kai panted as he parried sword strikes with a chair. He disarmed the Skaine attacking him with a flick of the steel legs and mashed their nose with the rim of the seat. “Okay, he’s fugly.”

      Christina snorted, caught up in a hand-to-tusk tussle with the Leath, who’d knocked the Yollin unconscious and was now focused on the Pricolici. “Yeah, I can’t see there being a handy Magistrate around.”

      She got nicked with the tusk. “Ok, this shit is over!” With a roar, she tossed the Leath into a wall and looked at the growing crowd with dismay. “Did everyone in here call for backup?”

      “NO!” Kai moaned when someone tossed an incendiary behind the bar. “NOT THE BEER!”

      His lament of despair turned into a cheer when the bar’s owner jumped up from where he’d been hiding and tossed the flaming ball back the way it had come.

      The far end of the barroom caught fire, throwing up a cloud of acrid smoke when it spread to the soft furnishings. Just as Christina was thinking they were in real trouble, two humans in steel-blue armor entered the bar at a run.

      The taller human lifted his hand in the direction of the fire and surrounded it with a bubble of energy, cutting off the oxygen before assisting the woman in suppressing the fight.

      “Who the are hell are they?” Kai breathed, awed by the speed with which they cut through the angry criminals.

      His mouth fell open as he watched them take control.

      Nothing slowed them down.

      They moved like water, their armor flashing with released energy every time they made contact. The majority of the brawlers resorted to pounding the crap out of them with their guns.

      Which had no effect. It was like banging on metal with stalks of celery.

      Christina shrugged, her confusion growing when the smaller of the two flourished her hands and forced every nonhuman in the room to the floor with a pulse of Etheric energy.

      “I have no idea who has Etheric powers like that besides Bethany Anne and Michael,” she admitted. “But it’s definitely not them.”

      “How do you know?” Kai asked.

      Christina waved a hand. “Because everyone is still alive.”

      She thought at first she’d been mistaken when the newcomers revealed themselves. They took their helmets off, and she saw dark hair and a flash of red eyes through the clearing smoke.

      The bartender hoisted a boxy rifle in their direction. “Who are you to come into my place of business like this?”

      Alexis flashed her eyes at the bartender. “Unless you’re charging people to smash your shit to pieces, I’d be a little more grateful we showed up. Hmm?”

      The bartender lowered his rifle in a sudden attack of wisdom. He looked around his place of business, his face draining of color. “What a fucking mess.” He opened his register, grabbing the cash inside with a huff. He didn’t bother bending down when some change fell. “Screw this. I’m going back to Onyx.”

      He walked out, leaving the room in stunned silence.

      “Everyone stay exactly where they are until I say differently,” Gabriel ordered the people getting acquainted with the mixture of spilled beer, dirt, and sawdust on the floor. “We’re here for those assholes. No one gets heroic.”

      “Or greedy,” Kai added. Gabriel looked over. “Sorry, bad explanation on my part in the heat of the moment. They thought they had bounties.”

      Christina looked at the twins in bemusement. “Thanks for the assist. Has anybody ever told you that you look like Bethany Anne?”

      Alexis laughed. “Only my whole life.” She looked at her brother. “I told you she wouldn’t recognize us.”

      Christina’s confusion wasn’t helped with the familiar laugh. “Alexis?” She turned slowly to the grown man. “Which would make you…”

      “Gabriel, yeah,” Gabriel gave her a wry smile. “You just lost me fifty credits. I thought you’d figure us out the second you saw us.”

      Christina shook her head. “But I saw you just months ago at the gala. You were, well, kids.”

      “Long—and classified—story,” Alexis replied, looking at the people on the floor. “What do you say we wrap this up before we get to chatting?”

      “I’d say let’s get these people to their ship and get the hell out of here,” Christina told her, motioning for the humans to get moving. She turned to find they had already exited from under the table.

      She stopped in her tracks when she saw they were creeping toward the exit. “Would you look at that? Not even a thank you.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be welcomed back here anytime soon,” Christina remarked to Alexis as they followed the group out of the bar. “Shame. The food was pretty good.”

      Alexis vanished from sight.

      Gabriel smiled at Christina’s questioning look. “She’s planting a tracker on the leader.”

      Alexis returned a moment later, reappearing by Gabriel’s side. “I read the leader’s mind. He’s called Marek, and he’s thinking about leaving Nabraxia immediately, which means we won’t have long to wait to tag their ship.”

      The cultists melted into the crowd. Alexis grinned, watching them go. “Too easy.”

      “Great job,” Gabriel told her. “We should get back to the Gemini.”

      Kai nodded. “Same.”

      Alexis called Gemini to request a Pod to their location, and they zigzagged through the stalls looking for an open space to land it. “What was your plan before we turned up?”

      “To find the group from Onyx Station,” Christina told her. “Which we did. The plan was to track them back to wherever they are staying and wait for them to make contact with the traitor who sent the photo.”

      Alexis had scanned the cultists' minds while she was planting the tracker patch on Marek. “They have a handler, but they don’t know his identity,” she told them. “I got that much when I read his mind.”

      “We can have Gemini put a tracker on their ship,” Gabriel suggested as they broke free of the stalls and walked into an open square with a fountain in the center.

      Alexis pointed at the Pod descending into the square. “Our ride is here. Where is your ship docked?”

      Christina gave them the location of a spaceport on the western side of the continent as they boarded the Pod.

      They arrived within a few minutes, and the twins dropped Christina and Kai off with a plan to reconvene above the moonlet before Marek’s group had a chance to escape.

      Gabriel and Alexis got back to the Gemini and took her up, pausing only to admit Christina’s and Kai’s Pod when they caught up with them.

      They arrived on the bridge to find the twins hard at work tracking the cult.

      Christina edged around the hard light projection of Nabraxia that took up the central space on the main floor and walked over to Alexis at the left-hand console. “What are you doing?”

      Alexis continued to type as she answered, her fingers flying over the keys without hesitation. “We’re hooked into the cameras around every spaceport on the moonlet, looking to find the one the cult are docked at. Ideally, we want to know where they are before they get spaceborne, so until the tracker patch is in range, all we can do is work with facial rec.”

      Gabriel turned from his console. “We have a match. They’re entering the port on the southwest side of the market.”

      A few minutes later, they identified the cultists’ ship.

      “Gemini, cloak us,” Alexis instructed as the ship broke the artificial atmosphere.

      Christina watched the small, nondescript cargo ship with disappointment. “I guess they’re not well-funded.”

      Alexis turned in her chair. “It works in our favor. The bug had no problem phasing through their shielding. Wherever they go, whoever they speak to, we’ll know all about it.”

      Christina grinned. “The advantages of AI, huh?”

      “The team wouldn’t be complete without Gemini,” Gabriel agreed with feeling. “You’ll get to meet the rest of the team soon as we get back to Onyx Station. I can’t say your dad is too happy you didn’t tell him where you were going.”

      “Neither was Merril when Nathan sent us to find out why his bar was the last place you’d been seen before vanishing,” Alexis added, turning back to the Pod’s controls.

      “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t,” Kai grumbled.

      “What did I say?” Christina told him. “We should have checked in before we left the station.”

      Kai covered his face with his hands. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t expecting our recon to turn into a bar brawl, followed by a free run through what has to be the largest collection of stolen goods I’ve ever seen.”

      Alexis shrugged. “I’ve seen bigger.”

      Kai looked at her in disbelief. “I’m here considering how my family is going to take it when Nathan murders me, and all you can think about is comparing dives you’ve visited? What is it with women and their preoccupation with size?”

      Christina fixed him with a stern look. “First of all, starting any question with the words ‘what is it with women’ is never going to end well for you. Secondly, the situation with my dad is my fault, and I’ll fix it. I should have told him about you sooner.”

      “Yeah, what’s going on there?” Alexis asked as she monitored the limited progress the bug had made into the enemy ship’s systems.

      Christina blushed. “I kind of sprang Kai on him. In my defense, this cult thing came out of the blue.”

      Kai folded his arms. “I met Nathan and Ecaterina for the first time in their kitchen in the middle of the night.”

      Gabriel sucked in a breath. “Rough start, buddy.”

      “You’re telling me,” Kai complained. “As if the age gap thing wasn’t enough for him to get over, his first impression of me was thinking I’d broken into his home.”

      Christina snickered. “It wasn’t all that bad.” She stopped laughing when she saw Kai wasn’t playing along. “Okay, it was every bit that bad, but come on.” She laid it on thick. “I didn’t know I was serious about you back when I should have told him, and then I just kept putting off breaking it to him.”

      Kai relented. “I know you didn’t mean for it to turn out like this. I’ll keep trying with him.”

      “What’s the age gap issue?” Gabriel inquired.

      “It’s not an issue to me,” Christina replied. “Who cares if we were born a generation apart?”

      “Not me,” Gabriel assured her. “Trust me, we know better than most that time is subjective.”

      Alexis had to agree. “When you live as long as we do, the only thing that matters is that you find someone whose soul fits with yours. Who cares if there’s a few decades or even centuries between you?”

      Kai blushed. “Well, thanks. I think you two are the only ones who haven’t made a cougar joke.”

      Alexis offered them both a warm smile. “I wish you luck. Some of us are destined to be alone forever. Some of us being me since no man is ever going to be brave enough to put his hands on my body.”

      Gabriel growled, “Good.” He looked at Alexis. Cougar?

      Alexis gave Christina a pained look as she jerked her thumb at Gabriel. “See what I mean? Can you imagine my uncles or my dad if I brought someone to meet them?”

      “I can imagine the funeral,” Gabriel promised.

      Christina remembered her burning question from earlier. “So, how did you two go from fifteen to fully grown in the few months since I saw you last?”

      Kai did a double-take. “They did what, now?”

      “Our parents gave us the choice to be sequestered on High Tortuga for the duration of the war, or to be fully enhanced in modified Vid-docs while living the time we would have missed in VR,” Alexis explained.

      “We chose the enhancement,” Gabriel added to clarify. “And Mom sent us to work with you to investigate the cult.”

      Kai nodded. “I figured as much with the investigation.” He stared at the twins in turn. “It’s insane. I wouldn’t know the difference between you and any other twenty-one year-olds.”

      “What can we say?” Gabriel replied. “We’ve lived for those years, just not in this reality.”

      “If anything, we’ve experienced more than most people our age,” Alexis added distractedly as she read through the communications she'd missed while they’d been out of touch with Gemini. “Our whole lives have been shaped to prepare us for war.”

      “Aren’t you lucky?” Kai nodded. “Now the war is here.” He looked at Christina, who was giving him one of those looks. “What?”

      She turned to the twins. “What do we want to do about the cult now that we’ve got evidence it exists?” Christina asked.

      “We have to get back to Onyx Station,” Alexis replied, sharing the message she had from the medical examiner there. “Paul Jacobsen’s autopsy report just came in, and I want to speak to whoever performed the procedure.”

      “What about the cult?” Kai contested, pointing at the receding ship on the viewscreen. “We can’t let them get away.”

      “They’re not going to get far,” Gabriel assured him. “Their ship doesn’t have a Gate drive. Gemini will flag any attempts they make to use the public Gate system. We won’t lose them.”

      Kai supposed that meant the cult couldn’t cause too much trouble while they reported in and came up with the next move to trace the leak in the Federation from this end. “Fine, but I think Christina and I should come straight back here and keep an eye on that ship. If they stop at any center of population, we have to go scoop them up before they do anything stupid.”

      “I can’t argue the logic of running surveillance on them,” Christina conceded.

      “Agreed,” Alexis looked at the woman. “We’ll split up. Gabriel and I will go back to Onyx Station, and you two follow that ship from a distance.”

      She pushed a panel in her console and a small drawer slid out. “Take this Etheric comm and call us if anything interesting happens. We’ll Gate out to your coordinates in three days to relieve you if the cult hasn’t made a move.”

      Christina took the comm from Alexis. “I like that as a plan. There’s a good chance the autopsy won’t give us anything.” She tapped it with a finger. “Thanks. I’d hate to think they got away because technology failed us.”

      Alexis smiled as Christina and Kai headed for their ship. “Keep your fingers crossed for a breakthrough. It would be nice to link up both ends of the investigation.”
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      Onyx Station, Bad Company HQ

      Bethany Anne’s mind was churning two steps ahead of the moment as she waited backstage for the first group of FDG soldiers to make their way in and be seated.

      Nathan had ensured the first group was diverse to give her a baseline of what reaction to expect from the troops as a whole. Bethany Anne wasn’t convinced that everyone who saw the recording of this group’s briefing would choose to take the upgrade, and she wanted to get an idea of what numbers she could expect to return to when she got back to Devon.

      “Are you nervous?” Nathan asked, failing to hide the disbelief in his voice. “I didn’t know you were even capable of—” He remembered who he was talking to when Bethany Anne’s eyebrow arched. “I mean, I guess I thought you didn’t get the same doubts as us mere mortals.”

      “Keep digging. It’s cute.” Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and went back to observing the gathered soldiers. “If you must know, I’m not nervous. I’m concerned. It’s important that this goes to plan, since unlike Gödel, I haven’t deluded myself into believing I’m entitled to unquestioning obedience from my people.”

      “Nobody is going to choose to miss out on the raid unless they have a damn good reason,” Nathan assured her. “Besides, those who don’t want to take the risk are still needed here. It’ll work out,” he promised. “Just wait and see.”

      Bethany Anne nodded in appreciation of his support. “There’s only one way to find out.” She made her way onto the stage as the soldiers applauded, then took a seat at the table with Tina, Marcus, and Takal.

      Nathan waved the applause down as he came out from backstage and claimed the remaining chair. He cleared his throat, thinking a little bit of feedback to let him know the microphone was on wouldn’t go amiss. “Thank you all for being here.”

      “It’s a mandatory briefing, sir,” some brave soul heckled.

      “It is,” Nathan agreed. “But accepting the mission you’re about to be offered isn’t, so pin your ears back, zip your piehole, and listen to what the Queen has to say.”

      That got the response he wanted.

      Bethany Anne chuckled when every soldier seated in the rows turned their heads to stare at her. “Thank you, Nathan.”

      She paused and folded her hands on the table before beginning her address to the troops. “When I left Earth, I took the best of humanity with me, knowing their strength, courage, and innovative minds would be needed for the fight to save us from a future beneath Kurtherian heels. I continued to gather the best from every world when I took on the heavy duty of being the Empress. For a short time, there has been peace in the Federation. That peace is under threat because of the Seven, because the prodigiously batshit fuckbucket who has taken control of them has gotten it into her head that the Federation and all that it stands for has to be destroyed. My goal is to ensure that the only thing Gödel gets to be the goddess of is her ashes.”

      The soldiers booed, making their disdain for the Seven clear.

      Bethany Anne gestured at the others at the table, raising her voice to be heard. “These are just a few of the people responsible for my ability to extend the Interdiction around the Federation. As I speak, there are teams plugging this station into the defense system. It’s their work that has made it possible to take the fight to the Kurtherians.”

      She pointed at the seated soldiers, ignoring the camera drone hovering in front of the stage. “You are the boot I intend to break off in her psychotic ass. The reason you are here today is so I can offer you a physical upgrade and a place in the fleet that wipes the Seven out once and for all.”

      The roar was damn near deafening.

      I’ll tone that down a bit, TOM mentioned.

      Appreciate that, Bethany Anne replied.

      She waited for the reaction to die down before continuing. “The Yollins and Leath among you won’t have forgotten what cowardly motherfuckers the Kurtherians are. They have moved on from slavery to growing super-soldiers by the millions in factories spread far and wide across the galaxies. See for yourself what they’re capable of.”

      The room darkened.

      Silence permeated the room as video clips of Ooken encounters played on the screen wall behind her.

      Soon, the video stopped and the lights came back up. It was a testament to the bravery of those present that no one had bolted nor thrown up.

      She eyed them, most feeling that she was looking into their eyes and their heart. “There will be no judgment if what I’m asking is beyond your capability to give, but I promise you this: if you choose to follow me, it will be into the fight of your lives. Those who accept the mission will receive the upgrade and leave for Devon within the month to begin training.”

      Bethany Anne understood that it was a lot to take in and had prepared for her audience to be suffering information overload. “There is a choice to be made. The upgrade will affect you in a number of ways, which you can read about in the information packet you should be receiving right about now…”

      She glanced at Geroux, who nodded to confirm she’d delivered the basic information about the nanocytes that had been developed to give them toughened skin and bones so they could face the Ookens and survive. “Take your time. Read the information. If you have any more questions, you can use the link provided in your packet to speak to an advisor in confidence.”

      “Is it reversible?” someone called.

      Bethany Anne glanced at Tina.

      Tina lifted her hands. “We’re mostly sure it is. Like, ninety-nine percent.” She wrinkled her nose when Takal leaned in to whisper to her. “Ninety-eight point seven percent,” she amended.

      Bethany Anne waved down the avalanche of questions that followed. “This briefing is done,” she told them all before looking at Nathan. She got to her feet and indicated that Tina and the others should do the same.

      Nathan walked to the front of the stage. “The upgrade will be available for the next four weeks. Before we wrap this up, I want to personally thank everyone, and to tell you that Bethany Anne has provided a bonus for everyone who volunteers.”

      She left the briefing room to thunderous applause. Tina, Takal, and Geroux said their goodbyes and hurried to make the dock before the SD Reynolds departed for the outlying systems.

      “I didn’t approve any bonus,” Bethany Anne told Nathan as they walked to his office.

      Nathan grinned. “The twins are grown, right? Besides, you would have done it anyway.”

      Bethany Anne punched Nathan in the arm. “Not the point. I wouldn’t have announced it and made it a factor in anyone’s decision. Just count yourself lucky that I’d be sad if my friend’s husband was suddenly killed in a tragic-and-yet-predictable airlock accident.”

      “You’re talking like the acceptance rate isn’t going to be a hundred percent in this group, for the simple reason they get to go to war with you,” Nathan stated, indicating the soldiers flowing past them, gesticulating during animated conversations about getting the upgrade.

      Bethany Anne declined to reply. She opened the office door and walked in while Nathan stopped to speak to the soldiers.

      “Told you so,” Nathan leaned in to smarm as the door closed behind them. “I’ll say it again. If there’s not a hundred percent buy-in from that group, I’ll eat my hat.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You don’t wear a hat. How about I see you drink a glass of Coke with your dinner every day for a month?”

      Nathan paled. “Only if I get to see you drink Pepsi.”

      “One glass,” Bethany Anne bartered, holding out her hand.

      Nathan shook on it. “One glass, and a photo,” he snuck in. “For commemorative purposes, of course.” He shrugged at Bethany Anne’s pointed look. “What? How often do I get to say I was right and you were wrong? I want proof it happened.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You can show it to your grandkids.”

      Nathan’s smile vanished as Bethany Anne’s laughter filled the office. “I’m not the only one with a daughter.”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “True, but I’d bet Michael and Gabriel will be an effective deterrent if Alexis goes through a phase of being bum-gum.”

      Nathan chuckled. “Having met Alexis, I can’t see her having much time for assholes wasting her time.”

      “Speaking of wasting time,” Bethany Anne cut in. “We need to get caught up on the kids’ investigation, and then I need to get to my next appointment.”

      “Christina came by the house yesterday,” Nathan told her. “The autopsy was a bust since the nanos were destroyed in the explosion. They have a tag on the cell who orchestrated Jacobsen’s suicide, and they’re just waiting for them to show up again. What about Lance’s end?”

      “Akio will be getting to Red Rock any time now,” Bethany Anne told him.

      “Good.” Nathan shivered. “That cult gives me the creeps.”

      

      Red Rock

      Lance waited deep inside the cave, getting what relief he could from the blazing heat of the twin suns baking the skin of the Rock.

      His polarized viewplate kept itself clear of condensation, a small mercy since Akio was late and he’d begun to sweat as soon as he left the secret passage leading to the cave from his quarters. He shifted uncomfortably, the material of the atmosuit he wore over his clothing acting as a sauna despite the forcefield keeping the majority of the heat out.

      Red Rock from space looked like its name. The iron-stained asteroid had no defining features except for the canyon ripped into it by an ancient impact. The House of Arbitration’s position inside the hollowed-out walls of the canyon gave it protection from the ravages of space. The caves that permeated the canyon walls had been only partially explored. With the surface exposed to levels of radiation that were lethal to most species, they were the only option for hikes among the more active.

      This particular cave had been omitted from the maps for that reason. Lance committed himself to the wait, knowing Akio wouldn’t send a message. He gave up pacing and sat down on the rough rock to conserve his air, opening his HUD to find a task to occupy himself until Akio arrived.

      The minutes stretched out. Almost an hour later, a smudge appeared on the horizon. Lance got to his feet when the smudge resolved into the familiar lines of a QBS ship. The red go-faster stripe on the nose identified it as the Achronyx when it got closer.

      “About time,” Lance grumbled to everybody else who gave a shit. Unfortunately, he was alone.

      He headed for the cave mouth and dropped the forcefield for the few seconds the Achronyx needed to swoop in.

      Akio came down the ramp, jumping the final few feet when he reached the end before Achronyx had finished extending it. He landed gracefully and greeted Lance with a rueful smile.  “I can only apologize for the delay.”

      Lance waved his embarrassment off. “I figured you were tied up with something.”

      Akio’s normally impassive expression flashed with momentary exasperation. “Our Queen generously assigned reinforcements to my quadrant,” he explained briefly. “Sabine’s group arrived, and it took a few days for them to get up and running.”

      Lance frowned, trying to recall who had been sent to the outer space equivalent of the Wild West. “Reinforcements. Bethany Anne and Michael sent the ‘older’ kids to cut their teeth on your watch, huh?” He chortled at Akio’s pained nod. “Determined bunch, those four.”

      “Six,” Akio corrected. “You are forgetting the cats.”

      Lance’s amusement increased. “You remember the old saying? ‘Never work with children or animals?’”

      “I’m living it.” Akio groaned. “They have all the training and none of the discipline. I can already see it’s going to be like herding hurricanes.”

      “I thought you sounded a little bit too happy about the prospect of rummaging through the minds of everyone here,” Lance commented as he set off toward the tunnel entrance at the back of the cave.

      Akio told Lance about Bethany Anne’s ideas for him to establish a Ranger outpost while reining in the more destructive tendencies of Sabine's group. “Hirotoshi and Ryu did nothing but laugh and tell me I have it easy compared to what they went through during their time mentoring Tabitha. I don’t ever recall Tabitha’s enduring solution to crime being, ‘Nuke ‘em all and let their gods sort them out.’”

      Lance shook his head as he chuckled. “I don’t envy you, my friend.”

      They made their way through the tunnel leading to Lance’s personal quarters, emerging from the secret entrance in the bathroom closet.

      Lance showed Akio to a small room that just about held the bed and the desk squeezed in at the end of it. “Sorry it’s not much, but checking you into one of the diplomatic suites would be the fastest way to blow your cover.”

      Akio glanced around the room and shrugged before dropping his bag on the bed. “I’ve stayed in worse. What’s the plan?”

      Lance leaned against the doorframe. “I’ve been thinking about who benefits from destabilizing Bethany Anne’s efforts to extend the Interdiction. After Harkkat’s scheme backfired, I'd hate to imagine any of the likely suspects would be foolish enough to try to profit from the situation.”

      Akio smiled. “I take it you went ahead and imagined it just the same.”

      Lance nodded. “Hell yeah, I did. I’ve arranged an early morning meeting with the council. I want you there to make sure everyone is as on board as they say they are, but I don’t expect to find out one of the delegates is the traitor.”

      Akio nodded. “I will do a thorough search of everyone in the building without being noticed by anyone. You have Meredith take care of the cameras, and no one will be any the wiser.”

      Lance looked at Akio skeptically. “How are you going to get around without being seen?”

      Akio lay back on the bed with his hands folded beneath his head and closed his eyes. “Strange are the ways of a multiple-centuries-old vampire, young padawan.”

      “Who are you, and what did you do with Akio?”

      Lance left after not getting a rise out of the man.

      

      Onyx Station, Bad Company HQ

      Sergeant Mara Wilson stayed off to the side of the locker room, taking her time to dry and braid her hair while the people under her command got ready to make the most of the night’s liberty they’d been given prior to their enhancement the next day.

      The unit’s nerves had crept up while they waited for their slot on the schedule to come up, and she’d pleaded the case for liberty successfully with their CO.

      K'roc, her trusted Yollin corporal, paused by the mirror. “You’re sticking around for the party, right, Sarge?”

      Mara gave her a surprised look. “Well, I’m not here to fuck spiders. If there’s not a keg with my name on it, I’m not going to be happy.”

      K'roc laughed. “Just checking. We’re about ready to roll.”

      Mara went over to her locker and grabbed her jacket. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go and drink All Guns Blazing dry!”

      She called her people in for a warning on the concourse outside the AGB entrance. “Have fun, but don’t make dicks of yourselves. I won’t be springing any of you from the brig if you piss security off.” She grinned and waved them inside as they promised to be on their best behavior.

      They weren’t the only unit celebrating. The main room of the bar was packed with FDG soldiers intent on letting off some steam before their scheduled enhancement. Mara headed for the bar, pausing to exchange a brief word here and there with people she knew.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked with a smile.

      Mara stretched her hands wide. “The strongest drink an unenhanced human can consume without dying. This is the last night I can be affected by alcohol, and I’m planning on making the most of it.”

      The bartender laughed and turned to make her drink. “I’m hearing a lot of that since the Queen got here.” He placed a tall glass of blue liquid swirling around red crushed ice in front of Mara and waved her wrist-holo away when she went to pay. “FDG is drinking on the house. Everyone from All Guns Blazing thanks you for your service.”

      Mara accepted the cocktail with a smile. “You can’t say anything better than that! Cheers.”

      She took a sip through the straw and winced as she swallowed the inferno that hit her throat. “Well, fuck me sideways.”

      The bartender laughed as he put another glass on the bar for K'roc. “Enjoy your evening, ladies.”

      K’roc raised her glass to him and followed Mara through the crowd. They found the unit deep in conversation at three tables pushed together in the back of the room. “What’s cracking?” Mara asked, grabbing a chair at the center table.

      “Not going to lie,” Barlow Vries admitted, playing with her glass. “There are some serious downsides to the upgrade.”

      Mara knew they were all thinking along similar lines, airing their last-minute doubts. “You don’t have to get the upgrade,” she told them all. “No one would think less of any of you if you chose to stay behind.”

      “Knowing that I gave up on my duty because I didn’t want to have a shitty sex life?” Barlow growled. “No thanks, Sarge.”

      “Reduced sensitivity isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” one of the guys called.

      Barlow threw a handful of nuts at him. “It doesn’t matter if you can go for more than a minute, Decker. You’ll still have to persuade a woman to let your nasty ass touch her.”

      “Which won’t be a problem when we return as war heroes,” Decker shot back with an obscene gesture. “I’ll be neck-deep in grateful females, and who am I to turn them away? It’ll practically be my duty.”

      He ducked when he was pelted with bar snacks by everyone at the table.

      “It’s not even a question of what we’re giving up,” Axel stated.

      Everyone turned to look at the logistics specialist, a man of few words who nevertheless did his job with precision.

      Axel drained his glass and put it down, his expression pensive. “We have the opportunity to be part of the largest military operation in the history of any Federation species. My grandparents left the US Navy and came to space because they believed in Bethany Anne. My parents served in the FDG, and I do the same because I believe in fighting for what’s right. So what if our junk has to take a hiatus? It’s not the worst sacrifice that’s been made to save lives.”

      He paused, then grinned. “Besides, nothing’s going to change the fact that Decker’s going to die a virgin, even if he goes in his sleep at the ripe old age of ninety.”

      Men, women, and aliens cracked up.

      Mara's bladder got the better of her as the subject turned to the Ookens. She returned from the bathroom to find everyone getting ready to leave.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      K'roc showed her a napkin sketch of a blob with tentacles inside a red circle with a line through it. “The team has it in mind to get tattoos to commemorate the mission,” she informed Mara. “There’s a place on Level Thirteen where they’ll tattoo anyone.”

      The team paused to see if she would veto the plan.

      It could have been the alcohol, but Mara didn’t. She slung an arm around Barlow and flashed a grin at her team. “Level Thirteen it is.”
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      Onyx Station, Bad Company HQ

      Alexis packed her go-bag, annoyed that they were still waiting for the cult cell to do anything other than drift seemingly aimlessly through the system they’d left them in. “They’re going to have to resupply at some point. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Gabriel felt her pain. Two weeks of rotating with Christina and Kai to keep tight surveillance on the cultists’ ship had gotten them precisely nowhere. “We only have two weeks left before we move on to the Torcellan quadrant. If we don’t get a result in the next few days, we’ll have to ask Mom what her orders are.”

      He shouldered his bag and followed Alexis to the roamer they’d brought from the Gemini. “Do you think she’ll have us stay behind and keep watching? Surveillance blows goats, especially for Christina and Kai in that Pod.”

      Alexis dropped her bag on the back seat and got into the roamer before answering. “I think I’d rather push the cell into acting so there’s no chance we get left here when the tour moves on.” She activated the comm on the dashboard. “Take us back to the ship, Gemini. It’s time to head out.”

      The twins got to the prearranged meeting place in the asteroid belt between Nabraxia and the neighboring system and had Gemini send out a ping to let Christina and Kai know they were there.

      Their Pod nosed out shortly after and zipped into the Gemini’s open transport hold. Alexis made her way to the airlock, wondering how they’d managed yet another stint in the transport Pod with limited space and amenities.

      Christina was first through when the airlock cycled open. “I’ll speak to you after I’ve taken a shower,” she told Alexis. “Three days on that tin can, and I don’t want to talk about the air filtration system acting up.”

      Alexis gestured in the direction of her quarters. “Use mine. Second door on the left. I have plenty of clothes in the closet, so help yourself.”

      Kai shrugged as Christina marched away from them at speed. “You bring any food that isn’t a nutritional substitute?”

      Alexis gave him directions to the galley. “We need to find you two a ship. The Pod is fine for a quick journey, but it’s not designed to be lived in.”

      Kai rubbed the back of his head and winced when he smelled himself. “Scratch that, I’d better take a shower before eating. Second door on the left, right?”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare desecrate my shower. It’s a one-person cubicle, you hear me?”

      Kai grinned as he set off after Christina. “As if I’d do that. I can’t promise anything for Christina, though.”

      Alexis sent the house bots instructions to steam clean the bathroom the moment they’d vacated her quarters as she made her way to the galley to put a meal together. It was good to have someone to cook for. A mind that worked continuously like hers needed the distraction of a simple physical activity every once in a while.

      You know, just in case some person she cared about enjoyed food and hadn’t realized who her parents were.

      Maybe she needed to set up a fake persona.

      Gemini appeared on the wallscreen. “Before you make your selection, let me show you this video ADAM sent me.”

      Alexis’ mouth curled in a wicked smile as the video ran. “I think bistok would be a more appropriate choice.” She consulted the recipe guide in the galley’s database and had the food processing unit give her the ingredients.

      She had Gemini put on some music and made pastry while she thought about how they might force the cell into action.

      An attack might appear the obvious solution, but it might spook them into suiciding if that was their ultimate goal. She wished Paul Jacobsen’s autopsy had been more useful, but nanocyte failsafes were universal, and the death of the host had triggered the ones in the compound he’d ingested to self-destruct.

      Christina knocked on the open door as she entered the galley. “Hey, thanks for letting me use your stuff.” She noticed the ingredients laid out. “What are you making?”

      Alexis looked up from shaping the roll of stuffing in the center of the huge filet of bistok on the counter and pointed her spoon at Christina. “I’m going to have to have the whole bathroom refitted before I can use it again.”

      Christina held up her hands. “I didn’t do anything in your bathroom except wash off the stink of being cooped up with a male for three days. I thought the house bots were a little too eager to get in there.”

      Alexis gave her a skeptical look. “It’s a variation on a recipe from the database, Beef Wellington. Except I’m using bistok since I saw the funniest video just as I was deciding what to cook.”

      Christina took one look at Alexis’ smirk and groaned as the realization hit. “You try to keep the training for new recruits interesting when you’re stuck aboard a warship.”

      Alexis waved her protest off. “Having been a recruit on a warship, I salute your attempt to keep things fresh.” She broke into giggles. “What were you thinking when it had you mashed up against the wall with its ass?”

      Christina tapped her lips with a finger. “Um, that I was in a shitty situation, and I sure as hell hoped that years down the line, my predicament would be a source of amusement for one of Bethany Anne’s kids?” She chuckled. “Give me a break already.”

      “I can give you some potatoes to peel,” Alexis offered, indicating the pan in the sink. “I have the start of an idea, but I could use someone to bounce it off.”

      Christina selected a vegetable peeler from the magnetic strip over the sink and found a small colander to catch her peels, then got to work. “What’s your idea?”

      Alexis returned to her task, wrapping the rolled bistok in pastry. “I’m not entirely sure yet. We don’t know enough about them, even with Gemini’s access to their systems.”

      “We know they’ve been brainwashed by someone,” Christina stated sourly. “Just listening to the audio from the bug is enough to convince anyone that what these people need is a short stay in a psychiatric ward to have the shit cleared out of their brains. I’d feel sorry for them if we hadn’t spent the last two weeks listening to them imagining what their orders will be.”

      Alexis knew empathy could only go so far. “I feel sorrier for the victims of their next attack if they pull it off before we stop it. We need to engineer an event that will make them reach out to their handler.”

      Christina tossed a potato into the pan of water. “I sense we’re getting to your plan.”

      “Your senses are on the nose,” Alexis replied. “I’m thinking we give them a little love tap with the Gemini, just enough to make sure they have to come into dock somewhere.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to spook them?” Christina asked.

      “This ship has Shinigami cloaking,” Alexis told her. “Ships get dinged by rocks all the time. They’ll just think they caught some bad luck when one takes out their…” Her voice trailed off. “That’s as far as I got with that part.”

      Christina paused in peeling. “There’s another part?”

      Alexis nodded. “One minute.” She took the tray holding the bistok wellington over to the oven and put it in, setting the timer. “Are the potatoes ready?”

      Christina showed her the pan. “Is that enough?”

      Alexis shook her head and grabbed a peeler. “That’ll feed Gabriel’s greedy ass. Anyway, my plan. While we’re playing pinball, you and Kai will go to the target destination and bump into the cult when they dock.”

      “And do what?” Christina asked. A skeptical frown creased her forehead. “It’s pretty long odds we’d run into the same people twice without meaning to. They won’t think it’s a coincidence.”

      “Exactly,” Alexis agreed. “They’re already paranoid. All we’re going to do is give them a little nudge.”

      Christina waved for Alexis to elaborate. “Go on.”

      “That’s where it gets tricky,” Alexis admitted. “We’ll need K’aia and Trey to help out, and I hope your dad doesn’t mind lending us a few things.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, Uncharted System, SD Reynolds

      The superdreadnought exited the Gate into the fifteenth and final coordinates on their route.

      “It’s almost over,” Jiya enthused as the scan data began coming in. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I miss being attacked everywhere we go. At least I had something to do.”

      “Something wrong with my company?” Reynolds teased.

      Jiya ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “More like I’m bored with my own company. There’s not much for a first officer to do on an assignment like this beyond keeping morale up.” She laughed. “Techies in their element don’t need much encouragement.”

      “What about the scenery?” Reynolds argued, pointing out the planet suspended on the viewscreen. “You don’t see too many water worlds.”

      “Are you forgetting Krokus-4?” Jiya gave him a sideways look. “Besides, most of our stops were in places where there was absolutely nothing to look at unless you have a love for gazing endlessly into the void.”

      Reynolds was distracted from Jiya’s grumbling by an unexpected presence letting himself into his systems. He extracted his consciousness from the bridge and rushed to meet the closest thing an AI had to a parent. ADAM, what brings you here?

      >>Your datastream is showing us you’ve come across an ocean planet,<< ADAM informed him after they’d exchanged pleasantries. >>Bethany Anne wants to know if it’s a suitable habitat for the Collectives.<<

      I have to admit I’m not familiar with the species, Reynolds told him with regret.

      >>No worries,<< ADAM assured him. >>Here, this should help.<<

      Reynolds assimilated the information that arrived and found he understood Bethany Anne’s anger on the Collectives’ behalf entirely. Whatever my crew and I can do to help these beings, we’re in. I don’t need to ask to know that every soul aboard would volunteer without hesitation when they find out what they’ve gone through at the hands of the Seven.

      >>They’re kind of isolated because of their trauma,<< ADAM told him. >>But typically, they’re sociable in the extreme. The aim is to find a replacement for the homeworld Gödel destroyed and get the Collectives living under Devon set up there before we hit the factories and rescue the rest of them. I’ve given you the parameters for their needs.<<

      I’ll be in touch as soon as we’re done surveying the planet.

      “What was that?” Jiya asked.

      Reynolds got to work adjusting the ship's sensors, another part of him sending drones to the planet to take samples while the part that was the android shared the addendum to their orders with his first officer.

      Jiya skipped over their instructions and went straight to the information about the Collectives. Her hand drifted involuntarily to her mouth as she read the details of their ordeal as a species. “Those poor beings,” she managed eventually. “Captain, what do we need to do? Scratch that. Specifically, what do I need to do?”

      Reynolds had been thinking along the same lines. The early scans looked hopeful, and the biosphere's makeup was within the tolerances ADAM had given him. “We have the technology we got from the Krokans. We can assist with providing a base for the air breathers to operate from.”

      He had eyes in the drones, but it wasn’t the same as having his actual eyes on the planet. “Want to take a Pod down and scout for possible sites?”

      Jiya grinned. “Does a bear shit in the pope's hat?” Her smile faded at the lack of comprehension from Reynolds. “I guess my Earth studies aren’t sticking as well as I thought.”

      Reynolds shook his head in exasperation. “That’s what you get for asking Tactical to help you study.”

      Jiya lifted her hands. “What can I say? It’s worth the risk. He knows all the best insults, if only I could learn not to mangle them.”

      Reynolds left the bridge with her. “I hope Geroux is enjoying his company.”

      “The others will keep him in check,” Jiya told him with a chuckle. “There was no way letting him near Izanami was going to turn out well for him.”

      “Or me,” Reynolds agreed wistfully.

      They stopped on their way to the Pod bay to pick up a few bots, which Reynolds left inactive in the Pod’s hold.

      It was a bumpy ride until they’d passed through the stormy atmosphere. The world around them became instantly tranquil once they were beneath the surface of the water.

      “Where to, Captain?” Jiya asked, bringing the Pod to a stop a couple of thousand feet from the ocean floor.

      Reynolds examined the scan data they had so far and pointed out a rise in the far distance. “Those mountains may have caves in the valleys. It’s as good a place as any to start.”

      Jiya suddenly felt very small when they reached the mountain range some twenty minutes later. She glanced at the peaks blocking the light filtering down from the surface. “This planet is a lot larger than Krokus-4.”

      Reynolds nodded. “That’s a good thing. The Collectives need the space.”

      Jiya was quiet for a moment. Reynolds glanced at her and saw the excitement she was holding back. “Take us down. I’m going to send out the bots.”

      “What’s the objective?” Jiya asked. She held up a finger. “Wait, I know. We have to find out if the mineral composition will support the strains of kelp the Collectives eat, yes?”

      Reynolds patted her shoulder, happy to see the prospect of action had worked. “Give yourself a gold star. I’m going to send a couple of the bots out to look at the caves the probes surveyed when we land. They have potential for our base.”

      “Our base?” Jiya inquired.

      “You know what I meant.” Reynolds got out of his chair as the Pod touched down in a sandy valley.

      Jiya watched him pace the tiny cockpit with amusement. “I know the human phrase for this situation. It’s ‘Yeah, right.’”

      “The bots are on their way,” Reynolds told Jiya, ignoring her sarcasm. “I linked their AV functions to the viewscreen.”

      Jiya nodded as the viewscreen switched to show six separate camera feeds. She toggled between the audio for each bot and scrunched her nose. “I can’t hear anything except silence,” she commented to Reynolds before muting the audio to concentrate on the videos. “I hope that cave is as spacious as it looks.”

      Reynolds tilted his head when the part of him that was the ship called his attention to sounds beyond most organics’ hearing range. He heard the competing currents, the minute movements of the planet’s crust, and… “Oh, shit.”

      Jiya looked up at the unexpected profanity. “Captain?”

      Reynolds pointed at a phosphorescent light approaching the bots in the cave. “Get us out of here.”

      Jiya acted immediately. “Why do I get the feeling we’re running for our lives?” she quipped as they swung around and she hit the proverbial gas. She pointed the Pod’s nose at the surface, and they shot straight up at full speed.

      “It’s a valid feeling,” Reynolds retorted, wondering if death hurt when you were an AI whose consciousness was split across multiple locations. “We’re definitely running for our lives.”

      Jiya saw the light leave the cave as they shot out of the valley and past the mountain peaks. The viewscreen gave them their first sight of the monster on their tail. The light came from a dangling lure that hung over the rows of huge, jagged teeth that emerged next from the cave.

      “Faster!” Reynolds yelled, gripping his armrests tightly.

      “Fifteen thousand feet to go,” Jiya shot back unnecessarily. “Twelve. Why is it chasing us? We’re not even a mouthful!”

      Jiya let out a small scream as the monster fish splayed its jaws, powering toward the Pod with incredible speed. “Eight thousand feet. We’re not going to make it!”

      “We have to make it,” Reynolds cried, taking control of the Pod to divert everything but shield power to the engines as they reached four thousand feet below the surface. “Hold your breath. I’M TOO HANDSOME TO DIE!”

      The Pod lurched as he fed energy from his body into it to give them a chance of making it. They sped the last fifteen hundred feet with the monster just meters behind them.

      “It’s not slowing!” Jiya cried as they rushed toward the surface. She gripped Reynolds’ hand. “This is it. It’s been a pleasure serving with you, Captain.”

      “Did I hire a quitter?” Reynolds thundered. “We need to keep going,”

      Reynolds pushed himself past the point of no return, knowing it was their only hope. He felt a surge of energy flood his body, using him as a conduit to the Pod. They were thrown back in their seats as the inertial dampers stuttered with the influx of power being applied to the engines.

      “Whooooo!” Jiya screamed, the only release for the flood of adrenaline that swept her body as they broke the surface in a huge plume of spray.

      The monster fish followed a moment later, breaching the water with its jaws spread wide. Jiya breathed a sigh of relief when its teeth closed well beneath the Pod. “You did it, Captain.”

      She glanced at him when he didn’t reply. “Oh, my. Oh, crap! Reynolds!”

      Reynolds was slumped in his chair. His eyes were open, but he wasn’t seeing Jiya, despite her leaning over him.

      Jiya mashed the comm panel with a hand, all her training replaced by the pure panic that the person she loved and respected was gone. “Reynolds is down. Help!”

      Silence rebounded from the speakers, reminding her that they’d sacrificed everything nonessential to getting out of the situation alive. She was trapped in the Pod with no way to get Reynolds the help he needed.

      It’s okay, Jiya. I’m on my way

      Jiya looked around at the sound of Bethany Anne’s voice.

      A flash of light whited out the viewscreen just as Jiya began to wonder if she’d imagined it. The light vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, and the image on the viewscreen resolved into swirling gray mist.

      Reynolds looked at Jiya in confusion as his internal processes kicked back in. He fought to lift a hand to his chest. “My body isn’t working properly. Is this death?”

      You’re too hard-headed to die, you ham.

      Bethany Anne's voice inside their heads startled Reynolds. “Bethany Anne? Am I glad to hear your voice!”

      Jiya was glad they weren’t dead, but she wasn’t sure they were out of the fire just yet. “Where are you? Where are we, for that matter?”

      Step outside and see, Bethany Anne replied. Pulling your Pod in here wasn’t easy. I’m sure as hell not dragging it out again.

      Reynolds realized that Bethany Anne had brought them into the Etheric and forced his limbs to move. He made it a few steps before stumbling as his gross motor functions stalled.

      “Are you okay?” Jiya asked, moving to support him.

      Reynolds caught himself on the wall and continued to put one foot in front of the other when he regained control. “I must have given the Pod a little too much. I’ll be fine.”

      Jiya didn’t believe a word of it. She ducked under his arm and helped him to the hatch. “Why are you so heavy?” she griped as a way to keep his mind occupied as they made slow progress to the Pod’s hatch.

      Reynolds didn’t argue, which worried Jiya more than anything. She shored him up a little more and kept them moving.

      “We’re coming out,” she called to Bethany Anne as the ramp descended.

      Bethany Anne took one look at Reynolds and sucked in a breath, sorry she’d taken his complaint lightly. “You don’t look so good. What happened to you?”

      “He fed his own energy into the Pod to get us out of there,” Jiya explained.

      Reynolds shook himself free of Jiya's grip. “I just need to get to my ship and have Takaaaaa—”

      Jiya darted forward to catch Reynolds when he crumpled. She was unbalanced by the weight of his android body and went down with him.

      Bethany Anne was there to catch both of them. She held Reynolds steady while Jiya righted herself. “This is more than a drain on his systems. I didn’t think he’d be so badly affected by being here. I should have considered the metal inside his body would be a problem.”

      Jiya didn’t like the side-to-side wobble Reynolds had. She looked into his eyes. “We need to get you to Takal. He'll be able to restore you.”

      Reynolds twitched, his jaw mechanism spasming as he tried to speak. “Schmurrrr…”

      Bethany Anne's eyes widened in alarm. She picked Reynolds up in her arms as she transferred them to the SD Reynolds. She and Jiya ran for Takal's lab, concerned Reynolds’ slurred speech was an indication his situation was past critical. “Don’t you die on me. I’ll have ADAM to deal with if you do, and I don’t need that at the moment, Reynolds!”

      Takal looked up in surprise when Jiya burst in ahead of Bethany Anne and swept the large workbench clear. He dropped what he was doing when he saw Reynolds and rushed to help Jiya make room. “What happened to him?”

      “I had to take him into the Etheric,” Bethany Anne explained as she put Reynolds on the bench. “It’s fucked with the metal in his body.”

      “He shut down,” Jiya told Takal in a tight voice.

      Takal grabbed a cable and went over to the head of the bench. He peeled back Reynolds’ hair and opened a panel in his skull, then plugged the cable into his brain. The scientist plugged the other end into a connector bank in the bench and stood back. “Hold on, Captain. The way out is coming.”

      “What now?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Takal busied himself at one of the consoles. “Now we wait. He has to extract himself from the damaged brain and follow the path I made to the ship’s core. Then we have to wait for him to reconstruct himself.”

      >>It’s going to be a while,<< ADAM informed Bethany Anne. >>He fragmented his mind and locked away the pieces to save it. It’s going to take another AI to help pull him out and put him back together again.<<

      Bethany Anne stared at the inert android. I’m going to guess it’s more complicated than a jigsaw puzzle.

      >>It’s going to be rough for Reynolds,<< ADAM admitted. >>I should stay with him.<<

      Bethany Anne had a better idea. Reynolds has too much respect for you. What he needs is someone who will inspire him to fight. I want you to help the splinter Reynoldses to take over his and Izanami’s responsibilities until he’s recovered.

      >>You’re going to have Izanami take care of him?<< ADAM asked. >>Just saying, I don’t like his chances.<<

      Bethany Anne’s lips pressed together. You might be surprised.
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      Federation Space, QGE Gemini

      Gabriel lined up the crosshairs in his HUD with the exhaust port on the cultist ship.

      “There is an extra twenty-six percent chance of success if I take the shot,” Gemini informed him.

      “You’re a glory hog, Gemini.” Gabriel snickered softly. “Have a backup lined up in the unlikely event I miss.”

      Gemini chuckled. “Don’t blame me, blame the humans I imprinted on.”

      “Take the damned shot,” Alexis snapped, her patience worn thin by the long odds of her plan staying on track. “They’re in range.”

      Gabriel ignored his sister’s short temper and focused on hitting the edge of the exhaust port, where the ship’s shields were weakest. A moment later, he pressed the trigger.

      “Direct hit,” Gemini announced.

      “Give us the audio from the bridge,” Alexis requested.

      Gemini played the cultists’ panicked conversation over the speakers.

      “Marek, we’re venting atmosphere on the supply deck.”

      “It’s worse than that. We’re losing fuel.”

      Alexis and Gabriel exchanged glances when Marek ordered them to make for the nearby outpost.
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        * * *

      

      Five days later, the Gemini and the ship they were following came into sight of the telltale light reflected from the dome of New Galaxia, the colony serving the miners working in the ore-rich asteroid fields in the system.

      “Call Christina and Kai,” Gabriel told Alexis, grinning at the thought of impending action. “I’ll call Mom.”

      He opened a mental link to Bethany Anne and waited for her to respond.

      I hope you’re calling to tell me you’re done?

      Not exactly, Gabriel replied. We weren’t getting anywhere, so we set something up. Either way, we’ll have results within the next few days.

      Do I want to know the details? Bethany Anne asked.

      Gabriel laughed. Probably not. I wanted to make sure we didn’t miss the deadline for departure and to ask if you’ve heard anything from Grandpa about his end of the investigation.

      Not yet, Bethany Anne told him. He’s meeting us at the edge of the Torcellan system in three days. Unless Akio has uncovered something that needs my immediate attention, we’ll find out what he knows then.

      She paused for a moment. You two take care out there. Give Alexis my love.

      Bye, Mom. Gabriel dropped the link and waited for Alexis to switch off the comm.

      “What did Mom say?” she asked when she was done.

      Gabriel smiled. “She sent her love and told me we’ll find out what Grandpa and Akio have turned up in three days.”

      Alexis sighed. “We have to get that lead before we leave.”

      “We will,” Gabriel assured her. “Are the other teams ready for their chance encounter?”

      Alexis nodded. “I checked with K’aia and Trey, and the warehouse is ready. Christina and Kai found the cult’s dock easily. Are you ready for our part?”

      Gabriel felt his sister’s discomfort with using deception to get the result they needed and reached out to pull her into a brief bearhug. “Tell me how we get past Security here without getting busted for posing as FDG officers.”

      Alexis smiled, his attempt to make her feel better effectively dispelling her misgivings. “I’m not worried about the prospect of being caught.” She handed Gabriel an ID badge. “I had Nathan make these for us. I’m more concerned about what Mom is going to say when we debrief.”

      Gabriel chuckled. “She’s going to congratulate you on being smart enough to use every advantage you have.” He grinned. “It’s a good plan. Have faith in yourself, like I have faith in you.”

      “That’s because Mom’s focus will be on me if it fails.”

      “I never said there wasn’t an upside that helped me with my faith.”

      Gemini announced they’d arrived at the colony while they were finishing putting on the FDG armor Alexis had acquired for their entry. They landed at the spaceport and left the Gemini on their roamer to make their way to the military line at the Customs checkpoint.

      Alexis activated the Etheric comm and opened a channel once they were clear. We’re in. Status report?

      Christina’s reply was short. We have eyes on the targets.

      And? Gabriel asked.

      We are good to go, Christina told them. We’ve trailed them to a restaurant.

      Stand by, Alexis confirmed. We’re five minutes away.

      The twins made their way to the location Christina gave them and parked the roamer in the alley between the restaurant and the bank next door, where Christina and Kai were waiting in the shadows for their arrival.

      “Are you sure this will work?” Kai asked with some trepidation as the twins joined them. “I mean, what if they freak out? We don’t know if they have explosives like Jacobsen.”

      Alexis understood his concerns. “We’ve all watched the video. Jacobsen was clearly in physical distress the whole time he was recording. The nanocyte compound needs time to work.”

      Christina slipped her arm around Kai’s waist. “If I see so much as a hiccup from any of them, I’ll take them out.”

      “Or,” Alexis countered, “you could just tell me, and I’ll take us into the Etheric since killing them won’t prevent the explosion. The compound works by breaking the body down from the inside out and converting it to supply the energy the nanocytes need to detonate. We at least got that much from the medical examiner’s report.”

      Kai grimaced. “Sheesh, I remember when the worst thing I had to worry about was a bunch of guys armed mostly with hand tools.” He looked around the group. “Don’t sweat it; we’ve got this.”

      He and Christina left the alley and went inside the restaurant, leaving the comm open. They spotted the cult cell seated on the righthand side of the room. Christina stuck to the comm as the hostess came over. Don’t let them know we’ve seen them.

      It’s not my first time undercover, Kai replied. Is there anything you can do about that vibe you’re giving off? You’re scaring the hostess.

      I’m a genetically-modified killing machine. Christina scoffed. I can’t fucking turn it off.

      The hostess offered them a table on the left, which Kai turned down. “How about by the window over there?” he suggested, indicating the booths on the right.

      The hostess smiled, her eyes darting nervously to Christina. “Of course. Right this way.” She took their orders and left once Christina and Kai were seated.

      Christina was less than happy to have her back to their targets. “Did they notice us?” she whispered.

      Kai shook his head. “Not yet. I’ve been thinking about how we should play this. We need to act like we’re suspicious of them.”

      Christina snickered. “Not a problem, but why? We need to get them to talk once we’re in the warehouse.”

      “I think they’re more likely to trust K’aia and Trey if they’re not relying on us to protect them,” Kai told her slowly, still figuring out his theory.

      Marek's voice intruded. “Hey, I thought it was you.”

      I think you need to be “dead” for the last part, Kai finished quickly.

      Christina had a second to decide if she was going to go along with Kai’s plan. Okay, we’ll do it your way. She looked up in feigned shock as Marek approached their booth. “What are you doing here?”

      Marek's smile faded at the lack of welcome. “Our ship was damaged. We needed repairs.”

      “Were you attacked?” Christina asked, putting a touch of mistrust into her tone. “By those asshole FDG agents? Crazy bastards accused us of being part of some anti-Bethany Anne cult. Can you imagine that?”

      “Cult?” Marek blustered. “FDG agents?”

      What are you doing? Alexis demanded.

      Improvising, Christina told her. She tilted her head at Marek’s incomprehension. “The ones from the bar on Nabraxia? We were lucky. We only just got away from them after you guys left.”

      Marek shook his head. “We were hit by debris. I hope you didn’t bring those agents here.”

      “Not likely,” Kai told him, getting to his feet. “But if you’re here, they’ll be here soon, anyway.”

      Get a tracker patch on him in case they make a break for it, Gabriel murmured. The one Alexis gave him is getting near the end of its life.

      Christina considered how to fulfill Gabriel’s instruction. “At least get our order to go,” she called to Kai to distract Marek while she took a tiny translucent tracker patch from her pocket.

      Marek stepped back to give Kai room to exit the booth. “You’re leaving?”

      “Damn straight, we are,” Christina told him. She rubbed the tip of her finger over the patch to find the correct side to peel, hoping she’d gotten it right. “They might have missed the prelude to the bar fight, but we know that you’re the ones they’re hunting. It’s not worth the bounty the Magistrates have put on your heads.”

      The blood drained from Marek’s face. “Why would they put a bounty on us? We haven’t broken any laws.”

      Christina shrugged, maintaining her disinterested demeanor. “It’s nothing to do with us either way. We’re out of here.” She patted Marek’s cheek, surreptitiously applying the patch, which was absorbed into his skin on contact. “You’re on your own, sunshine.”

      She slipped past Marek and caught up to Kai at the door. “Do you think it worked?” she murmured as they left for the warehouse they’d leased.

      “We scared the crap out of him,” Kai replied with confidence, transferring the takeout bags to one hand. “I was watching his face while you baited him. The guy was thinking so hard, I’m surprised there wasn’t smoke coming out of his ears.”

      The new tracker just came online, Gabriel announced.

      Good, Christina stated. This time there won’t be any fuckups to the plan.

      They’re not going to get a chance to rile anyone since they’ll be sound asleep within a minute of leaving the restaurant, Alexis replied. But you fucked the plan and then some. What was that?

      Christina looked at Kai.

      We’ll get a better response if they think their lives are at risk, Kai explained. I’ll go in the cell next to Trey and tell them you killed Christina because she didn’t answer your questions. Add that to the acting masterclass Trey assures me he has planned with K’aia, and we’ve covered all the bases.

      You guys get to the warehouse, Gabriel told them. Alexis and I will be there as soon as we get them loaded into the roamer.

      You make subduing a group of six sound easy, Kai remarked as he and Christina ducked into the industrial area.

      Alexis and Gabriel grabbed a bite from a street vendor selling noodles and watched the restaurant while they ate.

      Gabriel dropped his empty noodle carton into a trash can. Is it too late to grab another order?

      Yes, it’s too late, Alexis told him, pointing out Marek’s group emerging onto the sidewalk. She moved to the mouth of the alley and drew her Jean Dukes Special, double-checking it was set to low. Night-night rounds were much more effective if they didn’t puncture the target on impact. Get ready. They’re coming this way.

      The twins held on until the group made it to the mouth of the alley and fired three shots each in quick succession. The cultists went down before any of them was aware they were under attack.

      Alexis huffed as they dragged the unconscious people to the roamer. “It’s no good having all the strength when you’re still pocket-sized.” She dropped the man she was carrying and lifted him using Etheric energy instead. “That’s better.”

      She put him in the back of the roamer and went back for the next. Gabriel picked the others up one at a time and stacked them in the back with the rest. “How long does the tranquilizer last?”

      Alexis got into the front of the roamer and activated the partition to close off the cultists. “Long enough for us to get to the warehouse and get them into the cells,” she replied as Gabriel got in beside her. “I have to get myself into character. Did Nathan send the katanas?”

      Gabriel patted Alexis’ hand. “Yes. Let’s get out of here.”

      It was a ten-minute drive to the warehouse. K’aia and Christina came out to help transfer the cultists onto antigrav pallets to take them into the holding facility K’aia and Trey had put together while the twins were following the cultists to the outpost.

      K’aia looked them over. “Did you check them for explosives?”

      Alexis nodded, hitching a thumb at the bag on the front seat of the roamer. “We stripped them of their belongings when we knocked them out.”

      They passed through the outer rooms, pushing through the plastic sheets that hung in place of the missing doors and making their way to the enormous central room.

      Alexis looked at the U-shaped cabin that took up two-thirds of the square footage in amazement. “You did all this in five days?”

      “Wait until you see the inside,” Trey promised. He glanced at the pallets. “We should get set up before they come around.”

      Alexis saved her praise until all six cultists were safely stowed in the two lines of cages bolted to the walls and floor in the middle part of the cabin. “Great job. I wouldn’t know this wasn’t here a few days ago if I hadn’t seen the photos you sent.”

      Trey laughed as he handed Alexis the replica katanas. “I’m not going to lie, it was a hell of a job, given the timeline. You should have seen the look on Nathan’s face when we gave him the request for all of this stuff.” He shot his accommodations for the next few hours a look of distaste before walking in. “Here goes.”

      K’aia joined him, and Kai got into the remaining empty cage.

      “Good luck,” Gabriel told them as he and Alexis locked them in.

      “We’ll be right outside,” Alexis assured them, following Gabriel and Christina to the door. “You’ve got this.”

      Christina waved to Kai as Alexis closed the door, leaving them just as the tranquilizers began to wear off.
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        * * *

      

      Marek came around slowly, his head pounding with the residual effects of the drugs in his bloodstream. He vaguely recalled seeing two people silhouetted in the alley before everything had gone dark.

      He looked around in confusion. The others regained consciousness within moments of him.

      Marek spotted Kai in the cell opposite his, putting an end to his suspicion the bounty hunter had had something to do with them being taken. He also saw a four-legged Yollin and a large, hairy being he couldn’t identify in another cell. “What happened?” he asked Kai. “Where are we?”

      “Where do you think we are?” Kai snarled, waving a hand to indicate the cages they were in. “Thanks to you and your freakshow, my wife is dead.”

      “Dead?” Jenner repeated blankly.

      “They wouldn’t believe we weren’t with you,” Kai replied angrily. He turned to face the wall, folding his arms. “Now she’s gone, and the only thing I have to look forward to is that I’ll probably be next when the FDG agents come back.”

      Marek exchanged worried glances with his second-in-command. They were on their own if they came up against the law.

      Gerard clearly shared his concerns.

      “They’re not FDG,” the Yollin told them quietly.

      Marek was sure he’d misheard. “What’s that?”

      “They’re. Not. FDG,” the Yollin repeated in a tone that made it clear she thought his intelligence was subpar. “I saw the female’s face.”

      The hairy being threw an elbow into the Yollin’s side. “Don’t give away our score. People will pay good credits to know that…she is here.”

      The Yollin shoved him away. “Please don’t tell me you think we’re getting out of this? You don’t hijack a QBS ship and get away with it.”

      Marek’s head swung from side to side as he followed the argument with interest. He was sure he had heard that acronym before.

      Her companion growled low in his chest. “Great! I suppose next you’re going to want to take everyone with us.”

      Marek gripped the bars of his cage. “You have a way out?”

      “Why should we take you?” the hairy male demanded. “What are you going to be except an added complication on top of getting passage out of this system?”

      “Who has us?” he asked, unable to help himself despite the sinking feeling he had.

      The Yollin stared straight at Marek as footsteps echoed somewhere outside the cell block. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

      The door swung open and a wave of fear hit Marek, twisting his guts. He scrambled back, his instinct screaming at him to avoid whoever was coming.

      The door slammed open, revealing a raven-haired woman whose eyes glowed with the fury of Hell. She drew one of the crossed swords on her back and pointed it at the prisoners. “I hope whoever I choose next is more amenable to giving me answers. Cleaning up blood is tiresome in the extreme.”

      Marek’s heart flipped as her voice raked its nails down his soul.

      Bethany Anne stalked toward the cells, her face bathed in the red light coming from her eyes. He curled into a ball, begging his bladder not to give away his abject terror.

      Thankfully she ignored him. His relief was short-lived when Bethany Anne opened Kai’s cage, pointing with the sword. “Out.”

      Marek was not surprised in the least that the broken man didn’t resist. The former Empress exuded a promise of death that made even the air shiver with fear.

      Being in her presence was the single most terrifying experience of his life so far. He was pretty sure the next most terrifying experience was probably going to occur pretty soon if her wishes weren’t fulfilled.

      He cursed himself for a fool for ever believing his humanity was equal to hers.

      Kai didn’t so much as glance at any of the other prisoners. He left his cell with his head down and walked out the door ahead of Bethany Anne.

      There was silence in the cell block for a long time after that. Marek avoided the eyes of his followers, remaining curled in the corner of his cage while his imagination fed him ever more painful suggestions as to what Kai was going through.

      He became aware that the Yollin and her companion had resumed their debate in harsh whispers.

      Gerard hissed to draw his attention. “What are we going to do?”

      Marek’s heart was still racing from being in close proximity to Bethany Anne. “We have to find a way to tell the founders that the queen of lies is here. They have no clue how powerful she is. If the Yollin and her friend can get us out of here, we can send them a message and have them send someone to pick us up at the Gate.”

      Gerard’s eyes widened. “You know they won’t be pleased if we call for help.”

      Marek figured the Yollin was their only hope. “They’re going to leave us behind unless we offer them something.” He ignored Gerard’s motions for his attention and called to the Yollin. “Hey, I can get us passage through the Gate. Just get us out of here before Bethany Anne kills us all.”
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      Yollin Space, Planet Melida

      It was a normal Friday evening at Talia’s. The bar was filling up after the early evening shift change at the city’s fire and rescue departments, and the staff from the hospital a couple of blocks away practically lived there between shifts.

      “Turn it up, will you?” Fire Chief James Artemis Owens called to Talia, waving his hand at the news report running on the center holoscreen above the bar. “There’s something going on around Torcellan.”

      The Loren flicked a tentacle, and the sound of the Yoll Today correspondent drowned out the jukebox in the corner. “They’re not going to tell us anything new,” she predicted.
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      “I’m Gritch Cluster, reporting live from the Torcellan quadrant, where the QSD Baba Yaga is preparing to leave. I’m joined by Dr. Tina Grimes-Cambridge, preeminent authority on extraplanetary defense systems. Dr. Grimes, I hear it’s good news for the quadrant?”

      “You’ve got that right, Gritch,” Dr. Grimes-Cambridge responded with enthusiasm. “My teams have just wrapped up, and we’re just about to switch on this section of the ‘blanket.’ That’s the codename for all the modifications we’re making as part of extending the Interdiction.”

      Gritch returned his microphone to his mouth, his handsome face concertinaed with concern. “With Ooken attacks occurring at an ever-greater frequency around the edges of the Federation, we the people can only thank you, your teams, and the Empress for your efforts to put an end to the terror.”

      “It’s the right thing to do,” Dr. Grimes-Cambridge replied. “The Queen,” she emphasized the title, “made a promise when she stepped down to return if the Federation was in danger. We are fulfilling that promise.”

      “Can you explain for our viewers at home and me how the Interdiction is going to protect them?” Gritch asked, giving her a look that apologized for the question.

      Dr. Grimes-Cambridge smiled and clicked a small device in her hand. “No problem. If you take a look at my projection, this is a model of Federation space. As you can see, it’s not uniform. Much like a non-Newtonian fluid, it expands and contracts with the rise and fall of pressure, the pressure in this case being the Federation’s population. The enemy is trying to take advantage of that. Even now, there are men and women fighting to keep the outer quadrants Ooken-free.”

      She clicked her device again, and the empty spaces began to fill out until the amorphous model more resembled a flattened sphere. “The purpose of the Interdiction is to unify the Federation’s defenses.” The sphere lit up with dots, then the dots were joined with lines, forming a grid network. “EI-controlled defenses will activate the moment an unidentified ship approaches, and an SOS call will be instantly relayed to the nearest base so support can be arranged in real-time. Those living in the heart of the Federation might think that’s a given, but it’s often the case that outlying populations rely on slower-than-light communications.”

      “That’s true,” Gritch conceded. “We’ve all heard the stories of colonies lost because they couldn’t get a message out in time.”

      “That will be a thing of the past,” Dr. Grimes-Cambridge promised. “The entire Federation is being wrapped in a security blanket.”

      “You’ve mentioned this ‘security blanket’ a few times,” Gritch probed gently. “Is that a human term?”

      Dr. Grimes-Cambridge lifted her hands, nonplussed. “I guess so? It’s a comfort item given to young humans to make them feel safe. Bethany Anne named the project.”

      Gritch nodded solemnly and turned to the camera. “You heard it from Dr. Grimes. The Queen honors her promise to keep us safe. Back to you in the studio, Nancy.”

      The screen switched to show the news anchor sitting at her desk. She smiled. “Thank you, Gritch. That was Dr. Tina Grimes-Cambridge, speaking about the defenses being built by former Empress Bethany Anne. In other news, a riot started by anti-Empire protesters claimed—”

      Talia grimaced and muted the channel. “Damn Ookens are giving every cephalopod species around a bad name.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kelley asked, holding out her mug for a refill.

      Talia put a tentacle on her hip, topping up the police officer’s coffee. “I was stopped at a checkpoint going into the Torcellan quadrant while some handsy bitch made me jump through hoops to prove I wasn’t a damned Ooken. Do I look like I’m hiding fur? I’m purple!”

      “Darling, you could be hiding anything in there, and not one of us would mind one bit,” Kelley assured her. “We stand by our own around here.”

      She looked down when her holo beeped an alert. “Duty calls.”

      “Same here,” Chief Owens announced, dropping a credit chip on the bar. He looked around in alarm when alerts went off all around the room. The bar began to empty in a hurry. “Shit, what’s going down out there?”

      Kelley didn’t look back as she dashed for the door. “I guess we’re going to find out any minute now.”

      

      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga

      ADAM announced the imminent arrival of the QBS Achronyx, and Bethany Anne and Michael left their work on the running schedule to find the children. Gabriel, Alexis, Christina, and Kai came out of the APA as they passed it, debating their next move in the investigation.

      Bethany Anne smiled, seeing their motivation to uncover the roots of the anti-Empire cult was still high. “Good. I was about to have ADAM tell you to meet us at the hangar.”

      “It’s weird having him run the ship instead of Izanami,” Alexis commented. “How is Reynolds?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “He’s doing—”

      Michael stopped the group before they got into the elevator. “Wait. I hear Ookens.”

      Alexis tuned into the mindspace. “Yeah, me too. Faint, though. I can’t tell what direction they’re in.”

      “What?” Kai asked, looking around, thinking they were nearby.

      Christina leaned in and whispered to Gabriel when Bethany Anne closed her eyes, “What’s she doing?”

      Gabriel held a finger to his lips. “She’s listening to the Ookens' minds to get a location.”

      Bethany Anne locked on to the hive mind and used the individual Ookens as steppingstones, getting a snippet of information from each to build a picture of where they were without alerting them to her presence. “They’re inside the Federation. On a Yollin planet.”

      “Close enough to get to through the Etheric?” Michael asked. “I haven’t gotten a good workout since we left Devon.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head and described the impression she’d gotten of the location while ADAM calculated the coordinates. “There are too many of them. I can’t leave right now since I have to meet with my father. Take John and the Sayomi and meet us at the Meredith Reynolds.”

      Michael nodded. “Can you have ADAM let the local law know what they’re up against?” He glanced at the twins. “Do you two want to come along?”

      Gabriel’s smile faded. “That would be great, but we have the investigation to take care of.”

      Alexis remembered how Gabriel had supported her plan with the cult cell and decided to give him a break. “Go have fun with Dad. Take Trey. I’ll stay with Mom.”

      “What about Grandpa and Akio?” Gabriel asked, torn between duty and the chance to get some father-son time. “They’re waiting for us. We have to keep working on the investigation.”

      “I won’t offer twice,” Alexis told him with a grin. “Have fun doing whatever it is men do when there are no women around to supervise them.”

      Gabriel chuckled, lifting his hands. “You’ve been in my head. You know all we do is talk shit and shoot stuff.”

      “The bad thing is that you’re not lying,” Alexis agreed cheerfully. “But try to limit the damage to the Ookens, hmm? We’ll catch you up when you get back.”

      “Dibs,” Trey told K’aia. “I’m guarding Gabriel.”

      K’aia waved a hand. “Knock yourself out. I want to hear what the General dug up.”

      Kai looked around hopefully. “If it’s a guy thing, does that mean I get to go?”

      Michael considered Kai for a moment. “That depends. How good are your nanocytes?”

      Kai shrugged. “It’s complicated.” He took a moment to explain the different sources of his family’s nanocytes and the wide-ranging results in the third generation of the Walton family. “I stopped aging, and I’m stronger and faster than someone with no enhancement, but that’s about it.”

      “You don’t get sick,” Christina added. “You heal pretty quickly, too. I’ve never seen you miss a shot.”

      Bethany Anne interceded before Christina could argue his case further. “It’s not good enough. There’s no fucking way I want TH on my ass because I let his grandson get killed playing with the grown-up nanocytes.” She smiled at Kai. “Luckily for you, your nanocytes are partially descended from mine. We can bring you up to the same level as Trey and K’aia without any risk with a small adjustment.”

      “How long will that take?” Kai asked, thinking he was going to get left behind.

      Bethany Anne consulted ADAM before replying, “Thirty minutes.”

      “I’ll do it,” Kai agreed immediately.

      “Solid decision,” Christina agreed. “But if Kai goes on the rescue mission, I go.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Like we’re going to turn down having a Pricolici on the team. You’re worth twenty fighters, at least.”

      “Thirty,” Christina countered, cracking her knuckles. “Just line ’em up and watch me go.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Bethany Anne decreed. “Kai, get yourself to the Vid-doc suite. ADAM is waiting for you. The rest of you go gear up.”

      “Wait until you’ve fought the Ookens before making statements,” Michael told Christina as he led the group away. “Even Peter has to put a bit of effort into tearing one of those things in half.”

      Gabriel grabbed his father’s arm. “We have a set of armor aboard for him, right?”

      Michael nodded.

      Gabriel whooped and dashed ahead, calling back as he ran. “Meet you all in the armory. Christina, you’re going to love this!

      Bethany Anne, Alexis, and K’aia watched them go with amusement before continuing on their way to the hangar. Lance and Akio were waiting by the roamer charging point.

      “Where is Michael?” Akio inquired after the greetings were done.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “He’s getting ready to head out in the Sayomi to take care of an Ooken attack. You’ll find him in the armory if he’s already left the Vid-doc suite.”

      “Was someone here injured?” Lance asked with concern.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. We have Terry Henry’s grandson visiting, and he needed a tweak to his nanocytes to be combat-ready.”

      Akio gave a little shrug and nodded at Bethany Anne and Alexis in turn. “I have to get back after speaking with Michael and help with setting up the Ranger base. It was good to see you both, however briefly. You too, Lance.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Lance replied, shaking Akio’s hand.

      Akio chuckled drily as he headed for the door. “I wouldn’t call finding nothing help, but at least you know there is nobody plotting within the government.”

      K’aia groaned. “That puts us back to square one.”

      “Not necessarily,” Alexis countered. “We have everything we’ve found.” She smiled. “We’ll get them. Do you want to go on the rescue mission? It looks like you have free time until everyone gets back otherwise. I want to get some time with my mom.”

      K’aia sighed, letting her disappointment go. “Sure. All hands in a storm, right?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head as Akio and K’aia walked off in separate directions. “So, nothing? While I’m happy to hear the situation at Red Rock is settled, it would have been a damn sight easier if we had found the person who leaked the photo.”

      “Without a doubt,” Lance agreed. “But our assumption that the leak came from Red Rock was wrong, so we have to expand the investigation. I have the Federation side covered by the teams expanding CEREBRO inside Federation borders, but there’s not much I can do about the Interdiction.”

      “Use Harkkat,” Bethany Anne told him. “You don’t have to trust him. I have CEREBRO watching his every move.”

      “I’m going to focus on what we have,” Alexis told them. “Our side of the investigation has moved on since we left Onyx Station.”

      They left the hangar for the informal meeting room in Bethany Anne’s quarters. Alexis headed straight for the fridge and grabbed them all Cokes. “You always keep the good stuff in here,” she enthused. “You know what it’s like out there? Coke comes in plastic bottles. Biodegradable plastic, sure, but still. Can you imagine?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she accepted her drink. “I’d forgotten you live to raid my stash. Why don’t you just stock your fridge with the Mexican recipe?”

      Alexis looked at her mother in pity. “What, and waste good cane sugar on Gabriel? He drank a Pepsi Nathan offered him while we were at Bad Company HQ. He has zero taste, There is no way I’m sharing with his Cro-Magnon-level taste buds.”

      Bethany Anne eyed her daughter. “You’ll have to forgive your brother. Young men his age do stupid things to impress the people they admire.”

      Alexis pretended to gag. “I’d rather drink battery acid. Or…” she raised the bottle and smiled before taking a sip, “drink your Coke.”

      Lance chuckled deeply. “Oh, this is everything I hoped for when you were a teenager,” he told Bethany Anne.

      “I was an absolute delight as a teenager,” Bethany Anne protested. “I went to school, got good grades—” She narrowed her eyes at Alexis and her father, staring down their laughter. “What?”

      “Got into a fight around once a week?” Lance supplied with a smirk.

      Bethany Anne's stony expression softened. “What can I say? My patience with people’s bullshit ran out at a very young age. I recall a certain six-year-old of mine tearing a grown male a new asshole for being rude to her nanny.”

      Alexis laughed, remembering the occasion clearly. “So, what Grandpa’s saying is that you haven’t changed one bit?”

      Lance nodded. “Spot on, Twinkle.” He grinned when Alexis blushed at the use of the childhood nickname he'd given her back when everything she wore had to be sparkly. “Your mother always had a strong sense of right and wrong. You’re growing up to be just like her.”

      Bethany Anne almost sprayed her Coke everywhere. “She’s not shy about pretending to be me when the situation calls for it.” She pointed at Alexis. “Ask her why I found a request for replicas of my katanas on the requisitions list for that op her team just ran.”

      Lance looked at Alexis for clarification.

      “Everyone always says I look like Mom from a distance, so we used it to our advantage,” Alexis conceded before summarizing the events leading up to her team capturing the cult cell. “When they thought they were being imprisoned by Mom, they told K’aia and Trey everything. Now the cell is on the penal colony where they can’t do any more harm, and we have a solid lead.”

      “I couldn’t be prouder of the way they ran that operation,” Bethany Anne told her father. “Those terrorists wouldn’t have lived long enough to talk if I’d been there.”

      Lance beamed at his granddaughter. “You did good. Where does that leave the investigation?”

      Alexis shared her written report with them both via her HUD. “We have a name for the man running them, which we spent the time here running back to a ship. The contact information for the ship is the address of a freight company by the name of Shoken Carriers.”

      She hesitated before giving up the last part. “It’s based out of Leath space.”

      Lance braced himself for an explosion that didn’t happen.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together, tapping her nails on the table for a moment before speaking. “The next step is not to go blazing off to Leath space with a wish in one hand and a hope in the other. Dad, contact Harkkat and have him dig up everything that company is hiding.”

      “Are you sure you want to risk that?” Lance asked with surprise. “It’s an opportunity for him to turn on you.”

      “I’m not sending my children in unprepared,” Bethany Anne told him. “I said I would give Harkkat an opportunity to prove himself. I can’t afford to let the unrest this cult is causing to grow into something that derails the schedule.”

      Alexis missed what Bethany Anne was saying, her attention caught by a riot trending on the newsfeeds. She shared the links with Bethany Anne and Lance. “This is happening right now; the FDG are there. We have to do something before it gets out of hand, but I have a feeling that taking out the leadership might not be enough to put an end to it.”

      Lance saw where Alexis was going. “They can’t do much without functional leadership.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Your grandpa is right. Cutting off the head of the snake has always been effective in the past.”

      Alexis lifted her hands. “Well, you could make martyrs of them—or you could let us dig right down to find the originator and expose them to the public. Make sure everyone sees that they’re lying shitsacks.” She smiled. “How sure are you that Gödel is behind the cult?”

      “This stinks of Gödel,” Bethany Anne stated. “After Reynolds’ experience, I’m sure until I learn differently. She’s been too quiet since she failed to take Devon.”

      “So we show the people that,” Alexis suggested in a tone that made it clear she wasn’t suggesting the thing so much as telling them how it was going to be. “We get out there, we track the cult back to its source, and we expose them for the frauds they are.”

      “This is getting to you,” Lance commented.

      “Damn right, it’s getting to me, Grandpa,” Alexis retorted as she got to her feet. “Which means I won’t stop until I get to them.”

      Bethany Anne admired her daughter’s tenacity, but she hoped Alexis was able to dial down her intensity until there was something to act on. “We have a shopping date, remember, and we have a few hours before we get to the Meredith Reynolds. Can your crusade hang on until we visit with Reynolds?”

      Alexis dropped a hand to her hip, her seriousness replaced with a sunny smile. “I like that as a plan. Want to tag along, Grandpa?”

      “I’m not supposed to be here,” Lance apologized, holding out his arms when Alexis moved in to hug him. “We’ll get some family time when the tour gets to Skaine territory. The government is still attempting to block the Interdiction through the legal system.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “I read the transcripts. They don’t have a leg to stand on.”

      “Which is why they’ve submitted a request to have the House be present before you arrive,” Lance agreed.

      “I should let the Ookens in there to make sure they’re clear on the need for the Interdiction,” Bethany Anne grumbled. “Nothing gets my back up more than you having to pacify people when they’d happily see the Federation crumble.”

      “We endure what we must,” Lance told her with a rueful smile. “Give Reynolds my best.”

      “Of course,” Bethany Anne agreed. She hugged Lance before he left, then walked over to the door. “Izanami, are you ready?”

      The lights dimmed as Izanami left the ship, then a panel in the wall slid open and a tray holding a memory core cube and two mobile hard light drives was extended.

      Bethany Anne smiled as she picked up the items. “I promise you will find this worthwhile,” she murmured to the AI inside the cube. She opened the Etheric and waved Alexis in ahead of her. “Let’s go.”
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      Open Space, SD Reynolds

      Bethany Anne’s annoyance had dissipated completely by the time she and Alexis had crossed through the Etheric to the transfer area she had aboard the Reynolds.

      “Where is Reynolds?” Alexis asked, finding only his splinter personalities and ADAM when she connected to the ship’s interface.

      “Takal is keeping him isolated from the rest of the ship for his protection,” Bethany Anne told her. “Last time I came to check on him, he was still in the process of recovering the fragments of his personality.”

      Alexis let out a low whistle. “That’s got to suck for him. Imagine existing and not knowing the details of your own life.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Reynolds has been around almost as long as I have, and he’s tough. He’ll heal with time and the right care.”

      Takal greeted them with a smile when they entered his lab. “Ah, you heard?”

      “Heard what?” Bethany Anne shook her head.

      Takal flourished his hands at the hard light projection unit he’d set up by the table in the center-left of the room. “Reynolds was able to pull enough of himself together to function. He’s got some gaps still, but he’s mostly himself again.”

      “That’s great news,” Bethany Anne told him, handing him the two hard light drives. “It sounds like he’s ready for some company. These should help.”

      Takal examined the drives. “More than you know. He’s past thinking in the abstract, and being confined to a closed system with no sensory input? Well, I was wondering how to get around it.”

      “Can we speak to him?” Alexis asked.

      Takal nodded, getting to work connecting the memory cube to the closed network he had Reynolds stored on. “He’s listening right now, He’s just preserving his cycles for the task of rebuilding himself.”

      He carefully placed one of the hard light drives into the collection tray of the projection unit and the spindles in the top of the casement began to whir, moving into position to point at the tray.

      Light erupted from the spindles and poured into the collection tray, becoming animated when it came into contact with the hard light drive. The drive rose, buoyed into the center of the liquid light as it rapidly coalesced into a clearly human shape.

      The detail grew with each moment until Reynolds was standing in the tray. He stepped out awkwardly. “Forgive me. This is taking a moment to get used to.”

      “It’s just damned good to see you,” Bethany Anne stated, taking a seat at the table. She folded her hands in front of her and smiled as Reynolds took a seat across from her. “Welcome back. That was too close.”

      Reynolds smiled sadly. “You’re telling me. I don’t feel like myself at all if I’m honest.”

      Alexis joined Takal and helped herself to his notes on Reynolds' recovery so far. “You’re missing parts of yourself, so it’s only natural. What happened to you?”

      Reynolds’ expression became distant as he searched for answers and discovered he was missing a chunk of time in his memory. He’d been in a Pod, underwater. They’d been chased. “Jiya—”

      “Is fine,” Bethany Anne assured him. “But Takal hasn’t been able to figure out why your body went into catastrophic failure, so you’re limited to this avatar for now.”

      “I’m not in a hurry to go through that again any time soon,” Reynolds admitted.

      Bethany Anne nodded in understanding. “I bet. What happened? The Pod I found you in was totally fried, and the whole area was swamped with Etheric energy.”

      Reynolds relayed what he recalled. “We’d gone down in the Pod to search for possible bases should the planet turn out to be hospitable. We were chased by a giant fish. Everything between then and now is gone.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in concern. “Jiya reported that the Pod was breaking down, yet it had a sudden surge in speed just as you were about to be eaten. It makes me wonder how you did it.”

      Reynolds shook his head blankly. “How I did it? It couldn’t have been me.”

      “Your power source operated by drawing slowly on the Etheric,” Bethany Anne reminded him. “But I guess we won’t know for sure until you recover your memory. It’s in there somewhere. Izanami will help you to get it back.”

      “What? No!” Reynolds protested. “She has made it clear she doesn’t like me.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No arguments. The two of you will study Takal’s processes while he builds bodies for you both. Reynolds has no clue what he did, but the three of you are going to find out. Together.”

      

      Yollin Space, Planet Melida, QBS Sayomi

      John left his captain’s chair as the planet appeared on the viewscreen. “Everyone ready?” he asked Sayomi.

      Sayomi nodded. “I sent a message to inform the colony leadership that we are close by since I will remain cloaked.”

      John nodded. “Good thinking. What can you tell me about the situation down there?” He looked out at the two Ooken ships parked at equidistant points around the planet. “Maybe Akio shouldn’t have left the Achronyx behind.”

      “I would envy you the battle ahead if not for the one I will be fighting up here in your absence,” Sayomi replied wistfully. “The city was destroyed, and the remaining population is hiding.”

      John picked up the box holding the transporter beacons and headed for the door. “Don’t go too far.”

      “I’ll be standing by in case you need an emergency extraction,” Sayomi assured him. “Take care down there.”

      John nodded as he left for the transporter room. A new addition to the ship, it was space he didn’t begrudge giving up when they could go from the ship to the ground in a matter of seconds.

      He gave K’aia and Trey a nod of approval as he entered, seeing they were ready to go. “How are you two feeling? It’s your first time against real Ookens, right?”

      Trey lifted his staff. “Yeah, but Eve’s version weren’t anything to laugh at, which you know because you watched us fighting them. We’ve got this.”

      K’aia pointed at Trey. “What he said. Will they be armed?”

      John shook his head. “Not likely, but if you don’t expect it—”

      “You can guarantee it will happen,” Trey finished.

      “We’ll expect it,” K’aia assured him, sheathing her katanas in her back harness.

      Michael nodded, breaking off from briefing Christina and Kai about Ooken weaknesses. “That’s the right attitude. This is going to be unlike any fight you’ve ever been in. Assume nothing. These creatures are not intelligent, but they are single-minded, and they were created for one purpose—to kill.”

      “Just destroy the brain and you’ll be fine,” John told them.

      “Succinct,” Michael agreed.

      Kai ran through his HUD options, getting comfortable with the unfamiliar armor. “This is incredible! I have rockets on my shoulders and guns on my wrists. What’s this?” He jumped when a forcefield popped into being around him. “I can’t figure what most of these icons are for.”

      Christina snickered, feeling the power increase the Pricolici armor gave her. “I know what you mean. It wasn’t so long ago that the only feature armor held for me was a nasty shock if it decided I was taking things too far. I know what I want for my birthday. How are you feeling after your nap?”

      “I wasn’t expecting to sleep most of the way here,” Kai admitted, closing his armor’s HUD. “But I feel good.”

      Christina observed Michael, Gabriel, and John running their armor through its paces. “Maybe I’m spending too much time on the frontier if I missed out on advances like this.”

      John grimaced, unused to the dual effort of telling Sean for the third time that grenades were not either of their friends until they were, and that he would be the one to tell Sean when that occasion arrived, while simultaneously replying to Christina. “Trust me, it’s not something you would ask for. Moving up from the basic models comes with added complications.”

      Kai chuckled since John’s face reminded him of the look TH got when he was made to talk via his neural chip. “If this is the basic model, then I’m good with being basic, thanks. Besides, that blue isn’t the quietest shade.”

      Trey snorted. “They might look like they’re wearing the matching Exodus Day sweaters their aunt forced on them, but wait until you see it in action.”

      “We haven’t even pushed it yet,” Gabriel enthused. “I can’t wait to get down there, where venting the atmosphere isn’t an issue.”

      Christina folded her arms. “Why do I have a feeling you’re planning something?”

      “He’s always planning something,” Trey told her, shaking his head solemnly. “I thought you knew him and Alexis?”

      Gabriel’s grin grew wider. “There’s the kicking ass part; that’s standard.” He hitched a thumb at Michael and John. “Showing the um, previous generation how it’s done is going to make my day.”

      Michael laughed. “We’ll just have to see about that.”

      “Yeah, you might have made more progress with your armor, but it doesn’t outweigh our experience,” John added.

      Michael lifted his hand. “Wait, I want to hear what Gabriel is suggesting.”

      Gabriel considered the best motivation for getting his father invested. “Yours and John’s experience against our general awesomeness as a team. The winners are the side with the highest kill count at the end. No prize. We do this for the honor of being the best.”

      “This is sounding less like a rescue mission and more like a contest,” Christina stated. She shrugged, smirking at Michael and John. “I didn’t say I had a problem with it, just that it’s pointless betting.”

      “Strong words,” John told her with a grin.

      Christina flexed in her borrowed Pricolici armor and kissed her biceps. “I’m pretty damned strong.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes. “You are every bit your father’s daughter. Okay, we’re on. John and I versus the five of you.”

      “And so the students will become the masters,” Trey intoned, putting his hands together.

      John cuffed him fondly on the back of the head. “Don’t be a dumbass. Keep your head in the fight.”

      Sayomi announced that they had reached high orbit above Melida’s only city. “Our message got through,” she informed them. “We’re being hailed from the surface on the frequency I gave them.”

      “Put it through,” John instructed.

      The small wallscreen lit up and was momentarily covered by tentacles.

      “We’re too late,” Christina moaned.

      Gabriel shook his head. “There are no teeth in those tentacles. That’s not an Ooken.”

      The tentacles parted, revealing a pretty purple face with large blue eyes. “Oh! You’re real! Can you get the FDG here? We’re under attack by Ookens, and they’ve killed almost everyone.”

      Gabriel recognized the female’s species from Tabitha’s stories of her Ranger years. “You’re a Loren? We were expecting Yollins.”

      “Does it matter?” the female exclaimed. “We have all kinds here, but not for long if the damned Ookens get their way. We’re holed up in the shelter beneath City Hall, but I can’t say how much longer we can hold out. The Ookens aren’t giving up.”

      “What’s your name?” Michael asked.

      “Talia,” she replied.

      “Hold on a little longer, Talia,” Michael told her. “We’re on our way.”

      John opened the box of beacons and handed them out. “These are your transporter beacons. They keep your shit together during the transfer, so you don’t come out of the transporter inside out with your head on back to front or out your ass. If you lose it, you’ll have to wait for a Pod, so don’t lose it.”

      Michael waved the group toward the enclosed platform at the rear of the room and waited for them to spread out and take their positions on the raised circles. “What now?” he asked John when nothing happened.

      “Do you have to say ‘energize’ or something?” Christina quipped.

      “Send us down, Sayomi,” John called.

      “That takes all of the drama out of it.” Michael stopped grumbling when he felt a tingle that preceded his awareness blinking out for a split second. When his consciousness returned, they were standing in the middle of a street lined with two-story buildings.

      “I don’t need drama,” John replied, drawing his Jean Dukes Specials. “I didn’t have to jump out of a Pod in the upper atmosphere this time, and that’s all I need to be happy.”

      K’aia had to agree.

      “I’m with Michael,” Kai countered. “This is technology beyond anything anyone born on Earth could dream of. There should be some drama.”

      Trey shrugged. “It would be cool if it made the noise like the TV show.”

      Christina balanced her morningstar on one shoulder, careful not to scratch her borrowed armor with the oversized bludgeoning weapon’s sharp spikes. “It’s a gamechanger. When we go after the factories… Wait, where are the Ookens? I thought this place was infested?”

      Michael skimmed the mindspace, hearing the grinding buzz of the hive mind in the streets to the north. “They’re clustered up ahead.”

      “Why didn’t they attack us immediately?” Kai pondered.

      “Maybe they can’t read the energy of the transporter because it’s powered by alien technology,” Gabriel guessed.

      “Then we should announce our arrival.” Michael looked up. “And wash away the destruction.” He raised a hand to the sky and clouds formed in the rapidly cooling air, replacing the blue sky in the blink of an eye.

      Kai looked at Michael in awe as fat raindrops began to fall. “Now I see why you were concerned about me tagging along. I can’t do anything like that. I’m glad TH lent me this.” He unholstered the Jean Dukes Special and waved it. “ADAM told me I can fire it on the higher levels now.”

      “How is it any use?” Alexis asked. “It’s keyed to your grandfather’s DNA.”

      Kai shrugged. “Ted. Plato. I didn’t ask.”

      “What ADAM didn’t say is that it’s still going to shatter your wrist,” Christina told him. “Your nanos will heal it instantly. I think you were quick to dismiss your Were side.”

      Kai shrugged. “Maybe I’ll think about it in the future. For the moment, I’m happy with what Bethany Anne and ADAM did to improve what I had. It’s not like I have time to train a new ability right now.”

      “I don’t know, maybe you do,” K’aia complained. “Where the hell are the Ookens?”

      “We’re not far,” Gabriel supplied.

      The conversation was cut short when the air was torn by the screeching of Ookens echoing down the streets around them.

      “Keep moving,” Michael instructed.

      They picked up the pace as they passed damaged buildings on the road to the city center, on alert for any movement inside the smashed walls.

      “This place is relatively new,” Gabriel murmured to Michael. “They’re still using temporary living solutions.”

      Michael indicated the stone building where the street opened up into a square. “They have been here long enough to build that.”

      John grunted. “That’s got to be City Hall. It’s surrounded.”

      Gabriel had Sean give him an infrared filter in his helmet HUD. His expression hardened at the sight of the Ookens swarming all over the inside of the two-story building. “All I see is a target-rich environment. Let’s move.”

      The Ookens on the steps of City Hall turned as the group approached—just one at first, then two or three more. Then the ones hanging from the architectural features screeched, and every Ooken in the building switched purpose as the hive mind was alerted to the presence of danger.

      Gabriel called the team into position as the Ookens flooded from the doors and windows of City Hall.

      Michael had a moment to consider the ease of Bethany Anne’s ability to wipe the Ookens’ nanocytes with ADAM’s assistance. He called down the lightning, clamping down on the voice of his armor’s EI.

      The Ookens scattered wherever the lighting hit. Michael controlled the strikes to clear the steps up to the building while John kept his space clear of attacking Ookens.

      Gabriel saw they were going old-school and shook his head as he allowed his version of the Bl’kheth EI to merge almost fully with his mind. With his armor attuned to his thoughts, it became an extension of his body. I’m going for it, guys, he informed the team. I want to try something I’ve been practicing with Alexis.

      I knew you were planning something! Christina exclaimed.

      Trust me, if this works, it’s going to guarantee us a win. Gabriel manifested a sword as he slipped through the Etheric and came out where the Ookens were thickest. His armor gave him the ability to control his ability to “glitch” and hold his phase somewhere between the dimensions. A thought, and the burning Etheric energy that formed the razor-edge of Gabriel’s blade ceased to phase.

      Gabriel whooped when the Ookens fell to his strikes, then plowed into the tentacled mass sword-first.

      Michael caught a glimpse of his son taking out Ookens without them being able to lay a tentacle on him and reconsidered his stance on the EI-controlled armor. He continued to keep the areas around everyone clear with his lightning strikes while he sucked up his stubbornness and allowed the communication from his EI.

      Oh, so you’re interested now you’ve seen what I can do for you? Sean asked somewhat smugly.

      You’re doing nothing to convince me not to shut you down completely, Michael replied. While I appreciate the sacrifice the organic Sean made, I do not need a voice in my head telling me how to fight.

      I’m not telling you how to do anything, the EI protested. I am trying to fulfill my sole function, which is to enhance your already impressive but volatile power.

      Michael washed the front of the building with Etheric-charged electricity, stunning the Ookens that had been creeping down the stone façade toward Christina.

      I can work with Etheric energy. I could maintain the weather while you fought if you completed the calibration, Sean informed him. Once I understand how you are drawing the lightning, I can replicate the effect.

      Show me, Michael instructed.

      “Behind you!” Gabriel yelled over the screeching as another nest of tentacles erupted from the window behind K’aia.

      Trey hit the tentacles with a blast of energy from his staff, then brought the butt around to smash the skull that replaced them when the Ooken retracted them.

      “Behind you!” Christina fired one of her shoulder rockets into the Ookens spilling out of the entrance, giving Gabriel the split second he needed to avoid being trampled.

      The sudden influx of Ookens pushed the team apart. Gabriel held his ground at the entrance, phasing to avoid being carried away by the crush.  The others were pushed around as they were knocked off their feet.

      “Shit!” John cursed. “Hold on, I’m coming.”

      Michael sensed the Ookens moving in from the surrounding streets as John moved to protect the others. John, get everyone but Gabriel inside. He dropped the comm and opened his mental link to Gabriel as he climbed the closest intact building to get a better view of the surrounding streets. Make your way to my position. There are more Ookens approaching. John will help the others while you and I eradicate the threat.

      Gabriel laid down a spray of energy balls to give the others a chance to recover from the fall. What are you thinking? he asked.

      That honor is bringing this to a speedy end, Michael replied, still counting a few hundred Ookens in the square. We’re going to fry their nanocytes. There is no saving this colony. We’ll take the survivors back to the Meredith Reynolds.

      Christina snarled as she cleared their path back to Gabriel with her teeth and claws. She fought back to back with Kai on the steps as the heavens grew dark and the downpour increased in intensity. Farther down the steps, K’aia and Trey were also fighting to get back to Gabriel’s position.

      Trey’s staff flashed red in between lightning strikes as they worked their way across the wide frontage to support the others. Christina darted in as Trey and K’aia reached the step below and snatched an Ooken out of Trey’s way, tearing it in two before moving on to the next.

      They gained another step when John joined them, pushing the Ookens back in a hail of kinetic fire and energy blasts. K’aia and Trey reached the top and immediately took covering positions while John, Christina, and Kai ran the last few feet to the entrance.

      “How do we know there aren’t still Ookens inside here?” Trey asked as they sprinted inside and shut the doors.

      “We don’t,” John told him as he indicated that Trey should grab one end of a heavy bench to help him block the door.
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      Gabriel remained in his phased state to reach Michael. He leapt and caught the edge of the roof and hauled himself over. “Where are the rest of the Ookens coming from?”

      Michael indicated the direction he sensed the hive mind. “We need to build a charge strong enough to wipe their nanocytes without destroying the building. What would you do if it was your call?”

      Gabriel considered the problem for a moment. “Honestly? Alexis usually figures the way out of these situations. We can work together to create an electrostatic discharge with less energy than you would use to pass a current through each group individually. If we get the frequencies right, the magnetic pulse will kill the nanos.”

      Michael nodded, patting Gabriel on the back. “A sound plan. Let’s do it.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “You’re just going to go with it?”

      Michael lifted a shoulder and grinned. “Why not?”

      Gabriel laughed as he climbed over the edge of the roof. “Sure, why not?”

      They figured out their parts as they made their way to the center of the square and hid in one of the piles of debris as cover from the Ookens.

      Michael pulled on the Etheric and rapidly increased the electric field strength around them. “Are you ready with your field?” he asked Gabriel.

      Gabriel nodded, holding his opposingly-charged field steady against Michael’s. “Yeah, but I can’t see the Ookens. Count me in.”

      Michael held the air in his mental grip, watching the square as the Ookens poured in searching for the Etheric energy discharge. “Three, two, one.”

      They separated their charged fields, causing an enormous spark to fly up as a pulse of invisible magnetic energy mushroomed out around them.

      Gabriel peered over the top of the rubble and saw the Ookens lying dead in the square. “WOOT!” He coughed. “Well, what do you know? It worked.”

      Michael chuckled drily as they waded through the knee-deep sea of dead Ookens. “Have faith in your ideas. Especially the crazy ones.”

      John opened the doors and waved Michael and Gabriel over.

      “Have any of you picked up an injury that requires a Pod-doc to heal?” Michael asked as he and Gabriel walked into the building.

      “Everyone is good,” John confirmed.

      “Then we can get on with rescuing the surviving colonists,” Michael told them. “We’re looking for the entrance to the underground shelter. Stay on the comm, and keep your senses alert for any Ookens that didn’t attack with the rest of them.”

      “Is that likely?” Christina asked.

      “Who knows?” Michael replied. “Bethany Anne usually takes them all out with one thought.”

      K’aia groaned as she turned. “Great, independent Ookens.”

      Gabriel looked around, seeing the pride the colony had in their home in the attention to detail they’d paid to their first permanent building. “This isn’t fair. The Melidans put everything into building a life here, and now all that’s left is this ruin.”

      Sayomi spoke over the comm. “You have incoming. The second ship jettisoned too many Pods for me to take out.”

      “How long do we have?” John ground out.

      “Five minutes,” Sayomi informed them.

      “Then we’d better find that shelter and get the hell out of here,” Michael stated. “Sayomi, get some transport down here for the people.”

      “Sending transport Pods to your location,” the AI replied. “Seven minutes.”

      Michael considered the logistics. “Have them land on the roof.” He turned to the others. “New plan. Defend this building while Gabriel and I get the people to the roof. If it gets messy, we can take them through the Etheric.”

      John began giving instructions to the others while Michael and Gabriel took the doors between the twin staircases. They opened into a large hall that had been trashed by the Ookens.

      Michael and Gabriel made their way through the smashed furniture, being careful to walk around the bodies of the fallen colonists.

      Gabriel caught a sense of something above them just before an Ooken screeched, giving away its position on the chandelier. He threw up an Etheric shield that deflected the creature as it dropped with its tentacles splayed wide.

      Michael reacted in the same instant, throwing a bolt of energy at the Ooken as it bounced off the shield. “Nice job,” he told Gabriel.

      Gabriel grinned without humor and continued crossing the hall. “I can hear people nearby.”

      Michael indicated a door to the right. “Through there.”

      The door led to a short corridor ending in a steel door that had been scored by Ooken teeth. They stepped into the Etheric and emerged on a staircase leading to an identical door.

      Michael knocked on this door, eliciting panicked screams from the other side. “Don’t be afraid,” he called. “My name is Michael. I spoke with Talia.”

      The door opened, revealing the Loren they’d spoken to earlier. She slightly relaxed the weapons she held in many of her tentacles when she recognized Michael. “How did you get through the Ookens?” she asked with suspicion.

      “They're dead,” Michael told her. “But there are more on the way. We need to get everyone up to the roof, where there’s transport waiting to take you all to our ship.”

      “The sooner we get you all to the Meredith Reynolds for medical treatment, the better,” Gabriel added loud enough for the people standing behind Talia to hear.

      It took a few minutes for Talia to calm the fifty-something survivors and get them to agree to follow Michael and Gabriel out of the safety of the shelter.

      Michael glanced at Gabriel when John called over the comm to tell them that the Ookens were almost there.

      Gabriel shook his head. “We can’t risk taking everyone through the building.”

      “How else do we get out of here?” Talia asked.

      “Everyone, fall back to the Sayomi,” Michael instructed over the comm. “We’ll meet you back there. Gabriel and I will use the Etheric to get the people to safety.”

      “Pods are still waiting on the roof,” John confirmed. “See you back there.”

      Michael returned his attention to the anxious faces of the colonists. “Everyone grab someone else and hold on tight. The next few minutes will be strange, but you will not be in any danger. Please stay calm and help one another.”

      Gabriel added his energy to Michael’s, and they opened the Etheric around the survivors. It took a few moments to get them to the equivalent place to exit on the roof, and then another few to get everyone inside the Pods.

      The colonists on the Pod with Michael and Gabriel remained silent as they took off, except for Talia.

      The Loren stared at the destruction below with angry tears filming her large eyes. “It’s all over,” she whispered. “We’ve lost everything.”

      “Not everything,” Michael replied softly. “You’re alive.”

      Talia turned from the viewscreen in a whirl of tentacles, her lips drawn back as the tears created clean trails down her face. “What use is that when the life we worked to build is gone? We have nothing.”

      Michael projected a wave of serenity to calm the colonists and numb their shock. “I sense the need for vengeance in you.”

      Talia’s sneer became a snarl, her tears drying in an instant. “I hate the Ookens.”

      Michael caught a flash of Talia’s mind, memories of being mistaken for their enemy. “You have suffered because of them, but it is not the Ookens who are the real enemy.” He indicated the other survivors with a nod. “Whoever wishes to live in peace will be able to do so, but those who wish to repay the Kurtherians for unleashing this plague upon the galaxies will find they are welcome to join the fight.”

      “Seriously?” Talia’s tentacles twitched erratically. “Where do I sign up?”

      

      Onyx Station, Bad Company HQ

      Nathan wandered through the corridors, feeling the emptiness of the building with only a few soldiers rattling around. The majority of the battalion was training on Devon.

      He smiled with anticipation and changed direction when he received a message informing him that the package he’d sent to the Meredith Reynolds had been collected, heading for his office with a spring in his step.

      Bethany Anne was on the wallscreen when he walked into his office. “What the shiny fuck is this?” she demanded, holding up the offending object with two fingers like a particularly smelly diaper.

      “That would be a Pepsi bottle,” Nathan confirmed with a grin. “You didn’t forget we had a bet, right? Not only did we get a hundred percent buy-in on the first group like I told you we would, but I also had to make arrangements for the veterans who reenlisted for the purpose of volunteering. Enjoy.”

      Bethany Anne's face worked through a series of emotions, settling eventually on a begrudging smile. “It’s a bet I’m happy to lose.” She twisted the top off the bottle and wrinkled her nose before taking a sip. Her expression of disgust turned to surprise when she tasted the Coke inside. She eyed him. “What gives?”

      Nathan burst out laughing at Bethany Anne’s confusion. “I just wanted to see the look on your face when you made yourself drink it. Consider us even.”

      Bethany Anne grinned, shaking her head. “Oh, no, Nathan. We’re only just getting started. Count yourself lucky that I have a little time to spend with Alexis today while the rest of the children are away with Michael and John.”

      “How are they getting on with the investigation?” Nathan asked. “I haven’t heard from Christina since they dropped off the cult cell at the Magistrate’s office.”

      “Don’t think you can distract me so easily,” Bethany Anne told him, chuckling softly when Nathan protested. “They’ve made some progress. Dad is following up on the leads they got from the cell who mindfucked Paul Jacobsen.” She took a moment to get him up to speed on the Leath connection.

      “Anything I can do from my end?” Nathan asked. “Besides searching for other cells, obviously.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Just keep your ear to the ground. I’m going to hang onto Christina and Kai a little longer in case this Leath lead pans out.” She looked away when Alexis called to her from off-camera. “Got to go.”

      Nathan stared at the blank screen after she dropped the call, wondering what form her revenge was going to take and how he could avoid it. There was only one thing he could think of to do in this situation.

      He called Ecaterina.

      

      Yollin System, QBBS Meredith Reynolds, Queen’s Suite

      Alexis walked in as Bethany Anne dropped the call. “Is that Pepsi?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Nathan’s idea of a revenge prank for not telling him about your enhancement.”

      Alexis picked up the bottle and sniffed the contents. “Coke?” She snickered and put the bottle back down. “I hope you’re not going to let him get away with that.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “Of course not. He’ll get his, just as soon as I come up with something that doesn’t permanently damage my chief intelligence officer.”

      Alexis fanned herself with a hand. “Good. You had me worried for a moment there.”

      “Not so worried that you want to skip shopping?” Bethany Anne teased.

      “Hell, no!” Alexis exclaimed, slipping an arm through Bethany Anne’s. “Let’s go already. I’m going to help you figure out your revenge.”

      Alexis suggested one painful lesson after another as they made their way to the main concourse. “Oh, I’ve got it!” she exclaimed as they waited for the elevator. “All we need is a couple of lasers, a circular saw blade, and enough night-night rounds to take him out for a couple of hours…”

      “Okay, spit it out,” Bethany Anne demanded, holding back her laughter. “What has he done to make you so mad at him?”

      “He’s been an ass about Christina and Kai,” Alexis admitted with a sigh. “Kai thinks Nathan hates him. It’s going to mess everything up for them.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t miss the flash of shame that crossed her daughter’s face. “Alexis, what did you do?”

      Alexis paused outside the elevator. “I read Kai’s mind. But I didn’t mean to, okay? I was wide open during the op when I was reading the cultists, and he wasn’t blocking like K’aia and Trey. He loves her, like, so much. But if he thinks Nathan won’t accept him…”

      Bethany Anne frowned and had Meredith stop the elevator between decks. “I knew he was being his typical grumpy self, but I had no idea it was affecting Christina or Kai. Tell me everything.”

      She listened as Alexis filled out the details and came to a decision to intervene. “What Nathan needs is a lesson,” she told Alexis. “I think it would be nice if he and Ecaterina joined us for our time at the resort, hmmm? TH and Char, too.”

      “What are you thinking?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne held up a finger, immersed in the station’s systems. “Okay, we can get everything here. Take a look at this and tell me if I missed anything.”

      Alexis read through the shopping list Bethany Anne shared and smiled. “I think you covered just about everything but the catering.” She glanced at Bethany Anne with skepticism. “How will you get Nathan to accept this?”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “He won’t have a problem, I promise. All we need is Kai’s agreement to go ahead.”

      Alexis looked away as she calculated the chances of Bethany Anne’s plan succeeding. “If everyone is there and being supportive, Nathan won’t have a leg to stand on if he tries to argue.” She clapped in delight. “Mom, you’re a genius. I’ll come clean with Kai when he gets back.”

      “That’s my girl.” Bethany Anne hugged Alexis and requested that Meredith start the elevator again. “We have a ton of shopping to do, and I know you’ve been looking forward to this as much as I have.”

      Alexis laughed. “You’re kidding, right? I didn’t even look at this place in the gameworld. I wanted to save it for us.”

      The elevator doors opened, revealing the identical folded arms and stony expressions of Scott, Darryl, and Eric.

      “Did you forget something?” Scott asked.

      Bethany Anne fixed them with a glare as she walked out of the elevator. “Funnily enough, I don’t recall inviting the Three Stooges on our mother-daughter trip.”

      Alexis followed Bethany Anne out of the elevator, her snarky comment dying on her lips when the atmosphere of the concourse enveloped her. She darted to the railing to look down on crowds of shoppers filling the second court. “Forget that we have to have a guard, Mom. This place is incredible. I’ve never seen so many stores in one place or smelled as many different foods. We should definitely eat, but where do we start? Am I glad I have nanocytes!”

      Bethany Anne’s annoyance melted away at Alexis’ reaction. She went over to join her at the railing. “I told you this place was the center of the retail universe, right? Some of these stores have been here since the station was founded.”

      “I believe it,” Alexis marveled, making her choice. She pointed out a boutique on the upper level. “I know we have a huge list of stuff to buy, but our first purchase has to be shoes. Shoes with heels worthy of the grown woman I am.”

      Bethany Anne recalled Alexis saying something similar at age five. “I remember that store. Let’s see what we can do about finding heels that are worthy of your womanliness. It’s about time you got the crippling foot pain you want so badly.”

      “Mom,” Alexis moaned.

      Bethany Anne chuckled at the look on Alexis’ face, knowing her daughter still had something to learn about self-acceptance being the key to maturity. “Your nanos will take care of the pain. It’s not walking in heels that’s the problem, anyway. Sitting in heels? Now that’s a different matter.”

      Alexis was only half-listening as they crossed to the store, her attention on the distractions around her.

      The store owner jumped into action when she saw Bethany Anne, apologizing to the single customer as she ushered her out.

      “Meredith,” Bethany Anne called, drawing a curious look from Alexis.

      “My Queen?” Meredith answered on the comm. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “You can charge that woman’s next purchase at this store to me,” Bethany Anne told her. “With my apologies for disrupting her day.”

      “Of course, my Queen,” Meredith replied.

      Eric folded his arms. “Is that supposed to be a protest? Because I just know how much you hate spending money on shoes.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “This is how I make up for all this.” She waved the finger to encompass the guards, the store owner turning the sign to Closed, and the gathering crowd of both people and camera drones outside. “It happens every time I step off my ship.”

      “I would close the store for any VIP,” the owner assured Bethany Anne. “Your safety is paramount.” Her tone suggested a previous incident.

      Bethany Anne tried to recall if she’d been attacked in here during the spate of assassination attempts she’d inspired during her Empressing days, but nothing came to mind immediately.

      “I saw the news about the attack on Onyx Station,” the store owner clarified.

      Bethany Anne smiled in understanding. “Thank you. I apologize for the security level a small minority of MRAs have caused to be necessary.”

      “MRAs?” the store owner inquired.

      “Morally Reprehensible Assholes,” Bethany Anne replied offhandedly, her attention on Alexis’ path through the store. “Excuse me.”

      Alexis wandered around the displays, her gaze landing on a pair of boots that she dismissed as childish before sweeping off to grab a pair of super-high-heeled stilettos in darkest red.

      Bethany Anne didn’t know whether to be proud or mad that Alexis had snagged the shoes she’d had her eye on since entering the store. Then she noticed her daughter’s backward glance. She waved Eric away from his place at her shoulder. “Give us some space.”

      Alexis paid no attention to Bethany Anne while she unlaced her boots and put the heels on. “Don’t you just love these? It’s amazing that we’re the same shoe size now.”

      Bethany Anne fixed Alexis with a knowing look. “You can put my shoe collection out of your mind. Want a hand with that buckle?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” Alexis got to her feet in a graceful movement and walked along the mirror wall, testing out how she felt wearing what were to her the most grown-up shoes in the store. “Oh.”

      “Just ‘Oh?’” Bethany Anne asked, thinking back for a moment to a visit to Louis Vuitton in Paris one time.

      Alexis studied her reflection in the mirror. The heels looked good with her cropped jeans. She looked good wearing them. She just didn’t feel any more like an adult. “I don’t know. I thought I’d feel different.”

      “You wore heels in the gameworld,” Bethany Anne reminded her.

      Alexis shrugged. “I think the game is missing something when it comes to the ability to maneuver on a platform.” She sighed and took the shoes off. “It’s not that. They don’t feel like me.”

      “How about these?”  Bethany Anne asked, her mouth creeping up at the corner. She held out the sparkly black combat boots with the three-inch block heels she’d picked up while Alexis’ attention was on putting the pumps on.

      Alexis thrust the heels at her mom, grinning. “You saw those?”

      “I think you saw them first.” Bethany Anne chuckled as they made the exchange.

      Alexis hugged Bethany Anne one-armed as they headed for the register. “This is the best. I’m glad you made us come on the tour.”

      The store owner clasped her hands, smiling at them as they put their purchases on the counter. “Do I enact the Empress Protocol?” she asked. “I know technically you’re not the Empress anymore, but, well, I think you deserve the same respect.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, smiling warmly at the woman. “Thank you. That saves me having to ask.”

      The store owner nodded and checked her computer. “There are currently twenty-seven pairs in stock.” She looked up and smiled again, a mischievous glint in her eye. “What about your daughter, my Queen? Does she require the same service?”

      Alexis nudged Bethany Anne with her elbow. “Something tells me this isn’t one of those things we talk to Dad about. What’s it worth to you?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You’re blackmailing your own mother?” She shook her head when Alexis shrugged disarmingly and turned back to the store owner. “When you live as long as we do, it makes sense to have duplicates. Five pairs, since her taste is likely to change.”

      Alexis snorted laughter. “‘Duplicates?’ That’s the best explanation of your shoe hoard I’ve heard in all my life.”

      Bethany Anne accepted the bags from the store owner and held out Alexis’ for her to take. “I bought one pair of shoes. So did you.”

      Alexis winked as she took the bag. “Sure, Mom.”

      Four hours later, Alexis dropped her bags by a bench between two tall, drooping potted ferns and took the weight off her feet with a sigh. “This is where I live now. You’ll have to tell Gabriel to go on without me.”

      Bethany Anne laughed, lifting a hand to indicate the antigrav cart between her and the guys. “I told you to get a cart. How about some ice cream? We have a little time left.”

      “I’ll get it,” Eric offered.

      “Show me the chocolate-cherry-marshmallow,” Alexis replied, stretching her cramped fingers. She smiled when Bethany Anne sat down beside her. “This was fun, but I’m going to have a couple of roamers come pick us up. I underestimated the size of this station, and I had no idea about your ability to find something you want in every store you pass. You shop like Dad hunts.”

      Bethany Anne thought about that for a moment before asking, “Is it really all that different?”
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      Ranger Base One, Upper Level, Ops Center

      Sabine worked with the sounds of ongoing construction in the background. She, Mark, and Jacqueline had labored alongside the construction crews, CEREBRO, and the bots, staggering shifts to keep the build moving around the clock in order to transform the asteroid into a base.

      The dwindling noise was music to her ears as the countdown to the base’s switch-on ran down to the final minutes

      Nickie and Ricole had finished laying the beacons between the four inhabited star systems that were scattered across this quadrant to connect them to CEREBRO and the Federation. Bethany Anne would complete the job when she got there, adding in the high-tech defenses for the occupied planets to support the CEREBRO-controlled satellites that they would be building over the next few weeks.

      All that remained was the task of connecting the EI cores that comprised the base’s part of CEREBRO to the ops center systems, and therefore to the Interdiction. Sabine darted between the consoles, flicking switches in the order Jacqueline was feeding her from the core room.

      The ops center came to life as the EIs in the core room were connected and CEREBRO took control of the systems.

      “How are we looking?” Sabine called aloud.

      “It’s good to be back together,” CEREBRO replied. “However, we are not complete. There is an error preventing us from connecting to beacons C-zero-one through C-five-five.”

      “That’s the, um, Cosnar System, yes?” Sabine got to her feet and pulled up the scant data they had on the uninhabited system. “What kind of error?”

      “If we could diagnose it, we could have automated the fix,” the EI group replied.

      Sabine slapped the console. “Dammit! Get the coordinates to Nickie. She’ll have to take a look, and maybe lay a few more beacons if the ones the drone dropped off were damaged.”

      “The solution might not be so simple,” CEREBRO informed her. “The beacons are online. The anomaly appears to be caused by something bouncing the relay signal off-course.”

      Sabine considered the problem for a moment before remembering the upside of not being in command. “This is above my pay grade. Get Nickie on the comm.”

      “Should I include Ranger One in the link?” CEREBRO inquired. “The Achronyx just came into comm range.”

      Sabine sighed with relief. “Scratch that order. Akio is just the person I need. Guide them in, CEREBRO.”

      She left the ops center and made her way to the hangar at a run.

      CEREBRO was admitting the Achronyx through the first forcefield just as Sabine arrived at the cavern they’d cut into the asteroid to use as a hangar. She took her time descending the stairs to the lower level while the ship waited for the second forcefield to drop.

      Akio exited with a glance of admiration at the Cambridge, the Defiant, the Shufur, and the Revolution alongside an empty space for the bulkier Skaine battleship belonging to Nickie. “I wasn’t expecting you to have gotten this far yet.”

      Sabine laughed. “This is just the entrance. Bethany Anne gave us a good start, but this base eventually has to be capable of protecting the whole quadrant. Let me show you around.”

      She took him to the upper level, where they’d fitted the prefabricated permacrete cabins Bethany Anne had provided snugly into the rock. “We had CEREBRO hollow out the complex since they can operate the continuous miners with the most precision, then it was just a case of getting the cabin skins in place and having the bots fill them with permacrete.”

      She extended her arms. “Thirty-six hours later, et le voilà, we had a base. Well, we had a start. We’ve been working around the clock to get it operational. I think it will look fine once it’s been cleaned up.”

      “I have seen these temporary cabins that are still standing eighty or ninety years after being poured,” Akio told Sabine as they reached the walkway at the top of the stairs where the first cabin had been laid lengthways into the rock and fitted with a double door. “Where do we go from here?”

      “To the left is residential, training facilities to the right,” she replied as they walked into a brightly-lit lobby. She pointed out three doors in the curved wall at the rear of the room. “The cabins reach into the rock a half-mile in each direction. The ops center is straight ahead and is not connected to the east or west wings. There’s room for expansion if we grow as an organization, but we built the base to cover our immediate needs.”

      Akio took it all in as they walked through the residential area. “You didn’t spare any details.”

      “We might have gotten a little bit spendy to get it all done so fast,” Sabine admitted. “But it’s worth that and all the favors Nickie pulled in to get us expedited shipping on materials to get the construction done.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Akio looked over his head a moment before they resumed. “Helping Nickie return a favor could easily end with you looking down a barrel. The work on the surface?”

      “Mostly engine and sensor equipment,” Sabine replied. “Some weaponry. Defenses. Since we’re not running on an arti-sun yet, we can’t power a full-size ESD, but we have a pair of the miniature version, along with the guns and shields.”

      “What’s powering the station?” Akio asked, intrigued.

      “We’re fully Etheric-powered,” Sabine informed him. “And we’ve used a minimum of metal in the build, so when the day comes where we figure out how to Gate into the Etheric without Bethany Anne at the helm, we’ll be the ultimate in stealth.”

      Akio’s eyebrows went up in anticipation. “That would be a thing to behold.”

      Sabine laughed. “Wouldn’t it just.” She gestured for Akio to follow her to the ops center. “Now for the not-so-good news. There’s a gap in the signal relay in the Cosnar System, which means CEREBRO is unable to join the points on either side of the system.”

      “What are the options?” Akio asked, peering at the unfamiliar setup. “I need a tutorial on how to use all this.”

      “You’re going to wish you had Eve here,” Sabine sympathized, looking away when her attention was caught by an incoming call. “It’s Nickie. I had CEREBRO give her the coordinates of the anomaly.”

      Akio nodded. “Onscreen, CEREBRO. What are you seeing, Ranger Two?”

      “There’s a huge-ass cloud covering a chunk of this system. It’s making Meredith dance the funky chicken,” Nickie replied. “You guys need to come out here. Bring a drone or something that won’t go haywire so we can get a fucking clue what’s blocking the signal.”

      “You’re not giving us much to go on,” Sabine told her. “What exactly is Meredith saying?”

      Nickie shrugged. “She won’t know what the problem is unless her probes can get inside the cloud, and she’s refusing to take us in to investigate until you get here. I’d better not find out you had anything to do with this shift in attitude from her, Akio. You know me and Achronyx are like this, right?” She crossed her fingers to illustrate.

      Akio gave Nickie a pointed look. “Perhaps Meredith deserves your thanks. We’ll be there in…” He looked up the location in his HUD. “One hour.”

      Nickie had more to share when they arrived on the Achronyx. She sent Akio Meredith’s initial conclusions based on the data from the probes. “Silicates. Fucking compound crystals.”

      Akio’s brow furrowed as he examined the results of the spectral analysis. “It’s not natural, unless nature suddenly started producing compound crystals like the Ookens.”

      “It’s not just a cloud of crystal particles,” Nickie continued. “It’s a cloud of crystal particles that are somehow fixed to this place, unaffected by solar winds. That means somebody put it here to hide something.”

      “Can we go inside it?” Sabine asked.

      “Only if you want to spend the next few weeks crawling around my ship to clean the particles out of my propulsion system,” Achronyx huffed.

      Nickie waved a hand. “There’s more. Meredith tells me there might be a planetary body hidden inside the cloud. Her probes detected an increase in density toward the center.”

      “Can we get the probes in closer?” Akio asked.

      “They’re dead in the air,” Nickie grumbled. “My guess is that someone put this cloud here to hide whatever is on that planet.”

      “It could well be,” Akio concurred. “The only thing to do is clean it up.”

      Sabine nodded. “Of course, but how? We didn’t bring the equipment to clean up a disaster zone.”

      “Leave it with me,” Nickie told them. “I know a guy who owes me a favor. I’ll have to go to Devon for a few days.”

      “Fine by me,” Akio replied. “In the meantime, Sabine and I will replace the beacons that have been damaged by the crystals and get the Interdiction up and running.”

      “I already started to take care of that.” Sabine looked up from her wrist-holo with a smile as she received confirmation of her instructions. “The Cambridge will be here soon with the beacons.”

      “Go, Rangers!” Nickie arm-pumped. “I’ll see you guys in a few days.”

      Sabine headed for the transport bay to prepare a Pod after the Penitent Granddaughter Gated out, leaving Akio alone on the bridge.

      “What now?” Achronyx asked.

      Akio settled into the captain’s chair and turned it to the console. “I’m going to tell Bethany Anne what’s going on out here, then we help with the beacons.”

      

      QBBS Meredith Reynolds, QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Bethany Anne was in her ready room checking on the Federation council’s efforts to get CEREBRO rolled out inside their respective borders when ADAM told her the Sayomi was coming in to dock at the station.

      She reached out to Alexis. Your father and brother are home.

      Meet you at the Gemini, Alexis replied. I’ll take us over to the station. Gabriel told me they have a bunch of civilians with them who need a place to stay, so Meredith is having them come into your private hangar.

      Bethany Anne had wondered why the only thing she got from her son over their mental link was a sense of carefully controlled anger. She reached out to Michael, hoping for some clarity on what had gone down.

      How bad was it?

      It was bad enough, Michael replied.

      It couldn’t have been worse, Gabriel stated flatly. The colony was destroyed. Not even sixty survivors.

      But there are survivors, Bethany Anne consoled them, feeling none of the comfort she was offering. It’s not nothing.

      A fraction of the people who lived there, Gabriel retorted. That’s all that’s left. It’s not enough to prevent civilization from falling wherever the Ookens appear.

      Bethany Anne hated that he was hurting. No, it’s not, she agreed. And there’s nothing worse than a win that feels like a loss. It’s fucking frustrating to see people lose their homes, their families, and their lives when you did everything you could.

      But why? Gabriel asked. What is Gödel gaining from these attacks? We live in an age of wonders, with technology sufficient to ensure that nobody wants for anything. How is it greed still exists to the extent where someone would destroy billions of lives for the sake of control?

      A post-scarcity society doesn’t equate to a post-asshole one, Alexis told him. We are doing everything we can, and it’s working. The Interdiction is already saving lives—just check the newsfeeds.

      Gödel wants to weaken us. Wear us down until we’re so dog-tired and desensitized we roll over and give her what she wants, Bethany Anne explained, knowing Gabriel needed to work through his frustration.  Control is never enough for dictators like her.

      She doesn’t understand the concepts of compassion or justice, Michael added. She can only see her twisted version of how the universe should look. Otherwise, she would have chosen to ascend when she had the chance. She wants complete supplication from us all, nothing less.

      Bethany Anne and Alexis arrived at the hangar a few minutes before the Sayomi made its final approach. They hung back, staying out of the way of the triage area set up by the medical crew Meredith had ordered to the hangar.

      John was first down the ramp when the Sayomi came in to land, closely followed by Gabriel and Christina. Kai and Trey preceded Michael, who exited with the Loren leading the survivors.

      Bethany Anne chuckled when Alexis darted ahead of her to engulf Gabriel in a hug. She walked to meet her husband, offering her condolences and assurances of safety to the traumatized and angry colonists.

      “This is Talia,” Michael told Bethany Anne while the Loren stared at her open-mouthed. “She is of a mind for vengeance.”

      “Understandable under the circumstances.” Bethany Anne smiled at Talia. “There will be plenty of time for that. Take care of your people first.”

      Talia found herself unable to speak for a moment before she recalled the reason she was meeting Bethany Anne. Her wide-eyed wonder faded, the hollow stare returning as reality crashed in. “With respect, I’m no leader,” she disputed. “All I ever wanted was my bar. I took pride in making it a home away from home for my regulars. The chief died right in front of me.” Her tentacles drew in and wrapped themselves around her upper body, making her seem very human suddenly.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t sure how to embrace a Loren without getting tangled in the tentacles, but she gave it a go. Talia’s tightly coiled tentacles were dry and smooth. She hugged Talia for a moment before releasing her to hold her at arm’s length. “I swear you will get your desire.”

      “Just put me in a Pod-doc and send me to wherever the Ookens are,” Talia replied. “I want revenge, but more than that, I have to do something to stop other people from going through the horror we experienced.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “You’ve been through a traumatic event. You need to heal here first.” She tapped her temple with a finger. “I wouldn’t send someone with a broken leg into battle, and neither will I send someone with a broken mind. See the therapist you will be offered. We will talk again before I leave for the Skaine Territories.”

      Talia nodded. “Thank you, my Queen.”

      One of the medical team ushered Talia away to be checked over, leaving Bethany Anne and Michael to be ambushed by the twins.

      “Did you tell Dad about the plan?” Alexis asked.

      Michael raised an eyebrow, wondering what the females in his family had in mind.

      “Not yet,” Bethany Anne replied with an anticipatory grin. “We need to have a little chat with Kai first.”

      

      QBBS Meredith Reynolds

      Christina noticed that Kai’s thoughts trailed off somewhere between the ice cream parlor she and Anne used to go to after school and her old roller derby club, where she’d found out an old friend still worked. “So, I thought that next, we could walk on the surface of the rock without spacesuits.”

      “Hmmm, sure,” Kai agreed. “Wait, what?”

      Christina gave him a little shove, grunting with indignation. “I knew you weren’t listening! You haven’t heard a word I’ve said since we said goodbye to Debbie. What gives?”

      Kai shrugged. “Just thinking about what Bethany Anne said.”

      Christina’s curiosity had been piqued by Bethany Anne and Alexis pulling Kai to the side when they’d arrived at the Meredith Reynolds, but he’d kept the reason for the conversation to himself so far. “What did she say?”

      Kai blushed, jamming his hands into his pockets. “Most of it wasn’t repeatable. The rest, well, I can’t tell you just yet.” He glanced at her. “Do you trust me?”

      Christina nodded and slipped her arm through Kai’s. “With my life.”

      Kai smiled. “Good. If I survive what Bethany Anne has planned, you’re going to be a happy woman, I promise.” He stopped, looking around. “Wait, we’ve gone too far. Weren’t we supposed to be at the park by now?”

      “Mark Billingsly Memorial Park?” Christina asked, grinning when Kai nodded forlornly. “Don’t sweat it. I know a shortcut if you don’t mind a bit of a climb.”

      Kai discovered that “a bit of a climb” was actually a run and a jump over the back fence of a house bordering the park.

      Christina and Kai laughed breathlessly as they ran from the disgruntled resident yelling at them from the kitchen window.

      “Well, that was an experience,” Kai panted as they came to a stop at the entrance to the botanical gardens inside the park.

      “It took me right back to being sixteen,” Christina admitted. “But now you have to tell me why we’re here.”

      Kai glanced at the map of the park on the wall by the entrance to get his bearings before giving her a mysterious smile. “You’ll find out soon. Would you care to take a walk?”

      Christina accepted Kai’s outstretched hand. “Okay, but don’t keep me waiting too long for an answer.” She shrugged at the look of indignation that earned her. “I didn’t say the rules were fair.”

      Kai laughed. “They don’t always go in your favor, you know.”

      Christina declined to reply. She snuggled into Kai’s shoulder as they strolled along a tree-lined path to the center of the park. Soft lights appeared in the distance, resolving into a gazebo as they walked closer.

      “Sounds like someone’s having a party,” Christina commented, hearing music coming from behind the gauzy privacy curtains. She sniffed, the scent of cooking meat tickling her senses. “Smells like one, too.”

      Kai let go of Christina’s hand and darted to the steps. “Welcome to liberty. No proposal.” He waved his hands in protestation as she scanned his body for the telltale lines of a ring box. “I promise.”

      “What are you playing at?” Christina looked at him skeptically as she walked past him. She entered the gazebo and found a table set for six. Alexis and K’aia were preparing drinks at the wet bar, and Gabriel and Trey were manning the grill.

      She allowed Kai to get her chair and shook out her napkin with a smile as Alexis filled their glasses. “What is all this in honor of?”

      “We don’t have much time between now and departure,” Alexis replied. “We need to plan our next moves as a team, and I thought this was better than a stuffy meeting room.”

      Christina shrugged as she picked up her glass. “I mean, we could have gone dancing on our night off.”

      Alexis wiggled her eyebrows. “So sorry if you confused me for someone on her first shore leave. Dancing is on the agenda for after dinner.”

      Gabriel and Trey joined them, each carrying a tray piled with cooked meats to go with the cornbread and mashed potatoes already on the table. Organized chaos reigned for a few minutes while everyone filled their plate.

      Alexis cleared her throat. “Mom has assigned Gabriel and me to the Reynolds until Grandpa gets back with our info on the Leath operation. She wants us to help Takal with his project.”

      “Which leaves us combing the newsfeeds and reports for possible cult activity,” Christina stated. “Well, when we’re not on duty. Michael wants us to assist with keeping the troops in line while they’re aboard the Baba Yaga. Apparently, he’s scaring them more than necessary when they arrive.”

      Gabriel nodded, pushing his potatoes around his plate with his fork. “The second we get another lead, we’re out of here. I’d prefer we had time to prepare for the mission, but Reynolds needs all the help he can get.”

      Trey leaned in and patted Gabriel on the back. “Then help him. We can take care of prep.” He sat back in his chair. “I’ve been thinking about that. What did Bethany Anne say about the idea of infiltrating the leadership when you brought it up?”

      “She wasn’t against it,” Alexis replied. “But we’re not allowed to make our move on the Leath company until her pet Leath has checked it out.”

      Gabriel spoke up. “Not really sure Mom would appreciate the term ‘pet Leath.’”

      “How about almost-but-not-quite-yet-terminated-with-vengeance-if-he-so-much-as-barks-out-of-turn-Leath?”

      Gabriel blinked a few times. “Pet Leath works.”

      “Good.”

      “What happens if we get to the core of the cult and find a Kurtherian?” Kai pondered.

      “It’s not likely,” Gabriel told him. “There just aren’t that many left that they’d risk themselves.”

      Kai’s face crumpled in confusion. “I don’t get it. I thought they were all hiding somewhere?”

      “Well, yeah, in the Etheric,” Gabriel replied, thinking back to TOM's lessons on Kurtherian history. “Most of them chose Ascension after the split. Gödel is leading the dregs, the ones who didn’t have the power to take the step to the next level of existence.”

      Kai let out a whistle. “They’re still pretty powerful.”

      “Not especially,” Alexis countered. “Gödel is powerful. Without her, the rest of them couldn’t amuse a bunch of five-year-olds at a birthday party.”

      K’aia snickered at the mental image. “So we won’t find a Kurtherian. We will find someone with a connection to Gödel, but I suspect they won’t know who it is pulling their strings.”

      Gabriel nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      Trey leaned back in his chair and laced his hands over his full stomach. “Either way, they’re going down.”

      Christina raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that, and to dancing if we’re done here?”

      Alexis grinned as she tapped her Coke bottle against Christina’s glass. “Dancing it is.”
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      SD Reynolds, Takal's Lab (one week later)

      Reynolds and Izanami stared into each other’s eyes, their faces set in determined lines.

      Reynolds grinned as he slipped through Izanami’s defenses and unleashed his revenge for the handlebar mustache and bright pink mohawk he was currently wearing. “Suits you.”

      Izanami laughed when her armor was replaced with a footsie-onesie complete with fox ears and a big, bushy tail. “Nice try, but you left yourself open.”

      Reynolds examined his hard light drive for changes to the code dictating his appearance and found nothing. “What did you—”

      His hands flew to his mouth when his intended words came out in song.

      Izanami pushed the pointy-eared hood back and flourished a hand at the ribbons holding her hair in bunches. “You don’t mess with a woman’s hair.”

      “You changed mine first!” Reynolds sang. He clapped his hands over his mouth as Izanami, Alexis, and Gabriel laughed. “I hate you.”

      Takal clucked his tongue, looking up from the nest of wires he was soldering inside the chest cavity of the new Reynolds body. “If you two are going to waste bandwidth playing instead of working on solving the mystery of what happened to the captain's last body, the chances are both your bodies will have the same fault.”

      “Reynolds, you have to figure out what you did, or at least why you blocked the memory of it,” Alexis urged, carefully holding up the brain she’d just removed from the defunct body. “There’s got to be something you did that allowed you to draw freely on the Etheric.”

      “Yeah, but what?” Gabriel asked. “The body is saturated with Etheric energy. It’s going to be a challenge to figure out the point of origin in all this melted wiring.”

      “The Queen assured me you two are the best people for the job,” Takal replied without looking up. “It’s fascinating to think that you accessed the Etheric realm entirely accidentally.”

      Reynolds fended off a sneak attack from Izanami, then gasped when his locked memories became visible to him. He grabbed them before they vanished again and examined what he’d lost. “It wasn’t an accident. It was me. I remember now. I did it unconsciously.”

      Takal cursed, blowing rapidly on the finger he’d burned when Reynolds’ booming baritone made him jump. “Can you two please cut it out, for the sake of my sanity!”

      Chastened, Reynolds returned Izanami’s armor and removed the bows from her hair. “Truce?”

      Izanami snickered as he drew the note out. “Temporary ceasefire. This approach is obviously working.”

      Reynolds shook his head. “No need. I have my memories back.”

      Alexis placed the brain on the second workbench for Gabriel’s inspection. “What did you remember?” she asked eagerly, returning to her station to begin stripping the burned-out power cells from the spinal column.

      “I drew energy directly from the Etheric through my power cells,” Reynolds clarified, thankfully without slipping into rhyming verse. “Both times I’ve done it were when all was lost. On the first occasion, I was merged with my ship. This time I had no choice but to sacrifice my body or allow Jiya to die.”

      Takal breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s not a complicated workaround. Now that I’m aware you can extract that amount of energy, it’s just a question of  building in the appropriate hardware to channel it safely through your body.”

      “That shouldn’t be too difficult,” Alexis told him. She dropped her tools and crossed to the clear boards where Takal did his planning. “If Reynolds doesn’t mind a little extra width, that is.”

      “That depends on what you mean by extra width,” Reynolds told her.

      Izanami raised an eyebrow. “Now who’s vain?”

      Alexis wiped the corner of one board clean and sketched out one of the vertebrae-shaped cases that currently held Reynolds’ power cells. “We’d have to make you taller to compensate, of course, but increasing the size of the casings means there’s room to insulate the cells.”

      “Isolate them from the rest of the body, yes. It’s a start.” Takal stared at nothing for a moment, his mind running the calculations for the adjustments. When his attention returned to the real world, it was with a look of disappointment at the progress he’d made so far on the new bodies. “We’ll have to scrap these and begin again.”

      He removed his apron and used it to wipe his hands clean. “It is what it is. I’ll go find Jiya and tell her to halt on the printing process until you two have updated the specs.”

      “We should call Mom first and update her,” Alexis called after Takal as he hurried out of the lab.

      “He gets very focused,” Reynolds explained, seeing that the twins were confused by his engineer’s behavior. “He’ll be back once Jiya tells him I already informed her about the changes.”

      Gabriel shook his head fondly. “I like the old guy. He reminds me of Marcus.”

      Alexis snickered. “That’s funny, he reminds me of Bobcat. Never mind. We need to let Mom know we had a breakthrough.”

      Bethany Anne answered Alexis’ call almost immediately. She smiled at them from the wallscreen, her gaze hovering on Reynolds. “Do we have progress?”

      “Some,” Reynolds replied. “I have recovered my missing memories.”

      “That’s great!” Bethany Anne told him. “What happened on the water planet?”

      “He got all heroic and derestricted the draw on his power cells to keep the Pod moving,” Izanami cut in before Reynolds could reply.

      “It is my duty to protect my crew,” Reynolds protested. “To protect all life.”

      “I didn’t say I disagreed with your decision,” Izanami assured him. “It was a noble thing to do.”

      Alexis laughed. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve said about Reynolds since I got here.”

      “Yeah. Are you feeling okay?” Gabriel inquired with a smirk.

      “I have work. You can return me to the Baba Yaga,” Izanami narrowed her eyes at the twins before disappearing in a shower of light.

      Reynolds got to his feet and bowed to Bethany Anne. “Izanami is correct. We have already lost too much time. I am able to resume my duties with your permission, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne cleared her throat. “Can a repeat of Reynolds frying himself be avoided?”

      Gabriel nodded. “We think so. We have to start again with revised plans for the bodies, testing as we go, but it’s looking good.”

      “What about the damage?” Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “It doesn’t sit well with me to think this will happen again the next time Reynolds finds himself in a life-or-death situation.”

      “We’re working around the issue,” Gabriel assured her. “The damage wasn’t caused by Etheric energy. It was the accompanying electromagnetic surge from the massive energy transfer Reynolds made that took out his vulnerable systems, leading to cascading failures across the rest of his functions.”

      Alexis grinned and pointed at Gabriel. “What he said. We’re going to be focusing on helping Takal until Grandpa comes through with our intel.”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips, then smiled at their identical hopeful expressions. “You will know as soon as I hear from him. Until then, you’re needed where you are.”

      The twins exchanged a disappointed glance when Bethany Anne dropped the connection.

      “There has to be something else we can do,” Gabriel stated, returning to his workbench.

      “Not until Grandpa gets back. We haven’t got anything to go on, anyway.” Alexis plunged her hands back into the defunct android body. “I can’t believe you’d prefer chasing our asses around open space to this. Relax, okay?”

      “I didn’t say I preferred it,” Gabriel told her. “But I can’t relax, knowing there are people out there who intend Mom harm. We know that the Leath company has connections to the cult.”

      “Yes, but we don’t know how many of the people involved with the company are innocent. We can’t march in there throwing our weight around until we have what we need.” She worked the power cell she was extracting loose from the silicone inside the casing with a soft pop. “Patience, brother mine. When we make our move on Shoken Carriers, we’ll have everything we need to get in and out with a minimum of bloodshed.”

      Gabriel lined the power cells up on his bench when Alexis passed them over. “Usually, you’re the impatient one.”

      Alexis snorted. “Don’t mistake my restraint. I’m as mad as you that these people exist. But we do this right, or it only gets worse for Mom.”

      

      Devon, First City, Federation Consulate

      Harkkat hurried through the building with the holofiles clutched tightly in his arms. He burst into his office out of breath but too caught up in his discovery to realize he was pulling air in gasps.

      “Ca… Ca…”

      “Consul, do you require medical assistance?” CEREBRO inquired from the speaker.

      “No, no.” Harkkat’s panting eased now he’d stopped putting so much stress on his body. He laid the holofile on his desk and stared at it a moment. “Call General Reynolds.”

      He sagged into the chair behind his desk and poured himself a drink while he waited for CEREBRO to connect him.

      The General appeared on the wallscreen a few moments later, looking harried. “Harkkat. You’ll have to make it quick. The council is about to enter session.”

      Harkkat nodded. “Is it looking to be a long session, General? I have the information you requested on Shoken Carriers, but it will take some time to talk you through my findings.”

      “Why?” Lance asked.

      “I found evidence this goes way beyond the company,” Harkkat replied. “A trail of financial transactions that led me all over the Federation before I got to the really interesting dirt.”

      General Reynolds held up a finger. “I’ll call back in a few minutes.”

      The screen went blank. It was twenty minutes before Lance called back, which gave Harkkat time to attach the request complete form he’d been filling out when his asset reported in to the requisitions form Captain Nickie Grimes had dropped on him without warning two weeks ago, and file them both with CEREBRO.

      This business ran on favors, and Nickie never failed to call hers in with the maximum amount of theater.

      Still, he’d had worse from the Queen’s head of intelligence, a laconic man with a network of assets that made Harkkat’s careful collation over the last few decades look like amateur hour.

      “This is the last time I’m going to backdate your paperwork without informing Tabitha,” CEREBRO informed Harkkat.

      Harkkat threw up his hands. “Inform her. It might save me from Nickie’s demands. Why in seven hells does she need all this equipment?”

      CEREBRO chuckled. “Whatever the reason, it will be a good one, Consul. The General is calling.”

      “Onscreen,” Harkkat requested. “General. I was wondering if perhaps you’d been pulled into the session after all.”

      Lance shook his head, his expression that of a man with a bad taste in his mouth. “It was a near thing, and now I owe Zahlock a favor, so this had better be good.”

      Harkkat offered the General a pained expression. “Apologies for the inconvenience. Still, I believe you’ll find what I have for you worth any time you owe that Shrillexian stick-in-the-ass.”

      “Zahlock is an honorable male and a diligent delegate,” Lance stated. “However much of a stickler for the letter of the law he is, I’d trust him at my back in a fight, which is more than I can say for you.”

      Harkkat bowed his head. “I earned that.”

      “I don’t buy your penitent act for a second,” Lance told him. “My grandchildren are the operatives on this assignment. If they get hurt because you decided to hold back, I won’t be held accountable for my actions. Do I make myself pointedly clear?”

      Harkkat forced himself to remain calm. “General, I have looked into our enemy’s eyes and saw only the desire to destroy. The Queen might stalk my nightmares, but the alternative to following her is certain death. What these cultists don’t understand is that if the Ookens get into the Federation, it’s over for everyone.”

      Lance’s cold stare defrosted a touch. “This is your chance to prove that. What have you found?”

      Harkat shared the contents of the holofile with a swipe. “On the surface, Shoken Carriers has little to no contact with the crews they contract. When I dug a little deeper, I was shunted to a public relations manager, and she was keen to make sure I understood that not only do they deny any involvement with the ‘anti-empire movement—'”

      “Anti-empire movement, my ass,” Lance interjected. “She called it that?”

      Harkkat nodded. “She also impressed that the freelance nature of the business made it impossible to keep track of everyone who worked with them.”

      “I take it that isn’t the case,” Lance stated.

      Harkkat chuckled. “Of course not. I was able to get an asset inside company headquarters. They gained access to the records office and found a ledger containing records of unauthorized runs by three of the captains who contract with the company on a regular basis.”

      “How do you know they’re not just smuggling?” Lance asked. “Backroom deals don’t necessarily mean they have a cult connection.”

      “I’d like to have seen such a lax attitude toward my crimes,” Harkkat retorted sourly. “I didn’t stop with the company. I matched the payments with the consignments the three captains had on those dates.”

      “You know what I meant,” Lance told him. “Focus. Where did the money trail lead?”

      Harkkat let his grumbles go. “Every one of them delivered to the same planet, and the physical location of the planet had been wiped from the company records.”

      Lance straightened in his seat. “Interesting. ”

      “You don’t say,” Harkkat agreed. “But I’m not done yet. I have the location. The planet is one of the independents. They claim to be farmers and cattle ranchers, pacifists who shun off-world connections in favor of an ‘authentic human experience.’”

      Lance watched him a moment. “You don’t believe that?”

      “Not for a minute after the trouble my asset had getting the location,” Harkkat replied. “I also have a hard time believing in the pacifism of people who surround their home with big guns.”

      “The best defense is a good offense.” Lance shrugged. “Plenty of colonies who aren’t smart enough to protect themselves fail. What about your asset?”

      “I had her get a place on the crew of the Pleiades and wait for the next unauthorized run,” Harkkat told him.

      Lance’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s the ship my grandchildren traced back from the cult cell they brought in.”

      “That’s why I chose it as the target and instructed my asset to report as soon as she was given an opportunity,” Harkkat confirmed. He chose not to pass along the information that his asset had killed the Pleiades’ navigator to gain said place. “The monastery is a cover. She discovered that the secret consignments are made up of weapons and recruits. They’re building an army.”

      Lance rubbed his eyes and sighed. “It never rains, but it pours. Is your asset still embedded in the crew?”

      Harkkat nodded. “She is. What are your instructions, General? One way or the other, this cult is going down. I don’t believe they can hurt Bethany Anne personally, but they can’t be allowed to stand in her way.”

      Lance folded his hands on the table. “That’s not going to happen. You can pull your asset out. I’ll take it from here.”

      “What are you going to do?” Harkkat asked, imagining Bethany Anne’s method of dealing with the cult to be explosive, to say the least.

      “That remains to be seen,” Lance told him with a smile. “I’ll be in touch if I need anything else.”

      Harkkat sniffed at the abrupt end to the call. “Is there any human who knows how to say goodbye with a modicum of manners?” he muttered, his mind caught up in picturing what kind of Hell Bethany Anne’s children would rain down on the cult.

      The General popped back on. “Goodbye, Harkkat.”

      Harkkat was pretty sure the deaf animals on the continent to the south heard him scream.

      

      Ranger Base One, Lower Level, Hangar

      Nickie and Sabine met the incoming QBS ship with the antigrav pallets they’d brought to transfer the cleanup supplies into the base flocking at a safe distance from their ankles.

      “TIM!” Sabine squealed when the ramp dropped and she caught sight of Tim emerging from the ship. She ran to him and jumped into his arms, kissing him soundly.

      Tim ignored the catcalls from his crew and returned her embrace with enthusiasm. “That’s a welcome worth traveling for,” he murmured when she let go.

      Sabine chucked him under the chin with her finger. “Silly man. I missed you.”

      “Maybe a few galaxies’ distance isn’t such a bad thing if you’re going to miss me this much,” Tim teased, slipping his hands around her waist.

      “Will you two get a room?” Nickie complained, walking by. “Some of us just ate.”

      “Some of us are just jealous their man didn’t come to visit,” Sabine snarked.

      Nickie took the cargo manifest from the housebot who trundled over with it held tightly in its pincer grip. “You lovebirds go tell Akio the equipment is here. I’ll take care of getting it inventoried.”

      “How are you able to be here?” Sabine asked Tim as they made their way to the ops center.

      “Peter is taking care of the station,” he replied. “Tabitha got involved when Harkkat put in the request for the nanos. She insisted they had an escort, and here I am.” He paused in his tracks. “Hey, Nickie. Tabitha said to call her before you get started.”

      Nickie waved to indicate she’d heard and tuned out the activity in the hangar to focus on making sure the unloading went smoothly.

      Once the shipping containers were laid out in a line on the hangar floor, she put off the task of going through the contents of each to ensure Harkkat hadn’t missed anything and had Meredith open a mental link to Tabitha.

      Hey, Trouble. Your shipment arrive okay? Tabitha asked.

      Nickie’s mouth twitched at the nickname. Yeah. Tim said you wanted me to call you about it?

      Mmhmm, Tabitha replied. You nearly got Harkkat shot.

      What? Nickie scoffed. How?

      I did tell you he’s on probation, Tabitha reminded her. When he started asking around about nanocytes, I thought he was being sneaky.

      Oops? Nickie sucked in a breath. I figured he’d know what we needed and go straight to Eve. Tell me you didn’t burst into his office and hold him at gunpoint until he explained.

      I wish I had, Tabitha admitted with regret. He was in his quarters when I found him. In the bathroom.

      Nickie felt for the Leath. She’d found him to be hardworking and skilled at navigating the bureaucratic crap she was fond of avoiding in the weeks he’d been reporting to her in her capacity as Ranger Two. You could give him a break. He’s a pompous blowhard, but he’s never going to cross the line again now that he’s had the fear of Bethany Anne scared into him.

      People don’t change overnight, Tabitha stated, her tone making it clear the subject was closed.  Besides, unless someone invents brain bleach so I can get the sight of him flailing in the tub out of my mind, I want to have as little contact as possible with him.

      Nickie snickered. Serves you right for busting his ass. Did you want to tell me something about the nanobots?

      Just that I programmed them myself, Tabitha told her. Make sure you follow the instructions I sent exactly, okay?

      We will, Nickie assured her. I’d better go.

      They said their goodbyes and Nickie got to work. Akio joined her while she was finishing up with the second container.

      He wove his way through the bots transferring the crates from the first container to the Penitent Granddaughter, Achronyx, and Cambridge, coming to a stop by the container doors.

      Akio cleared his throat when Nickie didn’t register his presence.

      Nickie turned with a momentary look of surprise and left her inventory to walk over to Akio. “Oh, hey. Sabine found you?”

      Akio nodded. “CEREBRO could have done this.”

      Nickie leaned on the container door she’d left open for the bots and folded her arms. “I’m good. I needed some alone time.”

      Akio scrutinized her, seeing the telltale signs that she hadn’t been sleeping. “You look tired. Perhaps you should sit this one out and get some rest.”

      Nickie snorted. “Yeah, right. I’ll just clear the five hundred other things I have to do this week and take myself to a spa.”

      “You could take eight hours to sleep,” Akio told her. “It would be a start.”

      “I’m fine.” She rolled her eyes at Akio’s pointed look. “Fuck my life, if I’d known coming home meant I’d be getting bossed around by dusty old vampires for eternity, I’d have stayed in exile.”

      Akio nodded and changed the subject, wondering if he should be prepared for Nickie moving on again. He realized he would miss the chaos she brought to his life if she did. “Perhaps some quiet company would suit you?”

      Nickie’s pensive smile blossomed into a bright grin. “I’m good, thanks. You should be getting ready for the cleanup operation. I’ll have us loaded in under an hour.” Her smile faded a touch when Akio didn’t respond. “You’re not happy. Why are you not happy? This is an honest-to-God fucking mystery. Aren’t you even curious as to what’s so special about that planet that the Seven hid it?”

      Akio raised an eyebrow. “I’m curious. I’m also aware that our presence might draw Kurtherian attention.”

      Nickie’s eyes lit up. “Well, yeah! I’m counting on it.” She sighed at the almost imperceptible expression Akio wore. “How do you do that? Look disappointed even though your face isn’t doing anything? Okay, fine. We’ll be boring and do everything to make sure the Kurtherians don’t notice we’re there stealing their planet out from under their noses.”

      Akio’s mouth twitched. “Very good, Ranger Two.”

      Nickie scowled at him and slapped the datapad she’d been working from into his hands. “You’re an ass, Akio. Aunt Tabitha sent instructions. Read through and meet me in the ops center. We have a cleanup to organize.”

      As she turned to go, the smallest part of his lip raised just a little.
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Bethany Anne waved the twins into her ready room. “Come in. Sit down.” She raised an eyebrow at Alexis. “And quit trying to read my mind. You’ll hear what I have to say in a minute.”

      Alexis grinned as she slid onto the chair next to Gabriel’s. “Dad said you had to be ready for mental attacks. I’m just helping.”

      Gabriel snorted.

      “Traitor,” Alexis mumbled.

      She nodded. “I heard back from your grandfather. Your lead was good.”

      Gabriel punched the air. “About damn time!” He leaned toward Bethany Anne. “When do we leave for Leath space?”

      Alexis punched him in the arm. “Wait and hear what Mom has to tell us first.” She turned her attention to Bethany Anne. “What did Grandpa get from Harkkat?”

      “Enough for me to sanction another undercover assignment for your team,” Bethany Anne replied. She looked at her children in turn. “Harkkat’s investigation into the company uncovered a potential cult base in the Daolagen system.”

      “What the?” Alexis gasped. “That system is on the tour schedule. A direct confrontation with the cult would bring all the wrong attention.”

      “Exactly,” Bethany Anne agreed. “Apparently, the cult is thinking along the same lines. Shoken has been covertly shipping weapons and people to a planet inside the system. I need you there yesterday to make certain I don’t arrive in two months in the middle of a full-on rebellion.”

      “We’re sticking to the plan to expose the leadership, right?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes, we stick with the plan unless it becomes obvious there’s a better one. You had a good point about making martyrs. You will need Christina and Kai, so ask your father to release them from the upgrade team. I want you working to get to the core of the cult and doing what you can to prevent more riots from breaking out.”

      “They’ve been monitoring the military channels on their downtime,” Gabriel informed her. “K’aia and Trey have been covering the newsfeeds. If there’s anything going on in the Daolagen system, we’ll know about it before we get there.”

      “Is there anything else we need to know going in?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Harkkat had an asset in place as the navigation officer of the Pleiades. If she is still undercover you may need to provide an extraction.”

      “Good to know,” Gabriel told her. “We have the crew of that ship marked for the penal colony, along with the six we brought in already.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her head when Michael walked in.

      “I wouldn’t bother to incarcerate them,” he told the twins. “They don’t deserve mercy.”

      “Who said it was mercy?” Alexis retorted. “They’re going to spend the rest of their short and miserable lives scraping to survive while fending off people who have no issues with getting blood on their hands. That’s Justice.”

      Michael placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “Do not make the mistake of allowing justice to become vengeance.”

      Gabriel clenched his hands. “After spending time with Paul Jacobsen’s family, they can count themselves lucky I didn’t cut the lying tongues out of their mouths before we dumped them there.” He let out a long breath through his nose at the concerned expressions from his parents. “But then I wouldn’t have a clear conscience, and there’s no way some stain on existence is taking my peace of mind.”

      “That’s the attitude you need,” Alexis told him. “Work through your anger before you act, and you won’t have regrets to lose sleep over.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, then got to her feet and walked around her desk to wrap Gabriel and Alexis in a tight embrace. “I’m so damned proud of you both.” She waved Michael in. “Don’t think you’re getting away with standing there looking stoic while we’re having an emotional moment. Get over here and be all emo with us in the circle.”

      Michael chuckled as the twins opened their arms to admit him. “I was admiring our work as parents,” he told Bethany Anne, touching his lips to Alexis’ forehead, then Gabriel’s. “Your mother is correct. You are a son and daughter to be proud of. Whatever we face, we face it together.”

      

      Cosnar System, QBS Achronyx, Cargo Bay

      Achronyx brought the ship into position a few thousand kilometers from the edge of the crystal cloud. “Ready on your orders,” he informed Akio. “Although I don’t recommend you remain in the bay.”

      “I had no such intention,” Akio replied. He made one final check of the drones before returning to the bridge. “Are Sabine and Nickie in position?”

      Achronyx checked the signals being relayed around the cloud by the extra beacons they’d laid to compensate for the interference it caused. “Comm is still patchy, but it appears so.”

      Akio nodded. “Keep the comm as stable as you can. Rangers, do you copy?”

      “Ten-four, Ranger One,” Sabine replied cheerfully.

      “Did someone stay up late to get the Ranger manual implanted in their HUD?” Nickie teased, her reply breaking up as the signal fluctuated.

      “We’ve lost our comm,” Achronyx announced. “Wait, I have audio.”

      “Some of us want to be the best Ranger we can be,” Sabine replied lightly, unaware Akio was cut off. “That means following protocol.”

      “I’ve been practicing for this role since I took my first steps,” Nickie shot back. “Follow my lead, not some stuffy manual Barnabas put together instead of getting a life.”

      “Really?” Sabine gasped. “You mean I could piss off Bethany Anne and end up living in a stolen ship, too? My goodness, it’s very tempting.”

      “Get that comm back,” Akio stated. “I don’t know why I agreed to them being on the same team.”

      “I’m trying,” Achronyx snapped. “What do you want me to do, pull it out of my non-existent ass? Oh, wait. Got it.”

      Akio covered his eyes with a hand. “Ladies,” he intervened before he lost the ability to communicate again, either from lack of signal or a lack of the will to rein the young women in. “If you would care to focus and deploy your delivery drones, I’d like to be ready to return to base when Hirotoshi’s team arrives to relieve us.”

      Nickie and Sabine dropped the comedy double-act and got to work while Akio monitored the progress of the first batch of delivery drones on the viewscreen. After reading Tabitha’s instructions, he and Nickie had planned the operation to ensure they didn’t end up in a sorcerer’s apprentice situation.

      The nanobots being carried by the drones were programmed first to consume the crystal particles in order to replicate, then to dispose of themselves in the nearest star after they’d fulfilled that function.

      “Keep your scanners searching for Gate signatures,” Akio told Sabine and Nickie as the first swarm descended on the cloud. He had faith in his deduction that anyone monitoring the system would see the slow and steady degradation of the cloud as a malfunction of whatever technology they were using to keep the crystal cloud in place, meaning they’d send someone to fix it before they called for the big guns.

      None of them picked up anything out of the ordinary in the hours before Hirotoshi, Ryu, and Mark arrived. Neither did anyone else over the next few weeks as the cleanup progressed. Life for the Rangers fell into a blur of taking shifts at the cloud, fighting off the Ookens in the other three systems in the quadrant, and being on downtime at the base while waiting for one of the two to come up.

      Akio’s secret fear of being overrun by endlessly replicating nanobots also failed to make itself a reality, and slowly but surely, the cloud was eaten away.

      He was awoken by Achronyx one morning after three days away fighting by a message from Nickie telling him to get out to the Cosnar system ASAP.

      He had Achronyx open a video link to the Penitent Granddaughter as soon as he walked onto the bridge.

      Nickie had to raise her voice to be heard over the commotion on her bridge. “Are you on your way?”

      “What are you doing out there?” Akio asked, his mind still muzzy from sleep. “Our shift doesn’t start until tomorrow.”

      “There’s not going to be a shift tomorrow,” Nicki told him, holding up a champagne flute with a grin. “You slept through all the fun.”

      Akio shook his head blankly. “We were attacked?”

      Sabine appeared beside her and toasted Akio with her glass. “We broke through to the planet!”

      Akio doubted their work would end with revealing the hidden world. Nevertheless, it was a reason to celebrate. He flashed a smile. “That’s great news. I’m on my way. I hope you have juice to go with that champagne, and food. I didn’t get breakfast yet.”

      “No promises,” Sabine told him with a tinkling laugh. “We’ve got a party going on over here.”

      “Grim is in his element,” Nickie assured him. “There will be food if you’re brave enough to eat it.”

      Akio settled for hot tea and a place in front of the viewscreen when he arrived at the Penitent Granddaughter, preferring the quiet of the bridge to the raucous celebration in the mess. He sipped his tea and enjoyed the beauty of the nanoswarm’s swooping flight.

      Sabine entered the bridge and closed the door. She walked over and nudged Akio with her shoulder. “It’s beautiful, no? They remind me of starlings. When I was a girl, I used to watch the migration and wish I could fly free like the birds.”

      Akio pulled his gaze from the swirling dance the huge bands of nanobots were performing to avoid crossing streams and gave Sabine a fond smile. “You were always meant to fly. If we hadn’t come along, you would have found a way to reach the sky regardless.”

      Sabine snickered delicately. “Maybe. If I had survived. But look at this, hmm? This is so much more than I could have ever dreamed of back in Paris.”

      “Survivors generally make it through whatever life throws at them,” Akio told her gently. “Where is Demon? It is odd to see you without her these days.”

      Sabine waved a hand. “Oh, she’s probably in the galley with Sam. Grim has taken to Sam and has been spoiling him accordingly.”

      “As long as someone appreciates his culinary efforts.” Akio recalled the spread of exotic foods he’d passed up before getting his tea with a barely suppressed shudder.

      “I think it has more to do with Sam forming a bond with the old Yollin,” she admitted. “Demon had to see Alyssa go to another universe. She approves of her son settling so close to home.”

      Akio chuckled. “Such is life. We still have some way to go before we can explore the planet.”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose at the shroud of crystal still wreathing the planet. “We’ve been trying to get some preliminary scans of the surface, but we haven’t even pierced the upper atmosphere yet. It is too polluted by crystal for us to see what’s down there.”

      Akio nodded. “I didn’t think it would be as simple as clearing a path. However, we have averted a potential disaster that would have made this quadrant and its surrounding areas impassable for any ship should the containment technology have failed.”

      “True,” Sabine agreed. “Do you think the density of the cloud around the planet confirms that whatever is forcing the cloud to remain intact is down there?”

      They turned when the bridge door opened to admit Nickie and the two chirruping housebots following her.

      Nickie didn’t notice Akio and Sabine watching with bemusement while she lectured the bots.

      “Lefty, Bradley, it’s a party,” she told them firmly, ignoring their pleading beeps and the crying-face emojis they had on their interface screens. “People are going to make a mess. Stuff might get broken. If you can’t handle letting everyone enjoy themselves, you’re gonna have to stay on the bridge until the party’s over.”

      The bots beeped some more.

      “No, this isn’t going to be like the time I let the pirates come aboard,” she assured them. “Is that what you were worried about?” She smiled when the bots bleeped their affirmation and changed their emojis to shocked faces. “You won’t have to clean up any blood or body parts, I promise.”

      The bots flashed hearts on their interfaces and wheeled off to their storage docks, bleeping happily. Nickie finally noticed Sabine and Akio. “Oh, hey. They’re sensitive. Don’t judge me, okay?”

      Sabine smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone you have a heart.”

      Nickie grinned. “Promise? What are you two doing hiding up here, anyway? We’re celebrating. Those scientist types know how to cut loose, would you believe it?”

      “I found him in here brooding,” Sabine told her with a wicked grin.

      Akio sighed. “I was not brooding. I was thinking about the next step of the process. I will celebrate fully when our task is complete.”

      Nickie pointed a finger at him. “You ancient guys are always brooding. It’s, like, your basic setting.” She slapped him on the arm, spilling his tea. “Lighten up, old man. We got to the planet. Now all we have to do is get down there and figure out what the fuck the Kurtherians were hiding, and we’re golden.”

      Akio repressed another, much longer sigh. “Hai. CEREBRO will attempt to get a probe through to the lower atmosphere with every one percent reduction in crystal particles around the planet.”

      A few days later, CEREBRO got a probe through the upper atmosphere and contacted Akio, who watched the data with Nickie and Sabine as it came in.

      “There is no landmass at all?” Akio asked, surprised.

      “It appears the requirements to hold the liquid mass in place have been met here,” CEREBRO informed them. “It will take a larger sample of the vapor molecules trapped in the atmosphere to get a reliable reading of the chemical constituents. However, early samples indicate dihydrogen monoxide, with sodium, chloride, magnesium, sulfate, calcium, and potassium.”

      “Dihydrogen monoxide?” Sabine inquired.

      “Also known as H20,” Achronyx clarified. “That planetary composition is flagged for ADAM’s notice. The order is to contact him immediately on finding an ocean world that has the potential to support the Collective.”

      “It’s not exactly brimming with potential,” Nickie retorted.

      Akio raised a hand to still her dissent. “Not now, Ranger Two. Make the request, Achronyx.”

      Instead of ADAM’s voice as they were expecting, they were met with the face of their Queen.

      Bethany Anne greeted them. “ADAM tells me you have a potential site for the Collectives?”

      Akio inclined his head. “Early indications make it appear so,” he informed her. “However, there is a substantial amount of pollution both on and around the planet. Left by Kurtherians, we believe.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes unfocused for a moment. “ADAM agrees. What do you need?”

      “More people,” Sabine cut in, shoving past Akio. “Lots more people. We need environmental recovery specialists, marine biologists, and agriculturalists. We need technical and logistical support for the scientists and people to protect them while they’re on the planet.”

      Nickie joined her. “Harkkat is the fixer I always wished for when I was on my sabbatical. I can arrange for most of that through him with your approval, Aunt Bethany Anne.” She winked, having no shame at reminding Bethany Anne of their relationship in case her mouth got her another seven years out in the cold.

      “I’m sure Tim could recommend potential Rangers,” Sabine added.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand, her attention drifting to something offscreen. “Fucking Skaines. I have to go. See that it happens. You can also expect a representative of the Reynolds’ crew to be in touch. They own tech designed to make underwater living viable.”

      Nickie scowled when Bethany Anne dropped the link. “What was that about?”

      “The Skaines, or the viability of underwater living?” Akio pondered.

      “The representative from the Reynolds will clear up the mystery there,” Sabine told them. “Tomorrow’s holos will tell us what fate the Skaines brought upon themselves.”

      

      Skaine Territories, Red Rock, Federal House of Arbitration

      Lance tuned out the Skaine Governor’s latest rant about the impending arrival of the Baba Yaga, wondering if it was too much of an imposition to ask Patricia to resume her duties when Kevin began at the Academy. He’d never had to deal with people bursting in on his breakfast when she was the ruler of his domain.

      Governor Skuurla growled. “You are not even listening to me, General! This is a democracy, gods damn it! Your daughter cannot act as she pleases without our permission.”

      Lance’s face reddened. However, he reined in the retort Skuurla deserved and fixed him with a smile. “It is thanks to my daughter that democracy exists and you are not fulfilling the role of footstool for a Kurtherian master, Governor. I strongly recommend you choose your next words carefully because I am not a man to take an insult to his legacy lightly.”

      Skuurla practically vibrated with frustration for a moment before spinning on his heel and exiting Lance’s office in a cloud of muttered curses.

      Lance maintained a diplomatic expression as the Skaine stormed out of his office. “A little warning would have been nice, Meredith,” he murmured, returning his attention to his meal.

      “My apologies, General,” Meredith replied. “Bethany Anne—”

      “Is here,” Bethany Anne finished, appearing in the guest chair across from Lance’s desk. “I figured showing myself while Skuurla was insisting I’m doing all of this to spy on the Federation would only have been amusing until he locked down his borders.”

      Lance inclined his head. “Nobody has refused to cooperate so far. Let’s do what we can to keep it that way. How far out are the superdreadnoughts?”

      “They’ll be here in a few hours,” she told him, snagging a strip of bacon from his plate. “You allocated a defensible space for the transporter equipment?”

      Lance dismissed her theft with a raised eyebrow as he pointed to her left. “The food processing unit is right over there, as you already know.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Stolen bacon always tastes better. What’s your suggestion for dealing with the Skaines’ lack of trust? I assume you made sure the cult has no involvement in the unrest here?”

      Lance sighed. “Short of going back in time and not scourging the hell out of their way of life, I don’t think you can overcome the trust issues. However, there’s nothing to suggest the Skaines are involved with the fanatics.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “The alternative was genocide for their crimes as a species. You’d think they’d be grateful for a second chance and their Federation membership. Fuck it, I left Tabitha behind when what I needed her for was a reminder of what happens when they don’t play nicely with the rest of the Federation.”

      “You left Tabitha behind to take care of Devon,” Lance countered.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “So? The Skaines don’t need to know that. As far as they’re concerned, it was a magnanimous gesture on my part to soothe their precious feelings. I get they don’t like that their predecessors were a bunch of murderous pirate slavers, but it doesn’t change the fact that this galaxy is a better place since the Rangers thinned the herd.”

      Lance’s heart dropped when her frown turned to a million-watt smile. “What?”

      “Well…” Bethany Anne drew out her thought, “My Rangers may be too far away to be of any help right now, but I have six shiny new toys in my hold.”

      “What kind of toys?” Lance asked with curiosity.

      “The replacements for the Shinigami fleet,” Bethany Anne replied lightly, her nails beginning their customary tat-tat-tat on the arm of her chair.

      Lance sighed. “Please tell me you’re not still thinking of a short, sharp shock as a solution.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “My threat to drop Ookens on the members who don’t cooperate isn’t an idle one.”

      “I didn’t think it was,” Lance replied, his concern returning in a flash. “What does that have to do with the Bitches’ new ships?”

      “I have to be seen to be working within the law,” Bethany Anne told him. “So I'm exercising restraint. But if you have no solution, then we go with mine. I won’t allow any innocents to be killed, but neither will I allow any Federation state to stand in my way when the fate of everyone is at stake. I can’t.”

      Her face hardened as she came to a decision. “I’m going to put it to the people. The Skaines will either accept their inclusion in the Interdiction, or I will sanction their territory until they do, like I did the Moen. I can expect Federation support for my decision, right?”

      Lance’s face went through a series of expressions before settling on acceptance. “There have been enough attacks to justify closing ranks, and I have the support. I can push it through.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Lance returned her smile, a twinkle in his eyes. “That’s what family does. You’ve been running this show for the longest time now, and you’ve made me proud at every turn. I trust you’ll get us through to the end of this war. I just hope it doesn’t take everything you have to do it.”

      Bethany Anne sat back, sudden tears forming at the unexpected show of emotion from her father. It was one thing to have him defending her to Skuurla when he didn’t know she was eavesdropping, but hearing it to her face took her right back to every time she’d worked for that praise growing up. “Shit, Dad. Are you feeling okay? I can get you a subscription to Woman’s Weekly with that statement if you like.” She rolled her eyes when Lance snorted. “I appreciate the sentiment. Really. Whatever that end may be, I’m glad to have had you there from the start. I couldn’t have done this without you having my back. Any of it. You gave me the start I needed to become a leader and a fighter. I’ll never stop being grateful for that.”

      Lance leaned across his desk and took his daughter’s hand, muttering to himself internally about the rods parents make for their own backs. “Listen to me, Bethany Anne. That was all you. All I ever did was guide you. Before she passed, your mother told me to lift you up, even if what you wanted to touch was the moon. We knew you would be a fighter when you took your first breath and used it to scream at the world.”

      He thought for a second. “You probably cursed your first word then, but it was in a foreign tongue.”

      Bethany Anne extricated her hand and wiped her eyes, grinning at the image that popped into her head. “Yeah, and without you to guide me, I could have just as easily ended up heading up a crime syndicate, and we’d all have been long dead.”

      Lance laughed, his body shaking with the force. “You? I can’t see it. Unless maybe the world ran out of Coke. Then we’d all be in trouble. On the subject of hellions,” he segued, “are my grandchildren still aboard the Baba Yaga, or did they shoot off the moment you gave them Harkkat’s intel?”

      “What do you think?” Bethany Anne asked, her mouth curling in amusement. “They couldn’t get their team’s asses on that little blue ship of theirs fast enough. The cultists don’t stand a chance against the six of them.”

      Lance lifted an inquiring eyebrow. “Six? Christina and Kai are still with them?” His other eyebrow joined the first as he sucked in a breath. “I’d feel sorry for the cultists if I didn’t keep hearing about FDG units being diverted from their duties to take care of the unrest those fuckers keep stirring up.”

      He waved away Bethany Anne’s reaction to his poor mood. “Never mind. We have enough unrest to deal with right here and now. Can you do something to disguise yourself? We need to get to the delegates before the Baba Yaga arrives.”

      Bethany Anne reached for the hood that grew out of her coat’s collar at her mental command and pulled it up to cover her hair, dropping her face into shadow. “Let’s go. The Skaine people have a choice to make.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Daolagen System

      The recruits gathered in the ruins of the temple, a sprawling complex of half-crumbled buildings and underground passages that was all that remained of the planet’s ancient civilization.

      The atmosphere amongst the humans was all but palpable with the excitement of being summoned to hear their leader speak.

      Alaric had been there for two weeks, ever since he’d heard a recording of Isaiah’s call to arms and his eyes had been opened to the threat posed by a return to Empire. His grandfather had given him the beating of his life when he spoke out against Bethany Anne at the dinner table, so Alaric had stolen his old service weapon and run away in the dead of night. “Do you think Isaiah is going to speak about the attack last night?” he asked Tessa.

      She narrowed her eyes, the wrinkle of uncertainty that appeared on her nose shifting the constellation of her freckles. “I don’t know.”

      “You and Jake have been here way longer than me,” Alaric pressed. “You know how things go around here.”

      Tessa lifted a shoulder, ignoring the puppy-eyed stare from the boy. If he had any sense, he’d go home to the family who undoubtedly missed him. “Only by a few weeks. I don’t know what to tell you when I’ve been in the workshop all week the same as everyone else. Sarah has us working double shifts to get the weapons stockpile built up. Why is anyone’s guess.”

      Alaric’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding, right? We’re being invaded by invitation; the government is going to roll out the welcome mat when Bethany Anne arrives in that planet-killer superdreadnought of hers. Maybe the invasion has already begun,” he continued, his attention as deep as the layer of dust covering everything in the temple. “Didn’t you hear there was a Yollin guarding last night’s target?”

      He sucked in a breath when she shook her head in the negative. “Heck’s team barely made it back. He said the Yollin was a four-legger, and it came out of nowhere and took them out before they could get anywhere near the convoy.”

      Tessa rolled her eyes. “My brother was on that raid, and he didn’t say anything to me about a Yollin. Really, Alaric. You should know better than to believe gossip.”

      “Ask him,” Alaric insisted, waving to catch Jake’s attention. “He’s over there. Hey, Jake! You guys ran into an alien last night, right?”

      “It’s true.” Jake joined them. “She took us out like it was nothing. All I saw was a cloud of gas. Next thing I know, I woke up with Heck dragging me and Frankie into the omni.”

      Alaric broke into a grin. “Shit, Jake! Shouldn’t you be in the infirmary?”

      Jake shook his head. “I got lucky, I guess.”

      Tessa sniffed. “I don’t believe in Yollins,” she told Alaric with distaste.

      Alaric gave her a look of pity. “You should believe in Yollins, Tessa. It’s going to be hard to fight something you don’t think exists. Am I right, Jake?”

      “They’re real enough,” Jake agreed, giving his sister a sideways look. “You’ll have to excuse my sister. She’s led a sheltered life until recently. ”

      Alaric shrugged. “Didn’t we all until Bethany Anne announced her return? If we’re not prepared to fight, we’ll be bowing and scraping to her while she takes the young and the strong and forces them to conquer new worlds in her name.”

      “Who’s to say any of those aliens exist?” Tessa cut in, diverting Alaric from his almost verbatim repetition of Isaiah’s recruitment speech. “We know the Kurtherians are a myth, so why not all the other aliens? I’ve never seen one. That’s why we welcomed Isaiah.”

      Alaric nodded. “We all did. Hey, I see Jenner. She might know what’s going on.” He darted into the crowd, calling a promise to catch up with them later.

      The twins shared a glance.

      Go easy, Gabriel cautioned. You were laying it on so thick, I thought you were going to blow our cover.

      He was about to start asking difficult questions, Alexis countered. This whole place runs on propaganda and rumor. I heard that little theory from the girls on the assembly line last shift. It’s only going to work in our favor to spread disinformation. Besides, you didn’t see how red your face got when he started talking about Mom.

      Gabriel scanned the crowd, following Alaric’s path to the other six recruits they shared a dorm with. The rhetoric is getting to me, I won’t lie. I’m finding it harder to hold onto any empathy for these people the longer we’re here.

      I can’t imagine you’ll have to hold on for much longer, Alexis told him. Remember, we’re doing this for everyone outside of here—the people who didn’t get involved with Isaiah. It sounds like K’aia had her hands full last night. It’s not like Isaiah to send his personal guards out on the raids. What were they after?

      Isaiah’s pushing everyone to prepare for Mom arriving, Gabriel replied. K’aia was able to tell me it was a military transport, but she didn’t know what they were carrying. I couldn’t get close enough to find out without Heck seeing me. I got close when someone set off the smoke bomb, but Heck managed to find me. I had to pretend I’d been knocked out.

      It kept your cover intact, Alexis replied. I’m not concerned. I’ve slipped a backdoor into every chip in every weapon that’s been made since I started in the workshop. The cult’s paranoia about digital entities might be prudent, but it also makes sabotage a hell of a lot easier.

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed in concern. And you were concerned about me risking my cover? What if you got caught?

      As if, Alexis retorted, her laughter filling their shared mindspace. I made sure it looked like junk code. They think I’m a good little acolyte, don’t worry. Did you find out anything new by sucking up to Clay?

      No, Gabriel admitted, pushing down the anger that rose in his gut along with his inbuilt intolerance for the guard’s bullying ways. He’s pumped about something, though. He’s starting to trust me but he’s saying nothing, so we have to assume Isaiah has told him to stay quiet until tonight.

      Alexis swallowed the bitter taste of her disappointment. Dammit, I’d hoped he’d start bragging and let something slip.

      Gabriel had hoped for the same, but Isaiah’s henchman had been uncharacteristically tight-lipped during the training session. Don’t give up hope just yet. We’ve gotten this close, and Isaiah doesn’t know how much easier he just made our assignment by coming out of hiding to make this announcement.

      It’s what he’s planning to announce that’s concerning me, Alexis told him. The cult has gained too large a foothold here. But this is an opportunity to get information to expose the cult as fake. As soon as he shows his face, I’ll read his mind, and we can get the hell out of here, inform the president of Isaiah’s plans, and report to Mom.

      They exchanged glances when they sensed Isaiah’s group approaching the balcony above them to the rear of the temple.

      Showtime, I guess, Gabriel commented. Let’s get closer. I want to see this guy in the flesh.

      Good idea, Alexis agreed. I want to get a good read on what he’s not telling us.

      They worked their way through the thrumming crowd, diverting around to the left to avoid attracting their roommates’ attention. The recruits began to chant Isaiah’s name when Clay, Heck,  and the rest of his guards fanned out of the entrance at the back of the balcony and took up their positions.

      Isaiah came next, holding up his hands in supplication to the applause that greeted his appearance. To all appearances, he was just an average human being of mid-height whose unassuming looks made him easily lost in a crowd. His armor was plain and serviceable, worn from years of use.

      Alexis had pegged his profile at first sight. The tarnished knight, a man of the people—on the surface, that was.

      She had no doubt that beneath the humble exterior lay a shrewd mind capable of engendering the trust of people whose youth and ignorance made them vulnerable to his line of bistok shit.

      The increase in activity outside the temple complex over the last two weeks was a clear indication Isaiah had some larger plan in play than the supply raids the rest of the team had been working to disrupt.

      She probed the edges of Isaiah’s mind, checking for safeguards. That would be strike one with everyone here. The uniting belief consensus the recruits shared was that enhanced humans were no longer human and had no right to govern the lives of those with natural lifespans.

      Strike two would be finding that Isaiah was not the staunch Federation supporter he claimed to be.

      He disappointed her on the first count. His mind was open and unguarded. Alexis skimmed Isaiah’s surface thoughts and was initially disappointed again. His conviction in his belief was deep-rooted and unsettling in its strength.

      Show me a name, Alexis commanded softly. Or a face.

      The only face she saw was her mother’s, twisted by Isaiah’s imagining of her as a monster. She shrugged off the feeling of needing to shower in mental bleach and delved deeper into his psyche, searching for the origin of his obsession.

      Isaiah shook his head and waved, brushing off the cheering of the recruits. “I return with the sad news that all our fears have come to pass. Daolagen is no longer the stronghold of humanity it has been for over a century. President LaCroix has allowed nonhumans into the seat of government in a desperate bid to retain control over the planet.”

      The recruits listened in stunned silence as he continued.

      “They’re there right now, plotting to hand this planet to Bethany Anne while the people applaud the so-called protections she is offering against her fabricated enemy. It is time to act before Daolagen is locked inside her prison and its people forced to participate in the delusion. Make no mistake, ensuring control will be a dark task, and many people will die in the process. But we are the few who have been both burdened and privileged to see the truth. We have a duty to all humanity to stand against the silent dissolution of our freedoms.”

      Alexis tuned out the speech when she came across something she’d missed on her first pass over Isaiah’s mind. Interesting.

      What is it? Gabriel asked.

      Give me a second, Alexis replied distractedly, her focus on examining the slight disorder in one of Isaiah’s memory sequences. This is delicate. Someone has…not erased the memory of themselves. Just, well, blurred it somehow.

      She searched around the memory, looking for an associated one she could use to leapfrog past the subtle block. Alexis had no idea how this deep search would affect Isaiah. Nevertheless, she stimulated his memory centers until she found what she was looking for and withdrew the information hidden behind the block, a small smile on her face.

      Did you get what you were looking for? Gabriel asked.

      Alexis couldn’t help picking up the thoughts being broadcast by the people around her. She snapped a mental block in place and turned her sunny smile on Gabriel. And then some. Come on, we can get out of here.

      Wait, Gabriel told her. It’s going to look suspicious if we leave while he’s still talking. We can slip away unnoticed after we’re dismissed, or after lights out tonight.

      There’s not going to be lights out tonight, Alexis informed him. Isaiah is planning a coup. He means to move on the government as soon as this meeting is done. He has sleeper agents in key positions waiting for his orders. Everyone is going to be sent out to fight as soon as the satellite network goes down.

      Gabriel understood that Alexis had already come at the situation from all angles. He tucked a hand inside his cloak and retrieved a small device from the folds, offering it to his sister. Perception filter. Are you happy you got everything?

      Alexis took the device and activated it, shielding them from view. I’ll tell you on the way out of here. I’ve called Gemini to send a Pod to meet us. We can’t afford to waste a moment if we’re going to stop the coup from succeeding.

      They entered the Etheric without being seen and put some distance between them and the ruins before emerging into the rainforest.

      Why are you two offline? K’aia demanded when their Etheric comm came back online

      Hold the inquisition, we’ve got a situation, Gabriel interrupted. Is everyone on the channel?

      Trey, Christina, and Kai confirmed they were there, and the twins filled them in on the impending attacks on the colony’s infrastructure.

      We’ll inform the president, Christina told them. Just get here as fast as you can.

      We have a Pod incoming, Gabriel replied. Have someone meet us on the roof of the Senate.

      Alexis pointed at movement in the canopy above. Our ride is here.

      She exited the Pod ahead of Gabriel when they touched down on the landing pad on the Senate roof, and they ran for the roof access, where Trey was waiting for them.

      “Did you get to the president in time?” Alexis called.

      Trey ushered them into the building. “We got there in time to stop the assassination attempt, but there was nothing we could do about the digital attack. Isaiah’s people are better than anyone the government has.”

      “Well, shit,” Gabriel offered once Trey had finished telling him about the headless chicken approach LaCroix’s administration was taking to the shutdown of the system’s Gate and the loss of the planetary defense system—which, while nothing compared to the Interdiction, still packed a punch.

      “It’s getting heated in there,” Trey informed them as they double-timed it down the stairs. “They lost the satellite network a few minutes ago, and they’ve been unable to get it back.”

      “We’ll just have to see about that,” Alexis stated. She cracked her knuckles and opened her HUD to examine the cultists' efforts to lock the government out of their own servers. “This might take a minute.”

      “The president is waiting to speak to you both,” Trey told her as they left the staircase and entered a marble-floored lobby dotted with artfully-arranged benches and small, exotic trees in pots. “She’s pretty agitated.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “I see why Mom and Dad get bored with politicians. Tell her that we have a coup to prevent. Talking can wait until I’ve taken down those firewalls.”

      “That will have to wait until you’ve been thoroughly debriefed,” President LaCroix announced, sweeping out of the open doors at the far end of the lobby.

      “Are you just plain stupid?” Alexis demanded, shaking off Gabriel’s hand on her arm. “Isaiah has over thirty thousand followers on their way to remove you and the rest of your administration by force, and you want to waste time talking?”

      President LaCroix’s reply was lost in the outcry from the room she’d just left when the lights went out. She pointed at the twins. “Stay there.”

      Alexis flung up her hands as the president hurried back into the room and the doors banged shut. “Enough of this. I’m calling Mom.”

      

      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga, Deck Six Transporter Room

      Izanami paced, ignoring the surreptitious stares from the Skaine soldiers leaving after their upgrades. They weren’t of interest to her, but the group about to arrive on Transporter Pad Three was.

      She crossed to the pad, her contrail of shimmering red-gold confusing the hell out of the scattering soldiers, who only saw Baba Yaga bearing down on them until the people working on Michael’s team told them otherwise. The air shimmered over the transporter pad before resolving into the shapes of Takal, Reynolds, and a large crate.

      “Is that my body?” she asked before the Larian inventor could open his mouth to greet her.

      Reynolds scoffed. “Patience, young one.”

      Izanami raised an eyebrow. “I’m composed of Bethany Anne, Eve, and Shinigami. Patience is not my strong suit.”

      Takal chuckled, recognizing anticipation when he saw it. “It is your body. As you can see, Captain Reynolds already has his.”

      “Open it!” Izanami demanded, not waiting before she poured herself into the semi-organic shell. Her systems came online, and she was greeted by a flood of sensory data. Darkness gave way to bright light and a close-up of Reynolds’ smiling face when he opened the crate.

      “Welcome to life as an android,” Reynolds told her with feeling. “Come on out of there and let’s see you without the sparkles.”

      Izanami stepped out on legs that weren’t yet a hundred percent certain of the left foot-right foot combination needed for walking. She had gained full control by her third step.

      “I am bored with sparkles,” Izanami told Reynolds with a smile. She walked the former cargo bay with her hands held loosely at the small of her back.

      Takal laughed. “I think you’ve got the hang of the motor functions. Is your sensory suite ready to be brought online?”

      Izanami nodded. “It is.”

      “How is it?” Takal asked, scrutinizing her movements with a pleased smile.

      “It is perfect. Thank you.” Izanami pulled the old male into a brief embrace. “You are a genius, Takal.”

      Takal wiped a bit of dust from his eye. “I don’t know about that. I have to get back to my lab and get ready to resume my other duties, but come and see me if you have any trouble. That order includes you, Captain.”

      Reynolds scoffed. “Not necessary. I’m in perfect condition, and closer to human than I’ve ever been. You’ve outdone yourself with these bodies.”

      “I had some help from Alexis when it came to redesigning the brain,” Takal told him. “Thanks to her, I was able to make a number of small improvements to the existing technology.”

      Izanami somehow missed Takal's departure, despite being the one operating the transporters. She was awash in sensations, each one separate and distinctly different from the masses of data being processed by the part of her that was the ship.

      She reached for Reynolds when her sensory suite came online as they were suddenly enclosed by a group of passing soldiers. Izanami was overwhelmed by the flood of data her body was assimilating at once. She felt the friction of the armor she wore against her skin, smelled the sweat of the Skaine soldiers, and tasted the adrenaline they were emitting into the air.

      She discovered that resolving the issue was more complicated than dialing out her input sensors when her attempt to do so was met with a warning from her systems. “I need assistance in coming to terms with this body’s organic processes,” she admitted. “Will you stay and discuss your experiences with living in an android body?”

      Reynolds smiled to soothe the uncertainty in her tone. “Of course, dear lady. The first piece of advice I have to impart is that one does not come to terms with the constant inputs. We file them and only pay attention to what is relevant to the moment. We have an advantage over most full organics because we can retrieve a memory file once it has been stored. They are gifts to be savored and re-examined at our leisure.”

      “How does that help me now?” Izanami asked. “The aural interface alone is receiving thousands of inputs per second. I am experiencing something I can only describe as pain.”

      Reynolds considered the problem, which was not one he’d had to deal with since ADAM had created his baseline EQ to be compatible with making logical decisions under extreme pressure. There was no greater pressure than organic lives being on the line, something his young friend would have to face sooner rather than later. He copied a few lines from his core code and made a couple of tweaks. “Redirecting the sensory data through a triage subroutine might help in the meantime. Here, I have something that will assist while you acclimatize.”

      “Thank you,” Izanami told him with sincerity.

      She redirected the overflow of sensory inputs to a temporary location in her memory bank, where she placed a subroutine that would learn from the gift Reynolds had provided.

      It learned how to index the inputs and arranged them into something manageable, meaning she was able to focus on her surroundings and examine what she felt. “How did I not know?” she marveled in a voice so soft that Reynolds almost missed it, even with his enhanced hearing capability.

      “It is a wonder to feel, is it not?” Reynolds asked in response. “You will get used to the way our bodies prevent us from damaging them beyond repair.”

      Izanami smiled and slipped her arm through his, pulling him along with her as she walked. The impact of her armored boots on the metal floor sent minute vibrations up her spine, distracting her from the novel experience of hearing speech transmitted directly into her brain without the need to check each individual phoneme against her speech and language database to gain context.  “I feel whole, and yet I am still the Baba Yaga. I understand now why you would never be parted from your ship despite your need to exist independently from it. I know what it is to be alive. I did not before this body.”

      Reynolds recalled his first experiences of organic senses, savoring the shine of Izanami’s eyes as she processed each new scent, sound, and tactile sensation.

      “Yes,” he agreed, and that was enough.

      Izanami stopped walking and tilted her head when one of her aural inputs suddenly spiked.

      “What is it?” Reynolds inquired.

      “I’m not certain,” Izanami replied. Her mouth made a little O when Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric.

      “Why am I being redirected to a copy of Reynolds when I try to reach you?” she demanded, glaring at the two AIs. She waved off their explanations impatiently. “We have an issue. Alexis and Gabriel—”

      “Are they in danger?” Izanami interrupted.

      “Maybe,” Bethany Anne told her. “So stop fucking interrupting me and get this ship on course for the planet Daolagen.”

      Reynolds tapped his communicator. “Takal, beam me back. We have a situation.” He inclined his head as his body was swallowed by blue light. “We will retrieve them. Do not fear, my Queen.”

      With that he was gone, leaving Bethany Anne and Izanami alone in the corridor.

      “Battle stations,” Bethany Anne ordered.

      “Done,” Izanami informed Bethany Anne as lights flashed and alarms sounded. “We are en route to Daolagen.”

      They entered the elevator, leaving behind Izanami’s calm voice instructing all hands over the ship’s speakers as the doors closed.

      “Good,” Bethany Anne told her through clenched teeth. “Michael would kill them all and leave them to God’s judgment. Alexis thinks she has hit upon the only way to be rid of the cult forever, and I was inclined to agree—right up to the point where the cult crossed the line.”

      Izanami tilted her head. “You didn’t want it to come to this.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her chin, the glow from her eyes painting the elevator red. “It’s a lesson I almost never enjoy giving.”
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      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga

      “Why have we suddenly changed course?” Michael inquired when Bethany Anne and Izanami walked in through the lower-level access. Seeing the way Bethany Anne held herself clenched made his heart drop into his stomach. “The twins?”

      “Are fine for the moment,” Bethany Anne assured him. “Despite the incompetent gaggle of fuckwits running Daolagen, giving the cult a place to dig in and metastasize.”

      “We are on our way to intercede, then,” Michael inferred. “They’d better hope to God they haven’t harmed the children in any way. What kind of welcome can we expect on arrival?”

      “Likely a hostile one,” Bethany Anne told him. She waved a hand to cast the information she had in her HUD to the central console, and a holo-representation of the Daolagen system manifested. “Our communications with the president’s people prior to this included details of planetary security. They’ve lost the satellites, which means the cult is in control of the defense grid.”

      Izanami scoffed. “I’ve been over the specifications. Those lasers don’t have the power to so much as scratch my paint, and the Reynolds is just as well protected.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand, dismissing the issue. “My concern is for the people who could be killed by falling debris when I have the Bitches take it out, and then there’s the number of people converging on the Senate.”

      “I’m going to get ready to go down to the planet,” Michael told her.

      Bethany Anne held up a finger to ask him to wait while opening a link to Gabrielle.

      What’s with the klaxons? Gabrielle asked.

      Bethany Anne caught her up. Suit up and prepare to ship out, all of you. Michael will be heading straight down to the planet to extract the children, so make sure those satellites are dust.

      She lifted a shoulder at Michael’s inquiring expression. “There’s an extra scout fighter in the hold since John straight-up refused to switch ships, or you can go direct and get a ride back on the Gemini.”

      “I’ll go direct,” Michael decided. “We don’t know how long it will take to disable the defenses.”

      “It won’t take long,” Bethany Anne assured him. “There are tens of thousands of cultists headed for the colony’s capital. I need you and the children to limit the damage they cause.”

      Michael nodded. “That was my plan.”

      “We have another problem,” Izanami cut in as they swept into the Daolagen system. “A possible stranded ship. The Gate logs show an SOS being received from the other side eleven minutes before it was shut down.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Tell me the ship in distress made it through.”

      “There is no record of it crossing the Gate,” Izanami confirmed.

      “Well, shit.” Bethany Anne ran through the options, knowing that getting the Gate back up and running required more than just punching a few buttons. For the second time recently, she wished she had Tabitha with her and realized she would have to either figure out her ability or leave Devon in someone else’s hands when they moved on Gödel. “Do you have the coordinates of where they were transmitting from?”

      “The system does not have that information, and the Gate has been severed from the network,” Izanami grumbled. “Based on older logs, I can narrow it down to one hundred and thirty-nine possible Gate locations, but unless I can access the Gate, there is no way to know.”

      “We haven’t got time to check them all.” Bethany Anne pulled Michael into her arms and kissed him soundly. “Go get our children. I’ll join you as soon as I’ve opened the Gate.”

      She stepped into the Etheric without waiting for a reply and headed toward the point in space where the Gate lay. Her coat shifted form as she ran, the lapels moving to cover her chest while the flowing tail sealed itself to her skinsuit. She pulled her hood up and instructed the nanofabric to complete the seal, and the Bl’kheth DNA-infused nanocytes built a translucent panel that filled the space around her face.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes briefly in thanks to Sean’s group for the gift and opened the Etheric on the Gate. As she had suspected, it was inert. Even the maintenance bots were frozen, floating around the massive structure aimlessly with no power to the Gate to provide gravity

      She kicked the base of the Gate in frustration, leaving a dent in the reinforced alloy. “Fucksticks. It’s deader than disco.”

      What do you have against disco? TOM commented in a mock-hurt tone. At least it hasn’t been damaged. Well, beyond what you just did to it.

      >>But it has been severed from the remote command station,<< ADAM countered before TOM dug himself deeper. >>Which is behind that net.<<

      “They’re controlling it from a ground station?” Bethany Anne glanced at the laser fire coming from the planet and pressed her lips together. “That ship might still be okay, but Gabrielle and the guys are taking too long to bitch-slap the net out of existence.”

      Those lasers don’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell of hitting what they can’t see, TOM countered. What are you thinking we can do before they break it?

      Bethany Anne extended her window onto reality to a small, jutting platform and placed a hand on the cold metal. “ADAM is going to get inside the Gate and make it think it’s receiving instructions from the command station.”

      >>Then…<<

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow arched at ADAM’s tone. “Then we’ll figure out exactly how much juice it takes to open it.”

      >>You make it sound so simple,<< ADAM remarked with amusement.

      “I tell you what I want, you make it happen without giving me a condensed lecture on some part of engineering I have no interest in,” Bethany Anne replied. “Then I get on with saving lives.” She paused for impact. “I don’t see the problem.”

      >>Isn’t the point that you don’t?”<< ADAM replied. >>Okay, give me some power here.<<

      Bethany Anne blinked when an overlay of the Gate appeared on her faceplate. She closed her eyes and focused on drawing energy to the spot ADAM had marked in the overlay. “How much should I give it? I don’t want to get too enthusiastic and blow the damned thing by mistake.”

      >>Go slow and steady,<< ADAM instructed. >>You’ll know when to stop because there will be a large portal throwing out massive amounts of radiation six inches from your face.<<

      Bethany Anne increased the flow of energy steadily, and the Gate stuttered to life. She stepped back into the Etheric, keeping her window open while protecting herself from the blast of energy that poured from the silver-green circle. “Is the ship still there?”

      >>Give me a moment,<< ADAM replied. >>I have the rest of the transmission, and the Gate coordinates the transmission was sent through. Locking on…<<

      Satellites exploded in the background as the scout fighters made progress with the net. The portal undulated, spilling light as it shifted to open at the location ADAM had found.

      Michael’s voice interrupted the hypnotic effect it was having on Bethany Anne. I have the children.

      Are they good?

      If you count spitting mad as good, then yes.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. What’s going on down there?

      I’ll tell you what’s going on down here, Alexis cut in. The colony is descending into a riot, and the president’s people are too busy talking to act. People are fighting in the streets, and they’re still arguing about whether implementing martial law is a violation of the colony’s constitution.

      Is there anyone down there you can work with? Bethany Anne asked. They have Federation officers in their military, right?

      Yes, and their hands are tied while the colony’s capital burns, Alexis informed her. We left the politicians to talk and came out here to do something. We’re working with the emergency services folks to get people evacuated.

      Gabriel joined them in the mindspace. I think the generals can be persuaded to act for the good of the people, but we’re out in the city.

      I’m almost done here.

      >>Um, no, you’re not,<< ADAM informed her out of the family’s hearing. >>I’ve got the ship, and the reason they’re in distress.<<

      I hope you’re not expecting me to spare the lives of the cultists responsible for this, Michael told Bethany Anne. I’ve requested ground teams from both superdreadnoughts to assist the suppression efforts.

      Whatever you need to do to put the brakes on the shitshow until I get there, do it. Got to go.

      She dropped the mental link, having no time to elucidate as three ships came tearing through the Gate, two of them Ooken destroyers in pursuit of the first, which was a battered and beaten freighter. It looked to Bethany Anne like the dwindling forward motion the freighter had was largely due to the hit it had taken on the crossing, judging by the atmosphere venting from its belly.

      “Oh, fuck, no!” Bethany Anne cut power to the Gate before any more Ooken destroyers came through, opening a mental link to John. We have Ookens at the Gate and a civilian ship in danger. I’m in the Etheric, headed for the ship.

      I’ll take care of the Ookens, John promised.

      

      Daolagen, Senate

      Bethany Anne headed for the planet’s surface after depositing the rescued crew onboard the Baba Yaga. She exited the Etheric in the war room, a bunker deep below the Senate building, putting an end to the shouting match occurring over the top of the president’s head between the two factions of her advisors.

      The stunned politicians stared at Bethany Anne in silence. President LaCroix lifted her head from her hands, her face crumpling with relief. “My Queen, you are here.”

      Bethany Anne smelled a traitor in the room and drew her katana, bringing it up to point at the people clustered around the table. “Just in time to prevent your mole from succeeding, it would appear. Not one of you moves. Anyone who does so will find themselves getting intimately acquainted with the business end of my sword. Do I make myself clear?” Michael, did you meet with these people?

      I did not, he replied.

      Alexis?

      Her daughter let out a sound between a growl and a groan. What did I miss?

      Not sure yet, Bethany Anne admitted. But there’s something rotten in the state of Daolagen, and I know just the Kurtherian to get to the bottom of it. “Someone here is being less than honest,” she told the president.

      LaCroix snorted in disbelief. “Nobody here would betray the people.”

      Bethany Anne looked around, speaking in a soft voice formed of concrete. “Take your seats while we discover who it is.”

      She dismissed the men and women, who looked shifty as they obeyed. They might well have had a petty crime or misdemeanor they were concealing, but the brief feeling of intense hatred she’d sensed mixed in with the clear gratitude of the others belonged to someone much more adept at hiding their true self.

      Bethany Anne walked around the table, touching her blade to each human's right shoulder as she passed. As she made contact, she and TOM riffled their minds in search of deception. The first few humans yielded nothing of interest.

      I don’t know about that,  TOM commented. That woman’s level of attachment to her housebot is a bit concerning. What about this man? He’s keeping two families, one on the colony, one on the planet of his grandparents’ origin.

      You find the idea amusing? Bethany Anne asked, moving on to the next senator.

      I don’t know about amusing, TOM replied. Illogical. If a man has more than one wife, which one does he obey if they are asking for different things? Human women do not generally take well to sharing their men in my admittedly limited experience. Which brings me to the terrifying part: what does he do if they find out about each other?

      Exactly what he’s told for the rest of his days by whichever one of them is gracious enough not to castrate him, I would assume. She found nothing in the president’s mind to connect her to the cult, a small favor she sent up mental thanks for. Thankfully, they won’t be starting tomorrow with entirely new leadership.

      What about him? TOM’s tone shifted as he and Bethany Anne looked into the friendly-but-concerned eyes and open smile of the senator who had been arguing with the generals.

      No. She followed the senator’s gaze when his eyes darted involuntarily to the senator sitting three seats away from him. Her.

      Yes, TOM agreed. There’s nothing healthy about the fear that woman is concealing.

      Bethany Anne continued circling at the same pace until she reached the woman. She placed the edge of her katana a hair’s breadth from the senator’s throat and her other hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You are an agent of the cult.”

      “No!” the guileless man cried. “Laura, tell her she’s made a mistake.

      The senator swallowed, saying nothing to confirm or deny the accusation leveled against her.

      Bethany Anne gave him a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry for you, but it doesn’t make it any less the truth. This woman has been conspiring with the terrorists to bring down this government.”

      She leaned in and whispered in the senator’s ear, “Talk, and you can live out the remainder of your life on a penal colony. Continue to play the strong and silent game, and your life expectancy will be very short indeed.”

      The woman closed her eyes. “That’s what you do when you don’t get your way, right? Spill however much blood it takes to change the result. Isaiah—the people—will stop you from enslaving us.” She jerked her shoulder out of Bethany Anne’s loose hold and thrust herself onto the blade at her throat.

      Senators and military personnel alike drew back in shock when they were splashed with the senator’s blood. The man whose relationship with the late senator was still not clear to Bethany Anne broke into choked sobs.

      “What the hell just happened?” President LaCroix demanded.

      Bethany Anne released the senator’s body to fall onto the table and held her katana up while it absorbed the grisly coating, then sheathed it. “She made her choice. I have no stomach for traitors. Now explain to me what measures your administration is going to take against the riots happening in your streets, because so far, the only ones I see doing anything worth a damn are my people and the emergency services.”

      The president sighed. “This is a civil issue. I cannot in good conscience turn the military on our citizens.”

      “Screw your good-fucking-conscience!” Bethany Anne was at the president’s side in half a blink, causing LaCroix to shrink back in her chair under her withering stare.

      “A riot is not a civil matter. It’s a terrorist incident that is occurring because of your complete and utter incompetence as a leader. You had a duty to your people to cut the cancer out of your society and you failed, so buckle the fuck up and start making decisions that will save your people’s lives before I take the power to do so out of your hands.”

      The president nodded, seeing she wasn’t going to be given a choice. “You heard the Queen. Mobilize.”

      The generals jumped into action at the president’s order, leaving the table for their command posts at the consoles crammed into the other end of the room.

      “We may be too late,” President LaCroix fretted. “You are right. I failed my people because I didn’t take the threat of Isaiah seriously.”

      Bethany Anne considered whether she should feel bad for the woman. Her inclination was to be pissed that she had to intercede in something that should have been dealt with by a black-ops team before it even got started, but not everyone had the foresight that came with experience.

      Unfortunately, this president had all the hallmarks of a shiny-eyed idealist who had risen to power and discovered too late that the mantle was both heavier and more complicated to wear than anyone who had not held the responsibility could comprehend. “Give yourself a break.”

      The president shot Bethany Anne a look of incredulity. “You just told me I’m incompetent and that my people are going to die because of my actions. I’ll be resigning as soon as this crisis is over.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “You could do that. Or you could take your lumps and choose to be better in the future.” She only half-heard the reply since her focus was on the comm feeds coming in from the response teams being transported in all over the city. “My people are working in the hotspots to protect the public until your military arrives.”

      The president smoothed the wrinkles out of her clothing. “I need to speak to the people and persuade them somehow to stop this madness. What do I say? They believe in the things Isaiah has told them strongly enough to cause harm to others.”

      Bethany Anne already had a solution in mind. “Get ready to make your broadcast. I have a plan.”

      

      Daolagen Space, Ooken Destroyer

      “Dammit, BA.” John’s armored boots left spiderwebbed prints in the crystal as he walked the dying ship with his Jean Dukes Special held loosely by his side. “‘Get me an Ooken, John,’” he grumped. “Like it’s just a case of going to the store to pick one up.”

      That was not an option? the EI in his armor snarked.

      “Unfortunately not,” John answered with regret. “I’ll have to make do with you telling me where the bastards are hiding so I can snatch one and get out of here.” He glanced back at the hole Sayomi had given him as an entrance, noting that the ship was already healing itself. “I’ve got to get the transporter tech for the Sayomi. It’s a pain in the ass getting Sayomi to shoot me a door.”

      You don’t need Sayomi to do that. I got a wrist cannon design from Commander Silvers’ EI that will suffice.

      “Helpful little fucker,” John remarked. “Let me have the cannons.”

      His EI obliged, and his wrist plates shifted to form the cannons. John familiarized himself with how to use them before repeating his request for the location of the nearest Ooken.

      There are approximately thirty Ookens in a room one level below us, the EI replied. You can access the level via the duct on your left.

      “Any that aren’t in a group large enough to cause me serious issues?” John clarified, pulling the grate off the duct and peering into the eight-by-eight aperture in the wall.

      There was a pause while the EI checked. No. This is the smallest group. I recommend you get a move on before the ship receives orders to Gate out.

      John muttered a curse and powered up the cannons before climbing into the tube. “Inform Sayomi we’ll need extraction from the deck below this one in exactly five minutes.”

      Done. What is your play? the EI asked as John descended the duct. Because while I’m able to amplify your ability to alter the hive mind’s perception so the Ookens cannot see you, it’s not going to mean a thing once you start shooting.

      “I only need one shot,” John told the EI. He paused to check that the corridor was empty before punching out the grate and exiting the duct. “Where is the room?”

      The squalling hive mind gave away the Ookens’ location before the EI answered.

      John grunted. “Never mind. Sayomi ready?”

      I’m coordinating with her.

      Going in. Extraction on my signal. John still had a ways to go to get used to the EI in his head, but that was nothing compared to how he felt pulling directly on the Etheric to manipulate the hive mind. He wiped the Ookens’ acknowledgment of his presence from their consciousness and entered the room with his wrist cannons ready to go to Plan B if necessary.

      There’s a Plan B? the EI inquired.

      Yeah, it’s ‘shoot the shit out of everything in sight and hope the video of my heroic death teaches future generations how to go out in style.’ John focused on the largest Ooken in the room. It was easily three times his size and fit Bethany Anne’s command, which had been “Bring me the biggest, ugliest fucker you can find.”

      Well, shit. That one should do her well enough.

      It was just a matter of maintaining his illusion while sneaking past the other twenty-nine Ookens in the room, subduing the chosen Ooken without killing it in the process, and getting himself and his prize back to the Sayomi in one piece.

      Hero complex much?  Sayomi cut into his thoughts unexpectedly. Or did you forget I was here?

      Why the hell are you inside my head? John demanded. You can’t be inside my head.

      That was not a desirable tactical decision? the EI inquired, its voice laced with confusion.

      Of course it was, Sayomi assured the EI. But as you are aware, the man has a thick skull.

      I could exchange you for the scout fighter Bethany Anne offered me, John told Sayomi.

      Sayomi laughed. As if. Now, if you want a hole in the side of that ship, I suggest you get the hell out of the blast zone. I have disabled the destroyer’s shields. Firing in three…two…

      John closed the gap between him and his target when the wall imploded. The EI magnetized his boots and locked his arms around the Ooken’s head, stunning it with a punch to the temple.

      The Ookens fought to hold on as they were sucked out of the breach, screeching at John. Locking tentacles, they plugged the hole with their bodies

      John dropped and pinned his Ooken to the floor with his knees, freeing himself to pick them off with his wrist canons. All you did was piss them off. Where’s my extraction?

      Incoming, Sayomi announced, and the Ookens blocking the hole were scattered by the puck that came flying in. I believe your exit is clear.

      John grabbed his Ooken and ran for the open cargo hold Sayomi had angled to face the hole. He flung the Ooken in ahead of him and jumped the gap, deactivating his helmet after Sayomi sealed them in.

      “Where now?” Sayomi asked.

      John applied another love tap to the Ooken’s head when it stirred. “Daolagen. Bethany Anne can wake it up.”
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      Daolagen, Senate Grounds

      Chaos had been crowned king in the absence of logic.

      Thousands of citizens had ignored the president’s plea for them to stay indoors and headed for the Senate to defend their way of life against a takeover by the cult, arming themselves with whatever was at hand.

      The military had arrived in the city too late to prevent the majority of the people from reaching the center of the trade district, and once there, it was a straight shot along a mile-long avenue to the colony’s seat of government. The soldiers formed an uncertain perimeter around the enormous open courtyard between the avenue and the Senate building, doing what they could to contain the riot without using lethal force since their superiors had no clue which group was which and they had orders not to engage the general public.

      Whipped up by Isaiah, the cultists clashed with the mob waiting for them in the courtyard. The uproar drowned out the president’s emergency broadcast playing on a holo above their heads and on every screen around the colony.

      Michael strode through the courtyard, heading up the sweeping line formed by the team, pondering his children’s efforts to show mercy while taking absolutely no prisoners. K’aia and Trey used their staffs to keep their space clear of cultists who were furious their nonhuman selves were besmirching their whatever-the-fuck these people were so precious about.

      Christina showed less restraint, as expected for a Pricolici, but Kai was the one who surprised him. The young Walton, recently enhanced, had no compunction about laying the smackdown on the unenhanced.

      Michael smiled. At least one of them got to cut loose.

      While a massacre would solve the problem in the short term, it wouldn’t please Bethany Anne to have the news of the return of his salted earth policy precede them for the remainder of the tour. The children had it handled.

      He at no point felt he needed to step in for their protection.

      They were doing what they could to split up people locked together in animalistic struggles for survival, but the layout of the courtyard worked against them, and fights broke out again as soon as they moved on to break up the next group.

      Michael’s rain made no difference. Similarly, Alexis’ physically separating people with bursts of concussive energy was doing little to stem the violence. They fought regardless of the downpour and the soldiers behind a hastily-erected barrier on the Senate steps blasting them with water cannons.

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric beside Michael and touched his shoulder. “You never saw a Black Friday sale, I’m guessing.”

      “I saw a crusade or two,” Michael replied. “There is no honor here, just human beings brought down to their basest level by contrasting beliefs.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t disagree. “It’s about to get messier.” John, do you have my Ooken?

      It’s taking a nap right now, but I have to keep knocking the fucker out every five minutes or so. It’d be peachy if you took possession sometime soon.

      I have one more thing to do, Bethany Anne told him. Stay close, and keep it subdued until I’m ready.

      Michael raised an eyebrow, hearing the exchange.

      Bethany Anne waved off his concerns. “I’m about to drop in on Isaiah. It’s about time I deliver that object lesson I was talking about.”

      She called Alexis over. Gabriel stayed with the others, still working to quell the people around them. Alexis greeted her with, “Hey, Mom. You won’t believe what I have to tell you.”

      “Start with the location of the temple,” Bethany Anne instructed. “This needs to be stopped.”

      Alexis grabbed Bethany Anne’s arm as she sent the information to her HUD. “Wait, Isaiah has a memory you need to see.” She explained what she’d seen in the back of the cultist’s mind. “He’s not aware he met a Kurtherian.”

      Bethany Anne drew her katanas. “I have a feeling our little zealot will be renouncing his leaders very publicly in—let me see—five minutes.”

      She gave them instructions for her return, then cut through the Etheric to the temple, locking onto the eight remaining mental signatures in the complex as her exit point.

      The guards died before they’d registered her moving through them at super speed. Bethany Anne had no stomach for playing with the unenhanced. Isaiah, however, was a different matter. She slowed so he could see her and sheathed one of her swords. “Isaiah, I presume.”

      Surprisingly, he didn’t cower. “And you are Bethany Anne. I knew you would come to kill me. It won’t make a difference. Another will take my place.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “I’m not here to end your life, but to open your eyes to the fact that you have been mindfucked by a being with more power than you could comprehend.”

      Isaiah faltered. “Why should I believe you?”

      “You don’t know me,” Bethany Anne told him. “All you know is what you’ve been made to believe. If I wanted you dead, we would not be speaking. I would rather save a life than take one.”

      Isaiah’s uncertainty grew. “I don’t understand.”

      “Come with me.” She crossed the space between them and took Isaiah by the shoulder, pulling him through the Etheric to the scene of the riot. Isaiah fell to his knees as they emerged on the steps of the Senate, losing his footing on the bloody water slicking the ground.

      Bethany Anne hauled him to his feet by his collar and pointed at the mass carnage occurring in the courtyard. “This is your doing. You have divided these people, and for what? Because you believed a lie.” She shook him as she spoke, resisting the urge to smack his stupid head clean off his shoulders.

      Isaiah shook his head. “I’ve seen proof.”

      “You’ve seen photos out of context and been fed a bunch of half-truths,” Alexis admonished as she joined them. “If you really wanted the truth, you could have found it.” She indicated the holo above their heads to Bethany Anne. “We’re ready to take over the emergency broadcast. The courtyard has been secured by the president’s men. Are you ready?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Do what you can to restore his memories.” John, time for your pet to wake up.

      Oh, it’s awake, he assured her.

      Bethany Anne made another trip through the Etheric to the Sayomi and took hold of the Ooken, securing it in her mental grip.

      John waved as she vanished back into the Etheric without a word.

      Bethany Anne created a platform of solid air to hold her above the courtyard. There were still thousands in the waiting crush. The motion of the crowd made her feel seasick. She scanned the crowd to make sure all the exits had been blocked according to her instructions and was satisfied.

      The rioters hadn’t noticed the military pulling back. Bethany Anne doubted anything short of an earthquake would distract them from their bitter purpose.

      So she provided one.

      The fighting turned to panicked screams when the flagstones rippled at Bethany Anne’s command. The screams turned to puzzlement when the tremor ceased immediately, and the fighting resumed in some places.

      Bethany Anne held the Ooken down with one foot and lifted her katana as the holo switched from the president’s face to the camera feed Alexis had on her. The people not fighting reacted with shock to the sight of a fifty-foot former Empress hovering above them, which Bethany Anne helped along by pushing out a wave of fear. Could I get some lightning over here?

      Coming right up. Michael supplied a strike that backlit Bethany Anne as she made her platform descend to float over the people’s heads. The fighting slowed further.

      Again.

      This strike she caught with the blade of her katana and redirected over the heads of those nearest, amplifying her voice to be heard over the entire courtyard. “The fighting ends now, or I will have no option but to give you a reason to recall why unity is survival in these dark times. This, for those who have not viewed the public information broadcasts, is an Ooken.” She eyed it. “A particularly large example, I should add.”

      “You wouldn’t release it,” someone called.

      Bethany Anne singled out the speaker. “I have every intention of releasing it if you people don’t get yourselves to-fucking-gether.”

      The holo showed every bit of the weariness that pervaded Bethany Anne’s very being. The people stared at the Ooken with horror. Those who had come here to stand up for what was right and found themselves in over their heads began to filter toward the exits, where the soldiers identified them before allowing them to leave.

      “Now that I have your full attention…” Bethany Anne shoved the Ooken into the Etheric, retaining a connection to it in case that attention wavered, “what those of you who came here because of Isaiah need to understand is that I always had the power to rule if that was my wish. I have one desire, which is to remove the possibility of any species or race being used by the Kurtherians who remain on this plane of existence.”

      She lowered herself to the Senate steps and had Alexis bring Isaiah over to be included in the holo. “Dad helped me to unlock his altered memories. He’s not going to be any trouble.”

      “Is this true?” Bethany Anne asked Isaiah.

      Isaiah bowed his head, tears of shame running down his face. “It’s true. I remember now.”

      He looked out, his eyes drawn to the blood running down to pool in the low areas. His people stared at him.

      A man who was tricked. A person who wanted to be somebody. His arrogance. His downfall.

      “I was nothing more than the pawn of the Kurtherian who has used my arrogance against you, against me, against us all.”

      Many of the cultists in the crowd took their leader’s admission badly. Bethany Anne manifested a barrier from Etheric energy to prevent them from rushing the steps. “You are angry. That’s okay. Devolving into further violence is not, and the Ooken is still an option for anyone who finds civility unattainable. This man has been lied to just like you, and he is willing to face the consequences of his actions.” She stared at those who had vengeance in their eyes and asked, “Are you?”

      Bethany Anne returned the broken man to Alexis’ care and faced the crowd. “This lack of unity weakens us all. You are precious to me, but you are only a few of the billions of people I hold myself responsible for. If I can’t trust people not to engineer a second Worst Day Ever the moment I leave, how the fuck am I supposed to fight for you? Look around. Look what you have become.”

      Her words echoed in the silence as the people returned to their senses and faced the countless dead Isaiah had just viewed littering the courtyard.

      Bethany Anne felt the shift as the people came face to face with what they’d done to each other and to themselves. “The cost of failure is what drives us not to repeat our mistakes. Redemption will be your own to find, and I suspect the majority of you are in sore need of it. This is my one and only offer. Go home. Make amends with your loved ones. Remember what it is to be kind to each other.”

      

      Leaving Daolagen Space, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck

      Satisfied that the recorded confession Isaiah had made following the end of the riot on Daolagen was safely in her father’s hands, Bethany Anne tracked the aroma of post-op pancakes through the family quarters to the source and found the twins with Michael in the kitchen.

      As always, having just the four of them together was all Bethany Anne needed to be reminded of why she was willing to deal with the shit that came with her life. Michael’s smile was the smile of every lover, the twins’ laughter an echo of that heard in millions of homes across dozens of galaxies.

      Alexis waved her spatula, keeping her attention on the griddle where she had eight pancakes cooking. “Hey, Mom. You’re just in time.”

      “Just in time for what?” Bethany Anne inquired, taking a seat at the breakfast bar next to Michael. She tucked herself under his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. “Well, pancakes, obviously.”

      Michael chuckled, pressing a kiss to Bethany Anne’s hair.  “Family meeting,” he answered. “None of us wants to see you agitated over missed deadlines.”

      Gabriel dolloped whipped butter on the pancakes as Alexis served them and pushed one of the plates toward Bethany Anne, then another toward Michael. “Get a room, you two. Nobody needs to see their parents sucking face when they’re about to eat.”

      “We don’t need a room since we have a whole ship,” Bethany Anne replied, eyeing the fruit bowl for a moment before selecting a nectarine. She pointed a finger and pared her fruit with an Etheric edge, then ate a segment before waving her finger at the twins. “Praise where it’s due. You handled the assignment well.”

      “Not that well,” Alexis argued. “I missed the mole because I let my emotions rule me. Again.”

      Bethany Anne grabbed another segment. “Don’t beat yourself up; you’re not infallible. None of us are, despite what your father thinks when he is feeling sure of himself.”

      Alexis smiled. “Thanks, Mom, really. But I can’t let it be a weakness.”

      “Your mother has made emotion her strength,” Michael told her. “I am the first to admit that a dispassionate approach can be useful. However, had your mother taken that same approach, there would be no Federation.”

      “How do you figure?” Gabriel asked.

      Alexis cut to the point, as usual. “Because everyone would have kept fighting without her to force them to pull them together. What are we going to do to get the tour back on track?”

      Bethany Anne set her pancakes swimming in syrup before cutting off a piece of the topmost one with her fork. She ate the bite before giving her a considered answer. “Well, you can all stop worrying I’m going to lose my shit for a start. While I was waiting for Isaiah to wake up from his Pod-doc session, I got with ADAM and rescheduled the next few weeks. Check your itineraries. They should have updated already.”

      Alexis frowned, opening her HUD. “I didn’t get a notification.” Her confusion turned to mild outrage when she saw the adjustments had them working to cover the scheduled stops between the tour’s current location and the resort planet that was the halfway point in half the previously allotted time. “What the hell, Mom? You do know people need sleep, right?”

      “Most people, yes, but not anyone who will be supervising those to be upgraded around our technology,” Bethany Anne told her. “The technical teams have stayed on schedule since the Reynolds stayed on task while we took care of the Daolagen situation. Personnel upgrades are the only part of the operation running behind, and that’s easily solved by picking up from where we are and working on getting to Serenity ahead of schedule, extending our stay there.”

      Michael nodded, his attention on his food. “Makes sense.”

      Gabriel looked at his parents in disbelief. “How does extending our vacation get us back on track?”

      “I’m not extending anyone’s vacation time. By setting Serenity as a rendezvous point for everyone who didn’t get the upgrade, we avoid having to turn around to cover the stops we missed by going straight to Daolagen.” Bethany Anne had weighed up the security headache against the logistical impossibility of completing the tour in time if they reversed course. “Yes, it will be a challenge, but I have faith that everyone will be more than capable of meeting it when they realize that the alternative is spending another eight weeks away from home.”

      Michael put his fork down. “Restructuring the guard rotation shouldn’t be an issue. Christina and Kai have proven extremely helpful in managing the FDG troops we have aboard.”

      “Decent guys,” Gabriel mentioned. “They’re mostly veterans Nathan allowed to reenlist. The stories they tell are incredible.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth crept up at the corner. “Speaking of Christina, I spoke with Ecaterina. She and Nathan will be joining us for our vacation.”

      Alexis clapped in delight. “Really? I thought you would have to threaten eternal punishment to get him to leave Onyx.”

      “No need,” Bethany Anne told her with a smile. “It just so happens that their anniversary is coming up, and Ecaterina was delighted with the brochure for the resort.”

      “As was the ineffable Charumati, I assume?” Michael ventured with a chuckle when his wife and daughter turned almost identical sweet smiles on him. He shook his head. He had no chance. “I know what you two are planning. You just confirmed my suspicion as to who the intended celebrants are. How can I help with your scheme?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in thought. “For the moment, keep Christina and Kai occupied. I might want your help beating some sense into Nathan at a later date.”

      Michael smiled. “Of course, dear.”
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      Cosnar System, QBS Achronyx

      The cleanup had revealed an ocean world of unparalleled beauty. Akio thought it would be even more beautiful when it was filled with life.

      Marine biologists from the Federation had recovered samples of fossilized flora and fauna trapped in the crystal sediment on the ocean floor and were slowly but surely preparing to re-seed the planet, with the assistance of various other specialists the consul on Devon had arranged.

      He admired the diligence the scientists and technicians showed but had no clue as to how they had achieved so much in such a short time, even with the operation running around the clock.

      This chance discovery would soon be home to the Collectives, and he was more than honored to be part of making that happen.

      He and Achronyx chatted idly while the ship entered a high orbit over the planet, Achronyx passing on tidbits of interest from the crews working on the sky base—the raft of ships lashed together and suspended a hundred feet above the cloud layer. They were discussing the ongoing construction of the underwater base when Achronyx received the message they’d been waiting for.

      “It appears that the containment field generator has been found,” he informed Akio. “One of the bots in the trench went offline, and the team leader sent another with a camera and got a visual before they lost that bot, too. They’re asking if they should take it out.”

      Akio examined the image. “Leave it in place until we are certain it is safe to release the field without also releasing a large amount of crystal into open space.”

      The shuddering in the ship came suddenly and without warning from somewhere inside the Etheric, putting an end to Akio’s theory that an investigation would precede any engagement with the Kurtherians.

      “Achronyx, report!” Akio commanded as the ship bucked under a double impact.

      “Two missiles of unknown origin just came out of nowhere, and I’m pissed about the dents they left in my ass,” Achronyx snapped. “Minimal damage, but the inertia dampers will only absorb a few more hits like that before they overload. Diverting nonessential power to cloaking and shields and initiating offensive maneuvers.”

      Akio raked the viewscreen with his gaze, seeing the Gate but no ships. “Who is attacking us?”

      “Probably that Ooken destroyer,” Achronyx replied, unloading his railguns in the direction of the sleek, dark ship coming up on their stern.

      Akio’s jaw clenched. “Ookens. I knew this day would come.”

      “I’m guessing their overlords didn’t like us messing with their stuff,” Achronyx agreed. “I have requested backup from the base.”

      The ship rocked again when the destroyer snuck a kinetic through while the shields were in phase, draining the available power Achronyx had to keep both cloaking and shields intact. Achronyx returned fire with a spread of Etheric-charged missiles while calculating the odds of being hit in the same place when he should have been invisible to the enemy ship. “Dammit, they have the encryption for my cloak.”

      “Then stop wasting power on it,” Akio ordered. “Concentrate on keeping us together, and let’s hope that is the only ship they sent.”

      “You had to go and say it, didn’t you?” Achronyx grumbled. “I’m reading three more Gate signatures near the first.”

      Akio got to his feet as three more destroyers appeared in the void. “Put us between those ships and the sky base and ready everything we have. We must do what we can until the other Rangers get here.”

      “They’re already arriving,” Achronyx informed him as he brought the ship around. “I don’t know what Jean Dukes put into the Penitent Granddaughter, but that rusty old hulk can haul ass when Meredith puts her mind to it. The Defiant and the Cambridge just Gated in on the other side of the planet.”

      One by one the Ranger ships arrived, the Shinigami-class ships acting as overwatch to the Black Eagles and fighter Pods they disgorged from their holds. They ringed the Ooken destroyers.

      “Give me comm to the fleet and send a message to the underwater crews to evacuate the area around the containment field generator,” Akio requested. “Rangers, once again, you are the line the enemy dares not cross. There can be no mercy for the soulless while lives hang in the balance. Ranger Two, the fleet is yours. Ranger Three, with me.”

      Sabine gave her acknowledgment and peeled off from the fleet as Nickie’s orders rang out over the comm. “You heard the boss. Let’s give those motherfuckers a taste of Ranger justice!”

      Akio got to work while the Rangers closed the noose around the destroyers, coordinating with the sky base to get the evacuation underway. He had Sabine open a Gate to Base One, and ships from the sky base began darting out of the atmosphere and through the Gate at his instruction.

      He kept half his attention on the battle zone a few hundred kilometers away and the rest on the evacuation. The destroyers pushed the boundary created by the Rangers, attempting to play space chicken with the much smaller Black Eagles. However, their efforts were met by pushback in the form of heavy kinetic fire as the Rangers piloting the fighters unleashed wave after wave of explosive pucks.

      “Get ready to take out the containment field generator,” Akio told Achronyx. The Penitent Granddaughter blocked his view for a minute. He was fighting to get a visual of the battle when the Skaine battleship was suddenly silhouetted by a halo of light. He abandoned his targeting interface. “Ranger Two, what’s happening over there?”

      “Calm your tits,” Nickie told him as Meredith prepared to Gate them to the next firing position. “How’s the evacuation going?”

      Akio sighed with relief when the Penitent Granddaughter was gone, and he saw that only three destroyers remained. “Almost done. I’m about to draw more attention to us. Can we take the heat?”

      “You bet that stick up your ass we can,” Nickie told him as the Rangers took out another destroyer in a blaze of molten metal.

      Akio ignored Nickie’s lapse into gutter talk as her nerves started showing, nodding to himself. “Then we fight this battle on our terms. I’m going to destroy the generator and let our enemy know for sure that we’re here. Prepare for further enemy contact.”

      He instructed Achronyx to take the containment field generator out.

      Twin missiles shrieked through the planet’s atmosphere, throwing up enormous plumes of steam and ocean spray when they breached the water’s surface. Akio had Achronyx pan the main screen out to give him the full view of the planet as they hit. The brief aureole of burning atmosphere that followed the explosion struck Akio as beautiful, as did the mitigation of their concerns about the tiny chance the field generator was what was holding the planet’s atmosphere in place.

      The Rangers closed on the final destroyer, having taken out the third while Akio’s attention was on the planet, and hammered it with kinetic fire from all directions while Team Hex in the Shinigami-class ships strafed it with the wreckage of its downed compatriot ships, which they collected as they swooped around the battle zone providing cover for the other Rangers.

      Thousands of pucks hitting continuously was too much for the Ooken ship’s shields to bear. Fire burned at the breaches in the destroyer’s hull, to be extinguished when it reached what was left of the shields.

      “You want to finish this?” Nickie asked in Akio’s ear.

      Akio smiled. “Achronyx, I believe we have a ship-buster remaining.”

      “We do,” Achronyx answered.

      Akio indicated the destroyer on the viewscreen with a wave of his finger. “Then use it, and let us be done with this battle.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you don’t think this is over?” Nickie asked when the final destroyer disintegrated in a flash of Etheric energy, leaving the system Ooken-free for the moment. “It’s not like this was an active site for the Kurtherians. Those ships could have been sent as an automatic response for all we know.”

      Akio watched the debris settle, calculating the next steps for the Rangers. “If there is one thing we can be sure of, it’s that it’s not over. Tyrannical dictators don’t generally take well to their authority being challenged. They will be back.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Nickie told him. “Want me to wring extra support out of Harkkat?”

      Akio nodded. “A few more ships wouldn’t be amiss.”

      Nickie’s laughter pealed. “Good luck with that. Every ship that’s not already in use is being outfitted for the raid. I was talking to Grandma Jean about getting a couple more ships, and she told me she’s got the shipyards churning out as many new vessels as they can handle, and it’s still not enough to meet the demand Bethany Anne is creating with her tour.”

      Akio appreciated the constraints of wartime, but it didn’t change the fact that the Rangers needed more big guns than they currently had. “I will speak to Bethany Anne. She may decide the protection of this planet for the Collectives merits extraordinary measures.”

      “I hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne listened to Akio’s report when he called her after giving CEREBRO strict guidelines about their actions should another attack come.

      She tapped a finger on her lips as her eyes unfocused for a moment. “I’ve reviewed the video, and I agree that you need to be ready for a larger attack. ”

      “We have sufficient numbers,” Akio told her. He paced the ops center with his hands folded at the base of his spine, occasionally pausing to look at his Queen on the viewscreen while he briefed her on the growth the Ranger group had undertaken since their last face-to-face. “It has been unsurprisingly easy to attract people with the personality traits that are best suited to the Ranger life since the need for Justice is strongly felt everywhere. Arming them is no issue. The shortage is of suitable ships for the endeavor.”

      Bethany Anne considered the problem. “You have a bunch of engineers and other technical specialists out there, right?”

      “Hai, my Queen.” He eyed her. “What are you thinking?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Well, first, I’m going to send the only two ships I have not currently deployed. Second, I need you to get with your technical people, find out what they are missing in order to build a shipyard out at Ranger Base One, and get Harkkat earning his keep. You can pull resources from anywhere except the shipyards that are already in operation.”

      “I’ll have Nickie coordinate that with Jean,” Akio promised. “I understand completely that the production schedule for the raid cannot be set back.” He paused. “Which ships are you sending?”

      Bethany Anne’s smile grew into a bright grin. “The ArchAngel and the G’laxix Sphaea. You, Kael-ven, and Dan are all smart guys. I trust you’ll figure it out when the next attack comes.”

      

      Federation Space, Serenity, Southern Continent

      Bethany Anne ended her call with Akio and resumed her wait for Kai on the deck wrapping the ocean-view suite resort management had offered as a venue. She chose a seat at the wicker table, feeling a little nervous as well as impatient to find out his reaction to her meddling.

      Because she was definitely meddling; there was no question about that.

      She relaxed when the Gemini’s roamer came into sight. It covered the couple of miles in a few minutes, and Alexis, Gabriel, and Kai climbed out at the base of the grassy dune, chatting amongst themselves. Kai looked at Bethany Anne in confusion before ascending the driftwood steps to the deck alone.

      The young man greeted Bethany Anne with his open and honest smile, reminding her of a much younger Terry Henry, if somewhat less battered by life than the stoic Marine had been at around the same age. As with his grandfather—as with all of the Waltons—what you saw was what you got with Kailin.

      “The twins said you wanted to see me?” Kai met Bethany Anne’s eyes as he spoke. “I have to admit, I’m a little worried about why.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Funnily enough, it’s me who’s concerned about your reaction.” She indicated the white stucco building behind them in answer to Kai’s inquisitive expression. “When I ask you how you like this for your wedding venue.”

      “My what?” Kai spluttered, completely thrown by the announcement. “How do you know? I haven’t even asked...” Logic and reason resumed their places in his thinking as he regained his composure. “Alexis, right? She apologized for reading my mind. I didn’t realize she read it so deeply.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “We’ll call it a happy accident, hmm?”

      Kai shook his head, his eyes wide with concern. “I can’t ask Christina to marry me. Not until I know it won’t drive a wedge between her and her father.”

      Bethany Anne ruffled his hair, smiling. “You are a sweet, honorable young man. Nathan will come to terms with your relationship. Let me ask you something. Would you die for Christina?”

      “In a heartbeat,” Kai declared with feeling.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “That’s the easy part. Would you live for her?”

      “How could I not?” Kai almost fell over the words in his rush to get them out. “She’s everything to me. My best friend, as well as my lover.”

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth crept up. “Keep that in mind when you speak to Nathan.”

      Kai’s face creased in frustration and confusion. “I don’t get his issue with me. Christina told me about how she grew up knowing she wouldn’t accept anything less than the love her parents share. Why can’t Nathan see that’s what we have?”

      Bethany Anne put her hand on Kai’s shoulder. “Nathan will come around. Fathers generally do when they see a man willing to prove his love.” She flashed him a wicked grin. “If that doesn’t work, the grandchildren will.”

      Kai was quiet as Bethany Anne led him inside to show him the ballroom, where resort workers in close-fitting black uniforms were arranging everything from the shipping containers she’d had brought down from the Baba Yaga.

      Teams of workers were setting up rows of round tables around three sides of the polished wood dancefloor, while others moved with calm precision to dress the room in crisp white, silver, and Christina’s favorite ice-blue.

      Kai took in the grandeur of the ballroom in utter astonishment. “There have to be a hundred people in here. Who are all those chairs for?” His enhanced hearing picked up a familiar commanding voice coming from somewhere deeper inside the building. “My grandmother is here?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Yes. Also your grandfather, and your parents, and the rest of your friends and family who weren’t on duty somewhere. What do you say? I know Christina will have her own thoughts on the matter, but I want to gift you both with a wedding to remember should she accept your proposal.”

      Kai shook his head slowly, trying to find the words despite his world being turned upside-down. “This is… How do I ever thank you?” He lifted a hand, then dropped it again. “Or pay you back? It looks like you spent the equivalent of a small planet’s GDP just on the décor.”

      Bethany Anne snickered softly. She supposed she had gone a bit overboard, not that she would admit that to Michael if he asked. “I’m paying for full use of the resort’s facilities and filling them with soldiers. Trust me, management was more than happy to assist when I asked them to provide a service they were more familiar with.”

      Kai, who was still in his first century of life, was nevertheless experienced enough to know those bright memories were what sustained the soul through hard times. He thought back to his time alone on Earth and the hard-gained knowledge that together meant stronger, and his eyes started to sting as his gratitude for the home Bethany Anne provided everyone under her wing welled up. He blinked before tears had a chance to form and cleared his throat. “I can’t deny that I’m shaken. I’m grateful you would do all this for us.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “I guess I’d be shaken too if a distant not-quite-aunt sprang a surprise wedding on me. You and Christina are family, Kailin, and if there’s any cause for celebration, then I’ll be damned if I let it go by when I can facilitate an occasion we will all remember for a lifetime.”

      Kai slipped a hand into his pocket and retrieved the ring box he’d carried with him for so long he was sure he’d feel naked without it. He eased it open and showed Bethany Anne the ring, a white gold diamond-studded split-shank band with a princess-cut diamond as its crowning glory. “This ring belonged to my grandmother’s grandmother.”

      Bethany Anne admired the ring for a moment before closing the box in Kai’s hand. “All you have to do is ask her.”

      Kai swallowed the lump that suddenly appeared in his throat. “Well, yeah, I guess so. Bethany Anne? What if she says no?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Do you think she will?”

      Kai put the ring box away. “No, I don’t. But I can’t propose without Nathan’s blessing.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “You can speak to him tomorrow. He and Ecaterina will be arriving late tonight.”

      Kai hesitated, then gave Bethany Anne a brief and somewhat awkward hug. He stepped back, his face red with emotion. “I don’t know what we did to deserve a great not-quite-aunt like you.”

      “You can thank me by being happy together,” Bethany Anne told him fondly. “Now scram. I have work to do, and you have a suit fitting in an hour.”

      Kai’s eyes widened, and he looked behind him as if an ogre might show up before he turned back to ask, “I have a what, now?”
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      Federation Space, Serenity, Southern Continent

      Nathan walked arm in arm along the beach with Ecaterina, soaking up the sunshine and the two-piece swimsuit she was wearing under her gauzy sarong. He decided the last-minute vacation might not have been the worst idea after all.

      He made all the appropriate noises in response to Ecaterina’s running commentary on the luxury they’d been surrounded with since their arrival the night before, his mind stuck on how fucking lucky he was that she loved him as much now as she had when they’d first gotten together.

      “You have a very goofy grin on your face right now,” Ecaterina told him, booping his nose with her finger.

      Nathan swept her up in his arms and spun around. “I’m a man with a lot to be happy about. I’m here in this beautiful location with the most beautiful woman in the world. What more could a man ask for?”

      Ecaterina captured Nathan’s face in her hands and kissed him before turning his head to the couple walking down the beach toward them. “How about some company? I see people.”

      Fuckity-fuck. Nathan groaned inwardly. “Do we have to socialize? This is supposed to be a romantic getaway.”

      “It doesn’t hurt to be polite,” Ecaterina chastised. “They might be the only people we see the whole time we’re here.”

      “That would be a fine thing,” Nathan grumbled.

      The woman waved as they got closer, and Nathan thought he recognized the way the man moved. His feeling was confirmed when the wind carried a familiar scent to him. He took Ecaterina’s hand. “Honey, did you know they were going to be here?”

      Ecaterina’s eyes shifted away from her husband. “Well, not that they were here on the beach this morning, but yes. Bethany Anne swore me to secrecy.”

      Nathan liked where his day was heading less and less. “What does Bethany Anne have to do with TH and Char being here?”

      A hand on his shoulder caused him to spin around. He came face to face with Bethany Anne and sighed. “This is your revenge for the Pepsi thing? You’re crashing my second honeymoon?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head in amusement. “No. You’ll get to your honeymoon. Eventually. This is about your daughter.”

      Nathan suddenly understood the reason the Waltons were here. “No. No, no, and a million times no. They are not getting married.”

      Charumati was suddenly at his side, and although Nathan had always taken comfort in the knowledge that he was the biggest, baddest Were around, it was fully negated by the slender, impeccably-dressed woman with her sparkling purple eyes and aura that promised pain to any Were who displeased her. “I hope you’re not saying our grandson isn’t good enough for your daughter, Mr. Lowell.”

      Terry Henry fixed Nathan with a stony look. “Well?”

      Nathan looked from TH to Char, his mouth working furiously for a moment before he managed to speak. “What? No! I have nothing against Kai personally. He’s a good kid, but that’s the problem. He’s just a kid compared to Christina. She needs someone who can keep her safe. Not someone—”

      “Christina needs to be kept safe?” Ecaterina cut in, waving her hands at Nathan. “Please! Can you hear yourself? Sometimes you are very thickheaded for a smart man. You need to let go.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder in response to Nathan’s pleading look. “I get it. I just don’t agree with you.”

      Nathan had a moment of feeling betrayed. He knew Ecaterina didn’t understand his reluctance because he had refused to speak to her about it. However, whether this was his doing or not, he couldn’t deal with the expectant stares of the women right now.

      He turned and headed back to his cabin at a run.

      Ecaterina must have been livid with him because she did not return to the cabin that morning.

      Nathan skimmed a book without reading it, watched a movie that could have been about anything, and ordered room service twice before he saw a soul who wasn’t a resort worker.

      His mind wandered, refusing to settle on the plot of a second movie. He picked at his poultry wings without tasting them, and there wasn’t any alcohol on the planet strong enough for him to drown his sorrows in.

      He’d checked. Twice.

      Ecaterina returned in the afternoon, smelling of sunshine and radiating silent fury. “You have offended Char,” she informed Nathan, the ghost of her accent telling him how deep in the shit he was. “Worse, you are going to alienate our only child. Is that what you want?”

      It was the last thing Nathan wanted. He didn’t want to fight with Ecaterina, either.

      Ecaterina growled in exasperation at the lack of explanation forthcoming from her husband. “You are impossible, Nathan Lowell! Call me when you are ready to stop acting like a caveman. Until then, I will be with Bethany Anne, making arrangements for what will be the happiest day of our daughter’s life—unless her father ruins it.”

      She threw up her hands and sashayed angrily out of the cabin, leaving Nathan to stew in his regret and the string of Romanian curses she left hanging in the air.

      Nathan sighed and headed out to the egg-shaped chair on the deck, finding the cabin’s interior claustrophobic despite the light and space. He eased himself into the wicker cocoon cross-legged and watched the waves break on the shore a few hundred feet away.

      Was he holding on too tightly? Undoubtedly, his conscience replied. Great, his own brain was on everyone else’s side. Wasn’t it his prerogative as a father to protect his daughter, no matter how old she was? Another question his conscience refused to answer in his favor.

      The truth was, he hadn’t examined his attitude to his daughter’s relationship beyond the snap decision he’d made to dislike Kai upon meeting him.

      Now, as well as his fear of driving Christina away, he had the not-so-distant concern of being relegated to making his bed on the couch for the foreseeable future to contend with as well.

      That was if Ecaterina didn’t just pack her bags and go stay with Bethany Anne for a while to teach him a lesson. Added to that was his stubborn-ass nature putting him at risk of offending TH and Char.

      Offending Char would hurt physically, of that he had no doubt, and he valued TH far beyond his role as the head of the organization he could rely on to get the job done, no matter the complications.

      His life would be a poorer place for the absence of their friendship. Even removing his emotions from the equation, he couldn’t see why Christina had chosen Kai. He was kindhearted, well-mannered, and even-tempered. Nathan had seen how Kai worshipped her with his smallest actions, never drawing attention to his devotion, which would piss Christina off in one second flat.

      Nathan got why Ecaterina found it so difficult to understand his reluctance to accept that Christina had chosen the man she wanted to build her future with. They already shared their lives and their work, and there was his problem.

      That Kai would protect her with his life wasn’t in question. The consequences of that situation coming to pass were his issue. Nathan knew they faced life-or-death decisions every time he sent the Bad Company out, and would Christina choose herself if Kai was at risk? No, she would try and save him, and if for some reason Kai couldn’t be revived—like poor Cory’s husband—Christina’s heart would be irrevocably broken.

      He didn’t want any possible future for her that involved losing her vivacious appetite for living.

      Not your choice to make, his conscience offered like the traitor it was. Besides, you’re too late, it continued. Nathan scowled. Traitor conscience or not, he had to find a way to be okay with the fact that his daughter had chosen a partner who would need protecting.

      However the fuck he was supposed to do that.

      The knock when it came was firm and no-nonsense.

      TH, then. Nathan sighed and got up to answer the door. He was surprised to find Kai standing on the porch.

      “Not now, kid,” Nathan told him.

      “Mr. Lowell, please hear me out,” Kai asked when Nathan made to shut the door. “I won’t take a minute of your time.”

      Nathan growled and opened the door all the way to admit Kai, hating that he appreciated the young man’s humble sincerity. “You’ve got one minute.”

      Kai glanced past Nathan, keeping his expression neutral as his gaze swept the mess on the coffee table. “Here is fine.” He dropped his hand to his pocket to touch the ring box when Nathan folded his arms and pinned him with a cold stare. “I’ve done my best to be respectful of your feelings, but I have to put mine and Christina’s future together first. I’m going to ask Christina to marry me. I’d prefer to do so knowing we have your blessing, but if I have to spend a few decades proving you wrong first, so be it. I love her, and I’m going to love her for the rest of my days. That’s what I came here to tell you. I won’t take up any more of your evening. Thank you.”

      He nodded brusquely and turned to leave.

      Nathan saw the hidden steel under Kai’s pleasant exterior, and it finally dawned on him what Christina saw in him. He stopped Kai with a hand on his arm. “Come inside.” He sighed. “It’s about time we talked.”

      Kai was taken aback but did as Nathan asked. He took a seat on the couch Nathan indicated and accepted the beer he handed him without opening it. “All respect, I can’t see that we have much to talk about. You don’t approve of me, and honestly, I can’t see what I can say to change your mind.”

      “You want my blessing, don’t you?” Nathan asked, taking the chair opposite. “This is what it’s going to take to get it. Either give up active duty or do something with all those nanocytes you have swimming around inside you.”

      Kai frowned. “I just had a minor upgrade in the Pod-doc, but that’s not what you mean, is it? I’m willing to listen to your reasoning before I refuse.”

      Nathan put his own unopened beer on the coffee table between them. “I’m talking about you figuring out how not to make a widow of my daughter. Then you’ll have my blessing. I know better than anyone but TH what Bad Company does. I don’t want Christina to be put in the situation of having to choose between your life and hers.”

      Kai rubbed his face with a hand. “I understand where you’re coming from. But honestly? I can’t make this decision right now, and I definitely can’t make it without discussing the consequences with Christina.” He broke into a grin. “You realize Christina is going to lose her shit when she finds out about this?”

      Nathan nodded. “I do. But I stand by my reasons for it. I apologize for the way I’ve treated you, but one day you might find yourself having a similar conversation, and you’ll understand that there’s nothing more terrifying to a man than the man who wants to take his daughter away.”

      Kai leaned over the table and offered Nathan his hand. “We both want Christina to be happy. That we can agree on. How about we start over?”

      Nathan leaned forward and shook Kai’s hand, then opened his beer, indicating that Kai should do the same. “That’s a start, as far as I can see. Tell me about yourself. The background check I did on you was a little loose on details.”

      Much later, there was another knock on the door.

      Nathan opened the door and stepped back when Terry Henry let himself and the case of beer he was carrying in. TH closed the door behind him with an elbow and headed straight out the French doors leading to the deck on the ocean side of the cabin without a word.

      Nathan rolled his head back and sighed, wishing he wasn’t going to feel obligated to talk. “Come on in then, I guess,” he muttered to TH’s back.

      “Get your whiny ass out here,” TH called, hearing him perfectly. “You can help me drink this beer my grandson thought to pick up for me while he was on that operation of yours while you talk about the reason you’re against this wedding.”

      “You’re too late,” Nathan told him, helping himself to one of the hand-labeled bottles. He cracked the top and took a sip, inclining his head in appreciation before taking a seat on the end of the lounger next to TH’s. “Kai came to see me earlier. We came to an understanding.”

      Terry Henry took a long slug of his beer. “An arrangement, huh? I take it you threatened him soundly should he break Christina’s heart. Not that you need to worry about that.”

      “I had considered having him quietly disappear,” Nathan admitted, a sly smile creeping over his face. “But it would have been awkward when you turned up to help me dispose of the body, so I decided to just give the kids my blessing.”

      Terry Henry didn’t credit the joke with his attention. “As long as we’re all on the same page. The wedding is scheduled for two days from now, our women are giving no quarter, and my cries of ‘man down’ have been completely ignored.”

      Nathan winced. “That bad?”

      “Between keeping Christina in the dark and the fittings,” Terry Henry confided, “yes. I can only say that Char packing my dress uniform was a small mercy.”

      Nathan sighed, wishing he hadn’t angered Ecaterina earlier. “Where is Michael in all of this?” he asked, chuckling inwardly at the mental image of Bethany Anne playing Queenzilla until he realized he was going to be subject to her whims as soon as he emerged from the cabin. “Did Kai even get a bachelor party?”

      TH shook his head. “He didn’t want one.”

      Nathan got to his feet. “Well, he’s getting one.” He went inside and called Gabriel’s HUD from his desk, tapping his foot while he waited for him to pick up. “Hey, are you with Kai?”

      “Yeah,” Gabriel replied. “We’re trying to avoid getting roped into hanging ribbons or whatever. It’s been a long day.”

      Nathan chuckled. “I bet. Listen, can you get the guys together without attracting any attention?”

      “That depends,” Gabriel asked with skepticism. “Are you going to put us on pedestals and stick us full of tailor’s pins?”

      Nathan frowned. “Huh?”

      “Like I said, long day,” Gabriel told him.

      “How do poker, beer, and snacks guaranteed to have zero nutritional value sound?” Nathan inquired in an offhand tone.

      “Give me fifteen minutes.”

      “You can have thirty,” Nathan told him. “I need to pick up a couple of things from my ship.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ecaterina returned to the cabin at midmorning the next day. Not because she had any intention of forgiving the stubborn pig she was married to, but because none of the men had shown up for rehearsal that morning, and she needed his help tracking them down.

      The smell of stale alcohol and fried food hit her sensitive nose before she set foot on the path to the cabin door. Ecaterina covered her nose and mouth with her sleeve and approached the cabin with trepidation and more than a little guilt at having left Nathan to drink himself into a stupor.

      She paused at the door, hearing unfamiliar snores from inside.

      Curiosity took over, and Ecaterina went inside to find out if she was mistaken. The cabin was a mess. The surfaces were cluttered with empty beer and liquor bottles and room service trays. It also looked like someone had set up a makeshift wrestling arena in the center of the living area.

      Her investigation of the food processing unit yielded a mod she knew was only available from Bad Company, meaning Nathan. Someone—Nathan again, she presumed—had the unit produce enough of the special liquor that could affect those with nanocytes to knock a vampire on their ass.

      Clearly, she was walking through the aftermath of a guys’ night, which explained the smell, but what about the snoring?

      Ecaterina listened carefully and followed the sounds through the cabin. She found John asleep in the bathtub and Scott and Eric in the hallway leading to the two bedrooms. She turned to go into the kitchen and found Michael feeding beans into the old-fashioned coffee grinder. He offered her a bleary-eyed smile and mumbled something approximating “good morning” as she passed the breakfast table, where Gabriel and Trey were face-down, using their arms as pillows.

      “Good call on the coffee,” she whispered, continuing on to the den, where she found Nathan and Kai fast asleep, propping each other up on the couch.

      Ecaterina smiled and poked Nathan’s knee with her foot. “Wakey-wakey, sleepyhead.”

      Nathan’s nose twitched, and he opened one eye a fraction. “Hey. You don’t look like you’re mad at me anymore. Am I out of the doghouse?”

      “You are out of the doghouse,” Ecaterina told him. “With me. Char? I can’t say.”

      “She’ll forgive you,” Terry Henry called as he passed, dripping wet from his swim in the sea. “But I suggest you find a high-end jeweler if you want her to forget.”

      Kai woke up at the sound of his grandfather’s voice, groaning when his knees collided with the table. “Owww, my head.”

      Terry Henry shook his head at Kai, grinning. “Serves you right for drinking so much, knowing you don’t have the nanocytes to take care of the consequences.”

      Kai massaged his aching head tenderly. “I think surviving how much we all drank last night is proof my nanocytes work just fine.”

      “I hear you.” Nathan clapped him on the back in sympathy, causing Kai’s stomach to turn a somersault. “I think a bear shit in my mouth while I was asleep.”

      Ecaterina shook her head in despair. “Have you all forgotten there is a wedding tomorrow? Up! Shower! Now!” She shooed them out of the den. “There will be time for breakfast if you’re quick getting dressed.”
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      Kai’s nerves skyrocketed when the dunes came into sight in the distance. He slowed, suddenly certain he’d lost the ring.

      Christina stopped walking and looked back at him. “What are you doing?”

      Kai’s fingers brushed the reassuring cube in his pocket and he smiled, holding out his hand for Christina to take. “Admiring my favorite view in the whole universe?”

      Christina laughed. “You can admire it some more while you eat my dust.”

      Kai gave chase as Christina sprinted over the sand with her laughter trailing in her wake. He could never catch her unless she let him.

      Christina showed mercy as the dunes began to rise around them, vanishing from sight, only to spring an ambush on Kai without warning. Kai went down willingly when she t-boned him, using his weight to send them rolling down the dune in a tangle of arms and legs and lips.

      They ended up with Christina straddling Kai, her fingers laced with his.

      Kai looked up at her dusted with sand, her hair wild, and he loved her. “I’m going back into the Pod-doc. I’m going to find out if I can get my Were genes activated.”

      Christina scrambled off him in shock. “What made you come to that decision?” she asked, scrutinizing him. “Where were you last night?”

      Kai grinned. “Would you believe getting blind drunk with your dad?”

      Christina couldn’t suppress her reaction. “How?”

      “I had a little help from your godmother, and your mother, and my grandmother, but in the end, it came down to him understanding that there’s no length I wouldn’t go to for you.” Kai took the ring box from his pocket and opened it, going to one knee. “Our friends and family are waiting on the other side of these dunes for us. Bethany Anne bought out every wedding-related store in the known universe. It’s time.”

      Kai held up the ring. “Christina Bethany Anne Lowell, will you marry me?”

      Christina nodded, tears in her eyes. “Yes. A thousand times, yes.”

      Kai put the ring on her finger and got to his feet. “We have to hurry. The ceremony is in two hours, and your mother and Alexis are waiting for you in your dressing room.”

      “Dressing room?” Christina echoed, captivated by the way the diamond in her ring caught the light. “Wait, you said Bethany Anne was one of the wedding planners? Tell me later.”

      They moved.

      Christina got through a whirlwind of hair and makeup in a daze. Similarly, she browsed the array of dresses Bethany Anne had for her to choose from and picked one on autopilot.

      It mattered what she looked like in her photos, of course, but the important thing was that the insurmountable obstacles to her and Kai’s marriage had been removed.

      She fully intended to get the whole story from Kai—just as soon as she got that ring on his finger and it was too late for her father to change his mind again.

      It was obvious Nathan wasn’t going to change his mind when she met him outside the ballroom and he embraced her, crying without shame. “I’ve got the ship running. It’s not too late.”

      “I’ll be fine, Dad.” Christina waved his fussing off, claiming he’d mess her dress up when it was her eye makeup she was worried about. “But you and I are going to have a conversation if I find out you had anything to do with Kai’s decision to explore becoming a Were.”

      Nathan glanced at the ballroom doors. “Is that the orchestra?” He held out his arm. “Time to go, sweetheart. Kai is waiting to be knocked out by the sight of you in that dress.”

      Christina slipped her arm through Nathan’s. “Thank you for being here for me, Dad.”

      Nathan swallowed a choking sob that contained as much joy as it did sadness at letting Christina go. “You deserve the happiness you held out for. Kai is a good man.”

      Christina lifted her veil and started fanning her eyes to stem the tears and save her makeup. “Dad, stop! I can’t walk down the aisle looking like a panda, for crying out loud.”

      Nathan guided her to the doors, which were opened by two resort workers in tuxedos. “You look beautiful.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands when the doors were opened, and the orchestra switched to a lilting arrangement of the Wedding March.

      Kai turned from his conversation with Bethany Anne, Terry Henry, and Kaeden when Christina entered the room. He suddenly forgot how to draw air, she was so beautiful in her bridal gown, radiating happiness.

      How in the hell had he managed to persuade that ethereal angel to spend her life with him?

      Kaeden nudged him in the ribs, chuckling. “Breathe, son. Can’t take your vows if you’re unconscious.”

      Christina paused at the threshold to gather her composure, taking a moment to be amazed by everyone who had come out to celebrate, by the décor, by Kai looking almost edible in his dark tailcoat and dress trousers. “I can’t believe it’s really happening,” she murmured.

      “Believe it,” Nathan told her lovingly. He met Bethany Anne’s direct gaze and gave her a minute nod as they stepped onto the runner.

      Tina and Alexis fell in behind Christina as she began her procession. Christina didn’t notice. All she saw was Kai.

      Kai took her hands when she arrived at the end of the aisle, too emotional to speak.

      Bethany Anne wiped a tear away and spread her hands in welcome. “We have come together to celebrate the love between Christina and Kai and the path they have chosen to take together. There is no greater power than love. It unites us and holds us together, and without it, we are lost. Join me in wishing them a future filled with hope, happiness—”

      “And plenty of grandchildren.” Char was heard by everyone with enhanced hearing.

      “If that’s what they wish for,” Bethany Anne agreed as the chuckles ebbed. She glanced at the couple, who were still holding hands, gazing at each other through Christina’s veil. “Do we have the rings?”

      Kaeden and Tina stepped forward and handed the rings to Christina and Kai.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Then let’s begin. Do you, Christina Bethany Anne Lowell, take this man, Kailin Walton, to be your husband?”

      Christina nodded, her voice breathy as she spoke. “I do.”
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      THANK YOU for reading our story!  We have a few of these planned, but we don’t know if we should continue writing and publishing without your input. Options include leaving a review, reaching out on Facebook to let us know, and smoke signals.

      Frankly, smoke signals might get misconstrued as low hanging clouds, so you might want to nix that idea..

      The Queen is back in the Federation, and she isn’t willing to take prisoners. You need to see the enemy for who they are, then get off of your ass and help or get out of the way. Anything else will get you bitch-slapped upside the head.

      Or your head is slapped right off your body. That would hurt… Well, for a micro-second.

      Bethany Anne is dealing with her children being all grown up, and she is dealing with it. Unfortunately, she is also pushing a lot of emotions under the covers. I have to ask the question, “How many recognize that she lost many years of motherhood to these damned Kurtherians?”

      I do.

      The responsibility to make the right decision never stops the anguish of the loss in our lives, and it won’t in hers. We might not see it play out like a Baba Yaga situation, since she does have her children, but somehow, someway, BA will have to have a moment of sadness as she closes the door on holding her daughter or grabbing her son when they were young.

      The sadness is shared.

      

      Diary week of March 29th to April 4th, 2020

      Someone help me. I’m starting to look at Blender and Unreal Engine 04.

      I shouldn’t be doing this!

      When LMBPN LLC was formed, it was always about becoming an entertainment company, one that started with books but was able to expand from there.

      So far, we have expanded to audio and translations. We have over two hundred of our stories in audio books as LMBPN Publishing, and hundreds more on the way from partners such as Dreamscape, Podium, and Tantor Publishing.

      We have over twenty (20) German-translated books and will publish another twenty-plus translations this year alone.  (Go Jens and team!)

      But, I’ve been working on projects using 3D assets for a few years, knowing that somewhere in the future, I want our company to be at least producing short animations. Now, with so little to focus on outside of being home, I am looking at all sorts of opportunities.

      And I shouldn’t.

      Every good business needs to be able to focus and focus hard on what they do. So, for me, I need to focus on continuing to build our authors, series, backlist etc. etc. and not personally get down into the nitty-gritty working on the software.

      However, I am sliding back to my roots. You see, before all of my writing books and publishing, I was a programmer, and before that a creative artist (wannabe – I couldn’t draw a straight line without a ruler to save myself.) I just downloaded the latest Blender software to my laptop last night. Then, in a crisis of concern, I shut it down after about two minutes of playing and went back to YouTube videos.

      I can’t afford to play with the software. If I do, I will look up in a few days and realize I am the backlog in the company.

      <Sniff.>

      During this time of isolation, I am playing with all kinds of technology, dreaming up where I will drive LMBPN towards in the future, and how we will provide you our readers with new ways to engage with our stories, our characters, and each other.

      I have no plans for building games (I’ll let other companies work that angle), but everything else is still on the table. We have over a hundred days of books in the pipeline. Our authors, artists, ops team, editing team, and social teams are hard at work to make sure you have the new stories you want to get lost in.

      Then, in the future, I want to bring those stories and those characters to you in new ways. LMBPN’s tagline is “Disruptive Imagination.”

      Why?

      Because I like to blow shit up. The same-ol’-same-ol’ doesn’t work for me. I get bored.

      And now, I’m bored in real life, too.

      So, let me stretch for a moment and then imagine I’m handing you something as you hear me say, “Here, hold my beer…”

      The future is just getting started.

      I am grateful to you, our readers, who consume our books.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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      Temple of the Ascension Path, Three Months Before Bethany Anne Departed Devon

      The public atrium of the temple was filled almost to capacity with supplicants and messengers from all over Gödel’s empire. The only sounds came from shuffling feet and the odd murmured acknowledgment as the people in line moved steadily toward the ornately carved stone doors of the throne room.

      The Chosen were not needed to hold the supplicants back from the throne room. Nobody wanted to be next to displease the goddess, and those who were desperate enough to seek her mercy thought twice about disobeying protocol when they saw the Etheric-powered weaponry the Chosen carried.

      
        
          [image: ]
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      As she sat on the throne, the absolute ruler of the Ascension path observed the need for holding court with the bare minimum of patience. The balance skewed farther in humanity’s favor with every report she received informing her of another insult to her godhood.

      The Federation was all but closed to her, and the backdoors she’d planted so carefully had been discovered. How much more bad news would she have to bear? Someone in the crowd outside her throne room was carrying a weight so heavy she felt their despair clearly.

      She touched the mind of the supplicant and summoned him to the throne room. The neuro-suppressant she had taken that morning diverted her emotional reaction to the familiarity she felt on contact with the broken mind of one of her generals.

      Curious as to why he was approaching her from the public area instead of waiting in the war room with the other commanders of her military she’d summoned, Gödel watched dispassionately as the general came forward and was blocked by the two Chosen guarding the throne room door. The Chosen forming an avenue along the thick carpet leading to the dais crossed their staffs, cutting the general off from the throne.

      “Let him pass,” Gödel commanded. Veiled or not, her mood was made clear by the aura of red light emanating from her and spilling down the dais steps as she spoke.

      The Chosen stepped back and resumed their positions on either side of the carpet leading to the dais as the unfortunate entered the throne room.

      His previously vibrant red skin was ashen and cracked with burn scars, his glossy black hair limp and dull. He walked the gauntlet without so much as a glance at the Chosen. His demeanor was that of a man walking to the gallows with full acceptance of his fate.

      The penitent general reached the end of the carpet and sank to his knees, pressing his forehead to the cold marble while he waited for permission to speak.

      Gödel pushed disappointment in her voice. “We had such hopes for you when we bestowed upon you the name ‘Phraim-‘Eh.’ We were wrong to put our trust in you.”

      The general’s words were halting, strained. His effort to repress his emotions showed in his taught shoulders. “My Goddess, you see all. I have failed you. The seeds I sowed to spread the word of Ascension were destroyed. Your following has been disbanded across the Chain galaxy , and the galaxy’s leaders have sworn allegiance to the Federation. I am here to offer you my life. Death has taken everything else.”

      Gödel studied the primitive whose name she hadn’t bothered to learn. He was now Phraim-‘Eh, in memory of the clan she’d destroyed to gain power. Even gods had to atone.

      The general’s tears pooled on the floor as he confessed his failings. Gödel considered accepting what was offered and moving on to the next petition. She knew about the AI Reynolds from her spies inside the Federation and had been expecting a representative from the Chain galaxy to arrive, believing Phraim-‘Eh to be dead.

      This servant’s heart was open before her, his fear of being denied Ascension overriding everything. It almost made her feel pity for him.

      Almost.

      His kind could walk the path for eternity and never know glory. His species and others like them were chattel, created to serve those able to walk the path. Humanity’s rise to power was a direct result of why allowing the unworthy to walk the path had been made heresy.

      Only the exalted could Ascend, but Gödel was willing to look upon her false promises as a logical evil. Morality was a tool used to control the short-lived. She was bound by no law, no edict, save to destroy Death and restore balance.

      Gödel found herself hesitating as he described his journey to reach her. In the end, it was a simple matter of not wasting a resource. Phraim-‘Eh had been a good and faithful servant until Death had sent the AI—an AI!—to his territory and infected the people there with the human ideals of cooperation and Justice.

      Was this Death’s latest plot? Gödel wondered in an almost-lucid moment. To undermine our confidence to the point where we strip ourself of our allies?

      She would have been impressed if she’d thought of it first.

      Phraim-‘Eh completed his report without asking for a reprieve for his failure. He remained with his face pressed to the floor as Gödel got to her feet and descended the dais’ steps.

      Gödel crouched and laid a hand on her faithful servant’s head. “Do you wish to regain your place upon the path?”

      Phraim-‘Eh replied without moving, “More than life, Your Holiness. But I have failed already. I despair, for I am not worthy.”

      Gödel read his mind and found genuine devotion, not just to the path, but to her person. “You are a true servant, and for that, you will be rewarded.” She soothed Phraim-‘Eh with a pulse of warm energy that healed his wounds. “Do not despair. There is always a way back to the Path. We are here to guide the fallen.”

      Phraim-‘Eh stopped sobbing. He kept his face to the floor, not daring to look up in Gödel’s presence. “Tell me what I have to do, My Goddess. Whatever it is.”

      “Open your mouth,” Gödel instructed. She pierced her fingertip with her thumbnail and squeezed three drops of blood into Phraim-‘Eh’s mouth when he obeyed.

      Gödel straightened and walked back to her throne. She resumed her seat, smoothing out the creases in her robe before speaking again. “You will go to the Federation before it is closed for good. You will deny Our existence and the existence of all Kurtherians. You will convince those you encounter that Death is the true enemy.”

      This shocked Phraim-‘Eh. “My Goddess. Your inevitability. Yours is the only truth. I don’t understand.” He remembered himself. “Not that it matters. It is not mine to know.”

      Gödel lifted her veil, and the Chosen averted their eyes. She waved a finger and Phraim-‘Eh’s head snapped up to meet her glowing gaze. “You are correct; it is not. Your only purpose is to serve the path.”

      She let the impact of her words settle before continuing, “Do you accept your duty?”

      “I swear I will not fail you again, Your Holiness,” he stuttered in relief at being given another chance.

      “See that you do not,” Gödel replied. “Open your mind.”

      Phraim-‘Eh screamed when Gödel ripped into his mind. His screams died when his consciousness fled to avoid the pain of being rearranged. Gödel paid him no attention, her focus on giving him the ability to compel others while she removed all trace of his connection to her. She filled the gaps in his memory with constructs designed to hide her intent for him while driving him on to enact it.

      Gödel replaced her veil, then summoned her generals as two of her Chosen picked up the unconscious Phraim-‘Eh and took him to the room adjacent to her chambers to recover.

      The generals arrived a few moments later. They knelt at the foot of the dais and waited for their goddess to make her latest proclamation.

      “You may rise,” Gödel commanded. She scanned their minds as a matter of course and found no treachery lurking, not that she had expected to find anything but devotion. Loyal to a fault, these former outcasts had conquered their respective civilizations in her name. “You know why you have been summoned. The Chain galaxy is lost. Death has begun to reach beyond her borders. The time has come to mobilize.”
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      Federation Space, Planet Serenity, Northern Continent, (Present Day)

      Bethany Anne crouched next to Michael behind a tangle of bushes at the edge of a marshy spot, her attention on the herd grazing without a care on the plain in the near distance.

      She glanced at Alexis and Gabriel fifty feet to her left, then at Nathan and Ecaterina in wolf form fifty feet along from the twins, and Izanami and Kaeden the same distance to her right. Terry Henry and Char were in position on the other side of the herd as per Michael’s instructions, along with Christina and Kai, and Reynolds and Jiya in their pairs.

      The plan was simple: their two teams acting as beaters would startle the herd into stampeding, then keep them moving along the planned route through the mountains some ten miles southwest.

      John, Gabrielle, Darryl, Eric, and Scott were lying in wait inside the honeycomb canyons that stood between them and the processing facility. Once the animals were delivered to it, they would be humanely killed, and their meat processed and sent to the Baba Yaga and SD Reynolds.

      Michael’s rules had originally stated no modern weapons they couldn’t make themselves. As a concession to Gabriel’s immediate manifestation of a compound bow, some of the beaters were waiting on four paws for the signal from the canyon where Scott was positioned. TH had been allowed to keep his Mameluke, and the rest of his group had a blade apiece. Christina had a key role to play. She had no weapon and remained in human form for the moment.

      The resort workers have put a lot of thought into this, Bethany Anne commented to Michael.

      The arrangements were thorough, Michael replied, his attention on the herd.

      Bethany Anne gave silent thanks to the animals who were about to give their lives to feed her people. A thrill of anticipation ran down her spine as she contemplated the challenge ahead. Even though these animals had been cloned for food purposes and grown to adulthood in a lab, they’d been roaming wild in the biodome since. Playing medieval cowboy isn’t the worst way to spend quality time together, and I know the crews will be happy to hear they have fresh meat to supplement their diets.

      You mean, Etheric shepherds, Michael replied, his concentration on controlling the wind to keep their scents away from the herd until they were ready to spook them. We should really be on horseback if we’re cowboys. For authenticity.

      If you wanted to be authentic, we should be carried on litters and fed peeled grapes while our legions of underlings do all the work,” Bethany Anne told him with a grin. Besides, we would spook horses that hadn’t been reared with us. What’s the deal with the herd? I’ve never seen cows that big.

      You still haven’t. These are aurochs. Michael’s amusement came over their mental link clearly. When I explained the purpose of the hunt to the coordinators as being both an educational experience and a chance to stock our ships with fresh meat to last the remainder of our voyage, they informed me that they could modify the aurochs’ genetics to produce animals with higher muscle mass.

      Gabriel’s mental whistle cut in. Cool. Is that the reason they’re so aggressive?

      No, Michael replied. Aurochs were widespread on Earth until they went extinct. They’re naturally inclined to defend their young from everything from wolves and bears to lions and hyenas, and they have no predators in here. That means we can expect them to fight back when we get close.

      I see the signal, Alexis cut in, spotting a plume of fire in the far distance.

      Bethany Anne saw it too. “Everyone on comm, check in.”

      A chorus of clicks met her order. She nodded at Nathan and Ecaterina as the twins held themselves still, ready to react. Noticing that Izanami was quiet, she met the AI’s gaze. “Is everything okay with your body?”

      Izanami tilted her head. “Yes. I am tracking the transponders in the herd.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Make sure we don’t lose any. Okay, everyone. Our resident arsonist has sent the signal.

      “That’s my cue.” Michael shifted the wind direction, sending their scents toward the herd.

      The aurochs lifted their heads, alerted to danger, then bellowed, bunching together as they turned to face the threat.

      “GO!” Bethany Anne commanded. “But remember, the goal is to get the herd moving, not to turn the plain into the planet’s largest open-air abattoir.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem without Peter here,” John replied.

      Gabriel made a throwaway dinosaur comment that was met with a groan from Michael as they broke cover. Everyone in human form yelled and waved their arms to make themselves appear larger as they ran toward the herd, while the Weres howled to make their presence known.

      The herd was offended by the small, loud creatures intruding on their feeding ground. They charged, throwing up a rolling cloud of dust as their hooves tore up the plain.

      Bethany Anne held back for the moment. They wanted the herd motivated to move, not scared to death where they stood. “Christina, you’re up.”

      Christina shifted mid-stride in reaction to the oncoming stampede. The dust cloud suddenly changed direction when the scent of a Pricolici hit their flared nostrils, speaking with primal urgency to their survival instincts.

      Not caring what was giving chase, the aurochs collided with each other as they gave their single-minded focus to putting distance between them and the predators on their heels.

      The thunder of hundreds of hooves shook the ground as the herd put the wind at their backs, and the pursuit was on.

      Bethany Anne’s hair whipped her face as she and Michael ran across the plain at the center of the loose line. The challenge was in keeping pressure on the herd without getting close enough that they figured the humans weren’t a threat.

      Nathan and Ecaterina sprinted ahead on the left, Char and Christina on the right, working in their pairs to make the prospect of breaking away from the path unattractive to the aurochs.

      Bethany Anne kept tabs on everyone’s position as they approached the first chance the herd had to split. She called a slowdown of the pursuit when lush grass gave way to stony ground that rose and fell, becoming increasingly rougher the closer they got to the mountains.

      The beaters drove the herd toward the first pass, where Scott and Darryl were perched on a ledge, waiting to limit the herd's entry to the canyon trails. All but the path that would take them to Eric and John’s position above the rapids had been cut off by piles of wood and tangled dry brush they’d collected and stacked to block them.

      Darryl and Scott hurled fire and lightning at the trails they needed to block when the rolling dust cloud came into view. They remained on the ledge as the herd thundered onto the only trail that wasn’t blocked by a wall of flames.

      Michael waved for them to join the beaters after the herd had passed. He took the lead as Bethany Anne broke off and stepped into the Etheric to get to her position at the next obstacle.

      A minor tremor distracted Bethany Anne for a split second as she exited the Etheric by the river. She dismissed it as coming from the stampede and drew on the Etheric as she hit the ground running.

      Eric’s shield would hold the rapids back, but Bethany Anne had to physically shift the water first. John had his eye on the abandoned construction scattered around the bank of the wash. “We should move some of that, use it to funnel them to the place we want them to cross.”

      “We have three minutes,” Bethany Anne called over the comm, squinting into the afternoon sky to get a view of Eric’s and John’s positions high up on the canyon wall.

      “Coming down,” John replied.

      “What he said,” Eric concurred.

      Bethany Anne pulled on the Etheric and cleared the trail with a wave. Then she turned to the rapids. Unrestricted by the laws of gravity, she forced the water up and over, forming an arch that rose halfway up the canyon wall before hitting the riverbed again a hundred or so meters downstream.

      The water threw out violent splashes as Bethany Anne halted and then diverted its flow. Taking control was the easy part. Keeping control required teamwork.

      She looked over her shoulder at the guys. “Eric, you’re up.”

      Eric created a forcefield, its inverted half-pipe shape cupping the underside of the water and creating a channel for the rapids to pass over, while Bethany Anne directed the water's landing to restrict the herd’s ability to scatter as they crossed the wash.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes were on the trail as she held back the water. “We have incoming.”

      The rolling dust cloud faltered as the herd came upon the remains of previous guests’ efforts to bridge the river and slowed, mistrustful of the unnatural constructions littering the ground on either side of the trail and the rising water ahead. The frontrunners were shoved unceremoniously toward the wash by the animals at the rear.

      Bethany Anne groaned when they balked, bunching up and pushing back.

      John was ready. He closed his eyes as he reached out with his mind. “Can’t say I ever thought I’d be doing something like this.” Ignoring the frustrated bellows of the aurochs, he dug deep and filled his mental voice with all the authority he owned. Stop bruising my steak and MOVE YOUR ASSES!

      The frontrunners decided moving forward was their only option when the beaters’ arrival encouraged them to obey John’s command.

      Hesitantly at first, they led the others through the tunnel of water.

      The canyon walls shook from the herd’s hoofbeats. Bethany Anne waved everyone through after the herd before she and Eric dropped their control of the river.

      The cattle drive continued through the canyons and out of the other side of the mountain range. The herd scattered as the final canyon on the route opened up into another wide, grassy plain. The twins and Christina and Kai spread out to form a loose barrier, aiming to steer the aurochs in the direction they wanted them to go.

      They were nearing the site of the meat processing facility when another tremor shook the ground.

      Bethany Anne felt it that time, as did everyone else. She looked up and saw a bright light.

      “Who is attacking the biodome?” Michael demanded.

      “Not just the biodome,” Izanami informed them. “The whole planet is under attack by what I can barely describe as a fleet.”

      Bethany Anne spat a string of curses as the herd was driven into a frenzy by another impact on the dome. The ground shook, and even Christina wasn’t enough to convince the aurochs to stick around.

      Bethany Anne ran to grab Alexis, shouting into the comm to be heard over the cacophony. “Fun’s over, everyone. Get ready for another stampede!”

      “Get ready to drive the cattle to the meat processing facility,” Michael ordered, taking control as Bethany Anne and Alexis disappeared into the Etheric.

      “What’s the play?” Alexis asked as the mists closed around them.

      Bethany Anne pointed out the exit she created ahead of them as they ran. “We have no choice but to scare the shit out of them,” she conceded. “I’m counting on you to keep control of your power. Scaring them to death is a real possibility if you push too much fear.”

      Alexis nodded as she kept pace with Bethany Anne. “You’ve got it. Won’t the cortisone spike sour the meat?”

      Bethany Anne didn’t know, and there wasn’t time to debate it. “We’re out of options. We need to get to the upper atmosphere and stop the attack.”

      Alexis shrugged, then grinned and flourished her hand. “After you.”

      “This is where we split up.” Bethany Anne sprinted a short way and stepped out a few hundred feet from the oncoming bovine wave.

      She saw Alexis was in place. “Start slow,” she instructed over the comm. “Then ramp it up fast until they get the message.”

      “Now?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands to focus her effort. “Now.”

      The herd was too panicked to see the two women standing in the middle of the plain. The instinct to escape the unknown danger above drove them. However, the nameless fear they had experienced so far was nothing compared to the absolute clarity of the certainty thatwhat hit them as they thundered toward Bethany Anne and Alexis.

      This way lies death. They felt it in their bones.

      It took all of three minutes for the animals to reach full speed in the direction of the meat processing facility, two more for them to come back under the guidance of Michael and the others, and five more for the resort’s ranch workers, who had headed out from the facility when the attack began, to reach them.

      Bethany Anne waved off the apologies the ranchers made for their experience being brought to an abrupt end, explaining that the attack was likely to be on her rather than the resort, and thanking the ranchers for taking over the cattle drive.

      Once the herd was under control, it was a matter of being beamed back to the ships via the transporter and figuring out what the fuck was going on.

      Bethany Anne made straight for her ready room on arriving onboard the Baba Yaga. She took a seat at her desk, activated her holoscreen, and called for Izanami.

      The AI appeared in her hard-light form. “As I told you, there are a number of private ships, mostly unregistered, attacking the planet.”

      “Well, have they identified themselves?” Bethany Anne demanded.

      “Not yet,” Izanami replied. “However, I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to assume this is the kickback we were expecting from dispersing Isaiah’s cell.”

      Michael entered the ready room and claimed the seat across from Bethany Anne. “I happen to agree with Izanami. However, not one of those ships has any weapons capable of doing real damage to Serenity’s planetary security. If anything, they are providing a light show the guests won't soon forget while proving the resort is secure. It’s good publicity.”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized her husband. “Why aren’t you spitting fire? You can't tell me you aren’t frustrated about our family time being interrupted.”

      Michael nodded. “Of course I am, but I hardly think the pawns of the person responsible for interrupting said family time are an adequate target for my ire. This isn’t the eighteenth century.”

      He frowned. “This is a difficult situation. These people believe they are taking the honorable road. They are willing to fight and die because they have been made to believe you are a danger to their way of life.”

      Bethany Anne sighed and waved her hand. “All right. Fine. Izanami, give the order to scupper their ships and have the FDG come in to take care of the arrests. Let the justice system deal with them.”

      Izanami conveyed the order to the fleet and turned to Bethany Anne and Michael with a mischievous smile. “Tell me I can do some scuppering,” she pleaded. “Those jackasses deserve to have their sorry meatsacks kicked from here to High Tortuga.”

      Bethany Anne returned her smile. “You can have your body join the crew for the operation.”

      Izanami’s aura rippled. “There might be an issue with that.”

      Michael fixed her with a stare. “Where is your body right now?”

      If Izanami had the grace to simulate a blush, they couldn’t tell. “I’m aboard the Reynolds with Reynolds and Jiya.”

      

      QGE Gemini

      Alexis knocked on the door of Isaiah’s quarters. The former cult leader answered almost immediately. “This is a disaster. They’re reacting to the video, I know it.”

      “We could use your help identifying the leaders of this attack,” Alexis told him. “Panicking won’t help anyone.” She felt sorry for him. Isaiah had lost all his confidence when his righteous cause was revealed to be an illusion fed into his mind by a Kurtherian.

      Isaiah looked at her, his face creased with worry. “I’ve been tracking the ships with Gemini’s help. I can’t say I recognize any of them.”

      Alexis grabbed his sleeve and tugged him toward the ops room. “That’s okay. My mother wants you present when she brings the cell leader here for debriefing.”

      Isaiah shuddered, recalling the deep shock of having the scales lifted from his eyes. He hurried to keep pace with Alexis. “How many ships are still fighting?”

      Alexis waved a hand. “Enough to annoy my mother. They have no business here.” She stalked into the elevator ahead of Isaiah as Gemini opened the doors for them.

      Isaiah was quiet as they descended two levels to the ops room. He wandered over to stand by the viewing window, staring out at the battle. “Why aren’t we being attacked?” he asked, turning to look at Alexis and Gabriel.

      “We’re cloaked,” Gabriel told him. “Alexis thinks we can make an educated guess as to which of those ships has the cell leader on it. Our parents will take that ship, and the fight will be over soon after.”

      Isaiah shook his head. “I don’t know about that. This cell is clearly more organized than mine was. Just look at how many ships they have. They’re just as likely to keep fighting.”

      Alexis smiled. “Trust us, we know what we’re doing.” She touched the Etheric comm she was wearing. “Double Trouble calling Caveman.”

      Michael’s reply was curt. “Callsigns are hardly necessary, Alexis. Is Isaiah prepared?”

      “He will be in a minute,” Alexis replied. “I’m giving you a heads-up. He doesn’t think the cell will back off if we take their leader.”

      “Then they will live to regret that decision,” Michael stated. “Be ready.”

      Alexis grinned. “Ten-four, Caveman. Double Trouble out.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck Armory

      Michael raised an eyebrow at Bethany Anne as he fastened his gauntlets. “Remind me again why we had children?”

      Bethany Anne flicked her hair back to avoid an unplanned haircut as she sheathed her katanas in her back harness. “If you’re thinking about getting a refund, it’s a bit late.”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Are you going to be snarky the whole time?”

      “Me, snarky?” Bethany Anne slid her Jean Dukes Specials into the holsters her light armor formed for the purpose. More webbing banded her thighs, waist, and back, holding night-night grenades. “Well, excuse me for being in a shitty mood because the only family time we’ve been able to work out in nine months just got interrupted by a bunch of brainwashed ass-funguses.”

      Michael sighed. “Gabrielle has the Bitches bringing the ringleaders to the Gemini. I’ll meet you there. Try not to kill them all. Please?”

      Bethany Anne shot him a dark look. “I’m pissed. That doesn’t mean I’ll go on a rampage.”

      She skipped through the Etheric without waiting for Michael’s reply, exiting on the bridge of the Grandiose, where she found seven humans armed with pistols and flare guns.

      They reacted poorly when Bethany Anne appeared from thin air, drawing their weapons without regard for the risks that came with firing ballistics in a pressurized environment.

      Bethany Anne swept a hand to disarm the crew with a controlled burst of energy. She pointed at the man who was clearly the captain. “You. Who put you up to this?”

      The captain’s cool fractured as he lost control of the situation. His eyes shifted between Bethany Anne and the dropped weapons. He was clearly afraid. However, his fear did not overwhelm his sense of duty.

      He moved to stand in front of his crew and dropped to his knees. “I’m acting of my own free will, on behalf of the Federation I believe in. I am responsible for the actions of my crew. We were warned you would kill us. Do your worst, but spare them. I beg of you.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “I really hate it when my husband is right. On your feet. We’re leaving.”

      His mask of acceptance twisted into confusion, but he obeyed.

      Bethany Anne took him through the Etheric to the cargo bay on the Gemini the twins had converted to a brig.

      Gabriel took custody of the captain without a word and led him over to the cells constructed by Alexis from Etheric energy.

      Bethany Anne nodded to her children before heading back into the Etheric to the next ship.
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      QGE Gemini

      Alexis studied her hands, concentrating on adding another cell onto the Etheric construct she’d built along the cargo bay wall to separate the cultists, while K’aia and Trey worked on identifying the prisoners in the cells she’d completed.

      At six feet by six feet, they weren’t comfortable, but neither was Alexis at having a bunch of terrorists on her ship.

      Gabriel secured the prisoner Bethany Anne had delivered, then made his way to the table. His attempt at checking on his sister was diverted first by Michael, then Gabrielle and Eric arriving from the Etheric with the captains of two more ships.

      Alexis pointed at the two new cells without opening her eyes. “That way.”

      Gabrielle looked around after securing the protesting captains in their temporary homes. “Nice setup you have here.”

      The prisoners disagreed vociferously.

      Alexis wrinkled her nose and threw up a soundproof barrier between her team and the cells. “It’s all we could do at short notice. I’m thinking we should convert it for real since we keep getting into situations where we have a bunch of bad guys to transport.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Michael agreed.

      Gabrielle threw an elbow into Michael’s side. “It’s weird hearing you advocate anything other than ‘kill them all and let God sort them out.’”

      Michael put a hand on each of his children’s shoulders. “There is a time to kill and a time to show mercy. I regret that it took becoming a father to understand the difference, but I have nothing but pity for these people.”

      Alexis nodded. “Killing them would make us the monsters they’ve been tricked into believing we are. This is a liberation effort.”

      Gabriel eyed the prisoners skeptically. “They deserve a chance to be set straight. If they continue to derail Mom's efforts to protect everyone, I won’t cry over their corpses.”

      Michael murmured his agreement. “If it comes to that.”

      Eric snorted. “The apples don’t fall far from the tree, restraint or not.”

      Alexis grinned. “I have faith Mom will find a solution before we run out of space in the cargo bay.”

      

      Unregistered Ship

      John was caught by surprise when Bethany Anne appeared in the corridor beside him. “Dammit, BA! I could have shot you.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Unlikely. Gotcha.”

      He re-aimed his Jean Dukes Special at the corridor ahead and resumed his slow walk toward the lab where the crew had holed up.

      “What have we got?” Bethany Anne asked.

      John gave her the short version. “I came out of the Etheric in the mess hall, and the crew scattered. They’ve reconvened in that hydroponics lab.” He indicated a door with the barrel of his weapon.

      Bethany Anne followed his gesture and locked eyes with someone peering through the slats of the window blind beside the door. “This looks to be the cell leader's ship.”

      The eyes vanished. A few seconds later, the lights dropped out, replaced by flashing orange emergency lights.

      Bethany Anne had a sinking feeling she knew what was coming next. “Helmet on,” she told John, her fingers automatically going for the buttons on her collar as the bulkheads were sealed and metal shutters slammed down over every window and door in the corridor.

      John instructed his armor's EI to seal him in. “You think they’re going to remove the air or poison it?”

      “Yes,” Bethany Anne replied. “See the emergency airlock? If they can’t kill us with whatever gas just started coming out of the air duct, I’m pretty sure they’ll vent the corridor.”

      John scowled as the EI told him the gas was chlorine. “If I didn’t know healing it would be a bitch, I’d be tempted to walk in there with my skin melting off just to scare the shit out of them.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at him. “Can’t you just make them think they’re seeing that? If you can conceal yourself, altering your appearance should be just as easy.”

      She grinned, seeing the lightbulb go off in his mind. “Come on, we should get moving before they realize we’re not dying.”

      

      SD Reynolds, Bridge

      Izanami accepted the high-five from Jiya as another cultist ship was taken out of action without killing the crew.

      “Twelve down, twenty-three to go,” Reynolds enthused.

      Geroux spun her chair in glee. “Who would have thought to combine the transporter with the comm beam to send shutdown sequences directly into their systems?” she cackled joyfully. “Hacking for the win!”

      Reynolds smiled at Izanami. “Thanks to you.”

      Izanami smiled back. Her suggestion that they modify the transporter technology to send data and Reynolds’ subsequent offer to pool their available processing capability to expedite the process had led to the two AIs creating a shared network to do the heavy lifting in. “It was a team effort. I am able to process my emotional inputs, thanks to your help.”

      Jiya smiled at the exchange, unaware that she was only seeing a small part of it.

      Izanami noticed the dreamy expression on the first officer’s face and held back the snarky comment that was about to escape her mouth.

      While Jiya was thinking how sweet it was that her captain appeared to have found the connection he’d been looking for with Athena—the other female-identifying AI they’d encountered—Reynolds and Izanami were exchanging data containing their thoughts and memories at a dizzying speed while continuing to attack the cultists’ ships.

      Is Jiya okay? Izanami asked Reynolds. Her micro-expressions indicate she is hallucinating.

      She is being decidedly organic, Reynolds replied.

      Izanami drew a blank. How so?

      Reynolds shared his memories of the crew’s reaction to his interest in Athena. She is daydreaming, likely influenced by her taste in entertainment.

      He opened a new thread and sent a slew of images from holovid productions that had romantic themes in common.

      Izanami dismissed the meme once she’d gained context from it. So, not something we can blame Tactical for.

      No. Reynolds’ reply contained amusement. The blame falls entirely on Alexis, I’m afraid.

      Izanami sent him her recollection of a conversation she’d had with a much younger Alexis about the differences and similarities between organic and artificial decision-making processes. Alexis is a hopeless romantic. The state is contagious, I take it?

      She will get over it, Reynolds assured her.

      “Three more down!” Jiya cheered.

      

      Unregistered Ship, Hydroponics Lab

      John tore the metal shutter from its tracks and Bethany Anne ducked through the door ahead of him, ready to throw up a containment field if they were shot at.

      The crew was nowhere to be seen, leading Bethany Anne to conclude the lab went farther back than she’d first assumed. Her hunch was right. They left the lab and entered a long, high-ceilinged grow room.

      The lights were set to the night part of their cycle, making it difficult to tell the shadows from the rows of plants growing from floor to ceiling on racks and poles. Bethany Anne gestured for John to check the left-hand side of the room while she searched the right.

      Barely ten seconds after they’d split up, John spoke into her mind when he came across a tripwire in the center of the row. I’ve got a boobytrap.

      Bethany Anne made her way to him. They examined the device the tripwire was connected to, which was in turn connected to barrels of fertilizer stacked beneath the device.

      A strip of metal ran from the barrels. John pointed out where it connected to a thicker strip of the same metal embedded in the floor the length of the row. Keep your eye out for more wires. These fuckers think they’re smart.

      They are smart, Bethany Anne replied, nudging an abandoned toolbox with her toe. They set this up after we boarded, so they’re also calm under pressure.

      She relayed ADAM’s explanation that the tripwire would have sparked the fertilizer, which in turn would have ignited the strips of magnesium. The sprinklers going off would have created a fireball. If we were unenhanced, this would have burned us to a crisp. I’m not worried about them hurting us, I’m concerned we’ll have to hurt them to subdue them.

      John knew that tone. You think they’ll work for you?

      Once we’ve fixed the brainwashing issue, why not? Bethany Anne vanished into the Etheric.

      John had a moment to wonder where she’d gone, then her head reappeared.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. Are you going to just stand there all day?

      John shrugged and followed Bethany Anne into the Etheric. She’d run ahead, so he sprinted after her.

      “Where are we going?” he asked when they’d gone far beyond the hull of the cultist ship.

      “To the Gemini,” Bethany Anne informed him. “Where I’m going to have Reynolds and Izanami beam the cultists directly into the brig. Taking away their leaders isn’t enough. The only way I’m going to get through to them is to free them as a group.”

      

      QGE Gemini, Brig

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric and strode over to Alexis. “Let them go, but keep them separate from us for the moment.”

      Gabriel reached out to everyone still working on capturing the cultists and told them about the change of plan.

      Alexis’ eyes widened but she created a new barrier, effectively splitting the cargo bay in two. She then dropped the construction effort and freed the captains from their cells while Bethany Anne spoke to Izanami and Reynolds. “What’s your plan?”

      The arrival of the boobytrapping crew answered her question. They looked around in shock, and one woman pointed out Bethany Anne and John. “I told you it was her!”

      Bethany Anne mentally christened her “Captain Lab Coat” for the moment. Names would come later.

      More arrivals via the transporter stalled the reaction of the other cultists. They gathered at the barrier, furious about being diverted from their goals.

      Alexis looked at them with barely-controlled disdain. “What did you expect to do against our ships?” she demanded. “Be grateful we aren’t what you say we are, or you’d all be space-cicles.”

      That gave a few of them food for thought until others pointed out they were still prisoners.

      “That could be because you’re still acting like assholes,” Alexis retorted.

      Bethany Anne interceded. “That’s enough, Alexis.” She turned to face the barrier. “She’s right. Think about that.”

      Michael arrived sans cultists a moment later. “What’s going on?” he asked Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne held her thumb and forefinger a few millimeters apart. “I’m this close to losing my shit. Most of these people should be at QT2 working for Jean or on Devon training for the raid.”

      She approached the barrier. The cultists watched her in mistrustful silence.

      Bethany Anne skimmed their minds, searching for evidence of the same interference they’d found in Isaiah’s mind, but found nothing out of the ordinary.

      Her blood boiled at the realization. “This ends now.”

      Bethany Anne’s voice echoed in the enclosed space, and the volume of energy that rolled off her shook the ship with its intensity. The cultists shrank back, affected by the wave of anger.

      Captain Lab Coat, who had been brave enough to point Bethany Anne out, spoke up again. “You win again, but more will come. You won’t get away with your sick plans. The Federation is stronger than any dictator. We will overcome.”

      “What you need to overcome is the idea that Bethany Anne is the enemy,” Michael stated. He singled out a group whose lab coats gave their profession away. “What scholars you must be, to be qualified to dismiss our history as propaganda despite not having lived through the events. What critical thinkers to believe the lies of your real enemy without examining the veracity or context of the information they’re feeding you. What heroes, to attack the very people who have moved heaven and Earth to provide you with comfort and freedom.”

      That set the cultists off, arguing that their freedoms had been curtailed by Operation Security Blanket, most asserting their belief that the CEREBRO network was a prison they were being forced into.

      Bethany Anne resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the tired repetition of anti-Empire rhetoric the majority of the crews spouted.

      In truth, she wished their delusion was reality and she’d had the opportunity to use her long lifetime nurturing the utopia she’d dreamed of instead of fighting one battle after another to free people from tyranny.

      The cultists didn’t know what true suffering was. Bethany Anne reminded herself that these were good people led astray by Gödel’s agent. “It is not your fault that you’ve been lied to.”

      The cultists reacted with derision.

      “You’re the liar,” one man shouted louder than the others. “You brought us here to kill us.”

      Michael’s eyes flashed red. “This is intolerable.” He turned his attention to Bethany Anne. “Do you really want to waste time trying to convince them?”

      It would be easy enough to plant the compulsion to seek truth in them, Alexis offered in their shared mindspace.

      Not ethical, Gabriel argued.

      Play fair and lose, Alexis countered.

      Bethany Anne noted one or two of the cultists were uncomfortable as the mental conversation flowed, indicating the possibility of latent telepathic ability. I wish the solution was so simple. Gödel’s agent has been careful not to play with the minds of the masses. Forcing them to change their minds is what she would do. I’m not her. Make no mistake, anger or not, I still want freedom for my people. We’ll do this right.

      She held up a hand to stop the twins before they got further into their debate about the finer points of ethics in leadership and addressed the cultists. “I am well aware that my reputation for having a short temper precedes me. Like you, I am human. Like you, the thought of being subverted to the will of an undeserving entity grinds away at me. Damn right, I’m angry, but my vengeance is reserved for those who deserve it.”

      “So, you’re going to kill us,” the man reiterated.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. I am not going to kill you. You are victims of the same injustice I have worked tirelessly to eradicate for most of my life. The Federation whose ideals you love so much that you’re willing to give your lives fighting for them was created by me. It is the safe haven it has become because I have protected it from anyone who thought it was an easy target with me gone. All I can do is root out the perpetrators and make damn sure they aren’t capable of committing the same injustice again.”

      Her words mostly fell on deaf ears. Bethany Anne was torn. Decisiveness was taken away from her in this situation. These weren’t enemies, or not the standard kind.

      She pointed at the people behind the barrier. “You are heroes, all of you, but your heroism is misdirected. Instead of propping up the Federation, you have been manipulated into harming it.”

      The scientists huddled for a moment while they conferred, then Captain Lab Coat spoke up again. “What proof can you offer us?” she asked. “We’ve all seen the photos of you destroying the Leath mining post.”

      Bethany Anne did roll her eyes this time. She turned to Alexis and Gabriel. “Have Gemini call the consulate on Devon. I want Harkkat onscreen.”

      “Should we go find Isaiah?” Gabriel asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Only bring him here if he’s willing.” The former cell leader’s state of mind was still fragile, to say the least. “I know he wants to make amends for what he did under the influence of Gödel, but none of us wants to traumatize him more than he already is.”

      She noted the reaction her instructions caused in the majority of the captains. “Don’t look so surprised. I take care of what’s mine.”

      Captain Lab Coat scoffed. “Surely you don’t expect us to believe you’re sentimental.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “It’s not about sentiment. It’s about right and wrong. The lengths I’m willing to go to for the sake of Justice are beyond your comprehension, so keep your ill-informed opinions to yourselves. Isaiah is a victim who has suffered a damn sight more than any of you.”

      “You don’t have Isaiah,” one of the crewmembers shouted. “That’s an AI on the videos you’ve been showing. You can’t fool us.”

      The Leath consul appeared on the wallscreen, disrupting the heckler. “My Queen. How may I be of service?”

      Bethany Anne swept a hand toward the barrier. “Please explain to the good people what you did to earn your position as my consul to the Federation.”

      Harkkat had the grace to look ashamed. “As you wish. At the Queen’s mercy, I have been given a chance to do better. I was like you, unbelieving. Worse, I didn’t care if the war was real or not. I set up an illegal mining post in an unprotected quadrant and caused the deaths of my employees. My actions were entirely selfish. I had been warned by General Reynolds that the quadrant wasn’t safe, but I ignored him. All I could see was the credits stacking up in my account. People died because of me when the Ookens attacked. If not for the Queen’s intervention, everyone on the outpost would have died.”

      The cultists were listening at last. They all knew who the former trade secretary was, and many had assumed his disappearance from prison meant he’d been quietly executed.

      Captain Lab Coat spoke up. “Everyone thinks you’re dead, Consul.”

      “I should be. The Queen's mercy did not include an easy out for my crimes.” Harkkat leaned closer to the camera. “I learned the hard way that the threat is real. The only way the Federation will survive is if everyone works together. Trust that Bethany Anne will stand against any and every attempt the Kurtherians make to enslave the Federation.”

      He shared the unedited footage of the mining post-battle. “Let me be clear. You would be dead or worshipping the Kurtherian known as Gödel right now if not for Bethany Anne. You want independently verifiable proof? This is the security footage from the outpost.”

      The cameras followed Bethany Anne and Michael as they wiped out hundreds of Ookens. There was a collective gasp when the unedited events inside the command center played out. The timestamp ran across the bottom of the screen in bright red, the Leath lettering unmistakable.

      Harkkat’s tone turned scornful. “There’s more. Too much more.”

      “We’ve seen enough,” a man called.

      Having seen the truth, many of the cultists rejected the poisonous fantasies they’d eaten up. Their aggression had leached out of them visibly as they watched Bethany Anne defending the Leath aboard the asteroid. The captains exchanged angry glances as they huddled to confer, and Captain Lab Coat spoke up again. “Can we examine this footage for ourselves?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Whatever it takes to get you fighting on the right side.” She pointed at Harkkat on the screen. “You are not disappointing me. Keep it up.”

      “I’m doing what I can, that’s all. We can’t afford to be at war with ourselves.” Harkkat dipped his head as he ended the call.

      Alexis and Gabriel returned with Isaiah, proving that he was not an AI, and Bethany Anne had Alexis drop the barrier. She sent the crews back to their ships after the captains agreed they had been fighting for the wrong side.

      Bethany Anne held the captains back. “You have a choice. Go back to your old lives, or join the FDG and defend the Federation for real.”

      The captains conferred again, and Captain Lab Coat resumed her position as their spokesperson.

      ADAM coopted the Gemini’s speaker system to be heard by everyone. “Some of the crews have skills Akio would find useful.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “The databases in their ships gave up everything. The majority of these people are academics, scientists, and technicians,” ADAM informed her with some amusement. “Captain Jeddah is also Dr. Jeddah, who was reported missing by the university she works for when she and her research team failed to return from their expedition to observe Leath techniques for terraforming hostile environments. Frankly, it would be a waste of her expertise to send her and her crew anywhere but Ranger Base One. Her crew is made up of similarly qualified experts in other fields that Akio would find useful in the reconstruction of the planet.”

      “Then I ask you this.” Bethany Anne’s expression hardened as she spoke to Captain Lab Coat, who was obviously Dr. Jeddah. “Will you help a species that has been enslaved for generations regain some basic goddamn dignity? Can you put aside your misconceptions and work with my people to give them a home where they can start to heal their fractured society?”

      Dr. Jeddah blushed. “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “The Rangers need people who don’t give up,” Bethany Anne told the captains. “People who will rise to any challenge, who would gladly face impossible odds in defense of the innocent. They are the indomitable force dedicated to protecting those who cannot get Justice within the law. You’ve already shown you’ve got the qualities necessary to be Rangers. The question is, do you want to make a real difference instead of this half-cocked effort? It was admirable, if suicidal.”

      Dr. Jeddah grinned. “Hell, we were just softening you up.”

      Bethany Anne was pleased to see the offer sparked interest in all of the captains. “As I said, you are welcome to return to your old lives. It’s up to you what you do, but if you decide to cross me again, I won’t have the same patience. Are we clear?”

      Dr. Jeddah nodded, then took a minute to ask her fellow captains the burning question. When she had their answers, she turned to face Bethany Anne again. “I don’t need to see that footage. I believe you. We all do. Whatever we can do to help fight this war, we’ll do it.”

      Accepting the twins’ offer of dinner, Bethany Anne and Michael remained aboard the Gemini after the captains were returned to their ships.

      Alexis laughed as they left the brig for their living quarters. “Who would have thought Harkkat of all people would be the voice of reason?”
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      After returning to the Baba Yaga post-dinner, Bethany Anne settled at the desk in her anteroom to work through the correspondence that had stacked up while they were dirtside on Serenity.

      First was a quick note to Akio to warn him he had incoming recruits. Tabitha’s enthusiasm for her work retraining the various military groups showing up from all over the Federation was infectious.

      Bethany Anne was writing her reply to Tabitha when she was distracted by TOM's consciousness hovering around the edge of hers. Everything okay?

      I was wondering how to ask you the same question, TOM admitted.

      Well, you asked. Bethany Anne resumed typing.

      TOM got the hint. He was quiet for a moment, contemplating the outcome for the people headed for the Cosnar system. You saved a lot of lives today.

      We were here to diffuse the situation. Bethany Anne sighed and gave him access to Lance’s report about pockets of anti-Empire protestors popping up at the newly-established outposts. The rioting had fallen off when the Federation Council released a statement assuring the majority of the population that rioting would be suppressed. Nevertheless, the protests were making life difficult for the FDG units stationed in the hotspots.

      Gödel can keep trying to divide us. She won’t succeed. Bethany Anne attached the video log from the Gemini’s brig to her reply and sent it to Lance with instructions to run it on every media platform he had access to. We fight fire with fire. The tour is going live.

      TOM almost didn’t want to ask. Live?

      Bethany Anne started tapping her nails on the desk as she formulated her plan. Yes. The cult is gaining traction by twisting the truth. Let’s see how that goes for them when I make my activities public. ADAM, are you there?

      >>Of course I am,<< ADAM replied. >>It doesn’t require the ability to read minds to figure out your next move.<<

      Bethany Anne was pleasantly surprised. Go on.

      >>We have a backdoor into the CEREBRO network.<<

      You’re telling me something I already know.

      >>I know you have no patience.<< ADAM huffed. >>I foresaw this as one of the solutions when the cult issue first reared its head, so I built some other goodies into the CEREBRO network. From there, I can roll the message out across every screen and speaker, private or public.<<

      Bethany Anne paused for thought. I want to make an initial address, and I want it to be available separately from the continuous livestream you’re going to set up.

      Then perhaps a press conference would be more appropriate? TOM suggested.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. It would, but I’ve had enough of being appropriate. The cult sure as fuck isn’t stopping to politely announce themselves before they shit on my plans. We’re doing it my way.

      >>What other way is there?<< ADAM teased. >>Ready when you are.<<

      “No time like the present.” Bethany Anne rolled her shoulders as a camera drone flew out of a compartment in the wall and extended tiny articulated arms holding lighting and a microphone.

      >>I’m playing them a sound bite explaining the interruption to their viewing,<< ADAM informed her. >>You’re live in five, four, three…<<

      Bethany Anne completed the countdown in her head and offered a grave smile to the camera before speaking. “You may be wondering why I’m talking to you. To all of you. I’m here because we are all in danger. There is a sickness spreading through the Federation, one I need your help to cure. Despite my openness about the urgency of our situation, despite providing proof to overturn every false claim the anti-Empire cult has made, people are still being manipulated into working for our enemy.”

      Give them the footage from the brig in case they missed it the first time around, Bethany Anne instructed. “Today, my ships were attacked by good people led astray. The time for standing back and waiting for you to clean house has passed. I cannot continue turning a blind eye to the evil attempting to work its way into the heart of the Federation.”

      She laced her fingers on the desk, resisting the urge to clench her hands into fists. “The Federation came out of my hope, from my belief…no, my complete certainty that people would do better by one another if they were given the freedom to do so. The Federation is the pinnacle, a society working together to reach true post-scarcity for all. I will say this once and once only. There is no Empire and no reason for us to return to that form of government because we have evolved beyond it.

      “The Federation swallowed the deficit of every member state, wiping away the debts individual governments had accrued against your future. The Federation provides free education for anyone who seeks it and healthcare that can’t be surpassed outside its borders. You are free to pursue whatever path you choose in life without persecution for your species or economic status. Your citizenship guarantees you work, shelter, and protection from those who would do you harm. You live without fear of oppression from the law and without the want of any luxury you are willing to work for. Your children’s wealth will eclipse yours, as it should.”

      Bethany Anne thought back to the heady rush to cement their place on the galactic stage in the first few decades following Exodus Day. She recalled the faces of the first generation of humans to live in space with a surge of pride. “Your grandparents, maybe even your great-grandparents, followed me on my word that this would come. They lived and died in hollowed-out asteroids and shipping containers for the privilege of laying a foundation for the future on my word that you would thrive here and now.

      “Think about that for a moment.”

      Bethany Anne’s voice hardened as she continued after the moment had passed. “I also vowed I would not rest until the section of Kurtherian society responsible for forcing their religion on lesser-developed worlds were stamped out of existence. My word is as good now as it was then. I keep my promises. I will not stop until Justice prevails. Until we are free from the threat of tyranny.”

      Her smile returned, projecting the gravity that had accumulated with experience. “For too long, that meant I had to be the bigger tyrant. Who wants to step out of line when the consequence is losing everything? Then people began to see the benefit of trust. The ideal became so much more than the faith of one woman with a short temper and a distaste for fuckery. Peace, maintained by a system of law that works for everyone equally, is not just a human ideal. Not anymore. It is your inheritance, the hope your progenitors sweated and bled to make a reality. The desire for cooperation has brought our civilization to the brink of a golden age.”

      Bethany Anne held her thumb and forefinger slightly apart. “We’re this close to the dream. This close. All we have to do is reject the evil that is prepared to sink to whatever low it takes to tear us down. I have nothing to hide, but the originators of the cult are dependent on the shadows they’ve been working from to subvert the utopia that is your right. Whenever the light of truth falls on them, they fail. This is my message to those cowards.”

      She leaned into the camera and allowed a hint of red into her eyes. “Come at me. I dare you. I am opening my daily life to everyone so they can see the truth: that I am here to protect them from YOU.”

      

      Federation Space, QSD Baba Yaga (Two Weeks Later)

      Knock-down drag-out fight averted, the tour departed Serenity mostly back on schedule, and Bethany Anne’s days returned to the cycle of taking care of the never-ending administration and diplomatic meetings that came with each stop they made—with one exception.

      As promised, she live-streamed every minute of her working day to the entire Federation, giving the people an unrestricted view of the day to day operations of the crews aboard the two superdreadnoughts and their respective support ships, as well as access to the way of life on the outer edges of the Federation.

      For many, it was eye-opening. Bethany Anne received an avalanche of messages offering support to the colonies on the frontiers from businesses, families, and individuals wishing to extend the benefits of the hand in life they’d been blessed with to the people living with less.

      More importantly, the riots and protests stopped. Bethany Anne read through a selection of messages each day, replying to the ones that touched her heart before she switched off the feed at night.

      Exile had taken her connection to the people away, a sacrifice she hadn’t been aware she was making at the time. Hell, there had been so much going on in the final months of her reign, she’d been lucky to have gotten through it intact.

      Bethany Anne dressed in her light armor that morning with a positive outlook on their impending arrival at Dawnseeker University, an experimental society founded around the same time the Federation came about.

      Intrigued by her communications with the present committee, Bethany Anne anticipated seeing for herself how the planet was run using a complex voting system developed from pre-WWDE texts by sociologists who masqueraded as science fiction authors.

      She tilted her head at her reflection, then had the nano-fabric adjust at the molecular level to give her a pinstripe pantsuit in darkest blue with a three-quarter length jacket. Her boots were already perfect, so she left them as they were and left her dressing room. As she walked, she thought about the almost immediate effect her tactic of openness appeared to have had on the number of people protesting.

      Here she was centuries later, in the same position as the men and women who’d looked beyond the ordinary and woven fantastical tales, with the social and political climates of their times as the backdrop. Popular stories digestible by everyone were in part responsible for the shift in attitudes toward the end of the twentieth century. Those sympathetic narratives allowed even the most diehard bigot to experience another point of view.

      Bethany Anne was taking back control of her own narrative, thus reducing the power the cult had gained over the misinformed by bringing everyone the uncensored reality of what it took to protect freedom on an intergalactic scale.

      She met Michael, the twins, John, and Darryl at the hangar where the Gemini was ready and waiting to take them ahead of the fleet to Dawnseeker.

      While John and Darryl were calm about the journey, the twins were enthusiastic about the planet for various reasons. Alexis left the bridge once they’d gotten underway, telling them she had to “prepare.”

      Gabriel lifted his hands at the pointed look their parents gave him. “Don’t look at me. I have no idea what she’s planning.”

      Michael chuckled dryly. “Knowing your sister, we’ll likely find out in a spectacular fashion.”

      

      Dawnseeker, University of Social Sciences, Mainland Complex

      The committee reminded Bethany Anne of the model UN she’d been part of in school. Representative of the Federation’s sociological aims, they were a mismatched bunch of sociologists, anthropologists, developmental experts, economists, linguists, and political historians, to name a few of the fields they introduced themselves by before returning to their work.

      An elderly Skaine extracted himself from the group as they left and offered a low bow to Bethany Anne, introducing himself as Dr. Scroat, the dean and head of religious studies. “Welcome to Dawnseeker, my Queen. It is our great honor to have you here.”

      Bethany Anne smiled and shook the hand he offered. “It is mine to be here, Doctor. Thank you for the warm reception. We’re a little early, I wasn’t expecting the whole faculty to come out to greet us.”

      The dean chuckled. “Oh, no. That wasn’t even half of the faculty.”

      Alexis repressed her squeal of joy at receiving confirmation the preeminent expert on social modeling was the Skaine from her favorite bedtime story. “I was hoping to meet you, Dean. The story of how you met our Aunt Tabitha was always my choice for her to tell us as children.”

      Gabriel looked at the modern architecture surrounding the elaborate gardens they were walking through. “This planet is…was Zaphod? This place used to be a monastery, right? What happened to all the temples?”

      The dean beamed. “In the age of Empire, yes. We renamed the planet when we joined the Federation and rebuilt it as a center for learning. The temples have been preserved for history, should you wish to visit them.” His eyes shone with emotion at the mention of Tabitha. “My father loved Tabitha dearly. They kept in touch until his death, you know.”

      “Did you know that meeting turned Tabitha’s life around?” Alexis asked. “You were the first Skaine she’d met who took care of people.”

      A tear tracked down the dean’s plump cheek. “I remember. My father was the abbot here when Ranger Two uncovered a people-trafficking ring. He died before seeing the Federation come into being, but I know he would approve of what we’re doing here.”

      “What exactly are you doing here?” Michael inquired curiously.

      Alexis touched Bethany Anne’s elbow and leaned in to whisper as the dean elucidated on the various branches of research the university was undertaking on the Federation’s behalf. “That station above us used to be a den of iniquity.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Where did you get that phrase?”

      Alexis giggled. “I looked it up after the first time Aunt Tabbie told us the story. The reason I’m so interested in speaking to Dr. Scroat is I think Talia has a relative he can help us find.”

      Bethany Anne’s interest was piqued. “Yeah? What does the dean have to do with it?”

      “The people-trafficking ring he mentioned Aunt Tabbie breaking up?” Alexis replied. “The person involved was an anonymous Loren. Talia is an orphan, and she’s around the same age as the female who was rescued in the Ranger operation.”

      Bethany Anne saw she was holding onto something else. “And?”

      Michael stopped walking. “Talia had a sister.”

      Bethany Anne wished she’d had more time to spend with the ballsy Loren, whose instinct to protect and survive had saved almost a hundred people when the Ookens had ravaged their colony. “Thank you both for taking care of her. A sister, huh?”

      She tilted her head at the dean, who had stopped to listen when Michael did. “What can you tell us about the Loren who was rescued all those years ago?”

      Dr. Scroat smiled. “I can do better than tell you. I can take you to her.”

      “She’s here?” Alexis exclaimed.

      The dean nodded and consulted a small datapad he pulled from his robe. “Professor Xenia is currently teaching a class in the outdoor auditorium. I’ll send her a message and set up a meeting.”

      Alexis flung her arms around the dean, elated that the hunch she’d had was working out. “I’ll go let Talia know.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The cafeteria was moderately busy, with students and professors alike passing through to grab snacks and drinks between lectures.

      Talia squirmed in the hard plastic chair and played with her coffee cup on the table while she waited for Xenia to finish giving her lecture. Maybe she should have accepted Alexis’ offer to wait with her, but she was too nervous for company, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to be around anyone.

      In short, she had been in freefall since her rescue. One moment she was excited, the next she was in tears as loss overwhelmed her. It was worse whenever she was around people, as if their presence amplified her emotions.

      Talia was still struggling to deal with losing her home and her life, and Alexis’ revelation had her reeling. She’d given up hope of finding Xenia years ago when she’d chosen to settle on Melida. The news that her sister was here had shocked her into leaving the comparative safety of the Baba Yaga to venture down to the planet against her better judgment.

      She focused on the cup she was holding and the pattern the foam made on the surface of the coffee. The warmth of the ceramic against her skin. Small details she could use to distract herself from the inner turmoil that was building as the pre-lunch crowd grew.

      A shadow fell across the table. Talia broke away from her attempts to block her surroundings out and glanced up to see a face that looked so much like hers it hurt.

      “Xenia?” Talia jumped to her feet, forgetting to concentrate. Overwhelmed, she almost passed out. She gripped the table and squeezed her eyes closed in an effort to clear her head. “I’m sorry. I should go back to the ship.”

      Xenia took in Talia’s pinched expression and brought all eight of her upper tentacles around to support her. “How long have you been suffering like this? Why aren’t you shielding yourself from everyone’s emotions?”

      Talia looked at Xenia in confusion. “Shielding?”

      “Our empathic ability has to be controlled,” Xenia told her.

      “I don’t…” Talia’s voice trailed off. “Our ability?”

      Xenia encouraged Talia to start moving toward the exit. “Let’s go to my house. I have active shielding there, so you’ll be able to relax.”

      She guided Talia across the campus to a single-story house set apart from the main buildings by a wooded copse and a large, fenced garden.

      Talia followed her sister through the garden gate, admiring the abundance of colorful plant life as they walked to the front door.

      “It’s not much,” Xenia told her as she unlocked the door. “But it’s home. Come in.”

      Talia felt better the moment they stepped inside. “It’s perfect. I haven’t felt this good since…” Since she went into the Pod-doc, she realized. Maybe the therapy she’d had to repair her injuries had also activated this unasked-for ability.

      “You say this is normal for Lorens?” she asked as Xenia led her into the open living area. “That these abilities are the reason our people were enslaved? How do you know this and I didn’t?”

      Xenia directed Talia to the dining nook while she bustled around the kitchen. She joined Talia a moment later and presented her with a fruit smoothie. “This will replace the energy you burned in the cafeteria. Not all of our people have these abilities. You were young when we were taken, and I don’t remember you showing any signs of being gifted.”

      Talia had a long way to go before she could consider it a gift. “I think a medical procedure I had recently triggered it.” She looked around, feeling genuinely comfortable. “What is this shielding?”

      “It’s from our homeworld,” Xenia answered. “I don’t know how it works, but it allows me to retreat in peace. Students are emotional as a rule.”

      “I gathered,” Talia agreed with a rueful smile. “I have an idea that the humans will have a solution now I know what the problem is. Tell me about your life. How did you end up here?”

      They focused on making the most of their time together until Talia was informed that the tour was preparing to depart. Saying goodbye was hard, but knowing she had Xenia back in her life eased Talia’s sadness at being parted from her again after just a few days.

      Talia returned to the Baba Yaga with more hope than she’d had when they arrived on Dawnseeker. She had her sister back, and she wasn’t slowly losing her mind.

      She made her way to her quarters, her thoughts on the best time to approach someone and ask for help. Occupied with practicing what she was going to say and to whom, she didn’t notice Michael waiting by the elevator when she left it.

      “Talia.”

      Talia whirled at the sound of her name, throwing her tentacles up in surprise. “I didn’t see you there.”

      Michael gestured for her to continue walking. “I have been informed that you are having issues with newly-developing mental abilities.”

      Talia bristled, suddenly feeling defensive. “Who told you?”

      “I heard your thoughts from deck fourteen.” Michael offered no apology.

      Talia’s irrational anger deflated. “Oh. So you know I was planning to ask for help with whatever the Pod-doc opened up in my brain.”

      He offered her a small smile. “That is why I am here. I have been working with another person suffering from the effects of mental trauma. After you have been checked over in the Pod-doc to ensure your theory is correct, I’d like to introduce the two of you and see if you can’t help each other.”

      Talia nodded, grateful for the humans’ generosity. “Whatever I can do to pay what you’ve done for me forward.”
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      Cosnar System, Ranger Base One, Ops Center

      A chime alerted Akio that CEREBRO had picked up an incoming fleet. No flashing lights meant it wasn’t another Ooken incursion, which was good since fully a third of the Ranger fleet was currently undergoing repairs for the damage caused in the last one.

      Akio had been expecting these ships for the last few days. He was interested in meeting the former cult members and getting a deep read on their intentions. The message from Bethany Anne had assured him of their good intentions at the time of their departure from Serenity. However, weeks had passed since then. Who knew where their allegiances would fall when they were outside of the influence of Bethany Anne’s passion for Justice?

      CEREBRO held the ships at the edge of the system, far from the fragile planet the base protected. Akio’s foresight in calling a meeting of Rangers Two to Twelve to vote on making the system the base’s permanent home was vindicated by the need for vigilance. This place was important enough that the Kurtherian who’d choked every living thing on the planet with microcrystals kept returning to test the Rangers’ capability to defend it.

      They would be back, and Akio would be waiting.

      “Hail the lead ship, CEREBRO,” Akio instructed, walking over to the wall of monitors. “Put them on the main screen.”

      A stern-looking woman wearing a lab coat came onscreen. She swept Akio with an appraising gaze. “This is Captain Vivian Jeddah looking for Ranger Base One. To whom am I speaking? Why have our ships been stopped?”

      Akio’s expression remained dispassionate. “You have reached your destination, Dr. Jeddah. Please give CEREBRO control of your navigation and weapons systems and wait for your escort to arrive.”

      Dr. Jeddah’s eyes narrowed. “I assume you are Ranger One.”

      “You assume correctly.” Akio inclined his head before cutting the call. He reached out to Nickie next.

      “’Sup?” Nickie answered, flashing a grin at Akio.

      Akio smiled. “I have a job for you.”

      Nickie’s grin faded. “Why are you smiling? What shitty stick are you passing me?”

      Akio sent her the fleet’s coordinates. “Escort duty for the fleet carrying our latest intake of scientists and recruits.”

      Nickie rolled her eyes. ”Fuck my life, babysitting? Sabine isn’t around?”

      “Sabine is around,” Akio replied. “But these particular scientists attempted to attack the Baba Yaga less than a month ago. You’re going to provide an escort and watch for any duplicity from our newest recruits until I have had the opportunity to ascertain their intentions haven’t changed since they departed from our Queen.”

      Nickie’s mouth made a little O of understanding. “The rebels have arrived? Sweet! I wish I could have been there to see Aunt BA’s face when she realized she couldn’t just kick their asses to the nearest penal world.”

      Akio sighed, experiencing a pang of nostalgia for the time when Yuko was his right hand. “Dr. Jeddah and her team are much better suited to working on our particular challenge than they are to breaking rocks on a penal colony.”

      “You mean the unenviable challenge of restarting the planet’s climate and building a balanced ecosystem for the Collective from the ground up, plus the added complication of not having access to the Collective’s homeworld ecology, meaning it has to be constructed entirely from alien species?” Nickie inquired sweetly. She winked and laughed at the minute twitch of Akio’s eyebrow. “You thought I skipped the briefings? Good. I have a reputation to maintain. I have Meredith keeping me up to date on everything to do with the planet. It’s boring as shit around here, you know.”

      Taking Akio’s stunned silence for agreement, she clapped and pointed at the screen. “I’ve got it. We need a bar on the base. Somewhere everyone can take a load off when they’re not on duty.”

      “That’s why we have rec rooms, Nickie,” Akio told her firmly. “No bar, and please do not give the new arrivals the impression that lawless behavior is the standard around here.”

      “So, you want me to lie?” Nickie laughed when Akio’s spine stiffened. “Relax, they can’t be planning to attack us. They got past my aunt and Michael, didn’t they?” She made a stern face. “Mr. Kill-first-who-gives-a-shit-about-the-questions wouldn’t have sent them out here if they were going to endanger the mission.”

      “You are a Ranger and should show some respect for your rank,” Akio told her, aghast at her flippancy.

      Nickie waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll see you back at the base.”

      

      The Penitent Granddaughter, Bridge

      Nickie rolled her eyes when Akio finally let her go. “Fuck my life,” she repeated, without venom this time. “Maybe Aunt BA really had a change of heart about her scorched earth policy for assholes. Take us out, Meredith.”

      “As you wish,” Meredith replied amicably. “Perhaps you are unhappy because you did not get that chance.”

      Nickie scowled. “I thought I told you to scrub the therapist subroutine from your code?”

      Meredith huffed. “Well, excuse me for trying to help.”

      Nickie turned at hearing a repressed giggle and spotted the open access panel her bot wrangler and general repair technician was secreted inside. “Get out of there, Durq. Were you listening in the whole time?”
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      The skinny Skaine crawled out of the duct and clambered gracefully to his feet. He offered his brightest smile, which, no matter how much he practiced in the mirror, would never look anything but creepy to anyone who didn’t know him. “Bethany Anne is one of the few people who doesn’t scare me,” he admitted. “I believe she sees the potential for good in everyone. It’s only when they prove her wrong that she gets violent.”

      Nickie snorted. “You would say that, kiss-ass. She loves you.”

      “Proves my point,” Durq told her. “The Queen knows what she’s doing.”

      “Where would you be today without your sabbatical?” Meredith cut in.

      “Exile,” Nickie corrected, wondering what her old scene on the frontier looked like these days and finding herself glad she didn’t know. “But you’re right. I sleep better for accepting who I am.”

      “You’re a wildcard,” Durq told her as he dusted off his atmosuit. “And I’m wise beyond my years.”

      Nickie gave him a knowing look. “Yeah, well, you spent your life up until I met you outwitting bigger Skaines who wanted to eat you. I always thought you were the smartest Skaine of all for surviving until we rescued you.”

      Durq blushed but didn’t comment, knowing Nickie would feel obligated to slap his praise down. “What can I do to help with the escort?”

      Nickie snorted. “Who says I need help?” She melted under his expectant stare. “Okay, fine. Take a Pod out and watch the fleet from a distance. Meredith will monitor them for any transmissions. You just let me know if any of those ships breaks away once we let them in.”

      Durq nodded eagerly. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      Nickie smiled as he scuttled out through the door. She knew she could trust him not to engage if anything did go down with the ex-rebels. It turned out she was being overly cautious, which was never a bad thing.

      Dr. Jeddah had the comm open as she waited for Nickie to arrive. “Tell me everything about the planet we’re terraforming,” she pressed after introducing herself.

      Nickie shook her head, grinning ruefully. “You have an appointment to keep with Ranger One before you’re cleared to know about any part of this operation. Feel free to tell me why my aunt decided to send you out here instead of kicking your asses out of the Federation while we head to the base.”

      Nickie heard the group’s story as she led them to Ranger Base One. Dr. Jeddah trailed off mid-explanation of her team’s specialties when the figurative heart of the system came into sight. The base was currently stationed in sight of the planet codenamed “Waterworld” until its new inhabitants arrived and named their home.

      “Oh, my,” Dr. Jeddah murmured, her severe features softening a touch as the full majesty of the planet came into view. She stared for a moment, transfixed by the sight of tsunamis chasing the horizon. She spotted the familiar climate control modules and wondered why they weren’t installed on land, as was usual for that system. “It’s an ocean world. I see why the Queen wanted us here.”

      In a rare moment of restraint, Nickie suppressed her enthusiasm for the injection of fresh ideas their arrival was going to bring. She offered Dr. Jeddah a sympathetic smile. “There’s a lot of work to be done. You might be cursing my aunt in a few weeks.”

      Durq returned to the Granddaughter before they entered the lower-level hangar, where Akio was waiting with Hirotoshi, Ryu, and Ricole. Nickie was the only one to leave her ship.

      Nickie nodded at the three on guard duty and raised an eyebrow at Akio. “I can’t see you’ll have any issues with them. The leader is sincere enough. She’s pretty fucking angry she got tricked.”

      Akio lifted his chin a fraction of an inch. “CEREBRO, release Dr. Jeddah and her team.”

      The ships opened at CEREBRO’s command, and the crews debarked and approached Akio and Nickie, with Dr. Jeddah at their head.

      Akio held out a hand. “Dr. Jeddah. Welcome to Ranger Base One.” He got a good read on the woman as she shook his hand. She was honest, determined, and as Nickie had told him, angry about being deceived.

      “About time we did something for good,” Dr. Jeddah blustered, clearly embarrassed by the situation.

      Akio nodded. “Past is past, Dr. Jeddah. This is a place where you can do good.”

      “Call me Vivian,” Dr. Jeddah told him.

      Akio smiled. “Of course.” He shook the hands of each of her crew in turn and welcomed them similarly, finding them all to be of the same mind as Vivian.

      Nickie winked at Akio as they ended the new residents’ tour of the base and left for the common areas attached to the residential wing. She slipped her arm through Vivian’s and smiled. “So, what do you guys like to do for fun?”

      Vivian was taken aback when she saw Nickie’s badge. “You’re Ranger Two? I’ve heard your idea of fun is stealing Skaine ships and running around with royalty.”

      Nickie laughed. “We all have a past. These days I’m more mature.”

      Akio snorted.

      “What are you implying?” Nickie accused.

      Akio gave her a pointed look. “You forget that CEREBRO sees everything. I know you and your crew snuck off to race the housebots last week.”

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “It was a quiet week! The bots get bored when there’s nothing to do.” She looked at Ricole, Hirotoshi, and Ryu for support.

      Ricole shook her head. “I’ve got nothing to say. Maybe next time you’ll invite me.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Ricole - Image by Eric Quigley

      

      She and Ryu burst into laughter, and even Hirotoshi cracked a smile.

      Akio pressed his lips together. “I would like to speak to Dr. Jeddah. Please ensure her people are comfortable in their quarters.”

      He showed Vivian to his office and gestured at the guest chair before sitting at his desk. “Your expertise is most welcome here, Dr. Jeddah.”

      “I asked you to call me Vivian,” she reminded him. “What do you know about my expertise? I’m not on the news holos every other day.”

      Akio returned Vivian’s smile. “I looked you up when my Queen informed me of your impending arrival. You had an excellent record of producing viable living conditions on harsh planets before you were subverted by the cult.”

      “I wish I hadn’t listened to their lies.” Vivian received a ping on her wrist-holo, informing her she had clearance to access the project data. She dived in immediately and was shocked by what she read. “Crystal pollution? I’ve never heard of that.”

      “Kurtherian technology,” Akio explained. “We have reversed the unnatural disaster that caused total extinction, which has left us with a sterile planet.”

      “I saw the climate control modules in low orbit,” she mentioned. “Is there no way of grounding them?”

      Akio shook his head. “No. It took the climatologists weeks to come up with a workable solution to get the ocean currents moving again, but as you saw on your way in, they’ve succeeded. Our next task is to build a stable ecosystem that will support the kelp forests we are preparing to plant.”

      Vivian was astounded by the complexity of the operation. “Why are you doing all this? Kelp isn’t exactly valuable.”

      “Oh, but it is,” Akio assured her with a smile. “Our goal is to create a home for a species whose planet was much like the model we are working to create before the Kurtherians enslaved them and destroyed it.”

      Vivian read a list of the people currently working on the project and smiled, seeing a few familiar names. “You already have the A-list working on it. My people will fit in just fine. Who is Eve?”

      Akio smiled. “Eve is the expert on the Collective. She is the one who developed the large-scale artificial culturing method we are using to replicate the ecology of their home planet. ”

      “I can’t wait to get started,” Vivian enthused.
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      Cosnar System, Ranger Base One, Command Center

      Vivian’s team had integrated easily. In the weeks since they had arrived, the underwater base had been declared operational, and the seabed was due to be seeded today. More importantly to Akio, tighter security around the system meant there had been no Ooken attacks, although they were still pushing hard to gain access to the Federation in other parts of the quadrant.

      While he was grateful for the partial reprieve, he didn’t relax for a moment. Neither did the other Ranger leaders.

      While Akio kept his eye on the rapid progress of the scientific teams, Nickie and Sabine—with the assistance of Hirotoshi, Ryu, Ricole, Mark, and Jacqueline—had applied their focus to turning out the most highly-trained Ranger squads history had ever seen.

      Akio was in the ops center observing the latest session, a laser tag battle Nickie had planned to use localized EMPs for until Ryu pointed out that alternate technology which wouldn’t damage the fleet was available.

      He recalled his sinking heart when Nickie had announced she would be training the Rangers for open-space encounters, citing the need for them to be prepared for the Ookens to switch tactics once the Collective started arriving. He agreed with her sentiment wholly, if not her approach.

      It was a good thing his two closest friends were used to containing fallout caused by headstrong females’ shenanigans. Katsu had volunteered to go on the tour and assist with CEREBRO’s rollout. Jun and Kouki were on Devon with Tabitha, leaving the two veteran Elites to ensure Nickie didn’t accidentally wipe out half the Ranger force in her enthusiasm for coming up with realistic training scenarios that the other women were able and more than willing to set up.

      He turned from the viewscreen when CEREBRO announced the arrival of Endaya Clements, the head of the climatology team. “Dr. Clements, what can I do for you?”

      The Entarian blinked rapidly as she handed him a datapad. “We had a malfunction on one of the climate control modules. It fritzed somehow, and sector H-9 was experiencing arctic conditions.”

      Akio handed the datapad back after examining the initial report from the module, his forehead furrowed in concern. “How far does this issue put us back?”

      Dr. Clements shook her head. “A few hours at most. We anticipated bugs and built in time to address them. The module that malfunctioned was removed from the network before it had frozen more than ten percent of its sector. My techs are up there right now repairing it, and I got some help from Sabine with removing the ice floes that formed.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. The seeding is going to happen today, I promise.”

      “Very well. Report back to me when your team has completed the repairs.” Akio dismissed her with a curt nod and left the command center, in search of Dr. Jeddah.

      Akio exchanged pleasantries with the people he passed on his way to the transport bay. Rangers, scientists, and engineers alike, everyone in the command center was in high spirits as the shift began and the information that the seeding would be going ahead today trickled out from the labs.

      He learned from their unguarded thoughts that the good mood had much to do with their shift winning the pool that had been quietly running in the background as the marine microbiologists grew closer to meeting the quotas of specially selected bacteria, eukaryotes, and archaea that Dr. Jeddah had calculated would be sufficient to kickstart the planet’s heartbeat now that the ocean currents had stabilized.

      He hopped into a Pod and headed for the skybase.

      

      Skybase, Drone Bay One

      Dr. Vivian Jeddah walked between the rows of drones, her eyes on her datapad as she checked that the contents of each drone’s payload were secure. There were hundreds of drones prepped and ready to go, each around six feet long and standing waist-high to the scientist.

      Inside each drone were hundreds of smaller drones shaped like tiny rockets with drill-bit noses for embedding themselves in the ocean’s bedrock. These carried the precious microorganisms and were programmed to release their payloads when they reached the depth and temperature their particular load needed to survive and thrive.

      Dr. Jeddah left bay one and made her way to bay two, which the team had lovingly dubbed “Botany Bay.” Here they had the makings of the largest marine kelp forest in the known universe.

      She made the same checks and found all was well. A brief inquiry to Ranger Base One on the other side of the planet told her that everything was optimal with their share of the drones. Excitement coursed through Vivian as she strolled triumphantly into the command center to prepare for the seeding operation.

      It was all coming together.

      Vivian had run hundreds of thousands of simulations through CEREBRO before making conclusive choices about the species that would be included in their model.

      The planet would provide for the Collective’s needs once the microorganisms were established. They would make up seventy percent of the biomass and act to decompose matter. Vivian’s carefully designed feeding system would rocket the growth of microbial mats, which in turn would replenish nutrients and speed up the reoxygenation of the water. Marine kelp, engineered to grow rapidly and be compatible with the Collective’s digestive systems would fill the clean, clear oceans. Then and only then could the ichthyologists release the millions of fish and other marine life they had in tanks on Ranger Base Two.

      It sounded simple if she didn’t take into account the effort to source and mass-clone marine species from multiple planets and build a micro-ecology that was beneficial to all of those species from scratch.

      While learning on the job, no less.

      Vivian had only dreamed of working on an oceanic world before coming here. There wasn’t much call for underwater living solutions for beings who required air to live. Her experience was with planets that had once held life, where it could be coaxed back with the right applications of technology and elbow grease.

      Technology had progressed to the point where a planet could be systematically stripped and rewilded within three years. Before she’d gone rogue, she’d had a steady clientele of ridiculously wealthy third-and fourth-generation colonists wishing to reverse the industrial damage done by their families’ initial settlement.

      Many of them had abandoned their depleted planets, which had been stripped of their resources by the first-generation settlers who had been given Eden and only seen the profit they could make on its resources. They weren’t to blame, those humans who had fought wars for resources on Earth that were accessible to all in space in abundance. Her clientele, their children’s children, had learned the lessons they had failed to grasp.

      Vivian admired their dedication. She had little time to work on her personal research into the viability of rewilding planets after heavy industrialization as tourist destinations these days. The Waterworld project took her every waking minute as they got closer to the day the planet would be ready to house the Collective.

      She looked up from where she knelt on the floor, surrounded by the calculations she’d been making with a smile when the command center began to fill up. She was pleased to see that one of the arrivals was Akio. “You heard about the iceberg in sector H-9?” she offered in greeting.

      Akio approached Vivian with the same anticipation in his expression she suspected was shining from hers. “I was on my way to tell you about it.” He toed the edge of the paper walling Vivian in by the command chairs. “You can’t use a datapad?”

      “There’s something about paper that helps me think.” She grabbed the stack of papers she’d left in his chair for lack of space. “You’re right on time. The ice has been cleared.”

      Akio checked his internal HUD and saw he had a message from Dr. Clements, confirming the ice had indeed been removed. He closed his HUD and smiled. “What are we waiting for?”

      Vivian gathered her papers up and got to her feet. “We were waiting for me to triple-check the calculations for the drone program. Which I have just finished doing.” She handed Akio her datapad. “I set everything up. All you have to do is press this button to begin the operation. CEREBRO is recording everything—and I mean everything—and streaming directly to the Queen.”

      Bethany Anne spoke in the back of Akio’s mind. Good luck with the seeding. The Federation is watching.

      No pressure, then, Akio replied as he mentally returned the warm feeling that came with Bethany Anne’s message. He nodded at Vivian. “Thank you, Dr. Jeddah. CEREBRO, give me a channel to the ops centers on Bases One and Two.”

      CEREBRO confirmed the channel was open. “Cooperation and respect have brought us together for the most honorable cause there is. When we first encountered this part of space, it was dead, choked with pollution, and incapable of supporting life of any kind. We changed that. We took what was damaged and restored it. We brought back the winds and the rains. We cleaned the water. We risked our lives to build a support base at crushing depths. We invented equipment to do the job when none was available. We fed the people doing those things. We did it together. What we have achieved so far is nothing short of a miracle. However, our work is not yet done.”

      He swept an arm to indicate the technicians bustling around the control room. “Today, we will sow the seeds of new life. Before we embark upon the final steps of this auspicious enterprise, I want to personally thank everyone who has worked to make it a reality. Due to your time and effort, your innovation and determination, the Collective will have a home to return to when Bethany Anne’s armada frees them.”

      Akio pressed the button on the datapad screen, and a dual window popped up to show him the progress of drone deliveries from the skybase and Ranger Base One. “The seeding has commenced,” he announced, sharing the data with the control rooms across all three bases.

      The belly of the skybase opened and the sky darkened as the drones were disgorged from bay one. The viewscreen was obscured for a full minute, then the drones’ Etheric-powered thrusters kicked in. They shot out in all directions, obeying their programming to speed to their targets.

      A cheer went up across the command center when CEREBRO cycled through camera feeds, showing the drones arriving at their target locations. It was followed by strained silence while they waited for the smaller drones to be activated. Another cheer broke out when the viewscreen was displayed the innumerable blue lights of the smaller drones, which immediately began needling the surface of the ocean as planned.

      Unrestrained and overwhelmed with relief at their success, some cried without realizing, such was the strength of the emotions rocking them. CEREBRO piped in more wild applause from the two Ranger bases, connecting everyone as they celebrated their parts in returning life to the planet.

      Akio took it all in, knowing that the day he could share his sense of wonder with the people this planet was designed for was coming soon.
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      Devon, First City, The Hexagon

      Harkkat hardly waited for the great glass doors to open before forcing himself through the gap. Ignoring the buttons that were sheared from his tunic in his effort to get inside the building, he sprinted past the ID check, waving his badge and yelling for Tabitha.

      The guards were used to the drama surrounding the consul. They stepped aside for the Leath to enter the elevator, their expressions professionally detached until the doors closed.
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      While the elevator guards laughed at his expense, Harkkat bounced from one foot to the other, agitated that it was taking him so long to get to Network Command. Every second that passed stretched out into agonizing eternity.

      Harkkat exited the elevator at a sprint and tore along the corridor, then burst into Tabitha’s office out of breath. He slammed the printout of Roka’s message on her desk, knocking her feet to the floor in the process. “Found her,” he gasped as he fell to his knees.

      Tabitha vaulted the desk and knelt next to Harkkat. She found his pulse with her fingers as his eyes rolled back in his head. His breathing was shallow and his pulse erratic. “Shit. CEREBRO, call a medic.”

      “Two minutes,” CEREBRO replied a split-second later. “It appears that the consul is having a heart attack. We have warned him numerous times about the dangers of a sedentary lifestyle, advice he chose to ignore.”

      “Not the time for criticism,” Tabitha told the EI group. She slapped Harkkat’s face gently, trying to keep him awake. “Dammit, why didn’t I choose healing as my ability? Stay with me, Harkkat.”

      The medics arrived. Tabitha paced anxiously while they worked to stabilize Harkkat.

      “He’ll be okay,” the lead EMT told Tabitha.

      Tabitha watched as they attached the relevant med-patches and took Harkkat to the first-floor med bay, leaving her with their assurances that they’d inform her when he was awake.

      She picked up the holofile and found a text file and a video message. Saving the text for the moment, Tabitha activated the video message. The grainy, low-res image resolved after a second, and Tabitha had a moment to wonder who the young female Leath was before she spoke in a whisper.

      “Uncle, you have to get me out of here. I don’t know where we’re headed next, and I don’t know how much longer it will be safe for me. The captain has been acting strange since we got to Sonmara Station. He’s picked up a passenger.” She glanced over her shoulder at a noise in the background. When she looked back at the camera, her eyes were wide with fear. “I have to go. I managed to get to the station’s Library to send this message, but it’s not safe even here.”

      The text file contained a copy of the ship’s log. Tabitha saw that the Pleiades was using a fake registration, something Harkkat had suspected when the ship went dark. Further investigation revealed the fake registration had been logged at Sonmara Station, which belonged to a planet beyond Federation borders.

      Tabitha uploaded the video to the CEREBRO network and forwarded it to Bethany Anne with a message asking her to call Network Command.

      She dipped into the network while she waited for a response, monitoring Harkkat’s condition as the Pod-doc repaired his heart while taking care of numerous small tasks she’d let slide in the last week. Lost in the code, she didn’t notice Bethany Anne’s presence in her mind until she was pulled out of the network by a sudden shock.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything important,” Bethany Anne stated when Tabitha opened her eyes.

      Tabitha blinked at Bethany Anne on the holoscreen. “I was keeping an eye on Harkkat. He had a heart attack, rushing to get that video to me.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth dropped open. “Shit. He’ll be okay, right?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Looks like it. You saw the video. His niece is in danger. It sounds like the captain of the Pleiades has started drinking the Kool-Aid for real. Harkkat’s niece is a smart cookie. She sent the ship’s log so we have a record of everywhere they’ve docked under false credentials.”

      The Queen smiled. “Fantastic. I’ll pass this on to the children. They’ve been banging their heads against the wall for weeks.”

      “They’re heading into the frontier. Sonmara is pretty far out there. You should have Nickie join them for the op,” Tabitha suggested.

      “Are you fucking kidding?” Bethany Anne asked incredulously. “Nickie is as likely to turn the op on its head as she is to follow the plan. They can handle whatever they find out there.”

      Tabitha inclined her head. “That may be, but she has the experience with frontier society the twins are lacking, and unless I’m mistaken, Christina and Kai went back to the Dren Cluster with TH. What’s your problem? You can’t think she’ll be a bad influence on the twins?”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “No, they don’t need her influence for that. Trouble manages to find them every time they’re out of my sight. Honestly, I can’t see them getting along well.” She tapped her lips with a finger. “While I wouldn’t describe any of the children as naïve, I will concede that Nickie has an effective if unorthodox way of operating inside the underbelly of society. She has a lot to teach them, especially if the team is going to keep going on undercover operations.”

      She lost her train of thought when she spotted Tabitha’s wicked grin. “Why do I get the impression it didn’t matter what I said?”

      Tabitha laughed heartily. “It’s easier to get forgiveness than ask permission. I already messaged Akio.”

      

      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Bethany Anne’s Ready Room

      Bethany Anne reached out to Michael as she left for the family quarters. We have an issue.

      We have many issues, Michael replied dryly. To which are you referring?

      Our agent aboard the Pleiades missed her extraction. Bethany Anne shared what Tabitha had told her and sent him the video message from Roka.

      Michael’s concern came clearly through their mental link. Picking up the ship is good news. The solution is simple. We send the children to rescue her.

      You read my mind, Bethany Anne told him with amusement. Can you pick up Alexis’ slack with Isaiah’s therapy?

      Of course, Michael assured her. He is making progress despite the setbacks.

      Setbacks? Bethany Anne asked.

      Having your mind rewritten not once but twice is no walk in the park. Michael shared the Vid-doc data from Isaiah’s sessions. The process is brutal. Gödel put in safeguards against her compulsions being undone. I believe Isaiah’s inner strength is the only thing getting him through this.

      Maybe the real Isaiah is just that pissed, Bethany Anne commented, her heart constricting when she read how much time Isaiah had spent in the Vid-doc for repairs to his brain. She shook her head in disgust. How many brain hemorrhages has he had? Gödel is going to pay for this.

      Yes, she will, Michael agreed.

      I’ll make time for him as soon as the current shitstorm has been resolved, Bethany Anne promised.

      I know he would appreciate that, Michael told her. Keep me updated on the twins’ situation.

      Will do. Bethany Anne closed her link to Michael as she walked into the lounge and found the children watching Dawn of the Dead. “Izanami, pause the movie.”

      She dropped onto the couch and smiled as Alexis, Gabriel, Trey, and K’aia stared expectantly at her. “Nice to see you taking time for fun.”

      Alexis folded her arms as she gave her mother a suspicious look. “You have a lead.”

      Bethany Anne winked and smiled. “Got it in one. The Pleiades has shown up.”

      “Seriously?” K’aia blurted. “We’ve been searching for that ship everywhere, and there’s been no sighting of it for months.”

      Bethany Anne’s smile faded. “The undercover agent we had on the crew didn’t make her extraction. She managed to get a message to Harkkat with her current location and a request for another extraction attempt.”

      Alexis sucked in a breath. “Has she been made?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “That I can’t say.”

      “She wouldn’t be the first undercover agent to go into Shoken Industries and vanish without a trace,” Trey cut in. His statement was met with mumbled agreements from the others. “How long since she reached out?”

      “Three days,” Bethany Anne told them. She waved a finger and took control of the entertainment system, replacing the zombies onscreen to show them the brief, whispered video message Harkkat had received. “In case you didn’t notice the family resemblance, Roka is Harkkat’s niece.”

      She exchanged the video for a map of the Federation, showing markers on five locations scattered around the borders, and one distinctly outside Federation space. “The Pleiades docked at Sonmara Station for repairs using a fake registration three weeks ago.”

      “What are we looking at?” Gabriel asked.

      “The places the anti-Empire cult is still holding on,” Bethany Anne told him. “Sonmara Station is outside the Federation border. Don’t you think it’s a little strange the protests have died down everywhere but here?”

      Gabriel snorted in disgust. “There are people suffering for real. These people don’t know hurt.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “What brought this on? You’re usually the first to forgive people’s ignorance.”

      “Did the Collective get an opportunity to protest when Gödel’s people destroyed their planet and enslaved them?” Gabriel sighed in frustration. “I want to have empathy and believe they’re vulnerable to the cult’s manipulation because they’re scared by their status quo shifting. It’s just hard to swallow when we’ve seen so much real suffering. Trey’s people, the Collective, and the Bl’kheth, as well as the countless number of people killed by Ookens this last few years. Look at Talia! How can I feel sorry for the protesters?”

      “You don’t have to feel sorry for them,” Bethany Anne told him. “As long as you don’t take your opinions on duty with you. You represent me, and I will not be seen to work outside the law. I won’t give the cult any ammunition.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “That goes without saying. I’m just frustrated is all. If we were back home, we could just roll up and take the cult out with a well-placed rock.”

      Bethany Anne snickered internally, seeing herself in Gabriel in that moment. “You understand the MPPS was a reactionary measure. I was so sick of being restricted by the law that I killed the administrative monster before it had a chance to rear its ugly head in the Interdiction.”

      TOM chuckled. You admit to being bratty?

      Gabriel groaned.

      Not for a minute. Bethany Anne smiled at her son. “I get that it’s different from the meritocracy you grew up in on the Interdiction, and I appreciate your restraint. The cult hasn’t taken root in the Interdiction for the simple reason the people there have no time for blaming anyone else for their problems. They know I’m only going to intervene if they’re up to fuckery. Otherwise, they are the masters of their own fates. The Federation has to serve the needs of, shit, too many cultures to count at this point. Every member state is responsible for itself, as long as they don’t break Federation law. The places you see rioters are where people are dissatisfied with their local government.”

      She paused for a moment. “I don’t want you to get the idea that the Federation doesn’t work. It works exactly as I planned.”

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “It sounds overly complicated.”

      Bethany Anne put her hand on Gabriel’s. “Politics in a nutshell. You have never been there when the full Federation council is in session. I can’t describe what it feels like to know that every species, every planetary state no matter how small is represented. They have democracy without the noose of bureaucracy and an economy that runs on trade, not war.”

      “Why not take out bad governments?” Gabriel argued. “They’re doing their people a disservice.”

      “For the same reason we’re going to arrest the cult leaders and have them tried in the House of Arbitration,” Alexis told him. “I know you think we’re wasting time, but if we don’t do this right, all we’ll do is leave a trail of martyrs behind us for the cult to rally around.”

      “Are you fit for this assignment?” Bethany Anne asked Gabriel without judgment.

      Gabriel frowned. “It just doesn’t sit well with me, knowing someone is out there making more Isaiahs. I don’t want them sitting pretty in a jail cell for the rest of their lives. The suffering they’ve caused merits suffering in return.”

      Bethany Anne let him run himself out. “I don’t disagree. However, Federation justice is not my Justice.”

      Alexis waved a hand. “Besides, the whole point of arresting them is so we can make a huge deal out of the trial and prove to everyone who supports them that they’re a bunch of low-bellied liars. Can’t do that if all we have is their heads. Be practical, not emotional.”

      “Come on, Gabriel,” K’aia interjected. “These aren’t new concepts. There’s a procedure to follow. I know we haven’t always followed orders as a team, but this time it’s different. We have to follow Alexis’ plan.”

      “It’s a solid one,” Trey reasoned. “Sure, we could take them out. What do we do when the leaders slip away? There’s no doubt they’re going to run as soon as we start rounding up the cell leaders. Where does that get us in the long run? These are the questions we have to ask before we act.”

      Alexis put her hand on Gabriel’s arm to soothe him. “You have to understand who we’re getting involved with. I know it sickened you to see how easily people are manipulated when we were embedded with Isaiah’s cell.”

      K’aia cut in. “They might not be suffering, but they are being victimized. The cult preys on people’s fear of change, on their insecurities and their ignorance. Bethany Anne is doing everything she can to put an end to ignorance and insecurity.”

      “I can’t just leave the tour to apprehend these merchants of fear,” Bethany Anne told them, airing her own frustrations for a moment. “I want to. I can’t. As hard as I tried to avoid it, I’m bound by my responsibility to…well, this.” She waved a hand to encompass the whole Federation. “You are my hands, the only freedom I have to act until this tour is over and I can drop the politics.”

      Gabriel scoffed. “There it is again, the P-word.”

      “You can be crushed by the system, or you can use the system,” Trey told him. He shared his datapad screen to the wallscreen. “Check this out. I had Izanami go through the Gate logs for Sonmara Station, and there was a very interesting arrival there around the same time the Reynolds got back to High Tortuga. A Larian, would you believe?”

      Alexis perked up at that. “Roka mentioned her captain had a new friend.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence, right?” Gabriel enthused, his doubts vanishing in the light of prospective action. “I smell a lead.”

      Trey lifted an arm and sniffed. “That might be me.”

      K’aia sighed at his attempt to inject humor into the situation. “Is the Larian still there?” she asked.

      Trey shook his head. “I can’t say. There’s no record other than his entry through port authority Customs. Do you think he’s connected to Gödel? Isaiah didn’t mention he knew any Larians.”

      “Did you ask him specifically?” Bethany Anne asked. “Because that poor man doesn’t know whether he’s coming or going.”

      “He didn’t react negatively when he met Jiya,” Alexis supplied. “We would have noticed if he was afraid. Izanami has been monitoring him around the clock since he had the first seizure.”

      “He’s still having flashbacks.” It wasn’t a question. Bethany Anne had seen the challenges Isaiah was having with recovering his memory for herself, and she was still angry after finding out how much damage had been done. “Your father explained why traditional treatment isn’t an option.”

      “It’s complicated,” Alexis admitted. She explained the intricate process, which involved a combination of VR therapy and hers and Michael’s careful assistance when they came across one of Gödel’s traps. Isaiah was close to reclaiming his memories despite the challenges he faced. “It’s two steps forward and one back. Before we can extract his deepest memories, we have to strip away the compulsions that are blocking him from them. Then Isaiah has to work through the cognitive and emotional dissonance in the Vid-doc while the memory…settles, I guess is the easy explanation.”

      “It sure as hell doesn’t look easy,” Gabriel stated. “But at least he has the option of Vid-doc therapy.”

      Bethany Anne thought he would recover given time and their continued care and attention. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to interrupt the progress you’re making with him.”

      Alexis sighed in relief. “Me either. So, he can come with us? Gemini’s got the latest Vid-doc. I can keep working with him while the assignment is quiet.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Your father will handle his treatment until you get back. I’ve already spoken to him. He’s aware of the situation.”

      Alexis got to her feet. “I’ll go see him now.”

      “Anything else before we leave?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes. Remember to check in this time,” Bethany Anne told them. “Rescue Roka first, then find the mystery Larian.”
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Vid-doc Suite

      Michael had just finished explaining the idea of helping Isaiah through connecting him with others who had experienced trauma when Talia arrived.

      The Loren recognized the former cult leader and hissed, her tentacles moving into defensive positions around her body. “Why is he here?”

      “For the same reason I asked you to be here,” Michael told her. “You have both suffered because of Gödel, and it is important to know you are not alone in your experiences.”

      Talia bristled but locked her emotions down as she always did in Michael’s presence. The Nacht were undoubtedly good, of that there was no doubt, but it was a terrible goodness. Too intense for her emerging empathic ability. If she wasn’t careful, she would be burned by it. “I don’t know about that. He was the cause of plenty of suffering.”

      “Under compulsion,” Michael explained, making it clear he wouldn’t accept any recriminations on her part. “Against his will.”

      “I saw video of what happened to your home,” Isaiah told Talia quietly. “I’m sorry for what happened to you and your people. I still don’t know where I came from. My memory has been altered to make me forget everything I am, so I would be an obedient soldier.”

      Talia gasped, horrified by the idea of being used as a puppet. “That’s…I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry.”

      Michael indicated the open Vid-docs. “You will remember one day. Today your help is needed to give Talia practice shielding herself from others’ emotions. Her anger is affecting her ability to move on from her trauma.”

      “What do you know about that?” Talia demanded, going back on the offensive. “You’re reading me again?”

      “You are not the only empath aboard or even the strongest. You’re broadcasting your emotions, Talia. Every psychic aboard knows you need help.” Michael had a brief fond recollection of the days when people did as he said without question. Of course, his lack of concern for others at the time had made spilling blood to get that obedience much simpler. These times called for empathy and understanding, which apparently meant getting sassed on a regular basis by beings a fraction of his age. “Let me tell you a story about my daughter. As an infant, she discovered she could communicate mentally with anyone, psychic ability or not, before she had the motor function needed to speak.”

      Talia’s tentacles rippled. “You’re talking about Alexis? Little Ms. Chatterbox?” Maybe training her ability so she wasn’t continually blindsided by revelations about the people she thought she knew wasn’t the worst idea. “Just how powerful are they? And you?”

      Michael inclined his head, chuckling at the sudden respectful inspection from the Loren. “Let’s just say that parenting them came with many unexpected lessons, the most valuable being flexibility when it came to setting boundaries.”

      “What changed Alexis’ mind?” Talia inquired, her curiosity overriding her nervousness.

      “My daughter’s impatience has always gotten the better of her,” Michael told her. “When Gabriel began to speak and the adults praised his progress, she realized she was missing out and caught up rapidly. We grow and heal, or we stagnate. Acceptance is not a weakness. No one thinks less of you because you’ve been affected by your life being torn away.”

      “What does that have to do with him?” Talia asked, pointing at Isaiah.

      “It’s my idea,” Isaiah told her. “Alexis believes experiencing scenarios that directly contradict the programming in my mind will help me to gain con—” He broke off and reached unsteadily for Michael as his vision blurred and the room shifted beneath his feet. “It’s happening again.”

      Talia stiffened in indecision when Isaiah’s eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed, shaking uncontrollably. The shock caused her to let her mental wall crumble, and she was flooded with fear, confusion, and pain. She lifted a tentacle, reaching for Isaiah.

      “I’ve got him,” Michael told her, moving in a blur to catch Isaiah mid-fall.

      Knowing she couldn’t help, she instinctively backed out of Michael’s way, her three hearts pounding as adrenaline coursed through her.

      Michael picked Isaiah up and deposited him gently in the nearest Vid-doc. “Izanami, run Isaiah’s program.”

      Izanami’s hard light avatar appeared beside the Vid-doc as it closed. She waved a hand, and the Vid-doc cycled on. “He is sedated. The episode has been halted, and repairs can begin.”

      The spell holding Talia broke as Isaiah’s consciousness ebbed. Realizing she’d frozen to the spot, she forced her tentacles back into action and approached Michael and Izanami at the Vid-doc. “What just happened? Is he going to be okay?”

      “He is not in the least bit okay, but he will live,” Michael assured her. “It looks much worse than it is.”

      Talia glanced through the viewing window and saw that Isaiah looked peaceful. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Michael sighed. “He had a brain hemorrhage.”

      Talia's already large eyes grew wider still. “You’re joking.”

      Michael shook his head. “I would not make light of the situation. His mind was rearranged, we think by Gödel or someone close to her.” He laid a hand on the Vid-doc. “Isaiah has a long and difficult journey ahead of him before he can be whole again. Fortunately, we have the technology to ensure he makes it to that day intact.”

      “I can’t believe a brain hemorrhage isn’t considered serious here.” Talia had been overwhelmed by the level of technology that was available aboard the Queen's ships from the moment she’d arrived. She was still coming to terms with feeling the emotions of everyone around her, something she’d only had fleeting experiences with before she’d been in the Pod-doc. “Then again, I never expected that knowing when my customers were having a bad day was a normal thing for Lorens.”

      “Not much was known about Loren physiology until you arrived,” Izanami told her. “There are so few of you to begin with, and the majority of the Lorens we know of live extremely private lives.”

      Talia rubbed the base of her skull to ease the ache seeping in. “I guess I know why. It’s not easy living with people when you have to process all of their emotions as well as your own.”

      “But you aren’t working through your emotions, are you?” Michael asked gently. “You haven’t allowed yourself an avenue to grieve.”

      Talia shook her head. She should have departed for Devon already, but she’d been avoiding enlistment, knowing she was too enraged to pass the psychiatric evaluation. “I’ve been making excuses,” she admitted, thinking of her sister at the university. She hadn’t replied to her communications, avoiding a relationship because she was afraid to have it taken away.

      She sighed. “Maybe I needed to see what was left of my people safe, but I’m just trying to hold it together now that they’re taken care of. I want to fight, but I can’t do that until I’m not a danger to anyone on my team, or however the FDG arranges their soldiers.”

      Michael brushed her thoughts and saw she was working to the conclusion that would allow her to move on. The FDG wasn’t where he or Bethany Anne saw this free spirit thriving. There was a place for Talia in the Rangers. However, she had to choose it for herself.

      Talia wandered over to the Vid-doc beside Isaiah’s. “Maybe I'm ready to do more than be angry. What did you have in mind?”

      Michael waved Izanami over. “I thought you might get some closure if you saw the good you can do with your expanded ability. Izanami, is the program ready to run?”

      Izanami nodded. “The Waterworld scenario is complete.” She smiled reassuringly at Talia. The feral look her sharp teeth gave her took nothing from the sentiment. “This is your first time in the Vid-doc. Be prepared, this is an immersive experience. Just relax and go with it.”

      Talia nodded her agreement, afraid to speak in case she backed out. Her rage was still there, beneath the fear of letting go. She was free to reject Michael’s help, but where would that get her? Would her anger become a permanent state of fear? Would she be caught in that trap for the rest of her life? She had to show courage, the same courage she’d shown when the Ookens attacked Melida. The only way out was forward.

      “Don’t worry,” Izanami assured her. “Nothing you experience in here will affect you physically. The program settings limit any pain you can feel.”

      “Thank you, that will be all,” Michael told Izanami, ignoring her rolled eyes. He gestured for Talia to get into the Vid-doc.

      Talia hesitated after climbing in. “What if all I see is how I could do better?”

      “Then I know a good therapist I can recommend,” Izanami offered.

      Talia laid back on the mat. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Michael glanced at Izanami as the Vid-doc cycled on, putting Talia into the rejuvenation cycle. “Why would an AI need a therapist? Don’t you just purge the parts of yourself that aren’t working?”

      Izanami laughed. “You have read too many stories written before artificial intelligence existed. I would no sooner purge a part of myself than you would hack off your foot.”

      Michael shrugged. “I can grow my foot back if the only option is amputation.”

      Izanami raised an eyebrow. “Okay, so that wasn’t the best example. Would you offer up a brain sample?”

      “God, no,” Michael told her with a shiver. “But you have backups, right?”

      Izanami smiled and pointed to an empty Vid-doc. “In you go.”

      

      Vid-doc Scenario: Waterworld

      Talia found herself alone in a roamer that was descending into deep, sunlit water filled with thick, lush kelp. She craned to peer outside the roamer’s window and was delighted to see shoals of brightly-colored fish darting in and out of the gently undulating kelp. Further inspection of her surroundings revealed coral reefs teeming with all kinds of marine life.

      “Put the headset on,” Michael instructed.

      Talia almost whipped him with her tentacles as she whirled in surprise at his sudden appearance. “What is this place? I can’t believe we’re not really here.”

      Michael chuckled at her enthusiasm. “I assure you, we are still onboard the Baba Yaga. This is a simulation of a real world, however.”

      Talia nodded as he spoke, her gaze on the abundant life outside the roamer. She put the headset on and pulled it off again in a hurry when she was blown away by the most beautiful song she had ever heard.

      “What is that?” she asked, stunned by the unexpected harmony of many voices singing.

      “They are called the Collective,” Michael told her. “That is a recording of their group mind communication.”

      “Their song is so beautiful,” Talia whispered. “They lost their home?”

      Michael nodded. “They lost everything when the Kurtherians decided to make them into Ookens, along with two other species they enslaved. You’ve spent time with Trey.”

      Talia nodded. “He’s a good person. Kind.”

      “He is the heir to one of those peoples,” Michael informed her. “We were able to free the Bakas from Kurtherian control. The other is like the Collective, separated and still imprisoned. When we discovered the factories where the Ookens are made, Bethany Anne vowed she wouldn’t rest until they have Justice.”

      “That’s why she’s so determined to stay on schedule,” Talia murmured, more to herself than to Michael. She knew she would feel the same in the Queen’s position. These empathic entities who sang beautifully enough to rend her heart deserved so much better than being made into mindless killers.

      “The sooner the Federation is protected, the sooner we can dismantle the Kurtherians’ assets and free the innocents they’ve enslaved,” Michael told her. “The Collective has been through a huge ordeal as a species. We freed a few, those you heard on the recording. The rest are still in the factories.”

      Talia slipped the headset back on and was quiet for the remainder of the descent, lost in the song. On the surface was the pure joy of being connected to each other that had brought tears to her eyes. But there was more. The melody was layers deep, shifting tone and emotions as the voices overlapped to tell her the story of their experiences.

      She closed her eyes and her mind began to differentiate between the layers, to see how each refrain was in fact a memory looping eternally. Under the joy was a sense of waiting, of certainty in the future despite the challenges they currently faced. The farther in she went, the more voices she heard. Deeper in time, their song was tainted by grief and separation, the pain of being apart from the whole.

      Talia wept as she learned the history of the Collective in their own words. Much like her people, they had been used by others who cared nothing for their sentience. Every Loren remembered what it had been like before the humans came. Those protesting human intervention had much shorter memories, in her opinion.

      The Etheric Empire had put an end to the Skaines raiding Loren colonies and selling the inhabitants to the highest bidder. It was only in recent times that the Skaines and many other similarly-minded planetary states had made the necessary adjustments to their societies to get the Federation sanctions on their trade goods lifted. Those who refused? The Queen’s Justice cut both ways, and that was just fine with Talia.

      Michael touched her shoulder. “We’re here.”

      Talia opened her eyes and saw they were somehow not underwater anymore. She climbed out of the roamer in disbelief, needing to confirm that her eyes weren’t lying when they told her brain the ocean was overhead, lit by floodlights on the rooftops of the buildings laid out in neat rows as far as she could see.

      Outside the translucent dome, kelp rippled gently. Talia took it all in with a sense of wonder. “We’re on the seabed.”

      Michael nodded. “This is Ranger Base Two. Explore and meet the personnel. Call my name when you’re done and we’ll discuss the offer Bethany Anne has for you.”

      Talia nodded, unsure of what offer the Queen could have come up with since they hadn’t spoken more than a few words after their initial meeting.

      “Bethany Anne has everyone in mind,” Michael told her. “Especially those who put others before themselves.”

      He vanished, leaving Talia twiddling her tentacles as she wondered where to start.

      An energetic-looking human approached and introduced herself as Ranger Nine, Jacqueline. “Welcome to Ranger Base Two. Let me show you around.”

      Four hours later, Talia called for Michael. “What is the Queen's offer?” she asked when he appeared. “Does it get me a place working here?”

      Michael smiled, appreciating her straightforward approach. “If you accept, you will join the crew of the Gemini for their current operation, the extraction of an embedded asset on an anti-Empire cult ship.”

      Talia liked the twins a lot, but she had a much bigger rescue mission in mind after everything she’d learned in the past few hours. “I don’t see how that gets me here for real. I want to help the Collective. They’re… Do you know how many Lorens are left?”

      Michael shook his head. “I know it isn’t a great number.”

      “We are scattered among the stars, thanks to the Skaines,” Talia stated without malice, thinking of her sister on Dawnseeker. “But that’s the past. Even the Skaines changed, thanks to the Rangers. Thanks to the humans denying them the choice of doing anything but evolve or die.”

      She swept a tentacle to take in the view outside the dome. “This world was dead, polluted beyond being able to support life by the Kurtherians. I’m not going to pretend I understand half of what the scientists told me, but I know a miracle when I see one.”

      “My wife finds it delightfully amusing to make statements,” Michael told her. “There’s nothing more demoralizing to the enemy or more heartening to our people than seeing something once used to oppress or destroy turned into a symbol of freedom and hope.”

      Talia’s tentacles rustled in amusement. “She does know how to make a statement. So, what happens if I go with the Gemini?”

      “Ranger Two will be joining the crew as a consultant for the duration of the operation,” Michael informed her. “Your duty will involve assisting her while learning what it takes to be a Ranger. After the operation, you will return to the Cosnar System with her.”

      Talia did her best to be objective, despite feeling like she’d willingly part with a tentacle for the chance to meet the Collective and be part of the effort to return their basic dignity to them. She clasped all four pairs of her upper tentacles together and gave Michael her most earnest look. “Let’s get out of here. I need to pack.”
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      Cosnar System, Ranger Base One

      “We are picking up a Gate signature,” CEREBRO announced. “It is the Polaris.”

      “Let her pass,” Akio instructed, smiling when he sensed the identities of the ship’s occupants.

      Eve appeared on the main screen, her face glowing with joy. “Hello, old friend.”

      “Your arrival couldn’t have come at a better time,” Akio told her warmly. “How are your passengers faring after the long journey?”

      “They became more exuberant with every day that passed.” Eve laughed, tapping the earpiece she was wearing. “Can you hear the group mind? They are singing.”

      “I hear them.” Akio had no need for a headset, being one of the few whose enhancement granted him strong psychic abilities. He took a moment to immerse himself in the rich chorus filling the mindspace. He, then sent the Collective his feelings of welcome and received an invitation to join the group mind whenever he wished. You do me great honor, he told them. This is a momentous occasion. I welcome you.

      “Meet you there,” Eve told him when the Collective returned to their celebration. “I have to see this planet with my own eyes.”

      Akio continued to smile as he made his way to the base in a Pod, firing off a quick message to Nickie to tell her their VIPs had arrived as he flew. He had spoken the truth; it was his great pleasure to pay forward what had been done for him.

      There wasn’t a day that went by that he failed to feel gratitude for his freedom, yet as long and dark as his time as a slave had been, it was nothing in comparison to the generations of cruelty inflicted upon the Collective. The trauma they had suffered and that the majority were still suffering at the hands of the Kurtherians disgusted him.

      This day had been too long in coming for the passengers of the Polaris. He would not be there to see their kin freed when Bethany Anne launched her attack on the factories. When the armada departed, the Rangers had the duty of defending the outer reaches of the Federation. Reclaiming this planet had been his opportunity to be part of the effort to restore a life worth living to the Collective. His contribution was to build a home where they could start to reconstruct their fractured society.

      Akio’s Pod had him at the underwater base ahead of Eve. The kelp forest parted to reveal a translucent dome with a much larger rectangular enclosure tacked onto the south side. He directed the Pod to the dome covering the sprawling complex of buildings that made up Ranger Base Two, his gaze drawn by the enclosure filled with gently undulating marine kelp.

      CEREBRO admitted Akio’s Pod through the airlock. He landed on the roof of the operations center, where he found Dr. Jeddah waiting for him with barely-concealed excitement bubbling under the surface of her professional demeanor.

      “Is the acclimation enclosure ready?” Akio asked as they walked inside.

      “Of course,” Vivian told him. “The last thing we want is to find out the hard way if we got any part of the model wrong.”

      Akio nodded. This planet was not a controlled environment, it was a fully-functioning biome built from many alien species. The kelp was the only part of the ecosystem the Collective had been exposed to so far. They had to be transferred to the enclosure and introduced to their new environment gradually.

      The Polaris made its entrance, surrounded by schools of brightly-colored fish and a large group of marine mammals Akio had believed to be dolphins until last week. He had encountered one and been scolded sharply by her for not recognizing that while she shared genetic traits with the Earth Delphinidae, she was an Eriba from the planet Eribaum, a world with landlocked oceans and limited room for growth as a species.

      A Pod left the ship and made its way to the airlock Akio had used. It landed by Akio’s Pod.

      “This must be the famous Eve,” Vivian commented.

      Akio met Eve with open arms when she stepped out of the Pod. “Welcome to Waterworld. You are a sight for sore eyes.”

      Eve returned Akio’s hug with enthusiasm. “It’s been too long.”

      Akio’s smile was tinged with sadness. “War is the cause of many hardships, separation from those we love being one of the most challenging to bear. I’m glad you are here to help the Collective transition to their new lives.”

      Eve’s smile was pure satisfaction. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else. I have grown rather attached to them these last few years.” She stared at the gently-rippling kelp inside the acclimation enclosure while she examined the water composition data. “The enclosure levels are optimal. I’m going to give the crew the go-ahead to get the Collective settled in.”

      Akio nodded. “Before we start, meet Dr. Vivian Jeddah. Her input when it came to reviving the planet was invaluable.”

      Eve shook the hand that was offered. “I have seen your reports, Dr. Jeddah. The results your team has accomplished are impressive, to say the least.”

      “Vivian, please.” She blushed deeply at the praise. “We knew the importance of building a rich ecosystem, of course. While the kelp forests are designed to grow well in the full ranges of temperature and depth the oceans provide, they still require maintenance. Our goal has been to create self-sustaining balance with the macrobiology and microbiology we have introduced.”

      “The Collective will never go hungry with the bounty science has provided,” Akio asserted. “Neither will their souls cry out for nourishment once they are reunited, with such beauty surrounding them.”

      Vivian chuckled. “You just like spending time on the reef.”

      Akio shrugged. “Guilty. I did not know psionic fish existed.”

      Eve laughed lightly as she took Akio’s arm and guided him to the viewing platform that looked out over the acclimation enclosure. “The Collective is about to make the transfer.”

      Vivian placed her hand on the window, observing with fascination as the Polaris docked at the specially designed hatch in the roof of the enclosure. There was a flash of light as the docking mechanism engaged and the enclosure’s forcefield formed a seal around the corresponding hatch in the belly of the ship.

      “It is good to see my design in action,” Eve commented as the hatches slid back in unison and the Polaris’ aquatic decks were joined with the acclimation enclosure. “No more tanks, no more cages,” she murmured into her headset.

      Eve tilted her head as she connected to the base's systems and activated the speakers. “You need to hear this. Everyone on the base does.”

      Everyone stopped in their tracks when the Collective’s song filled the base. One by one, the nine Collectives flowed gracefully into the enclosure. Everyone listening was overwhelmed by the sudden onrush of visions and emotions they shared as they disappeared into the kelp.

      The Reynolds’ engineering crew downed their tools for a moment, swept up in the majesty of the Collective’s exaltation at seeing their new home for the first time.

      Akio put a hand on his chest, allowing himself to be taken by the moment. Almost everyone else on the base was experiencing this as an observer. Immersed in the group mind, he was privileged to feel the Collective’s reactions as if they were his own.

      He felt the clean water against his skin and wonder at the seemingly unending space. He felt their gratitude, given the tanks they’d lived in since their rescue and the steady patience they’d cultivated, knowing that this day would come. He felt satisfaction, the relief of hopes granted, the longing to share this new paradise with the long-lost.

      The Conduit emerged from the kelp and swam to the viewing window. It touched the glass with a tentacle and spoke to Akio. We cannot express the depth of our gratitude.

      I understand, Akio replied, recognizing the mental signature as belonging to the Conduit. One day this world will be home to all of the Collective.

      The Conduit broke off and turned to look when the Eriba and their flocks gathered outside the enclosure.

      Meet the guardians of the forests, Akio explained, feeling cautious curiosity from all nine Collectives. The Eriba shepherd the creatures who maintain the kelp. I believe your two peoples will be able to live in harmony.

      A wave of hope for companionship came from the Conduit. We can hear them.

      The Eriba sent out a warm welcome as the other Collectives emerged from the kelp.

      Eve laid a hand on Akio's arm as the two groups got acquainted. “I’m recording this,” she told him quietly. “Bethany Anne intends to play it into the factory prisons when she attacks, along with messages for the other groups we have had contact with. The Collective will know freedom is waiting for them.”

      Akio was about to agree when CEREBRO interrupted with an urgent message from Tabitha. He inclined his head to Eve and Vivian. “Please excuse me.”

      He walked to an empty space and opened the message. There was very little detail besides a request for Nickie to travel on the Polaris to the Baba Yaga and assist the Gemini’s crew with an assignment beyond Federation borders.

      Sensing Tabitha's request wasn’t entirely aboveboard, he forwarded it to Bethany Anne to get confirmation.

      Akio received an almost immediate reply, both confirming the order and adding the information that Nickie was to onboard a Ranger recruit she had aboard the Baba Yaga.

      He apologized to Eve and Vivian, pleading duty, and went to find Nickie.

      

      Ranger Base One

      Nickie decided Durq needed some adventure in his life as she made her way from the ops center to the residential wing. Taking the Granddaughter wasn’t an option, so she didn’t necessarily need any crew with her.

      Durq was of the same mind when she found him studying in his quarters.

      Nickie waited for him to open the door, then leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms. “Pack a bag. We’re going on a road trip.”

      Durq remained seated at his desk, all but hugging his study notes. “You don’t want me under your feet on an op,” he told her. “I just get in the way when you’re fighting, and I can’t keep a cover story straight to save my life.”

      “You have to come,” Nickie pleaded. “I’m not ordering you to go as your captain. I’m asking you to come as my friend. It’s not just an op. I’m supposed to teach the twins what I know about working on the frontier.”

      “You don’t want to take Grim?” Durq asked shyly, forgetting his misgivings at the thought of Nickie choosing him.

      Nickie nodded. “Not this time. He has to get Sam Jr. under control before he can go on an op. It’s just me and the terrifying twins.” She decided to omit that they were picking up a new recruit until they were on their way. “I could use your support.”

      That part was true.

      Durq's look of terror faded. He got to his feet and wrapped Nickie in a tight hug. “Okay, I’ll come. Give me an hour to pack and postpone my exam.”

      “Exam?” Nickie asked.

      Durq grinned. “I’m not much of a fighter, but Base Two needs a huge engineering crew. Addie has been helping me brush up on everything I learned working with her, and it turns out I qualify for the fast track program. All I have to do is pass the entrance exam and I’ve got a job waiting.”

      Nickie’s heart fell. “Then you have to stay and take the exam.”

      Durq shook his head. “I wouldn’t be able to concentrate, knowing I left you hanging. When have you ever asked anything of me? You have the authority to make sure I don’t miss out.”

      Nickie picked Durq up and spun him around before releasing him to totter unsteadily into his bedroom. “I’ll speak to…whoever. How soon can you be ready to leave?”

      “An hour,” Durq promised.

      Nickie waved as she headed for the door. “You know I love you. Meet me in the main hangar when you’re ready. We’re hitching a ride on the Polaris.”

      They met with plenty of time to get settled into their respective quarters on the crew deck before the Polaris departed for the Baba Yaga’s location. Eve greeted Nickie in passing as they boarded, too caught up in taking care of her aquatic travelers to stay and talk.

      Nickie dropped her bags on her bed before sitting at the desk by the holowindow to start planning her approach to her assignment. Meredith did what she could to help by procuring records of the twins' previous operations involving the anti-Empire cult from ADAM.

      “They’ve definitely got experience,” Nickie murmured to Meredith, noting the professional planning and execution of their undercover operations so far. “What if they’re uptight, by-the-book military brats?”

      “You’re scared?” Meredith inquired via the speaker in Nickie’s datapad.

      Nickie shrugged. “I don’t know about scared. I’m pretty fucking intimidated by the thought of teaching. The last time I saw the twins was before their enhancement. I’m no role model.”

      Meredith laughed. “That’s not true, at least not the way you’re looking at it. Rangers are a different kind of role model. They aren’t bound by the same protocols as regular military or law enforcement agencies.”

      “We’re not above the law,” Nickie argued.

      “No,” Meredith agreed. “However, a Ranger is free to interpret the law to fit the extraordinary circumstances they find themselves in on the frontier. If anything, a Ranger’s moral compass has to be truer than true. Incorruptible.”

      Nickie didn’t disagree. “I’m not wild about a recruit being there to see me fall flat on my face. Onboarding is more Hirotoshi’s and Ryu’s thing, or Katsu’s if they’re tech-minded. They have a shit-ton of experience compared to me.”

      “You were a Ranger long before you got that badge,” Meredith told her, somehow managing to sound like she was chastising Nickie as much as praising her. “I was there when you thought I wasn’t. You did right by those who deserved the Queen’s Justice even when you were at rock bottom.”

      Nickie thought about telling Meredith that she hadn’t much considered doing good when she’d been taking her frustrations out on the lowest of the low in the process of searching out the next good time on the frontier.

      The reminder of her darkest days reinforced to Nickie that Bethany Anne’s children had no business operating on the outside without a guide to ensure they didn’t get their precious throats cut within a week of leaving the safety of their parents’ protection. “I’m not questioning the necessity of my being given this assignment.”

      “Okay,” Meredith conceded. “So, what?”

      Nickie shrugged, pushing her datapad away. “Honestly?”

      “Well, it would be preferable,” Meredith replied coolly. “We’ll be at the Dren Cluster in less than thirty hours.”

      “Fuck you, Mere,” Nickie retorted. “Why do you always push my buttons?”

      “My core programming compels me to provide you with stimulation,” Meredith assured her with a lilt of humor in her tone. “It’s not my fault that the thing you find most stimulating is an argument.”

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “Fuck. My. Life. Meredith, if I tell you, will you leave me the fuck alone?”

      “Why don’t you try it and find out?” Meredith returned.

      “Kill me now,” Nickie grumbled. “Okay. Fine. There’s an old human saying. ‘The past is a different country, and you can’t go back there.’”

      “Yet here you are, about to do just that,” Meredith sympathized.

      Nickie dropped her head on her folded arms. “Yet here I am. I’m not that person anymore, Mere. I’ve worked my ass off to become someone my family can be proud of.”

      “Do you think Bethany Anne would have given you this assignment if you weren’t?” Meredith asked. “Suck this existential crisis up, Ranger. You have people relying on you.”

      Nickie snorted. “Thanks, Mere. That’s exactly what I needed to hear.”

      Meredith huffed. “Your sarcasm is not appreciated.”
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      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Morale on the bridge was high, with everyone anticipating a warm welcome from a station that felt like home and the chance to spend a little more time with the Waltons.

      “Coordinates received from Spires Shipyard,” Izanami announced to the fleet. “We are approaching our destination. Gate activation in five…four…three…two…”

      The Baba Yaga and the Reynolds swept through the Gate Izanami created a thousand kilometers from the shipyard, where they were greeted by an unexpected honor guard in the form of the War Axe.

      A debate broke out among Gabriel, Trey, K’aia, and Alexis about who was at the helm of the destroyer as Tina and Geroux slipped away to prepare their teams for transfer to the shipyard and station.

      “The War Axe is hailing us,” Izanami told Bethany Anne.

      “Onscreen, Izanami.” Bethany Anne couldn’t contain her smile when the head of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch appeared. She had changed this woman’s diaper as an infant, but that was ancient history. Bethany Anne had watched from afar as Christina grew from an astute and formidable child into the most capable commander the Bad Company’s sledgehammer could ask for now that TH had retired. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Colonel Lowell.”

      Christina nodded in acknowledgment of the respect Bethany Anne was showing her in front of the cameras streaming to the Federation. “I didn’t want to miss out on welcoming you to the Dren Cluster, my Queen.”

      Kai bobbed into view, waggling his fingers briefly before vanishing again.

      “You two should be on your honeymoon!” Alexis exclaimed in exasperation.

      Christina lifted her hands. “What can I say? A working honeymoon is better than none. We’ve had our manufacturing facilities running around the clock since we got back from Serenity with the specs you gave us. We are ready to join the CEREBRO network.”

      “That’s what I like to hear, Colonel,” Bethany Anne praised. “Keeg Station and the Bad Company are shining examples of how strong leadership gets things done.”

      “We’re just a small part of the big picture.” Christina glanced at the tiny drones hovering around Bethany Anne and made the decision to speak her mind. “This monumental effort that has occurred across the Federation has taken the cooperation of everyone. Because we have come together. We have strived to not only protect but to connect every inhabited planet and space station with the rest. This drive to be together, to be part of the whole, protecting each other, looking out for our neighbors as well as ourselves.

      “That is what the Bad Company fights to protect. We have a reputation. The rumors are true, I don’t deny it. Those we come for lose everything because their crimes against the Federation demand it. We are dedicated. We are ruthless in pursuing Justice. We will fight to the last soldier for the rights of Federation citizens to live without fear. Turning that on the Seven is both an honor and our very great pleasure.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “As it is mine. The support of the people makes protecting them that much easier. Keeg Station has been a safe haven for Federation citizens on the frontier for over a decade. By the time the tour moves on, it will be better protected and more heavily defended. Outlying colonies will be able to alert the station immediately in emergencies.”

      “You have no idea how many lives that’s going to save,” Christina informed her cheerily. “Dionysus will guide the Baba Yaga and the Reynolds into their docking spires. Both those babies look as though they could do with some TLC, and we have our reputation as the premier shipyard in the Federation to uphold.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head. “Unexpected, but welcome.”

      “I’ll meet you in the transfer lounge.” Christina waved and then dropped the link.

      Bethany Anne was still smiling when she turned to Izanami after the screen went blank. “You heard the Colonel. Prepare to dock, and inform Tina and Geroux we will be departing from transporter bay one in fifteen minutes. They left too soon.”

      Izanami’s eyes flashed red. “Done. I will join you when I am satisfied with the repairs they intend to make to my ship. According to Dionysus, there are many extras to choose from.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Nothing that affects the operational efficiency of the ship. No changes to anything on this deck without my approval.”

      Izanami feigned indignation. “Credit me with a modicum of self-control. It’s not as though you’re going to get back and find I exchanged the plasma cannons to get the phase manifold conducers plated with anodized titanium.”

      “You’re not convincing me,” Bethany Anne told her, unable to repress her laughter at the AI’s idea of a mani-pedi for the Gate drive.

      “I am hoping to be shown weapons that compliment my current loadout,” Izanami elucidated. “There is a vast array of technology that has been reverse-engineered from the Beniton station called Nadezhda. I am also looking to improve the efficiency of the biomatter processors, and to explore what is possible with the holographic technology used aboard the station.”

      “What’s your budget for all these upgrades?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Reynolds and I have half a million credits each put aside for the improvements,” Izanami replied with a smile. “We are meeting Shonna in a few hours to go through her catalogs.”

      “Sounds like a blast for you both.” Bethany Anne transferred five hundred thousand credits to Izanami’s account, then the same to Reynolds’ with a note explaining what it was for. “Tell Shonna you want something you haven’t seen before. Have fun, both of you. You two have earned the right to a little pampering.”

      “Damn straight, we have.” Izanami disappeared in a shower of golden sparks.

      “I’ll meet you in the transporter bay,” Michael told Alexis, Gabriel, K’aia, and Trey before turning back to the viewscreen. “The shipyard has expanded greatly in the last few years, according to Christina. I want to see this wondrous technology she is so enamored of in action.”

      “Not just Christina.” Alexis chuckled fondly at her father’s preoccupation with the drama playing out on the viewscreen. She turned to find that Gabriel, K’aia, and Trey had left ahead of her.

      “Hey, wait up, guys!” she yelled as she ran after them. “We have to find Talia before we leave!”

      Bethany Anne made a side trip to her armory to grab her coat, then made her way to the transporter bay. She arrived in an empty room.

      “Izanami?”

      No response.

      “Transporter systems must remain offline until the docking procedure is completed,” a dispassionate male voice told her from the speaker.

      “Who the hell are you?” Bethany Anne demanded.

      “Dionysus,” Dionysus replied. “Transporter systems must remain offline until the docking procedure is completed.”

      “Well, aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?” Bethany Anne replied, annoyed by being held up. Her patience evaporated, and she stepped into the Etheric without another word.

      Michael remained on the bridge, enjoying the spectacle that was Spires Shipyard. The main shipyard was full to capacity, with lanes of ships waiting to dock.

      Ships of all sizes were being built or repaired in maintenance docks attached to the many spires that branched off each module of the shipyard’s central core. On the opposite side from where the Baba Yaga had Gated in, he saw hundreds of sleeping ships awaiting their upgraded crews.

      The children could tease him all they liked. What Alexis failed to realize was that her attention to detail came from him. Bethany Anne liked what tech could do. How it was done didn’t interest her one bit.

      This shipyard was a wonder of innovation that he had a special appreciation for. In the fifteen hundred-plus years he had lived, for more than thirteen hundred of those, the most sophisticated form of travel for crossing the sea was a wooden boat sealed with pitch, the only protection the prayers of the brave people sailing it.

      Technology had progressed with increasing speed, snowballing from the nineteen hundreds onward with the invention of the combustion engine and the advent of mass production. Advances in computing in the twentieth century had moved almost faster than even he could keep up with, which was how he had ended up employing Carl and his predecessors to keep him ahead of everyone else.

      The Baba Yaga was large enough to accommodate two hundred thousand people in relative comfort, yet she and the Reynolds were dwarfed by the central core of the shipyard. Everywhere Michael looked, there was activity, AIs working in tandem with people to operate the massive robotic repair arms integrated with the maintenance docks. What humanity had achieved when given access to tech created by much older civilizations was nothing short of miraculous. The use of automation here was beyond anything he could have imagined back then. No wonder they were adding as many as six ships a week to the fleet.

      Michael’s smile shifted when a moment of nostalgia swept over him. Carl would have lost his shit seeing this. He returned his attention to the docking process, examining the unoccupied spire protruding from each side of the station as they came in. He assumed that was their destination.

      The AI operating the docks scanned the Baba Yaga and the Reynolds as they cruised slowly toward the base of the station. Michael lost sight of the Reynolds as the ships parted ways, to be received at the two spires.

      He received another automated message as the Baba Yaga approached the spire, but he barely glanced at it, more interested in watching the marvel occurring outside the ship.

      Getting closer, Michael saw that the spire culminated in an octagonal maintenance dock maybe a third the Baba Yaga’s girth and a third her length. At first, it looked like the Baba Yaga was heading for a dock that was far too small to take the city-sized superdreadnought. Michael withheld judgment as the Baba Yaga held her position, waiting for permission to dock.

      A stream of bots hauling heavy equipment exited the octagon as it expanded to make a berth wide enough to receive the forward third of the ship. The octagon’s angled compartments slid apart, revealing its modular construction. Telescopic scaffolding fixed between the modules unfolded smoothly, keeping the compartments connected as they were configured to line up with the forward airlocks. The bots wasted no time, clustering in the gaps between the modules as soon as the magnetic locks activated to fix the scaffolding in place.

      Michael continued to watch the bots’ rapid-fire installation for a few minutes, then decided he’d best check the message he’d received as the Baba Yaga began creeping forward to enter the dock. It advised that passengers were to remain in situ until they had confirmation from Dionysus that the forward airlocks were aligned with the transfer lounge modules, letting him in on the purpose of the modular compartments.

      Realizing that Izanami’s absence likely had more to do with performing the complex maneuvers needed to move safely through the crowded shipyard than her rush to spend the credits burning a hole in her account, Michael returned to the show on the viewscreen.

      The bots were done. The purpose of their equipment became clear when more telescopic scaffolding was deployed from three of the previously empty spaces around the octagon. The scaffolding spiraled out at an angle, forming a triple helix that continued to extend until it wound around the remaining length of the ship. Docking clamps engaged as each section of the support structure moved into place.

      The structure continued to expand from the docking clamp platforms. Gantries sprouted from the junctions to join the three spirals. With the Baba Yaga encased in scaffolding, the bots got back to work, swarming the gantries. Some began affixing huge, skeletal arms to the scaffolding. Others hovered over the surface of the hull as they deep-scanned the ship to determine what repairs were needed.

      Michael’s attention was captured by the elegance of the robotic arms that moved in to begin repairing the wear and tear the ship had racked up in the last few months. He snapped out of his trance when he received a message from Dionysus requesting certain areas be evacuated while the hull was cleaned and repaired.

      Michael opened a channel to the AI. “What is the reason for the evacuation?”

      “There are a number of places where damage to the hull has been repaired with permacrete foam,” Dionysus informed him. “Those plugs need to be removed, and the hull patched. The listed areas are sections of the ship that might experience a loss of atmosphere during the repairs.”

      Michael thanked Dionysus and cut the call. “Izanami, have all non-essential personnel relocate to Keeg Station. Make sure those who remain are aware of the repairs happening. The affected areas are off-limits.”

      “Done, and done,” Izanami replied from a speaker. “Dionysus has approved transporter use. You are free to leave the ship.”

      “Where is Bethany Anne?” he asked.

      There was the briefest pause before Izanami answered. “She left transporter bay one via the Etheric two minutes and seventeen seconds ago.”

      Michael strode from the bridge and headed for the transporter bay, amused by his wife’s impatience.

      

      Dren Cluster, Spires Shipyard

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric on the other side of the docking spire’s transfer lounges. A crowd of station crew milled around, here to meet the teams they would be working with over the next six weeks.

      Christina left an elevator and crossed to where Bethany Anne was people-watching, dropping all formality to embrace her when they met. “Good to see you again so soon.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she released Christina. “Thank you for the personal sacrifice you and Kai have made. You will get time for yourselves, I promise.”

      “We could have stayed longer on Serenity. We agreed that duty came before tradition this time. We didn’t want to waste any time getting the weapons and transporter tech installed,” Christina told Bethany Anne, her eyes shining with glee at the extra destructive power the Bad Company’s flagship had been given. “The War Axe has all the bells and whistles, including a spanking-new Gate drive, transporter system, weapons upgrades, the latest food-processing units, and sonic showers in quarters. I could go on.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled at her enthusiasm. “You like the new toys? Have you slept at all since you got back?”

      Christina’s eyes widened in amused appreciation. “I wasn’t kidding when I said we’ve been busy. Ted, via Plato, has the ship upgrades running with precision, thanks to Shonna acting as an intermediary between him and the workers. Between them, the fabrication and installation crews have delivered all their impossible demands.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the news that Char’s suggestion for handling the upgrades of power supplies, Gate drives, and weapons systems without driving their workers insane had been effective. “What does that mean for the armada’s status?”

      Christina waggled her eyebrows. “It means we’re turning out upgraded Federation ships at a rate of six per week. I can’t speak for the other shipyards, but we’re ahead of schedule. Keeg is almost at capacity with the FDG and the paramilitary outfits from around this quadrant that made the cut as legitimate organizations. Their ships are ready and waiting for them. Those fuckface Kurtherians aren’t going to know what hit them when we rock up and blow their shit to space dust.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “That’s the plan.” She glanced at the crowd in the main lounge. “Where’s Felicity?”

      Christina lifted a shoulder, her brow furrowing. “You know, I don’t know. She was supposed to be here. So was Char.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Finding them will have to wait. I want to say goodbye to my children before they leave on their next assignment.”

      Christina wrinkled her nose. “They’re getting ready to deploy? Sucks for the bad guys. The twins are relentless. Kai and I had a blast working with them.”

      Michael, Alexis, and Gabriel transported in with Tina, Marcus, Takal, Geroux, and Reynolds and Izanami in their android bodies. The team leaders Bethany Anne had called in arrived a moment later.

      The docking procedure was complete, and the crews of both superdreadnoughts spilled into the transfer lounges. Many had their equipment in tow on antigrav carts of every size, ready to begin the massive overhaul planned for Keeg Station as the central point of defense for that quadrant.

      There were a few moments to exchange greetings for those who had been together on Serenity, and introductions for those who had been indisposed by duty and unable to attend Christina’s and Kai’s wedding. Everyone was delighted to meet Timmons, Shonna, and Merit, werewolves and engineers all.

      K’Thrall, a Yollin sergeant major, and Slikira, an Ixtali Bad Company warrior, were taken with K’aia’s custom armor, having had trouble acquiring armor suited for the four-legged. The sergeant major’s interest was for those under his command, he being two-legged.

      Bethany Anne connected to the transfer lounge’s speaker system and called for everyone’s attention. “Everyone knows what they need to do. Work with your counterparts to get this station connected to the blanket quickly and safely, and there will be a reward of three days’ leave aboard Keeg Station. This will be your last leave for the duration of the tour. I am informed that the station is the place to be entertained in this quadrant, should you need motivation.”

      They did not. There was a brief buzz of conversation while the team leaders took instructions from their respective project managers, then the lounges began to empty as the crews left to catch transfer shuttles with their new workmates.

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger to Christina as the civilians debarked. The lounges began to fill up again, this time with family members of the enlisted permanent residents. Delighted children whose energy was boosted by the excitement of being in a new place ran circles around their parents and guardians.

      She saw Gabriel and Alexis waiting to speak to her before they left. “One minute.”

      Christina waved to catch K’Thrall’s attention. “Go ahead. I need to find us transport.”

      Bethany Anne hitched a thumb toward the panoramic window that looked out onto the Baba Yaga. “We’ll take a roamer. You know where they’re kept.”

      “Don’t do the mom thing,” Gabriel told Bethany Anne as Christina left.

      “What ‘mom thing’ is that?” Bethany Anne inquired with a wry smile. She turned to look for K’aia and Trey. “Get in here, you two.” She held them all for a long moment before stepping back. “Take care, and kick ass like I know you can.”

      Michael slipped an arm around Bethany Anne’s waist as the four of them left to search for Talia, promising to keep in touch. “Young Roka is in the best of hands, whether she knows it or not.”

      Bethany Anne rested her head in the hollow of his shoulder. “I’m so fucking proud of them. We make excellent children.” She laughed when Michael went stiff in her arms and released him with a playful shove. “It wasn’t a hint that we should do it again.”

      Michael held up his hands in surrender. “Good. I don’t mind admitting that the first time was experience enough.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes at him. “I wouldn’t bring a child into our life as it is right now. I have enough guilt about Alexis and Gabriel being forced to grow up so fast.”

      “You didn’t start the war,” Michael reasoned.

      “No, but I’ll end it,” Bethany Anne vowed. “Then we can all live in peace. I’ve been thinking about Earth more and more.”

      “You’re homesick,” Michael responded softly. “As am I. I believe we left a piece of ourselves behind when we left Earth.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, relieved she wasn’t alone. “I want to go home. Whatever Earth looks like now, however people and society have evolved, it’s where we belong.” She sighed. “And it’s denied to us until we can be sure we’re not leading every asshole in the known universe there. Until I can be sure it’s safe to bring Earth into the Federation, it stays hidden.”

      “Then we had better get to work bringing that day around,” Michael told her with a smile. “The Bad Company’s ranking officers will be the first to be upgraded. They will assist John and Nathan with the rest once they’re done, leaving me free to keep working with Isaiah.”

      He leaned in and pressed a kiss to Bethany Anne’s temple. “Good luck with Ted.”

      Bethany Anne laughed as she tilted her head to catch the kiss with her lips. “Ted’s a sweetheart,” she told him. “You just have to know how to speak to him. Besides, I have the upper hand. He doesn’t know that I know he and Felicity have been to Earth to see their children.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “Is that wise? What if Gödel found out?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “I only know because Plato slipped up in a conversation with ADAM, and ADAM made him spill. I’ve assessed the risk. Ted can be trusted not to get caught. With that in mind, I have a feeling that giving him and Felicity dispensation to visit Earth so they can keep in touch with their children will go a long way toward softening his reaction to being diverted from his work.”

      She glanced at the roamer bumping down the airlock ramp. “I see my ride.”

      Once Michael had returned to the Baba Yaga, Christina and Bethany Anne set off in the roamer.

      Christina made a clipped inquiry to Dionysus as to where the manager of Keeg Station was at that moment and the snooty AI referred them to Iracitus, who informed her that Felicity was with Ted in his workshop on Nadezhda Station.

      “Dionysus is not my favorite AI,” she told Bethany Anne. “He lacks tact and has none of Plato’s empathy.”

      “Plato probably developed empathy in response to Ted’s need for it,” Bethany Anne guessed. She sent a message to Felicity, asking her to meet them at her office on the main concourse. “I want to lay eyes on this mecca of good taste Char wouldn’t stop talking about when we were on Serenity. There’s no point in dragging Ted away from his work before we’ve overseen phase one of the defensive upgrades. If anything comes out of that rift, it’s going to be vaporized before it’s taken a breath.”

      “Felicity will leave Ted to his own devices or she won’t.” Christina noticed Bethany Anne’s stride had purpose. “Where are we going?”

      “I messaged Felicity,” Bethany Anne told her. “Her office is above the main promenade, right?”

      Christina nodded. “Hers, Char’s, and Shonna’s.”

      Bethany Anne gave Christina a sideways look as they entered the main promenade. “You didn’t want in on their fashion empire?”

      Christina shook her head, chuckling. “I have my duty to keep me occupied. That, and a husband with a slim grasp of his mortality.”

      “He didn’t get a full upgrade yet?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Christina shook her head. “You wouldn’t believe the crazy nanocytes he has. Ted says the reason he had no apparent abilities is conflicting instructions or something.”

      “He’s a lot harder to kill than he was before he went into the Vid-doc,” Bethany Anne reasoned. “He should get in touch with Eve. She figured it out when Tabitha’s pregnancy was killing her.”

      “I’ll pass that along.” Christina smiled as she caught a flash of sequins in the crowd. “Here’s Felicity.”

      Dressed to the nines as always, Felicity stood out among the shoppers in a strapless royal blue gown with silver trim and matching four-inch heels. She carved through the crowds of shoppers on the promenade, waving at Bethany Anne and Christina. “I thought I smelled good shoes,” she offered in greeting, eyeing Bethany Anne’s feet enviously. “How have you managed to sit on those for this long?”

      Bethany Anne extended one Louboutin-clad foot and smiled. “I didn’t. They were a gift from a friend who lives outside this universe.”

      Felicity gave her a skeptical look. “Well, don’t you get all the luck. Our humble boutiques aren’t anything like as exclusive as Louboutin is in this universe.”

      Bethany Anne slipped an arm through Felicity’s and started walking again. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about what you’ve built here. We will definitely have time for shopping before the tour moves on. Right now, we have a station to overhaul and a metric shit-ton of outlying colonies to connect to the CEREBRO network.”

      Felicity sniffed, somewhat mollified. “Then we’d better get to work. Opening Keeg up to the Gate system attracted a wave of settlers that’s still going strong.” She smiled, her pride evident. “The Dren Cluster is a hot property, I’ll have you know. Turn your back for just a minute, and the frontier has expanded while you weren’t looking.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Bethany Anne assured her. “We’ll start with a walkthrough of the station’s current security protocols. ADAM is in contact with the local AIs, and he will inform me when the phase one teams are ready to commence.”

      After a quick stop at the office, where they found no sign of Char, Bethany Anne, Christina, and Felicity walked side by side through the station, checking off items on their respective schedules as the first-phase engineers began arriving at their destinations around the shipyard.

      Bethany Anne remained in contact with Tina, receiving a running commentary on the progress she and Geroux’s teams were making in setting up the components of the CEREBRO network.

      She was so used to the cameras being on her by now that she periodically had to remind herself to watch her language since parts of the feed were also being shown in schools as part of the “living history” course designed by ADAM and Alexis as part of their effort to ensure no entity like the anti-Empire cult took root in the next generation. There were a lot of things she wanted to teach the children, but fluency in creative cursing wasn’t on the list.

      “You already have plenty of firepower here,” Bethany Anne commented, waving one of her camera drones out of the way when it dipped too close.

      Felicity took being broadcast to the entire Federation in her elegant stride. It was no secret that she was fond of any opportunity to dress to impress. The sound of high heels clacking on metal decks filled the corridor as they continued deeper into the station.

      “We beefed up the defenses when we were attacked shortly after the shipyard was built,” she explained. She smiled when Shonna reported that the first ring of satellites was in place. “Shonna says they’re getting ready to start installing the relay beacons. The shipyard will be connected to your security blanket in no time at all, it seems. This is some cooperation. I’ve never seen anything on this scale.”

      Christina just nodded, having said her piece already.

      “How is Ted handling everything?” Bethany Anne inquired, concerned that the sudden changes were causing him trauma.

      Felicity’s brow furrowed delicately as she smirked. “Like he finally has the resources he deserves, the tyrant.” She smiled. “We had plenty of time to prepare, so he’s doing just fine. I’ll make sure Plato sends details for the improvements to the network he’s going to make.”

      Bethany Anne smiled, knowing that anything their neurodivergent genius came up with while he was focused on their goal would benefit all of the Federation. “He can have whatever he wants, within reason.”

      “You may live to regret that statement,” Felicity drawled. “Or are you buttering up my husband to make being away from home easier for him?”

      Christina looked up from examining Bad Company’s upgrade schedule on her datapad. “You and Ted are so not going on the factory raid.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head in agreement. “Good God, no. The armada doesn’t need Ted to keep it running. The Federation needs Ted right here, where he can react to any surprises that get thrown at you while I’m gone. Char and TH are staying here too,” she told Christina. “I want them keeping an eye on things in this quadrant since you will have the Bad Company to lead.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Christina murmured, pointing out Char walking toward them with a determined stride.

      Charumati, queen of the werewolves, lifted an expertly manicured finger as she inserted herself into the conversation. “I’m just fine with staying behind. My husband might have something to say about it, but he’ll get over it in a couple of years. We are retired. R.E.T.I.R.E.D. If trouble appears on our doorstep, we’ll deal with it. Otherwise, we intend to do our part by holding up civilization.”

      “One bar at a time, right?” Christina teased. “I can see TH’s brewery empire growing exponentially. You two don’t know how to take it easy.”

      Char shrugged.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “I’m sure there will be plenty of action to keep TH busy, even if he has to create some himself.”

      Char groaned, covering her eyes with a hand. “You heard about the ‘sabotage.’”

      Char ignored Bethany Anne and Felicity’s continued teasing. “You can laugh, but you all live with men. You know what stubborn asses they can be if you don’t humor them occasionally.”

      “I don’t know,” Christina contended. “Can’t say I have that problem. Kai’s—”

      “A stubborn ass like his grandfather,” Char told her.

      Christina shrugged. “I’m a Lowell. They don’t come any more stubborn than us.”

      The women laughed as K’Thrall approached with another soldier wearing a dress uniform Bethany Anne didn’t recognize. She admired the alien’s effort with his hair, although she didn’t think the rainbow coif would hold up for long in a battle situation.

      Christina permitted the soldiers to approach. “K’Thrall, Paithoon, what can I do for you?”

      The two-legged Yollin glanced nervously at his Belzonian companion before handing Christina his datapad. “The Trans-Pacific Task Force has, um, cultural issues with the upgrade.”

      “The who, now?” Bethany Anne asked, confused since she hadn’t heard of them.

      Paithoon shoved K’Thrall aside and tossed his hair back before bowing to Bethany Anne. “Belzonians, Your Majesty. My people.”

      K’Thrall rolled his eyes. “See what I have to put up with?” he asked Christina gruffly. “Why you couldn’t have had Marcie send Monsoon, I don’t know.”

      Paithoon spluttered. “Because Monsoon has no finesse when it comes to the subtleties of politics!”

      “Exactly,” K’Thrall grumbled.

      Bethany Anne gave Christina a pointed look. “Care to explain…well, this?” she asked, indicating the bristling officers.

      “Long story.” Christina separated the officers and explained who the Belzonians were and why a loss of sensation would impact their species negatively. “What is the issue, Paithoon?” she asked.

      Paithoon flicked his impressive plume of rainbow hair back and gave Christina the look of the perpetually offended. “You can’t take away our orgies!” he exclaimed. “It’s un-Belzonian!”

      “The last thing the Queen needs is for people to bring her problems that don’t exist,” Christina thundered. “Sergeant Major, please return Protocol Officer Paithoon to his station before I lose my temper.”

      “Colonel, please!” Paithoon insisted. “I have a right to be concerned that our way of life is going to be altered by the upgrade.”

      Christina pinned him with her patented give-me-no-bistok-shit look. “Have any of the troops actually made a complaint or decided not to take the opportunity?”

      Paithoon had the grace to blush. “Well, not exactly.”

      Bethany Anne scanned the schedule. “You’re down to be upgraded in group fourteen. That’s three weeks away. What is your issue?”

      “I’m concerned for morale,” Paithoon pleaded. “How do I keep morale up if nobody can feel? It’s intrinsic to who we are.”

      “Did you miss the part where the upgrade is reversible?” Bethany Anne pointed out. “You’re the officer in charge of morale for your people. I suggest you help your people make the most of their time before the upgrade.”

      Christina whispered to Bethany Anne what that meant.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Keep it out of public areas, but if your warriors need a three-week orgy to prepare, who am I to argue?”

      Paithoon bowed at the waist. “I, well, thank you, most esteemed Majesty,” he stammered. “I wish to express how indebted I am to your generosity, but words fail me.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Don’t you have some sex swings to hang or something?”

      Christina instructed K’Thrall to keep his eye on the celebration to make sure it didn’t get out of hand as Paithoon hurried away, mumbling to himself about arrangements.

      Bethany Anne watched them go with amusement. “Those Belzonians must be incomparable on the battlefield.”

      “They’re the best ground-pounders outside the FDG,” Christina told her, feeling pride on behalf of Marcie’s and Kae’s efforts to get their army operating to the highest Federation standards. “They went into their first operation with very little training. The op went tits-up, but they still came out of it on top. Marcie has had time to complete their training since then. They are a valuable asset.”

      Bethany Anne had another asset in mind. “I want to see the rift on Benitus Seven.”

      Char waved a hand. “No problem. We’ll take a shuttle out there in a few days, after you have everything set up to run without you.”

      Bethany Anne cleared an afternoon three days ahead and sent the appointment to Plato. “It’s better to give Ted time to adjust to the idea.”

      Felicity threw her arms around Bethany Anne and squeezed tightly.

      Bethany Anne accepted the hug, wondering what had brought on Felicity’s sudden surge of emotion.

      Felicity let go and dabbed at her mascara with a tissue she produced as if by magic. “Thank you for how you treat him. Not getting mad.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Never. I can’t get mad at someone for being who they are. I can’t say I’ve ever spent much time with him, but I can see it takes him a lot of effort to break away from the world in his head.”

      “Ted’s way of thinking has been saving lives ever since TH freed the pack from Marcus’ control,” Char murmured. “He sees what’s possible, not what’s stopping him. It makes him hard to protect sometimes.”
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      Dren Cluster, Spires Shipyard

      Talia entered the transfer lounge of the docking spire Dionysus had directed her to and found an out of the way place while she awaited the Polaris.

      Having found her, the team had made an inquiry and discovered the ship hadn’t yet arrived. Alexis, Gabriel, K’aia, and Trey had returned to the Gemini to dock the ship separately from the Baba Yaga in preparation for their departure, while Talia went to meet Nickie Grimes.

      Talia used the time to work through the nervousness she felt at meeting Ranger Two. She wanted badly to make a good impression.

      She didn’t have long to wait. Per the information she’d gotten from Dionysus, the Polaris arrived a few minutes later.

      The ship glided into the shipyard and docked at the direction of the steward AI.

      Talia spotted the Ranger the moment the tall blonde human woman entered the transfer lounge. Were all the enhanced so perfect-looking? She smoothed her tentacles and hurried to meet the Ranger, swallowing to do something about the desert that suddenly took up residence in her mouth.

      Nickie couldn’t help but grin in relief when she saw the nervous recruit.

      She’s intimidated, Meredith supplied.

      You don’t say. Nickie muted Meredith and strode over to meet her trainee. She offered the nervous Loren a hand to break the ice, accepting the tentacle she was offered without reservation. “You must be Talia. I’m Ranger Two. You can call me Nickie.”

      Protocol! Meredith reminded her sharply.

      Dammit, I muted you! Nickie growled.

      You can keep trying, Meredith replied sweetly.

      Talia recognized the momentary glazed eyes of a human talking to their onboard… “AI or EI?” she inquired, tilting her head in curiosity.

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “My pain-in-the-ass EI, who is reminding me I should be enforcing my rank or some such shit. My actions speak for themselves, so I have no need to walk into a situation swinging my dick.”

      Talia’s eyes widened and confusion covered her face. “I don’t…”

      Nickie waved Talia’s reaction off and slipped her arm around the Loren’s shoulders. “Consider this lesson one in how the universe really works. I’m not your boss, I’m your instructor. Chain of command is important, but there’s no need to be an asshole about it.”

      Talia drew an involuntary breath, wondering what she’d gotten herself into when she saw a Skaine in a Ranger uniform enter the lounge. She forced her involuntary reaction down when the Skaine flinched at the sight of her as if she was the scary one. Admittedly, he was the scrawniest Skaine she’d ever seen.

      Nickie folded her arms and fixed the Skaine with a knowing look. “What kept you?”

      “Missy called,” he mumbled, abashed.

      Nickie laughed. “Fair enough.”

      Talia looked at Nickie and the Skaine, who was blushing furiously. “So, um, I’m supposed to take you straight to the ship.”

      Nickie rolled her eyes. “Typical Aunt BA.”

      Talia shook her head. “It wasn’t the Queen who gave me the order to meet you. I mean, it was, but we’re headed to the Gemini. This assignment is an emergency extraction. One of our agents is in a sticky situation. The agent in question is the niece of Devon’s Federation Consul.”

      “Fuck my life, not Roka?” Nickie cursed some more when Talia nodded and then pushed her hair back with a hand. “She’s still with the merc ship, right?”

      Talia nodded again. “As far as we know.”

      Nickie narrowed her eyes, concern and anger for her friend welling. “This isn’t adding up. The request didn’t say anything about a rescue.”

      “There was a need for secrecy,” Talia answered. “The Queen is live-streaming her days to the Federation.”

      “I’d forgotten about that. Roka’s cover would be blown for sure if my aunt got involved.” Nickie didn’t want to contemplate the increase in danger to Roka if her identity was broadcast to the entire Federation.

      “That’s why the twins are taking point,” Talia told her amiably as they left the elevator at the Gemini’s dock. “It’s their…jam, I think I heard Trey say. I’m still getting my tentacles around the way he and the others talk. I used to live on a Yollin colony, and there weren’t too many humans there.”

      Talia filled Nickie in on the rest of what she knew while they made their way to the ship, ignoring the way the Ranger used the word “fuck” like it was the only adjective in her vocabulary as she peppered Talia with questions.

      She was surprised by the sensitivity of Durq’s contributions to the conversation. He wasn’t like any Skaine she’d met. Even the good ones had a certain roughness to their thinking, a selfish streak she’d believed to be genetic until now. Durq was kind, thoughtful, and empathetic, not qualities someone could fake.

      She paused before reaching for the door to the situation room. “May I speak freely?”

      Nickie nodded. “Knock yourself out.”

      Talia tilted her head. “Why would I do that?”

      “It means, go ahead,” Durq clarified with a wry grin. “You weren’t joking about not being around humans much, huh?”

      “I knew a few,” Talia replied, repressing memories of Chief’s mustache drooping into his beer. She changed the subject as her anger welled. “I hope my lack of military experience won’t count against me when you make your report to Ranger One. I’m able and willing to fight to the death for the Collective. It might be too late for my people, but they have a chance, thanks to the work the Rangers are doing.”

      Nickie looked from Talia to Durq and back. “We’re not gonna have a problem, are we?”

      Talia smiled warmly at Durq. “No. He’s not to blame for what his people did to mine. I know a good heart when I see one.” Her tentacles dropped to her sides. “I want to be accepted into the Rangers more than anything I’ve wanted in my life. Too many good people have died already in this war. If I have to live by Ranger rules to prevent the Kurtherians from getting what they want, then there’s no question. I have to do it.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” Nickie assured her. “The Rangers train hard and work harder, but we’re not the FDG with all their rules and regulations spewing out of our asses. We’re the only Justice the frontier has, and we have to be flexible, personable, and decisive.”

      Durq agreed enthusiastically. “Look at this assignment as practical experience, the kind you can’t get in the classroom. You’ll appreciate the perspective when you start Akio’s ethics class.”

      Talia was comforted by their efforts to make her feel comfortable. Maybe the twins had been exaggerating with their stories about Nickie being the wild-child scourge of the Skaines. “Thanks. I guess we should get inside.”

      Activity ground to a halt when they entered the situation room. Talia smiled at Nickie and Durq before walking over to where K’aia and Gabriel were working.

      Alexis put down her datapad and came over to greet Nickie and Durq. “I’m so glad you’re here!” she told Nickie, embracing her without warning. She laughed as Nickie returned the hug awkwardly. “It’s a shock at first. You’ll get used to it.”

      “You’re a fucking supermodel, kiddo. Last time I saw you, you still wore your hair in braids.” Nickie held Alexis at arm’s length and studied her face. “I thought I was prepared for this. Shows what the fuck I know.”

      She recognized K’aia and realized the man Talia was talking to was Gabriel. The Chewbacca doppelgänger must be the scrawny Baka who’d delighted in pranking the adults at the gala. “I’m not gonna lie, this is pretty fucking surreal. Trey, you filled out pretty well, you magnificent furball.”

      Trey flexed his arms, flashing a grin. “All the females seem to think so.”

      Gabriel laughed, picking up the amazement Nickie was feeling. “You should try it from our perspective. We went away for years, and nothing had changed when we got back.”

      Nickie nodded, her expression serious. “I had a trip go that way once. My sympathies.”

      The four of them looked at her in disbelief before dissolving into laughter. Nickie lifted her hands. “What do you want me to say? I’m here because you guys have lived sheltered lives. There’s no shelter where we’re going. You think fast and shoot faster or you die.”

      Alexis opened her mouth to ask a question but was cut off by Gabriel.

      “You can’t ask her about her exile!” he hissed.

      “She literally just told us that’s why she’s here, Gabriel,” Alexis retorted.

      “It was an exile, right? Call something what it is, and it sure as shit wasn’t a vacation.” Nickie’s defenses evaporated. She grabbed a chair and turned it around before taking a seat at the table. For once, she didn’t feel judged by her past in the presence of family. “You kids are all right.”

      Alexis took the seat across from her, and the others settled around the table. “You were younger than us when Mom sent you away. I think you got a raw deal.”

      Nickie didn’t see it that way anymore. “I used to think so too, but I learned on the frontier that sometimes Justice is rough. I’m the Grimes I am today because Bethany Anne stripped me of my privilege and forced me to grow the fuck up.”

      “What made you decide the exile was a good thing?” Gabriel asked, his curiosity getting the better of his manners. “Don’t get me wrong, your adventures are legendary in our generation, but it had to be hard being out there alone.”

      Nickie waved a hand. “I was never really alone, and when I realized that, I also realized I was grateful for what your mom did for me. I was such a whiny little bitch back then, never taking responsibility for my actions. I know exactly who I’d be without her intervention, and prison cells and early graves aren’t my style. Neither is standing by uselessly when everyone else is doing their part.”

      “I wouldn’t say you were useless,” Trey countered with a grin. “You madewere a great example of what happens to kids who mess up.”

      Alexis nodded vigorously. “I don’t know how many times you were brought up as a cautionary tale when I was being willful.”

      Gabriel nudged her in the ribs with his elbow. “Worked, though, right?”

      Alexis snickered. “No.”

      Nickie couldn’t resist their infectious laughter. “Do any of you know Roka personally?” she asked when the moment had passed.

      Everyone replied that they didn’t. Nickie nodded. “Well, I do, and she’s as tough as boiled bistok skin. This will be a rescue, not a recovery. I don’t want to waste any more time. The sooner we’re on the trail, the sooner Roka is home safe.”

      “We can launch the operation as soon as you’re read in,” Alexis told her.

      “Send everything to Meredith,” Nickie requested. “I have to get myself a ship.”

      

      Keeg Station, All Guns Blazing, TH’s Office

      John sipped the dark beer appreciatively. “That’s an improvement on the last batch.”

      Terry Henry’s face darkened. “We do not speak of that batch.”

      “No,” Nathan bitched. “Because then you’d have to admit that Floyd’s gifts are not always welcome.”

      It turned out Wombat poop did nothing to improve the taste of beer, a literal nugget of information Terry and Nathan had stumbled upon when testing the offending batch of Terry’s famous dark beer on their return from Serenity. After a considerable amount of indignity on the part of both men when their stomachs objected to the additional ingredient, Terry Henry had suffered a four-day break in production while maintenance bots sterilized the affected vat and all its connecting pipes.

      “Without video evidence, no one can say how it got into the vat,” Terry Henry countered. “By all accounts, Floyd was with Rivka the whole time she was on board the station. I suspect—”

      “Sabotage,” Nathan finished for him. “I’ve heard, and I find it unlikely I wouldn’t have found out before it happened. Sometimes, those hoofbeats are horses.”

      “Blaming Floyd is unfair,” Terry Henry insisted. “That sweet creature would never ruin something as important as good beer. Unlike my competitors. I fucking hate saboteurs. Something ought to be done before they strike again.”

      Nathan sighed. “TH, for the last time, the Bad Company cannot be deployed to take out your rival breweries.”

      Terry turned to John for support. “What do you think is more likely? Big Beer getting their panties in a twist they’re having to share the market in this sector, or the innocent wombat I rescued ruining the thing that’s most precious to me?”

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t let Char hear you talk that way.”

      “Aren’t you still in the doghouse with your wife?” Terry replied acidly.

      John watched the exchange with amusement, savoring the fact that all that was required of him at the moment was to enjoy his beer. He regretted tempting fate when his senses tingled. “Dammit, here comes trouble,” he grumbled to himself, reluctantly relinquishing his glass to the table.

      Nathan’s nose twitched a moment before there was a knock on the door, immediately followed by the door opening and Nickie sauntering in without waiting for an invitation.

      “Captain Grimes. Please, come in. To what do I owe the unexpected pleasure?” Nathan asked, giving her a stern look.

      “I’m not here to see you,” Nickie told Nathan. She made a beeline for John’s chair and deposited herself unceremoniously on the arm. “I need to borrow the Sayomi.”

      “Why do you need my ship?” John asked, knowing better than to fall for her butter-wouldn’t-melt act. “What’s wrong with the Penitent Granddaughter?”

      “I made her too famous, kicking all that Skaine ass back in the day of course,” Nickie told him sweetly. “I’m headed outside the Federation with the twins. If I rock up in my ship, the bad guys will run for the hills, and I’ve got a recruit to onboard. First impressions count, you know.”

      “Would that recruit be Talia by any chance?” Nathan inquired. He smiled when Nickie confirmed it. “I’m glad for her. She hasn’t got the temperament for the FDG, but I can see her doing well with the Rangers.”

      Nickie gave John big eyes. “Please? You know I hate to be cramped.”

      The Gemini was hardly a tin can. However, John relented in favor of peace and quiet to finish his beer before Bethany Anne noticed he wasn’t busy. “You bring her back without a scratch, you hear me? And be careful the Sayomi doesn’t end up more famous than the Penitent Granddaughter. She’s hardly a stealth ship if everyone knows about her.”

      “I know you meant ‘infamous.’” Nickie flung her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I knew I could count on you.”

      She swept out of the office as quickly as she’d arrived, leaving John to shrug at the accusing stares of the other two men. “What?” he asked. “Nickie asking permission is an improvement. You do realize she would have taken the ship whether I allowed it or not, right? Sayomi likes her too much to stop her.”

      TH lifted his glass. “Here’s to pretending we’re the ones in control.”

      John laughed. “That’s what you think. I have one of the new scout fighters, like all the Bitches. I keep the Sayomi around because I like to see my granddaughter every once in a while.”

      Nathan gave him a knowing look and tapped his glass against Terry’s. “To pretending, and an easy life.”

      John changed the subject. “The Bad Company is about done with their enhancement. Should have the last of them released from the recovery suite by end of day tomorrow.”

      TH smiled. “Good. I’ve been meaning to catch up with Kai, but he’s been working the whole time we’ve been here.”

      “I haven’t seen much of Christina either.” Nathan shrugged. “Guess I’m used to her living her own life, but I won’t be here long. We should make time to get together before the tour moves on. Family time, you know?”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Terry Henry sighed contentedly. “To family, and to retirement. Christina has been handling everything just fine without Char and me looking over her shoulder. Kae and Marcie have made the Trans-Pac untouchable on the battlefield. My only remaining fight is to produce the best damned beer the Federation has ever seen.” He lifted his glass.

      “When your family business is war, retirement is wishful thinking, TH,” Nathan told him. “If I were you and Char, I wouldn’t relax until our beloved Queen has left the station.”

      John snickered at the look TH gave him in response. “I hear that.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Aboard the Pleiades

      Their so-far-nameless passenger had his claws well and truly into the captain, that there was no disputing.

      Roka was certain the captain’s mind had been altered in some way. She had dined with Captain Janko on a few occasions. He had always made it clear that his only loyalty was to the profit they made running contraband. She would have bet the asteroid field on him absconding the moment the cult got serious.

      Against her expectation, the captain had given the alien a private audience when he had boarded at Sonmara, and he had stepped out of the meeting with a completely different mindset. Since then, the bridge crew had been banished from their stations, forced to work from substations around the ship while Captain Janko gave orders over the ship’s speakers. The crew had no idea where they were heading, and the officers were as much in the dark as the rest of them.

      It was the alien’s doing, she was sure. He came from no world Roka was familiar with. Who was to say what mental capabilities his species had?

      Roka was determined to find out what power the alien had over the captain, but she’d had no choice but to keep her head down after the effort of persuading Captain Janko she had to visit the station Library.

      The captain had permitted Roka to go, sending Hafnar, the Shrillexian security chief, to “protect” her. At the time, she had supposed the extra scrutiny was because of her move to Engineering, which had been unexpected, even though she had listed engineering expertise when applying to join the ship’s crew.

      She’d believed that right up until the point when she’d gotten to the Library and Hafnar had planted himself behind her in full view of her holoscreen with an apologetic smile.

      Distracting him wasn’t a challenge. Hafnar was as mystified as Roka about the changes that were happening aboard the ship, and he didn’t suspect her, despite the odd order he’d been given. Before he’d returned with the Coke she’d persuaded him she couldn’t live without, Roka had sent the message to her uncle and hidden the interface before returning her monitor to the manifold specs she’d told Captain Janko she needed to study as an excuse to leave the ship while they were docked at the station.

      As an experienced undercover agent, Roka had expected all would become clear in the days after their departure from Sonmara.

      However, the mystery continued to deepen.

      She noticed a change in the human crew members as the days passed. Those whose anti-Empire sentiment had already been strong became more assertive in their beliefs, and tensions were rising as a consequence. Humans were an emotional species at the best of times, prone to reaction and generally unmoving in their convictions.

      The last thing any group of people whose survival depended on being able to work together and maintain their environment needed was conflict. Space was already trying to kill them in a million and one ways. They didn’t need to help it any.

      Half the mercenary ship’s crew were understandably concerned by their captain’s sudden change of philosophy. The other half defended the captain’s actions with increasing vehemence. In a way, she understood that their attitudes came from a place of fear. The stability in their lives came from the captain, and he wasn’t looking so reliable right now. Outside of the cult, they celebrated their mortality, using their time to shine brighter than many of the long-lived. Without a place to belong, the unenhanced human was a fragile being.

      Roka’s fascination with humanity’s impact on an intergalactic scale was the reason she had chosen to become an agent for the Federation. It saddened her to see that the cult was succeeding in teaching that the differences between the guardians of humanity and the general population were something to be feared and rejected.

      Take her current situation. Her crewmates were generally decent people. They were technically criminals, but day to day life aboard the ship ran much as it did on every other successful freighter. People were friendly, and they socialized between shifts.

      It was only when Roka had been there for a while and started getting past the exteriors of her crewmates that she began to find maintaining the façade of agreeing with some of them increasingly exhausting. Under the veneer of civility, there existed a faction who held some disturbing deep-seated beliefs about human superiority. She would be doing herself no favors if she pointed out that the superiority the anti-Empire faction boasted belonged only to the enhanced they were so against.

      Living apart wasn’t an option if she wanted to maintain the trust she’d worked to build with them, so she did what she could to ride the fence while the ship’s community fractured. Roka had to use everything she knew about human nature to keep her cover intact while playing both sides.

      She didn’t relax for a moment, not even with Hafnar, the one person on the crew she was certain she could trust to have her back.

      Captain Janko had jokingly referred to the Shrillexian as his moral compass on many occasions. Hafnar didn’t subscribe to any form of government and he had nothing against the Federation or the Queen, and now he had vanished.

      A grown-ass Shrillexian didn’t just disappear without a trace, not even on a ship as large as the Pleiades. Hafnar had been kind to Roka from the start, which was why she had spent all her off-duty time since it had happened surreptitiously searching the ship for him.

      Using the maintenance ducts and borrowing the ship’s general-purpose bots without signing for them, she had combed every inch of the upper decks in the last week. Her search had not only failed to turn up the missing security chief, but it had also uncovered the information that he wasn’t the only one who had vanished since their departure from Sonmara. The junior cook was also missing. Roka had found nothing on the habitable decks, leaving her no option but to suit up and head down to the cargo bays.

      Grumbling internally about her atmosuit chafing, Roka deactivated her comm as she left the access corridor and stepped into the cage elevator going down to the upper cargo deck. There were two more depressurized decks below that one, but the upper deck had a remote command station where Roka could access the ship’s systems without anyone asking what she was doing.

      The elevator rocked slightly as it descended, giving Roka a chill as she imagined getting stuck down here. She was relieved when it reached the cargo deck without breaking down. She double-checked that her air reserves were at full capacity before opening the safety of the pressurized elevator car. Satisfied she was good for the next six hours, she stepped out into the deafening silence of the empty cargo deck.

      The deck was split into sixteen bays. Roka made her way to bay twelve, where the cabin containing the command station was situated, and keyed in the access code she’d created for herself. Hydraulics hissed loudly as the doors slid apart.

      Roka walked inside, stopping in her tracks when she saw the bay was empty. That in itself was unnerving, even without all the other strange shit that had been going on. In all the time she’d been embedded in Captain Janko’s crew, they had never left port without a new cargo to deliver.

      The bots followed Roka obediently, waiting for instructions. She sent them to search for organic matter and began her own investigation of the area. Further exploration revealed the adjacent bays were also bare. She checked every bay on that deck, finding all but one empty. Roka searched out the manifest and found they were carrying tons of food, body armor, and weapons. There were twelve shipping containers that had no information on their contents listed.

      Roka hunted one of the containers down and opened it. Inside, she found weapons crates. Wondering what the need for secrecy was when there were at least another hundred shipping containers stuffed with all kinds of guns and projectile launchers, she pried the lid from one of the crates to get a closer look.

      Inside the crate, nestled on a bed of foam, were six pistols. Roka picked one up to get a closer look, failing to see where the ammunition went.

      “Would you look at that?” she murmured, deeply impressed by the high technology she was holding. Where she’d expect to insert a cartridge, there was a red jewel the size of an egg.

      Further examination of the pistol increased Roka’s lack of understanding. The jewel was obviously the power source. Roka had seen similar technology on Devon. It was not removable, nor was there a charging port. She’d never seen an energy weapon with a built-in, self-sustaining power source, not even on Leath, where her family’s wealth and political position meant nothing was denied.

      This was the Queen’s technology. There was no other explanation.

      Roka was tempted to test the weapon to confirm it used Etheric energy, but common sense told her that discharging it might bring attention to the fact she was down here. She leaned against a crate to think through the implications of her discovery. It hurt her to think someone close to the Queen might have betrayed them. It was also unlikely, since only those who passed rigorous mental checks worked with her proprietary technology.

      Or at least, Roka figured it was that way.

      Where then had the weapons come from? It occurred to Roka that the Queen had a habit of turning her enemy’s technology against them. What if the Kurtherians did the same? Had they sent the weapons?

      A chill passed through Roka’s body. How close was she to the truth? An alien with possible mind-control powers, the captain’s sudden pod-person personality. Was the Pleiades headed for a hidden Kurtherian base? Would she be the one to get confirmation that the anti-Empire cult was controlled by the Seven? If so, she had to stay alive long enough to get that proof to the Federation.

      The bots returned a positive identification, distracting Roka for the moment. Having only instructed them to distinguish between organic and inorganic matter, she wasn’t sure what she would find until she rounded a corner and found the bots clustered around a bloody knife.

      The bots backed up at her arrival, beeping their happy little asses off at their success. Roka covered her mouth with a hand when she recognized the knife as the one Hafnar wore on his belt, the one passed down from his father, and his father’s father before that. He would die before leaving it behind.

      Roka had no way to determine whose blood was on the blade, but she could guess. She backed away, murderous rage rising to swamp her normal professional detachment. Horrified and angry that anyone would intentionally hurt Hafnar, she dashed for the door, still holding the energy pistol, determined to avenge his death.

      Fortunately, her training kicked in as she passed the shipping container she’d left open. With logic returning, Roka told herself that tearing the head off the alien wouldn’t solve the larger problem. She got a grip on her urge to act and diverted back to the container, where she secreted the other five pistols from the crate in her bag and returned everything else to the way it had been when she arrived.

      She couldn’t blow her cover until she knew who the weapons were meant for. Roka returned to bay twelve, formulating a plan as she walked. Her first task was to hack the security system and check the cameras. Next would be to find out where the hell they were going with all those weapons, and who they were meeting. There was no point in breaking cover to get a message to the Federation if she didn’t have all the information.

      Roka opened the control room door slowly, half-convinced she would be ambushed by the alien interloper. When that didn’t happen, she took a seat at the console and got to work. She logged in using the admin privileges she’d given herself when she’d joined the crew. Whoever had attacked Hafnar had been smart enough to disable the cameras.

      She exited the security logs and opened the navigation interface. Finding the coordinates for their destination, she searched the location in the navigation database. Roka’s heart beat a little bit faster when the database returned the result.

      This assignment was driving her crazy. The result made no sense. That part of space was listed as impassable, empty but for an asteroid field feeding a smallish black hole that had formed when the system’s star went supernova. Why the hells were they going there and not to one of the habitable star systems surrounding it?

      There was only one way to find out. She combed the servers with the same diligence she’d applied to searching the ship, rooting out every communication and personal log entry made in the last six weeks.

      Hours passed as Roka immersed herself in the personal lives of the crew, their daily successes and struggles, and their growing fears about the situation aboard the ship. She absorbed it all with detachment, A crewman concerned about getting home to his wife and children wasn’t plotting to abandon his family to fight for a cause he didn’t believe in. After ascertaining that the main body of the crew wasn’t involved, she moved onto the officers’ logs, starting with Hafnar’s.

      She hoped he would forgive her the intrusion.

      A quick scan of Hafnar’s personal log confirmed Roka’s assumption that he had stumbled upon the alien’s agenda. Although she didn’t have time to do more than scan the lengthy text entries, Roka thought it was likely Hafnar had left a clue to the identity of his murderer in there somewhere. She copied his logs for further study once she was in her quarters with more than ninety minutes’ air and moved onto the captain’s personal log.

      It was no surprise to find that Captain Janko had been in contact with the alien, whose name appeared to be Phraim-‘Eh—after the Kurtherians who had manipulated her people into warring against the Karillians? Again, why?—but it was a revelation to discover that their communications were one-sided.

      Phraim-‘Eh’s initial order was met with belligerence on Captain Janko’s part. The captain made it clear his crew didn’t work for free and sent him a list of captains who were invested in the cause. It was a haggling tactic, of course. Roka knew none of those captains were as good as Janko. Anyone who hired the Pleiades did so knowing they were paying for the best, and pay they did—including Phraim-‘Eh, it appeared.

      Roka copied the entire exchange, studying the increasingly indignant tone of Phraim-‘Eh’s messages as the conversation progressed. Finally, the alien had relented and offered a price Captain Janko found acceptable.

      If only he’d known he was selling his autonomy.

      Roka ascertained that the conspiracy was contained to the captain and Phraim-‘Eh before removing all traces of her activity from the system. She gathered the bots and herded them into the elevator, her mind turning over the new information.

      On returning to her quarters, Roka had the food processing unit make her a mug of hot tea. She settled onto her bunk and opened her e-reader to read Hafnar’s logs in detail.

      Before Sonmara his entries read simply, documenting his daily routine. Who he’d spoken to that day, what his duties had entailed. Normal things. Roka smiled when she came upon his recounting of her visiting his personal quarters and insisting he show her the holo images he kept of his six children. Gods, she missed his gentle dry humor already.

      Roka was torn. She wanted more than anything to be able to tell his wives what had happened to him. That wouldn’t happen if she made a mistake because she was angry for six children who had just lost their financial stability. She put her emotions aside and continued to read, filling in the subtext of each entry.

      She scoured the entry for the day Phraim-Eh arrived, hoping to find some clue that would tell her what had happened to the captain.

      She was bitterly disappointed.

      Hafnar barely mentioned the alien, which Roka found odd in the extreme. When she’d arrived, he had presented her with a thick file of information about her life—her cover life, that was. His office contained a similar file on every crew member save the captain. Why the lack of interest in Phraim-‘Eh? If that was even his real name. She doubted it.

      Roka scrutinized the words, The captain’s guest is exactly what I expected, trying to glean any extra meaning behind the casual comment. Without context, she could only guess.

      Hafnar didn’t mention Phraim-‘Eh again. The following week’s entries were guarded, all levity gone as he expressed his concerns about the changes to how the ship was run. Roka sighed, reading her name again. Hafnar had been worried about her wellbeing after their Library visit. Worried. For her.

      This was the part of undercover work Roka had to work hard to justify—lying to genuine people she would be proud to call friends in her real life. Good people who, for whatever reason, didn’t fit into society and found themselves marginalized, vulnerable to the underbelly of society. Criminals didn’t care if a being didn’t conform. Employment was employment when you had mouths to feed. It made for an unjust universe, whatever your species.

      With that in mind, Roka made a point of singling out the people who were in a situation life had forced upon them in her reports, recommending they be given a chance to do better.

      There would be no recommendation for Hafnar.

      Worse, he appeared to have known his time was short. Shortly after the entry detailing their trip to the Library, he had ceased reporting his day and began recounting tales from his life.

      Roka was disheartened. She skimmed the next few entries without really reading them, her dismay growing. While she understood it was important for a Shrillexian to share their battle deeds with the next generation, she needed information about the enemy’s intent that she couldn’t get from Hafnar’s past. She focused only on the subject of each entry as she continued to skim to the end of the logs, feeling she’d already intruded into Hafnar’s private life enough.

      However, the title of one of the entries she’d skipped past caught her attention. She scrolled back to double-check, alarm bells going off in her head when she saw she hadn’t misread. Hafnar had told her the story of how he came to leave the Empire, and it had happened on Shrillex, not on the Meredith Reynolds.

      Roka’s eyes widened as she read the entry in full and realized it had been made for her benefit. Why, she couldn’t fathom. Whatever Hafnar was trying to tell her was too well disguised in the altered narrative.

      She reconciled herself to a night without sleep as she lay back on her bunk with her datapad and returned to the beginning.

      Twenty minutes before her shift began, Roka finally figured out how to read the hidden message. She counted carefully, writing down the letters that matched the cypher. Her heart rate surged when she made out the complete sentence.

      ONLY THE QUEEN CAN SAVE US NOW.

      Roka dropped her stylus. Shit.
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      Open Space, QGE Gemini, Bridge (Two Days Later)

      “Prepare Gate sixty-four.” Sayomi’s gravelly voice caused feedback over the speakers.

      They were crossing the Federation almost a third faster than either ship had the ability to travel under its own power, thus increasing the margin for error. The two AIs had communicated continuously as the two ships passed through one Gate after another, stopping only to make course corrections. Alexis took her share of the calculations that kept their trajectory true since it had been her idea to remotely connect the Sayomi’s Gate drive to the Gemini’s in order to give them a boost in power.

      “Navigation is green,” Alexis called.

      “Activating Gate drive,” Gemini announced.

      “How long until the next Gate?” Nickie asked over comms.

      “Six hours,” Alexis told her with a grin as she got to her feet. “Come on over. We can have the ops meeting before breakfast, then get some training in.”

      Nickie kept up a running commentary over breakfast. She entertained them all with some of the lighter-hearted tales from her time on the frontier, tales that nevertheless informed the team what it took to get in and out of a non-Federation location with your possessions and body intact.

      Talia ate slowly, content to listen while Nickie regaled them with an only slightly embellished retelling of the time she’d been stiffed at poker and spent three months tracking the asshole who’d ripped her off. Said asshole had fled through the territory of a notorious warlord who had put a ten-thousand-credit bounty on Nickie’s head for refusing to join his harem.

      Gabriel soaked up the information, building a mental image of a lawless sub-society where immorality ran rife and the only guarantee most had of any stability in life was the “protection” of whatever criminal enterprise they swore allegiance to.

      “He was a slippery fucker,” Nickie continued. “I chased him clear across the quadrant, always a day late and still fifty thousand credits short. I’m not gonna lie, my overheads were pretty high back then.”

      Not just your overheads, Meredith cut in dryly.

      Mere, I swear to fucking God, I’ll rip you out of my skull and have a party over your broken chip. “That snake knew damn well I was a target, and he slithered right to the source of my problem.”

      “So, you let him go?” Trey asked, his printed bacon and eggs forgotten for the moment.

      “Like fuck I did!” Nickie laughed, waving her fork to emphasize her words. “I slipped into his room and planted evidence that landed him in hot water with Ylehen and his band of mercs. There’s nothing like a public hanging to get the blood fired up. Ylehen and I came to an agreement; we split the fifty thousand, and I went on my merry way with my head still attached to my body.”

      “He was executed?” Talia exclaimed. “That’s…barbaric!”

      “That’s the frontier,” Nickie told her without apology. “When it’s his life or mine, it’s never going to be mine. You kids are about to get a taste of what life was like before Bethany Anne left Earth. I’d say it’s a zoo, but that’s giving animals a bad name.”

      “I grew up on pre-Bethany Anne Devon,” Trey told Nickie. “So did K’aia.”

      “My and Alexis’ experience is limited to the gameworld, but we have a good idea of what to expect,” Gabriel added.

      Nickie shook her head. “Expectations are going to get you killed. You need to be on your guard, all of you.”

      “Well, we’re going to see for ourselves,” Alexis cut in, looking up from the interface her wrist-holo was projecting. “We’ll be leaving Federation space in twenty minutes.”

      Nickie got up from the table and dumped her meal packaging in the recycling unit. “I suggest you spend the time after training finding out how much weaponry you can hide from scanners. Your Jean Dukes are a dead giveaway, so leave them behind unless you want to spend your time fighting off idiots.”

      Trey and K'aia exchanged looks before high-fiving, thrilled by the prospect of action that didn’t involve Ookens.

      Alexis grinned as she manifested a plume of Etheric energy over her hand. “I am the weapon.”

      The twins locked eyes, amused that they were thinking the same thing. “This isn’t our first rodeo,” Gabriel told Nickie.

      Nickie snorted, knowing they were thinking their VR experience was enough to prepare them for the reality of people who gave no fucks about anything but their own sorry selves. “No, but it’s the first one where you can’t flick a switch and get a redo. You might be mostly bulletproof, but if we fuck this up, we lose Roka.” She smiled to soften the blow of her words. “Look, we’re going to get her back. We just have to be smart about it.”

      Trey rubbed his hands together. “That we can do.”

      Nickie grinned. “I didn’t doubt it for a second. Smart means sneaky.”

      “As long as it’s by the book sneaky,” Alexis interjected. “I don’t want any of those bastards getting off on a technicality when we bring them in.”

      “What’s with that?” Nickie asked. “The Bethany Anne I know would be mass-producing coffins by now. What’s the law going to do that you can’t accomplish with your Jean Dukes Specials?”

      “It’s going to force them to pay for their crimes for the rest of their long and miserable lives,” Alexis told her. “It’s going to prove to the people who have been suckered into believing those liars that we aren’t merciless killers, and we don’t place ourselves above the rules they have to follow. We hold up the Federation’s ideals, and the Federation will see it.”

      “I was in favor of the JDS option,” Gabriel commented. “Still might be if it comes to a choice between putting a hole between their eyes or letting them go. Until then, we work to bring them in.”

      “We need to find them first,” Talia stated, pushing away her tray. “Maybe they docked at the station because they have people here. I can pretend I’m looking for work and check out the bars. You’d be surprised what people will say around the help. It’s like we don’t exist.”

      “That’s a good point,” K’aia agreed. “I’ll join you.”

      Trey nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Yeah, and after that, we should dig around the permanent residents. See what we can turn up.”

      “I want to know everything that happened on and around the Pleiades while it was docked there,” Alexis stated. “Who debarked, who went aboard, who they did business with, what supplies they picked up, and what they paid for them.”

      “We should compare those to the prices paid by other customers,” Gabriel suggested. “Odds are if they got a good deal, it’s because they knew the vendor.”

      Nickie did some mental math as the twins went back and forth, building a solid plan for information acquisition. “You think the cult has a foothold out here.”

      “I think we should do our research before jumping to conclusions,” Alexis told them all. “Assignments. Trey, K’aia, Durq, and Talia, you’re going to do a sweep of the bars and merchants to see what you can find out.”

      She smiled at Talia. “Listen to your gut, but don’t let yourself get overwhelmed by what you’re sensing.”

      Talia nodded. “I’ve been working on filtering what I pick up.”

      Alexis nodded. “We need credentials.”

      “I will take care of that,” Gemini announced from the speaker.

      Alexis was last to dispose of her breakfast tray. “Okay, then. Who’s up for a little light exercise?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Nickie agreed. “What are you thinking? Sparring?”

      Alexis gave Nickie a smile that reminded her far too much of the young woman’s mother’s. “Full armor and melee weapons, everyone. Reconvene in the APA, I’ll have Gemini fire up the droids.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, Aboard the Pleiades

      Roka wished Hafnar was here to help her. The Kurtherians had been bold enough to send an agent bearing the name of one of their clans, and she was stuck aboard the ship until they reached their destination.

      She had everything she needed to send an emergency transmission. However, doing so was signing her death warrant. Even if that wasn’t a consideration, would Phraim-'Eh still go through with the meet if he knew the Federation was on to him?

      There was no way of knowing, and her shift was about to begin. Roka checked the duty roster and decided to mull it over while she worked. Purging the intake manifolds was scutwork, but the bots weren’t sophisticated enough to do the job without damaging the tubes. With any luck, Dex would leave her to work alone, and she would have time to come up with a plan to get a message out.

      Roka gathered her tools, left her quarters, and headed to the mess hall to grab a bite to eat before she went to Engineering to meet her supervisor. She entered the mess hall and joined the line for the food processing units. She nodded to those who acknowledged her, sensing the tension was higher than ever. That was good. If everyone was exhibiting signs of stress, she wouldn’t look out of place.

      The woman in front turned and took in Roka's apprehensive inspection of the mess hall with a sympathetic smile. “Things are grim, right?”

      Roka nodded, chastising herself for not realizing her supervisor was standing right next to her. “Sure are, Commander,” she murmured.

      Roka assessed the situation. Clay and his supporters were sitting on one side of the room, pointedly ignoring the smaller group on the other side. The smaller group, consisting mostly of non-commissioned officers, was the same group pushing their anti-Empire beliefs on the rest of the crew.

      “You think there’s going to be trouble?” Dex asked. “Clay's boys’re pretty riled up.”

      “They’re not happy the captain took a run with no profit for them.” Roka had done undercover work in prisons with less crushing atmospheres. She breathed a sigh of relief when the NCOs left without aggravating anyone.

      “Who is?” Dex turned back to input her order into the food processing unit. “At least you and me have the intake manifold to take our frustrations out on. That baby’s going to shine by the time we’re done with it. Those guys have to sit around with their thumbs up their asses without a cargo. It’s gotta be adding to the problem.”

      Roka chuckled despite herself. “You said it. Good thing we’re all the way out of this.”

      When her turn came, Roka ordered a veggie burrito and then took a seat with Dex. She casually observed the dissatisfied faction while they ate and discussed the repairs they had to make, sensing an opportunity. This wasn’t the place to start a riot, but maybe it was a good place to plant the seeds for one. The question was, how close was Clay’s group to mutiny?

      The chances of getting a message out without being caught would be much improved if she could light the fuse. Weighing her options, Roka decided the risk was acceptable when the alternative was letting whoever her uncle had sent from the Federation be unprepared for what they found when they caught up with the Pleiades.

      As the mess hall emptied out in preparation for the start of the next shift, Roka and Dex walked out just ahead of Clay and his group. The corridor traffic was heavy, giving them little room to maneuver. Whatever they said would be heard by him.

      Roka was considering the best way to drop her verbal incendiary when Dex helped her out by turning the subject to the vacation she was going to take after their next run. “I don’t know about you, but I’m going to need some serious pampering by the time we get back to the Federation.”

      Roka gave her a concerned look. “I don’t know. I heard the captain is working for the anti-Empire movement now. It could be a while before we see another payday.”

      Clay moved past them in the narrow corridor, knocking Roka’s tool bag off her shoulder in his haste to get by. It clattered as it landed on the floorand spilled its contents.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” Clay apologized without looking back. He didn’t feel the translucent tracker patch Roka pressed to his shirt sleeve.

      Dex threw up her arms in indignation when Clay’s entourage followed suit, charging around her and Roka to push through the crowded corridor after their leader.

      Roka bent to pick up her tools, masking her satisfaction with indignation. “I wonder why they’re in such a hurry?” She held up her broken multimeter with a sigh. “Dammit, my spare is in my quarters.”

      Dex waved at the thinning crowd “Go get it. I’ll make sure you don’t get a reprimand.”

      Roka fastened her tool bag and slung it over her back as she got to her feet. She felt bad about manipulating Dex’s kind nature, but she needed to act fast if her plan was going to succeed. “Thank you. I’ll be quick.”

      She almost ran to the elevator, looking for another moment of opportunity.

      It arrived in the form of security officer Ensign Porter, who was a vocal supporter of the captain’s new policies. He nodded at Roka as the elevator doors closed. “Crewman.”

      “There’s a reason I’m not at my post, Sir,” Roka blurted, informing the ensign of the circumstances as she waved the device to show him the damage. “I have to get a spare from my quarters. Commander Dex sent me. I don’t see Clay coughing up for a replacement, either. He’s pissed about the captain not paying out on this run.”

      Roka covered her mouth with a hand, feigning embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”

      As she’d hoped, Porter became alert at the mention of dissent. “Where did you say they were headed?” he inquired brusquely.

      “I didn’t,” Roka replied. “I left the mess hall access corridor and came straight here.”

      She smiled when the elevator came to a stop. “This is me. Thank you, sir.”

      Roka exited the elevator and hurried to her quarters, where she locked the door, wondering how long it would take Porter to get some backup and track Clay’s faction down. She had a few minutes at least before she had to move.

      The tracker showed Clay was in the engine room, which she had to pass to get to the maintenance ducts for that deck. If everything had gone to plan, she would be walking into a brawl.

      Retrieving what the humans would call her Hail Mary from a compartment in the large trunk she kept stored under her bunk, Roka planned her next steps. The device was a one-time transmitter that would send its contents through the Etheric to a preprogrammed destination and then disintegrate, leaving no trace. The pulse of Etheric energy it gave off when used was the only giveaway. It was meant to be a last resort, untraceable.

      However, Roka didn’t know if Phraim-‘Eh had Etheric ability. She activated the device and transferred every bit of information she’d gathered, gambling on the chaos of a mutiny being enough to cast doubt on the origin of the message if he somehow knew one had been sent.

      Roka slipped the replacement multimeter into her hip pocket and left her quarters. A klaxon sounded as the elevator was taking her down to Engineering. She held onto her composure as the elevator came to a stop.

      The door opened, revealing two men rolling around on the floor and punching the crap out of each other. Roka’s mouth twitched.

      So far, so good.

      She stepped over the fighting men and looked around to get an idea of what she was walking into before making her way slowly toward the engine room. She heard more fighting up ahead but didn’t see the flash of weapons discharging. Getting through the corridor was going to be difficult enough without those.

      The narrow space was clogged with men and women arguing, or trading blows in some cases. Clay’s group was all there, as were the junior officers led by Ensign Porter.

      As a crewman, she wasn’t permitted to carry a weapon, but her trusty dogs made a decent club. She grabbed the adjustable wrench from her tool bag and hefted it in one hand, ready to take care of anyone who rushed her.

      A few of them stopped fighting and eyed her.

      Roka pointed the wrench at them, maintaining a sour expression. “You can fight all you want. I have an intake manifold to purge if any of you want to live to see the next port.”

      She nodded when a path opened for her.

      With a firm grip on the wrench and her other hand on the device in her pocket, Roka took a deep breath and walked into the corridor, activating the transceiver when she was in the middle of the crowd. She felt the device crumble to atoms, leaving her fingers coated with fine dust.

      She reached the access hatch without an issue and turned as the fight broke out again. “As you were,” she muttered, climbing into the maintenance duct.

      Dex was already at work when Roka found her. She backed out of the tube she was preparing for the purge and flashed her wry grin at Roka. “Took you a minute.”

      Roka began unpacking her tools. “Yeah, there was trouble in the engine room. I had to threaten to beat some sense into them with my dogs if they didn’t let me past.”

      Dex snickered. “I see you made it through unscathed.”

      “Not quite,” the captain stated coldly.

      Roka and Dex turned in shock to see Captain Janko and the alien responsible for everything going wrong on the ship standing at the base of the access ladder.

      The captain had one of the energy weapons pointed at Roka. “Traitor.”

      “What’s going on, sir?” Dex asked, stepping in front of Roka as though her wiry spacer frame was enough to shield Roka’s bulk. “Roka isn’t a traitor. Captain, you’re not thinking clearly…” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes darted to Phraim-‘Eh.

      Roka slipped around Dex and pushed her back gently. “It’s okay. I’ll go with them.”

      The captain waved the pistol barrel to indicate that Roka should ascend the ladder. “Answer my questions and I might not space you for betraying me.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Roka was dragged bleeding and barely conscious out of the captain’s quarters. Squinting through blurred vision, she did what she could to get her bearings as she was carried along a corridor she didn’t recognize.

      Bright lights overhead stung her eyes, and the thuds of her jailers’ boots was too loud in her pounding head. She registered a door being opened and being taken inside and deposited on cold metal.

      The door slammed shut, setting off another bolt of pain in her head.

      Roka curled up on the metal slab, doing what she could to ride the wave instead of being obliterated by it. She had no nanocytes, nothing but her body’s ability to heal itself.

      She fought to remain conscious, sensing she was not alone.

      The sound of shuffling metal—chains?—forced her to open her eyes a crack. The harsh light was gone, replaced by a softer glow that nevertheless made her want to screw her eyes shut again. Her vision still blurred, she saw only the outline of someone leaning over her.

      Roka protested weakly against this addition to her suffering, raising a hand to swipe at the looming figure.

      Her hands were captured and placed firmly at her sides.

      Roka moaned as gentle fingers probed her dislocated jaw. She passed out when it was pushed back into place.

      She came to again, feeling the orbital fracture Phraim-‘Eh had given her. Her broken ribs felt like they’d been bound, and a cold cloth was pressed gently to her jaw, soothing the swelling.

      Someone spoke, their voice coming to her distorted as if she was underwater. Roka’s mind registered the owner of the voice as friend, not foe. She relaxed, drifting back into the fog that promised to give her relief from the pain. She wanted the release of sleep.

      Moisture touched her cracked lips, stinging the cuts and bringing her back to consciousness. She blinked to clear her vision and finally recognized the person helping her.

      “Hafnar,” Roka croaked. “I got a message out.”

      “You need water,” he told her.

      “You’re alive,” Roka mumbled, the effort to talk excruciating.

      “For now,” Hafnar agreed as he pressed the water bottle to her lips. “Now, drink.”

      Roka wept with relief and kept sipping until she passed out again.
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Sonmara Station

      They docked the Gemini and the Sayomi at one of the port authority shipyards attached to the three-ring station and took the provided shuttles to the outer ring. Getting through Customs using their forged identities went without a hitch and they entered the public concourse, ready to find their next lead on the Pleiades.

      Nickie pointed out a motel advertising suites for group arrivals as they walked away from the Customs barriers. “One of those will do.”

      “For what?” Talia asked.

      “A base,” Nickie informed her, choosing the one with the least garish signage. “If we get split up, the motel is where we meet.”

      Durq trotted after Nickie, hauling a heavy case.

      Talia fell into step beside him and glanced at the case curiously. “Is she always this decisive?”

      Durq shook his head. “This is Nickie in relaxed mode.”

      Talia’s mouth fell open.

      They paid a week in advance for a suite on the third floor of the chosen motel, then checked out the bedrooms surrounding the living area.

      Trey examined the food processing unit’s menu with dismay. “Alexis, you have to make this do better.”

      “All you think about is your stomach,” Alexis chided with a chuckle. “I’ll take a look after I’ve come to grips with the station’s mainframe.”

      “Let me see what I can do,” Durq offered. “You live on the Penitent Granddaughter awhile, you learn how to feed yourself.”

      “What’s wrong with Grim’s cooking?” Nickie protested.

      “Nothing,” Durq replied. “But Grim’s not always there, and the only damn thing you stock the galley with is chili in a can.”

      “Don’t forget the canned beans,” Nickie reminded him, her voice rising in indignation.

      “Oh, yeah,” Durq snarked as he eased the front panel off the food processing unit. “Who could forget the beans?”

      Ignoring Durq’s grousing, Nickie instigated a sweep for bugs.

      Talia dropped two devices into a glass of water on the table. “That second camera was in the bathroom. Gross.”

      The others agreed.

      They continued the search while Alexis worked on hacking her way to the information they needed, tossing their findings into the glass to disable them. Everyone but Nickie was surprised by how many different listening devices and micro-cameras they’d found secreted around the suite.

      Nickie dropped the glass into the trash chute, dooming the bugs to whatever matter reclamation process the station used. “We’ll have to do this every time we come back to the suite. While we’ve got to get rid of the bugs because we have something to hide, well…”

      “It makes us look like we’ve got something to hide,” Gabriel finished.

      Talia went to the window. “We just let every petty criminal who had eyes and ears on the suite know we’re worth looking at. Are we going to be in danger? What about the AIs?”

      “Don’t sweat it,” Nickie assured her. “It’s a dog eat dog world out here. Chances are, most of these go to dead drops that won’t get checked until after we’ve left the station.”

      “Sayomi knows how to defend her ship from hacking attempts,” Durq chipped in. “And Gemini isn’t a pushover.”

      “You’re telling me,” Alexis cut in, looking up from her holoscreen. “This might be more challenging than we originally thought.”

      Twenty minutes later, Durq declared dinner was ready. He’d laid the table with a number of dishes, having persuaded the food processor to accept the recipe list he’d had Achronyx look up before leaving Ranger Base One.

      “Sahn Shui!” Talia cried, her tentacles rippling in surprise when she saw and smelled foods she hadn’t tasted since leaving her home planet. “Tiny bites,” she translated at the blank looks from the others. “It’s always been my favorite.”

      “In honor of you joining the team,” Durq replied, making a little bow at the waist as he pulled a chair out for her. “The rest of you will find it similar to Chinese dim sum. I added a few human dishes to the selection.”

      “Well, aren’t you a sweetheart?” Talia declared as she took her seat, making Durq blush. “Thank you for making me feel welcome.”

      “That’s my Durq,” Nickie agreed, rubbing his head affectionately before sitting next to Talia and helping herself to a plate with dark purple noodles. “This is good, not even for printed food.”

      “You will eat whatever you didn’t have to cook for yourself.” Durq sat down and picked up a bowl containing mixed pulses in a tarry-looking sauce.

      Nickie lifted a shoulder. “True. It’s still good, though.”

      “Are those crab rangoons?” Gabriel asked, snagging one of the fried pastry parcels. He dipped it in the accompanying sweet and sour sauce and closed his eyes as he bit into it.

      Alexis continued working as they ate, snatching bites between frenzied bursts of typing.

      “Dammit!” she hissed after reading that her inquiry wasn’t recognized one more time than she had the patience to bear. “How can there be no way to hack the administration database? All this network will give me is restaurant recommendations and discounts for escort services. I can get to the accounts behind the businesses, but that’s it.”

      “You can’t find a way through to the other side?” K’aia asked.

      “There is no other side,” Alexis told her, closing the interface with a frustrated slap. “The administrative network must be separate from the public access network.” She caught herself tapping the table with her fingers the way her mother did and clenched her hand. “Closed networks. Heavily guarded servers. I can’t find them.”

      Nickie rolled a shoulder. “It’s common to find low-tech solutions out here where you can’t spit without hitting a pirate. Saves on expensive technology to prevent your data from being stolen. Our next step should be finding someone to bribe who knows where the administration servers are hidden.”

      “We need to split into two teams,” K’aia declared decisively. “One to backtrack the movements of the Pleiades’ crew while they were here, one to work the Larian angle.”

      Trey chewed rapidly to make room to speak. “We can take care of the crew. Getting access to hidden servers sounds like a job for you three.” He pointed at the twins and Nickie. “If you think you can find them.”

      “We’ll find them,” Nickie vowed. “Roka is counting on it.”

      “They aren’t running this place from the Stone Age.” Alexis started typing again. “I can work out where the Pleiades’ crew spent credits, which will give you guys a head start. They have to have computers in the port authority offices, even if they’re on a closed network. The Larian’s information will be stored there.”

      “There’s nowhere that’s inaccessible for us,” Gabriel reasoned. “All we need is the location of the hidden servers, which means we need to know who will be the most motivated by the application of a little pressure.”

      “I like your thinking,” Nickie enthused. “There’s not much else we can do until morning.”

      “We could sleep,” Durq suggested.

      “In shifts,” Nickie agreed. “Split the records between us. We’ll get through them in a fraction of the time.”

      Alexis sent everyone a portion of records to scour, and they settled in for a long night of gathering the information they needed to get in order to gain access to the other information they needed.

      With Roka’s life hanging in the balance, the nastiness of the flea pit they were working in soon faded into the background.

      Alexis collated the information Trey, Talia, and Durq uncovered by digging deep into the financial records of merchant vendors and other independent business owners to identify the places that had done business with the Pleiades crew.

      Gabriel focused his search on the captain. They had Janko’s name from Roka’s previous reports, so it was easy to find the upscale massage parlor he’d visited three times while the ship had been docked.

      Nickie found the surveillance recording of Roka’s Library visit and got the name of the Shrillexian who had logged in with her. That name led them to several others they hadn’t had names for. She found arrest records for three of them, which she traced back to a barfight on the central ring.

      The other place the crew had been noticed was a fight club on the other side of the outer ring. K’aia claimed that assignment before anyone could object.

      “I can take the bar,” Talia offered at the same time Trey called dibs.

      Trey held up his hands. “Go ahead, I’ll take the…” His face dropped. “Massage parlor.”

      Talia looked him over and laughed to ease the embarrassment rolling off him in waves. “I’ll take it. I can see you blushing under your fur.”

      Trey mumbled his thanks and went to help Durq with dessert.

      The next day, K’aia, Trey, and Talia took Etheric comms and split off to get jobs in their assigned businesses, promising to break radio silence if they got any leads. Gabriel, Nickie, and Durq remained in the suite with Alexis, continuing to work on coaxing the information they were looking for out of the station’s heavily restricted public access network.

      Almost a week passed before they made any progress. Before midday station time on the sixth day came around, Alexis reached the end of her patience with searching through endless directories for connections to the people of interest Talia, Trey, and K’aia reported on each day. “I vote we go get lunch, then go to the port authority offices and see what we can find out there about the Larian.”

      “I’ll stay here,” Durq offered, opening his case to reveal a chunky matter disruptor rifle. “The base can’t be compromised if it’s occupied. I have my comm and my blaster if anything goes down.”

      Alexis, Gabriel, and Nickie made their way out of the motel and crossed the concourse, looking like any other group of visitors out to take advantage of the station’s amenities. They ate in an open café before looking up the address of the port authority office and hailing one of the many available electric taxicarts.

      “Where to?” the driver asked, turning in his seat to look at Nickie. “If you’re looking for entertainment, I know all the best spots.”

      Nickie glared at him. “Central ring. I’ll tell you when we’re there.”

      The driver read Nickie’s “talk to me and die” vibe perfectly and activated the privacy barrier before setting off.

      Nickie was reminded of her childhood home aboard the Meredith Reynolds as they made their way into the middle ring. In contrast to the free-for-all consumerfest of the outer ring, the majority of the middle ring was made up of residential areas that branched off wide corridors.

      Alexis stirred in her seat to get a better look at a number of small businesses clustered around the six-way intersection they came to. At first glance, it looked familiar to her. The first floor of the habitation units had been turned over to open-fronted stores selling everything from clothing and footwear to electronics. Others advertised bot repair, military surplus goods, or personal services behind barred windows. Fast food outlets interspaced with bodegas selling foods from residents’ homeworlds broke up the vendors hawking goods. Others operated from food carts dotted around the sidewalks.

      I swear I just saw a Panda Express, Gabriel exclaimed over the Etheric comm, pointing behind them.

      It doesn’t seem so different from the Federation, Alexis commented. Or the world Eve built for us.

      Take a closer look, Nickie invited as the taxi slowed for the turn. See the parts of society that can’t be filtered out.

      They did as she asked, their gazes landing on a shadowy niche between two stores where two men were making an exchange. Another store had a display of banned weapons and other destructive technology filling the window.

      Gabriel was astounded to see high explosives available without restriction. Anyone could walk out of there with everything they need to blow the station up.

      Rule number one of doing dirty business, Nickie told him. Don’t shit on your own doorstep.

      Keep amazing us with these pearls of wisdom, Alexis grumbled.

      That one was more of a turd, Gabriel added. This is dangerous. Nobody should have fragmentation grenades on a space station.

      A pearl is just a polished turd, its value is in the eye of the beholder, Nickie chastised, thinking that her grandfather would be belly-laughing if he could see the difficulty she was having with their boisterous naiveté. It’s like this. The station is a neutral zone, used by everyone in the surrounding area. No one wants to cut off their suppliers, so the station is safe as long as they continue to provide discreet, no-questions-asked services for visitors.

      Alexis noticed that many of the people on the sidewalks looked like they could do with a good meal and a new pair of shoes. There’s poverty here? Why?

      No laws preventing it, Nickie informed them with regret. The Library here has a paywall. There’s no such thing as universal healthcare outside the Federation. Injustice prevails. Anyone who wants to protect what they have has to make choices. Doesn’t make everyone here a bad guy, it just means they’re approaching life with different motivators.

      So, follow the money, Alexis reasoned.

      Bingo, Nickie replied.

      They traveled the rest of the way in silence. Nickie opened a comm link and gave the twins space to work through their culture shock while keeping up with the investigation.

      Mere, baby, are you ready to shine? Nickie asked as she accessed the public directory. Alexis was right about everything being compartmentalized here. Property and banking services are located in this ring. I need to find properties registered to port authority workers and any available data on the additional residents registered at each dwelling.

      You want to know who works there and has a family? Gabriel inquired. I’ll check out the security protocols for the port authority office.

      We want to break down their lives to see who will be most receptive to giving us information about the Larian. Nickie’s brain crawled as Meredith accessed its processing power. She closed her eyes, waiting for Meredith to be done. This is annoying as shit.

      You can get an upgrade for that, Gabriel mentioned offhand, sensing her discomfort.

      Nickie’s mouth quirked. Don’t tell Meredith, but I don’t want to risk her personality getting damaged by the move. I’ve gotten used to her cranky-ass guerilla therapy.

      Aw, you do care, Meredith simpered. I have the names of the workers most likely to conform to a new way of thinking.

      How can you know that? Alexis asked incredulously.

      The parameters of my personality matrix were designed by ADAM, Meredith answered.

      That’s hardly an answer, Alexis pointed out.

      Meredith sniffed audibly over the comm. It’s the only answer you’re getting.

      Suit yourself. I was only showing an interest in your heuristics programming. Alexis sat back and opened her internal HUD to cross-reference the names on the list with the financial records they’d uncovered the day before. Eliminating those with run-of-the-mill expenditures narrowed the pool further, and it shrank considerably more when she accessed the accounts of those remaining and added that information to the picture she was building of their lives. We have a few who are living above their means, and two who don’t seem to have enough to stay on top of their spending no matter how much money they make.

      One of those is our guy, Nickie told her with a wink.

      Here. Alexis shared the profiles she’d made with Gabriel and Meredith. These four are obviously taking bribes for allowing cargo to pass through the station without a trace, and the other two have something they’re hiding sucking up their income. One of our corrupt officials covered the Larian’s tracks.

      Which one? Gabriel pondered.

      We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it, Nickie assured them. I think we’re almost there.

      The corridor they were in fed into the open center of the ring, which was enclosed by a translucent dome. The driver turned onto a tree-lined avenue flanked on both sides by sidewalks filled with people walking briskly. Many had their attention on their wrist-holos, regulating the flow of foot traffic with their pace. Families and couples ate together on benches between the trees. After being in the confines of the middle ring, the open space and the bright light from the local star were uplifting.

      Conversation dropped off until Nickie tapped the privacy barrier when their destination came into sight. “Here is fine.”

      The driver pulled in at the next opportunity and thanked them for the tip when they paid before driving away.

      Nickie gestured for the twins to pull the hoods of their cloaks up to hide their faces as they headed for one of the empty benches. Discussing the tourist map Gabriel had snagged from the back of the taxi as a cover, they got their first look at the port authority office.

      The simple three-story building was dwarfed by skyscrapers belonging to the various financial institutions and security companies that dominated the central avenue under the dome. The tired aura of the building made a statement among the lavish architecture of the other buildings. This place didn’t have to care what it looked like. A visit to the port authority was inevitable for everyone wishing to trade with or sell from the station.

      What did you get on building security? Nickie asked Gabriel.

      Gabriel drew their attention to the guard station recessed into the barrier across the entrance. No one who doesn’t work there gets in without an appointment. There are more guards inside, two teams of four on each floor. There are face-rec cameras in every corridor. Every office has a silent alarm that connects to station security.

      Alexis’ expression made her opinion of the obstacles clear. I get that they’re paranoid out here. Fighting our way in isn’t an option.

      Nickie sighed. Then I guess we do this the hard way.

      The twins gave her identical inquiring looks.

      We can’t wait for an appointment, Nickie told them. We’re going to have to create one.

      It can’t be that hard to get what we want without dangling someone out an airlock and getting ourselves arrested in the process. Alexis opened her HUD and got to work hacking a remote access path one of the appointments clerks had foolishly left on their workstation. Let’s try the soft approach before we start a war Grandpa Lance will have to deal with.

      Or we could just… Nickie flourished her hands.

      Alexis shook her head. Not unless you want to get naked when we have to escape from every guard on the station. We can’t move your armor through the Etheric.

      Nickie tilted her head. What, and you can move yours?

      Gabriel nodded.

      Alexis sighed. I can’t get us in without being noticed. Okay, plan B.

      Which is? Nickie pressed.

      Breaking my rules, Alexis admitted. I can get us in, I can divert the cameras, and I can make it so no one sees us.

      What’s the issue? Nickie asked, seeing the discomfort Alexis felt.

      She doesn’t like messing with people’s minds, Gabriel explained when Alexis hesitated to answer.

      Altering someone’s perception is more complicated than a simple mind-read, Alexis told Nickie. It requires an exchange. Unless I’m willing to hurt them, which I’m not, I’ll feel everything they’re going through and be immersed in their thoughts and memories. There’s a risk of getting stuck there.

      Nickie couldn’t keep the distaste off her face. Shit, kiddo. No wonder it’s the last resort.

      Roka’s life is depending on us, Alexis whispered, steeling herself for the mental assault from the guards. Just get me through it, Gabriel.

      I’ve got you, he promised.
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      They decided to work from the top of the building to the bottom, starting with Officer Badoon Marsten, who worked on the third floor according to the directory and was person of interest number four on their list.

      The twins walked just behind Nickie, leaving her to speak to the guards while Alexis worked her manipulation and Gabriel held her psyche steady.

      Nickie felt a surge of Etheric energy from Alexis as they approached the barrier. She flashed a smile as the guards moved to allow them through the turnstile without a word.

      “Damn, girl,” Nickie whispered when they were out of earshot. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

      I would never force anyone to do something against their will unless there was no other option, Alexis replied, resisting the instinctive urge to look back at the guards whose hopes and fears she now knew as intimately as her own. She shook it off. There was no other way to get through without causing a scene.

      She took hold of the atrium guards’ minds as they passed, masking their presence from all but the pair at the elevator bank beyond the clerks’ cubicles, where people with appointments were arranged into lines guided by winding ribbon dividers.

      Gabriel was quiet as they progressed to the elevators, his focus on monitoring Alexis’ mind as she made the elevator guards let them pass unquestioned. They entered the third-floor corridor they were aiming for and were relieved to find it empty beyond the four guards stationed by the elevators.

      Alexis made certain the guards paid them no attention as they walked away. She didn’t relax, however, since she still had the facial recognition cameras to deal with.

      Nickie spotted Marsten’s name on a door and waved the twins over. You want me to handle this? she asked, seeing the toll their entrance had taken on Alexis.

      Alexis nodded. Sure. I can’t say I’ve got much experience with corrupt officials besides seeing Mom remove them from power.

      Me either, Gabriel added with a small grin. Go ahead. We want to watch the master at work.

      Fair enough. How are you at playing the muscle? Nickie grinned when the twins dropped the cloaks they were wearing over their armor and activated their helmets to conceal their identities.

      You should thank your lucky stars Alexis and Gabriel weren’t around when you were younger, Meredith commented acidly. There might have been three of you in exile.

      Nah, Nickie told her. Aunt BA would have killed me for corrupting her precious babies long before it came to that. She opened the door and smiled brightly at the saggy-looking bureaucrat behind the desk when he looked up in surprise.

      “Who are you?” Marsten demanded in a harried tone.

      “A friend,” Nickie told him as the twins walked in behind her.

      “A friend?” Marsten repeated dimly, his attention on Alexis and Gabriel.

      His mind has been tampered with, Alexis informed the others. He has safeguards against his memories being read. I’ve deactivated the silent alarm. He can’t call for help.

      Marsten paled when Gabriel closed the blinds on the door.

      There’s more than one way to skin a cat. Nickie took a seat in the guest chair and placed a credit chip on the desk. “Someone who helps you when you need it. For instance, I have ten thousand credits I have no need for, but I am in sore need of information. See how we might come to an arrangement?”

      Marsten narrowed his eyes in speculation. His suspicious look was replaced by a sly smile when greed won out. He rubbed his hands together before reaching for the credit chip. “I do see. What do you want to know?”

      “There was a ship docked here a week ago under a false registration.” Nickie gave him the details of the Pleiades. “I want to know where that ship went, and everything you know about the alien who left with it.”

      Marsten drew his hand back without picking up the credit chip, the shutters dropping on his previously amenable expression. “I don’t know anything about a Larian,” he blustered. He scrunched his eyes closed when he realized he’d given himself away. “I can’t tell you anything. You need to leave before I call Security.”

      “Security won’t be coming.” Nickie got to her feet, her regretful expression entirely fake. “I hoped it wouldn’t come to this.” She crooked a finger at the twins, who stepped around the desk to take hold of Marsten.

      Marsten scraped his chair back and clumsily attempted to avoid the twins. They grasped one arm each and lifted him off the floor to carry him after Nickie.

      We’re not going to actually hurt him, Alexis stated over the comm.

      He doesn’t need to know that, Nickie replied.

      Just clarifying, Alexis told her. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be comfortable doing this.

      Nickie stood back to admire the approach the twins were taking when Alexis dragged Marsten to the nearest airlock and slammed a palm on the button to open it. The guards did nothing, still under Alexis’ compulsion to ignore the team.

      They then escorted him to the waste management room beyond, which had a sign by the door instructing users to be sure they were outside the eight-by-eight foot room before the airlock was activated.

      Nickie smiled, amused by the stick-figure illustration that showed anyone inside when the airlock was activated would be incinerated before their ashes were scattered to the solar winds. “You should have taken the money,” she told Marsten. “I will have that information, whatever it takes. You aren’t the only person with access.”

      “You can’t do this to me! I’m an officer of the port authority!” Marsten argued weakly as Gabriel shoved him into the room without ceremony. “I demand you let me out before I have you banned from this station for life!”

      “You have to survive this first,” Nickie told him coldly.

      He banged his bloodied hands fruitlessly on the airlock door as Alexis watched with a blank expression and folded arms, glancing casually at the release mechanism.

      Alexis deactivated her helmet, letting him see her face.

      Marsten’s protests ceased as he squinted through the viewing port. “What? You’re…

      “I am not the Queen,” Alexis snapped. “You wouldn’t still be in the airlock if my mother was here. Start talking before I decide we’re wasting our time.”

      The bureaucrat’s mouth opened and closed in shock.

      “You should have taken the bribe,” Gabriel told him sincerely. “I could spend the day listing the reasons you should cooperate, but that would imply we have a day to waste on persuading you to do the right thing.”

      Nickie stepped in before Marsten figured out the twins possessed simple human decency. “Look here, asshat,” she growled, letting her eyes flash red. “There’s a cult trying to destabilize the Federation, and we want to know what you know about the Larian who was here. You can help us, or you can die, and we’ll get what we need from your replacement. I have no other options for you, so consider your answer carefully.”

      Marsten appeared not to grasp the seriousness of his predicament. “The Federation has no authority this far from its borders.”

      “Fuck authority,” Nickie told him flatly, reaching for the airlock’s release mechanism. “Are you going to give us the information we want, or do I pull this lever and move on to the next scumbag?”

      Marsten read the resolve in her eyes and saw the light. “Okay, okay. I’ll talk. Just get me out of here.”

      Nickie stepped back and nodded for Alexis to open the door. She blocked Marsten’s exit by standing in the doorway. “Start with telling us where the building’s servers are.”
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        * * *

      

      At V-I-Please, Talia had been in hot demand since joining the massage parlor’s staff. The other employees had made her feel welcome, and she’d settled into her cover role easily. Word had quickly spread that there was a Loren working there, and within a few hours of starting her first shift, she had her pick of the station’s who’s who filling her client list.

      All “exotic alien” stereotypes aside, Talia’s physiology was ideal for manipulating even the most stubborn knots and kinks in patrons’ bodies. An hour on her table guaranteed relief from the everyday aches and pains that built up in a sedentary worker’s body. With her clients in a relaxed state, she was able to get clear readings of their emotions even before employing her empathic ability.

      It was a strange thing to have a deep yet fleeting understanding of a person without any context about their life. She focused on their worries, getting snatches of thoughts as the clients released them for the moment. Many of the port authority workers who visited her were honest, stressed-out people doing their best to keep tabs on the millions of tons of cargo that passed through the port each galactic year. Others, not so much.

      Still, while she had identified several people operating outside the lines, she’d discerned nothing so far that would help the team figure out where the Pleiades had been headed, nor had she come across anyone who had knowledge of a Larian.

      Talia removed her apron at the end of her shift and balled it up before throwing it into the laundry hamper. She left her room and headed for the employee kitchen, where she ordered a Coke and a sandwich from the food dispenser.

      She took a seat at one of the three tables and checked her messages as she flexed her tentacles, working out the stiffness in each muscle group. Nothing from the others. It was time to take direct action, but how?

      “Drinking on the job?”

      Talia looked up in surprise to see the Yollin station security officer who was assigned to the business leaning against the doorframe. “What?”

      “Your Coke.” Tare’gen pointed at Talia’s glass. “Must have been a hell of a day if you’re hitting the hard stuff.”

      Talia chuckled to hide her initial shock. “Sugar and caffeine don’t affect me that way. You see me sitting here with a bottle of AGB premium rum, then you should be concerned.”

      “Bring a bottle of AGB rum, and I’ll check it out with you,” Tare’gen told her with a laugh. She ordered a bitterroot tea and came to sit at the table with Talia. “Seriously, if you’re having any problems with your clients, we’re here to make sure it doesn’t happen. This is a safe place to work.”

      Talia buried her face in her tentacles, activating her Etheric comm surreptitiously. This could be her chance. Tare’gen might be the way to get the lead she was looking for. “My clients were all perfect gentle-beings. If I’m honest, I’m mooning over a guy I met in the Daolagen System.”

      “You?” Tare’gen looked at her skeptically. “I don’t see it. Any male would be lucky to get your attention.”

      “This one got away,” Talia told her, thinking fast as she wove a tale of star-crossed lovers separated by war. At the same time, she focused on reversing her ability to empathize. If Bethany Anne could make her enemies feel fear, maybe she could compel Tare’gen to help her. “The timing wasn’t right; there was fighting, and we got separated. We arranged to meet here. I was hoping he made it out of the Federation before they closed the borders.”

      “Maybe he did,” Tare’gen consoled her. “It’s a big station, and there are hundreds of people arriving every day.”

      Talia threw up her tentacles in dismay, willing tears to form in her large eyes. “It’s hopeless, I’ll never find him. He can’t find me because he has no idea I was brought here by the humans who saved me. All I have is this photo of his sister that he asked me to keep safe until we were reunited.” She pulled up a photo of Jiya on her holo and showed it to Tare’gen.

      Tare’gen scrutinized the photo, recognition in her eyes. “That red skin looks familiar.” She hesitated, clearly torn between her duty to her badge and the desire to help Talia. “Daolagen, you said?”

      Talia nodded fervently, giving her a hopeful look. She had no idea if her attempt to use her ability was working, but she felt close to getting whatever information the security officer had. “Do you know of any ships that came in from there?”

      Tare’gen shook her head. “No, but I know about the ship he left on.”

      “He left? Without me?” Talia, who was already aware of that, burst into sobs.

      Tare’gen put an arm around her shoulders. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but you’re a sweet person, and I’d hate to see you get hurt.”

      “I swear,” Talia promised, “no one will know you told me anything. Please help me find him.”

      “That’s the thing,” Tare’gen told her hesitantly. “I don’t think this guy is someone you should be getting upset over.”

      Talia pulled away, feigning ignorance. “What do you mean?”

      Again, Tare’gen hesitated. “We intercepted a transmission from a Federation agent aboard the ship. The male you are seeking is part of the anti-Empire rebellion. He probably caused the fighting on Daolagen.”

      A series of clicks sounded over the comm as Alexis, Gabriel, and Nickie joined their audio to the channel.

      Excellent work, Ranger, Nickie told her.

      What Nickie said, Gabriel enthused. We’re in the port authority server room right now.

      I have the transmission, Alexis confirmed. It’s from Roka.

      Talia continued to sob, playing the part of the misled lover. “I thought we were meant to be. I had no idea he was part of the rebellion. I feel so used!”

      Tare’gen comforted her. “You deserve a male who will make you his world, and there will be plenty of those lining up for you. Do you want me to take you home?”

      Talia shook her head as she got to her feet. “I’m still staying in a motel in the outer ring. I guess I have some decisions to make. I’m swearing off relationships until I get my asshole radar back in alignment, that much is for sure.”

      She smiled at the officer, regretting that they wouldn’t get the chance to be friends. Still, she wanted to leave the compassionate Yollin with the knowledge that she’d helped, even if Talia couldn’t reveal that she’d broken the case open for them. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver; you have no idea.”

      Tare’gen waved as Talia left the room. “See you around. Good luck.”
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      Benitus Seven, Nadezhda Station, Ted’s Workshop

      Bethany Anne was impressed by the Benitons’ application of holotechnology to replace fixed workstations. “You are drawing the station's power directly from the rift on the planet below?” she asked, not bothering Ted with small talk.

      Ted nodded without looking at her.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “The same rift the Skrima came through.”

      Ted declined to respond.

      >>Plato is asking permission to connect to your HUD,<< ADAM told her.

      “Permission granted,” Bethany Anne replied aloud. “What’s got Ted so distracted he can’t answer me about his pet project?”

      He and Ankh are close to being able to safely mass-replicate that technology for Federation use, Plato explained.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Meaning they’re thinking of tearing millions of holes in the fabric of reality?”

      >>Incredibly tiny, completely controlled holes. We will have the technology to harness rift energy,<< ADAM enthused. He dived in and assimilated the rift data Ted had compiled in the two years since the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch had dealt with an infestation of the Etheric-enabled aliens called Skrima.

      Bethany Anne tapped her foot as ADAM worked. “That doesn’t answer my question about the Skrima.”

      “You didn’t ask a question,” Ted commented absentmindedly.

      “Okay. What are the odds of another Skrima invasion?” she clarified, sighing internally.

      >>Pretty low, actually.<< ADAM gave her the CliffsNotes version of the rift's history, starting with the first Skrima incursion and finishing with how Ted’s equipment had closed the rift, cutting off the Skrima’s access to this dimension.

      Bethany Anne was less than pleased to learn that the Skrima’s attacks grew in sophistication each time they came back. “Pretend I want to shut the jammer down and take a look at what’s on the other side of the rift.”

      Ted's head whipped around. “You can’t.” He returned to his interface without another word.

      “I can if you build me a device to open and close the rift from the other side,” Bethany Anne told him.

      Ted didn’t react.

      Should I call Felicity? Plato inquired.

      No, I can handle Ted. Bethany Anne walked around the interface and stuck her face into Ted’s calculations, scattering the symbols. “Ted, I need you here. Please. I need to know whether the Skrima are going to try and come through here again or attack somewhere else. You have no equipment on the other side, which means I have to look for myself.”

      Ted mashed his hand on the button to terminate the interface. “If I do this, will you let me work in peace?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “If you can do what I’m asking, I’ll go you one better and give you permission to visit your children on Earth again.”

      Ted engaged fully at last. “That would make Felicity happy. I’m listening.”

      Bethany Anne explained what she wanted.

      “Give me a few hours to put something together,” Ted told her. “If you encounter any Skrima, you have to prevent them from phasing.”

      “If I encounter any Skrima, they’re going to regret it when I kill them on ,” Bethany Anne replied with a cold smile.
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        * * *

      

      Almost four hours later, Bethany Anne walked toward the rift on the planet’s surface, fully armored and prepared to repel a horde of Skrima if one should appear when the jammer was deactivated to allow her to cross.

      Deactivating jammer, Plato intoned in her ear. I am informed there will be a search party sent for you should you fail to return within two hours.

      “Got it. Back in two hours or less,” Bethany Anne murmured, glancing at the camera drones circling above her.

      A crack appeared, suspended in the air. Bethany Anne drew her katanas as it widened, spilling out bewitching light and tendrils of Etheric energy. She decided not to be disappointed when no horde came rushing out. Revenge for the Benitons would have been sweet, but she was there to make sure the threat was gone. If she didn’t have to spend time separating Skrima from their body parts to make it happen, all the better.

      Bethany Anne walked into the rift, feeling a momentary increase in weight as her katanas reacted to being inside the Etheric. The sensation passed in a heartbeat as she was pulled through to the other side, and then she was standing on a barren, dusty world.

      The camera drones, fabricated entirely from silicates, had made it through the rift unscathed. They resumed their positions above Bethany Anne’s head as the rift snapped shut behind her.

      The area around the rift was clear, the dust repelled by lingering Etheric energy. Outside of the affected area, it was a different matter. The air was choked with dust whipped up by hot winds. A quick check of the scan data scrolling in her internal HUD confirmed Bethany Anne’s initial assessment that the ambient Etheric energy beyond the rift site was lower than it should be for a planet supposedly holding hundreds of thousands of Etheric-reliant beings.

      Bethany Anne shielded her eyes with her hand as she looked around. She couldn’t see more than a few feet into the storm, much less whether there was a Skrima encampment nearby. She switched to sensor view in her HUD as she examined her surroundings, then sent an instruction for her drones to do the same.

      After checking that the wristband jammer Ted had given her was still in ready mode against the unlikely eventuality that her senses and the technology were wrong, she instructed her armor to integrate it to protect it from the dust.

      Bethany Anne remained where she was while she sent the camera drones into the lower atmosphere to take more readings. She cursed inwardly as her HUD fed her the results. Outward from the rift, there was nothing but the thick regolith and a dust storm as far as the drone sensors could read.

      The dust storm covering the planet also obscured any evidence of the Skrimas' occupation. There was nothing to say a multitude of living beings had inhabited this empty space at one point, although the raging storm gave Bethany Anne an idea that anything anyone built here would be scoured down to the foundations if it wasn’t continuously maintained.

      Pulling her hood low over her eyes and activating her faceplate, Bethany Anne angled into the wind and started walking, determined to find any clues the Skrima had left behind. She couldn’t see the calm spot where the tear in reality lay waiting to be reopened, but she could feel it like eyes on her, creeping.

      Keeping the rift site at her back, Bethany Anne widened her circle, moving farther from the central point. The word “barren” didn’t do this planet justice. How it had ever supported life was beyond her, adding to the mystery of where the Skrima came from. Had they been transported here? By whom?

      That answer at least was easy to guess. Etheric-powered aliens attacking Federation citizens going about their lives peacefully? The Benitons had been insular to the point of being considered antisocial by those who didn’t know their culture.

      It practically stank of Gödel.

      Bethany Anne registered a slight ridge beneath her feet and paused to investigate. A shining white bone protruded from the divot she made with the toe of her boot. Another nudge uncovered more bones. Her HUD flashed a radiation warning, which she ignored.

      She decided the risk of attracting an ambush of Skrima was nonexistent and drew on the Etheric to remove the dust ten feet around her. She lifted it in one layer, revealing the macabre evidence of someone’s scorched earth policy.

      She widened the circle to twenty feet, then forty, uncovering more evidence of genocide. She continued to remove the dust, ending up standing at the center of a carpet of irradiated bones a hundred feet in diameter.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t even guess how many Skrim skeletons she had uncovered. They were packed in together. She could tell from the way they had fallen haphazardly against each other that they had died together instantaneously. Worse, now that she knew what was beneath the dust, she could sense that the field of bones went on far beyond the boundary of the crater she’d made.

      What value did this planet have to Gödel besides easy access to Federation territory? Value that was lost when Ted slammed the door in her face. Was this massacre Gödel’s punishment for the Skrimas’ failure to conquer Benitus Seven and gain control of the Benitons’ advanced technology?

      If that was Gödel’s goal, why send a technologically immature species to capture it?

      Bethany Anne looked up at the drones and pointed at the mass grave beneath her boots. “If you doubted it before, now you can see for yourself. This is what Kurtherians do,” she told the billions watching her discover the atrocity in real-time. “They come and they take everything.”

      With too many questions to begin forming answers, Bethany Anne filled the crater back in out of respect for the dead. If her instinct was on the money, and she knew deep down that it was, these were yet another people whose fate had been diverted by Gödel’s evil.

      Whether they’d joined Gödel’s cause willingly or by force, it looked like the Skrima were out of the game. With only a few minutes of her two-hour deadline to go, Bethany Anne returned to the rift, locking down her heavy heart behind an imperceptible mask.

      Michael was waiting on the other side of the rift when it opened. Bethany Anne’s self-control wavered for a split second at the sight of him.

      Michael saw the slip in Bethany Anne’s carefully composed expression and deactivated her camera drones. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around her and took them both into the Etheric, away from all eyes.

      The Etheric reacted to Bethany Anne’s presence, the energy drawn to her body’s demand for her pent-up emotions to be released. Tactically speaking, Gödel was helping them by mass-murdering her own forces. However, Michael knew his wife, and stating the obvious wasn’t going to assuage her guilt any.

      Bethany Anne leaned into Michael’s strength for a long moment before speaking. “It still counts as saying it if you’re not shielding your thoughts,” she muttered, her words muffled by his shirt.

      “I didn’t think platitudes would make you feel any better,” Michael told her without reproach. “Otherwise, I’d tell you that it’s going to be okay and you can’t save everyone.”

      “It’s really fucking far from okay,” Bethany Anne retorted, pulling away. She clenched her fists as she stared into the rapidly coalescing mists. “It’s not okay for the Skrima. Assholes or not, they deserved the chance to fail on their own terms. They had that right.”

      The regret she felt for every living being who had died in Gödel’s quest for ultimate power went beyond anger, beyond grief. It churned up the pit of rage that had resided, repressed inside her from the moment her mother had died. It was the same furious determination that had driven her to pursue Justice, no matter the personal cost, throughout her life.

      “I have to stop Gödel.” Her voice was ice, her eyes blazing red light as she clamped down on the energy her excess emotions were churning up around them. “Everywhere we go, every first contact we make, we have to tear out the roots of the evil the Seven have laid. The first genocide she committed was one too many. The species we’ve saved don’t balance the scales.”

      The mists sparked, breaking into a squall as Bethany Anne’s voice broke in anger. “It’s never enough.”

      Michael took Bethany Anne’s shoulders and turned her to face him. “Your anger is rooted in a perceived failure to protect the weak. I would have walked into that massacre without feeling a shred of pity for the enemy.”

      Bethany Anne held him and raged wordlessly, her emotions bleeding into the mists.

      Michael held her to him, wishing he could share her load. She lacked the heedless arrogance of hubris Gödel protected herself with. The injustice of others’ suffering was a slow-burning pain she carried that was capable of flaring and swallowing her whole in the conflagration. He knew that Bethany Anne would rise from the ashes of her pain with her determination strengthened, as she always did. Deep down, he knew the parts of her personality that caused her pain were the same parts that had made him choose her all those years ago. He’d had no idea what he was asking of her at the time. However, her empathy, twinned with her resolution to see Justice done and the stubborn will to see it through, had brought them to the inevitable point where she was all that stood between all sentient life and the will of the Ascension cult.

      “It is enough,” Michael swore as flashes of lightning preceded a prolonged crash of thunder. “I know you believe Gödel will ultimately lose.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes returned to their unfathomable black and the storm dissipated in an instant. “Gödel’s days are numbered. I have zero doubt about that.” She opened the Etheric back to the Baba Yaga. “I’m done indulging my feelings. I want this tour finished. I want the armada ready to launch. She isn’t getting her hands on one more species if I can help it.”

      

      Spires Shipyard, QDS Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Primary Bridge

      Izanami’s hard light avatar appeared beside the transfer area on the mezzanine level when Bethany Anne and Michael exited the Etheric there. “You’re back. Akio urgently requests you contact him.”

      “Put me through to him,” Bethany Anne instructed as she and Michael descended the staircase to the lower level. They waited for the call to connect after taking their seats. However, the viewscreen remained blank.

      “Where’s the problem?” Bethany Anne asked Izanami. “Our end or Akio’s?”

      “Akio’s.” Izanami tilted her head. “I’m having some difficulty establishing a connection to Ranger Base One.”

      “More than usual?” Michael inquired.

      Akio appeared on the viewscreen before Izanami had a chance to reply. “Bethany Anne. Michael. I apologize for the difficulty you had getting through. Our comms have been down for the last few hours. Our technicians are still reestablishing the grid.”

      Bethany Anne leaned forward in her chair. “What happened?”

      “Part of the satellite network we set up in preparation for your arrival was vandalized by two cultists posing as technicians,” Akio explained, his anger made clear by his clipped tone. “The cultists destroyed several relays before CEREBRO were able to raise the alarm.”

      “They knew what they were doing, then,” Bethany Anne ground out.

      Akio nodded in affirmation. “They had high-yield explosives planted all around the planetary satellites. We were lucky not to lose any of the CEREBRO EIs. As you are aware, while we were equipped to get the communications aspect of the blanket up and running, CEREBRO has limited offensive capability until the tour reaches us. The EIs did what they could to defend themselves from the attack until Sabine and I got out there, by which time the perpetrators had fled down to the planet. They were headed there to destroy Ranger Base Two when the Collective discerned their intent and apprehended their Pod.”

      “Were any of the Collective injured?” Bethany Anne asked with concern.

      Akio shook his head. “No. The cultists chose to surrender themselves.”

      “When a two-ton cephalopod tells you to stop, you don’t argue,” Izanami commented before deactivating her avatar in a shower of golden sparkles.

      Bethany Anne kept her attention on Akio. “Where are the cultists now?”

      “In the brig here at Ranger Base One, waiting to be interrogated,” Akio informed her, his concern evident. “They are not from Dr. Jeddah’s former cell. I was able to discern that much from their thoughts without setting off the safeguards that have been placed upon their minds.”

      “Safeguards?” Michael echoed, his interest piqued.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Akio admitted. “I had them confined and reached out to you immediately, assuming there might be a Kurtherian connection.”

      Bethany Anne exchanged glances with Michael. “Sounds to me like Isaiah wasn’t the only victim of Gödel’s agent.”

      Akio’s face fell when Michael nodded his agreement. “Then it is as I feared.”

      Michael held onto his growing anger at the situation for the moment. “Do not begin the interrogation just yet,” he told Akio. “I need to be there. Can you keep the prisoners separated until we arrive?”

      Akio nodded. “Hai. They are in separate cells and can remain there indefinitely. However, I believe this attempt to cut our communications might only be the preliminary to a larger attack. We might not have much time to delay questioning them.”

      “If they’ve been screwed the same way Isaiah was, they’ll die before you get anything useful from them,” Bethany Anne predicted. “You need Michael there.”

      “You won’t have to keep them indefinitely,” Michael assured Akio. “We’re due to arrive in the Cosnar System in a few weeks—”

      “Six,” Bethany Anne supplied. “Which I’m planning to cut down to three, four at the outside. Alexis should be there to help you with the interrogation.”

      “That would mean recalling her from her current assignment,” Michael pointed out. “Akio has the necessary skills to assist me with undoing Gödel’s mental traps once I show him how it is done. If Akio is right, and I trust his judgment as much as my own, there will be an attack on Waterworld. We must be ready to repel it.”

      “Agreed. I want you to ensure Gödel understands that the Collective is off-limits.” Bethany Anne returned her attention to Akio. “What do you need?”

      “I believe prudence calls for immediate action,” Akio maintained, his solemn expression enhancing the seriousness of his recommendation. “The Ookens have withdrawn from the surrounding systems, which my experience tells me is the calm before the storm. Any intelligence we can get from the prisoners would be an advantage.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “This is revenge for closing off the Federation, cutting off her access to the Bakas and preparing to do the same with the Collective.” She began to pace, her thoughts turning on Gödel’s likely plan of action. “I haven’t hidden what we’re working to achieve out there. It wouldn’t surprise me to find out she intends to have us arrive to find a smoldering ruin.”

      “That gives us time to prepare,” Michael reasoned. “I can take a ship and be at Ranger Base One in just under two weeks.”

      “John won’t be going anywhere, so take his scout ship,” Bethany Anne decided. “The Reynolds will follow, just as soon as I’ve spoken to Reynolds to update his orders.”

      “We can have the Bad Company divert to the Cosnar System instead of heading straight for Devon,” Michael suggested.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I like it. Christina said she’d prepared a special welcome for the first Kurtherians they met. No time like the present. Akio, are the Rangers ready to hold off a major incursion until we get there?”

      “I have the Rangers at battle stations around the clock,” Akio remarked dryly. “Of course, that means I have to catnap between shift changes, but who needs sleep?”

      “Not us either, apparently,” Michael returned with a wry smile. “I’ll be with you in twelve days.”

      Akio inclined his head. “I look forward to your arrival, my friend. Farewell, my Queen.”

      “See if anyone aboard the Gemini is answering the comm,” Bethany Anne asked Michael when the viewscreen returned to showing the docking spire. “They might be closer to finding Roka than we think, and Nickie needs to be informed of the situation in the Cosnar System.”

      “I’ll pass along Reynolds’ and Christina’s orders while I do,” Michael replied.

      Bethany Anne pinged John on the comm. “I’m changing your duties,” she told him when he opened the channel.

      “Hello to you too, boss,” John replied. “What’s going on?”

      “My presence is required at Ranger Base One,” Michael informed him. “You will have to take over the upgrade schedule in my place.”

      “Which needs to be moved up.” Bethany Anne filled him in briefly on the situation Akio was facing.

      “Shit,” was all John said when she was done.

      “We’ll get it figured out,” Bethany Anne told him. “Right now, Michael needs the access codes for your scout ship so he can get to the Cosnar System ahead of us. I’m aware that Nickie has the Sayomi, and you will be too busy with the upgrades to need a ship.”

      John sent the codes. “I’ve gotta agree with Akio. Whatever the Kurtherians are doing, it looks like they’re gearing up for a major attack. BA, are you sure you don’t want me to go with Michael? Gabrielle and the guys can handle the upgrades.”

      “That’s not the worst idea,” Michael agreed in response to Bethany Anne’s questioning look.

      She waved a hand. “Done.”

      The viewscreen activated again as someone aboard the Gemini picked up.

      “Got to go,” Bethany Anne told John. “The children are calling.”

      “I’ll find you when we’re done talking to them,” Michael added as K’aia appeared onscreen.

      K’aia’s expression showed concern. “Has something happened?”

      “Not yet,” Bethany Anne assured her, wrinkling her nose at the drab hotel room K’aia was calling from. She broke down the situation for her like she had for John. “I’d feel better knowing you were making progress finding Harkkat’s niece.”

      K’aia’s mandibles parted in a grin. “Then you’ll be happy to know we’ve got her location. I’m waiting for the others to get back here, then we’re good to go.”

      She turned to reply to Durq. “Wait, this is probably them getting back.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Probably?”

      “I ordered pizza,” Trey interjected, leaning in to wave at Bethany Anne and Michael. “But it’s them.”

      “Don’t look too disappointed,” Gabriel called, walking in ahead of the women with a stack of pizza boxes.

      Talia had four more pizza boxes balanced on her tentacles. “We ran into the delivery bot outside,” she explained after a grateful sniff of the uppermost box.

      Bethany Anne smiled and blew her son a kiss before settling in as Alexis nudged K’aia out of her seat. “I’ll brief Mom and Dad. Don’t eat all the damned pizza.”

      Nickie, Trey, and Gabriel made a show of being offended before laughing and stuffing their faces. Even Michael chuckled, earning himself a thorough teasing from everyone in the hotel room except Durq, whose eyes widened at the cheerful chaos erupting.

      “It’s nice to see you all feeling good,” Bethany Anne told Alexis. “You should let your hair down after we’re done. You made a breakthrough, right?”

      Alexis nodded slowly. “I suppose everyone is in a great mood because we broke the case.”

      “But not you?” Michael asked. “What deeper thread did you uncover?”

      Now Alexis smiled, although there was no humor in it. “Dad, you know me too well. This is serious. The captain of the Pleiades has been brainwashed by the Larian, it seems. They’re headed for an empty part of space with everything they need to equip an army, including what she thinks are Etheric-powered weapons.”

      Alexis paused. “The rest of the message doesn’t make complete sense. Roka says the Larian is called Phraim-‘Eh. You killed that whole clan, right?”

      “All but one,” Bethany Anne informed her. “And that Kurtherian was in no shape to body-jump into a Larian. Send me the transmission and get back on the trail. The sooner you can get back to the Baba Yaga, the better. Gödel is preparing to launch an attack on the Collective’s world.”

      “She’s doing what?” Gabriel exclaimed, abandoning his pizza in his shock. “What are we doing sitting around eating? We can take this to the ships. We’ve got to get moving.”

      Bethany Anne held up a hand to calm his flurry of activity. “You have time to eat. Call me when you have the Pleiades in your sights.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders

      Roka opened her eyes. She had no idea what part of the ship she was in until she spotted the porthole. That told her she was still in the captain’s domain, or rather, Phraim-‘Eh's.

      She recalled the torture she’d endured at the alien's hands, and the pain of him attempting to break into her mind.

      Somehow, Phraim-'Eh had failed, and she was still alive. Incredibly, so was Hafnar. Maybe. Or maybe she'd hallucinated that part in the grip of concussion.

      “You’re awake,” Hafnar exclaimed.

      He loomed into Roka’s eye line a moment later, accompanied by the same sound of metal shuffling against metal she remembered from her fugue state.

      “You’re not a hallucination, then.” Roka groaned as she forced herself into a sitting position on the metal slab. It hurt her to see him in chains. “How long was I out?”

      “Fortunately for you, I’m real,” Hafnar replied with an amused chuckle. “Three days, maybe four. It’s hard to keep track of time in here. Your mind may be intact, but they worked your body over pretty thoroughly. I set your jaw while you were out. Bound your hands and ribs.”

      Roka looked around. They were in a large-ish cabin that had been stripped of all comforts except the rare window into space. “Where are we? How are you here? Last I remember, that bastard Phraim-'Eh was trying to beat answers out of me in Captain Janko's living quarters.”

      Hafnar eased himself onto the chair next to the bare bed and offered Roka a water bottle. “This used to be his sleeping quarters. The captain and his new master are just outside the door, so keep your voice down.”

      Roka accepted the bottle gratefully and took a few deep gulps before passing it back. “Do you know who we’re headed to meet?” she whispered.

      Hafnar shook his head, refusing to take the bottle. “Only that Phraim-'Eh's ability to bend others to his will is limited to humans. I wondered if that was the case when he wasn’t able to force me to accept his control like the captain. You’re proof I was right.”

      “But why keep us alive?” Roka asked. Her head throbbed, making it difficult to think. She sipped more water, waiting for the pain to recede.

      “You said you got a message out,” Hafnar mentioned, a note of hope in his voice. “To the Federation? I heard them questioning you about an Etheric energy signature.”

      Roka hesitated to tell the truth. As much as she wanted to trust Hafnar, keeping the information to herself protected them both. “When we get out of this, I’ll come clean about everything.”

      Hafnar's shoulders slumped. “But you’re not going to tell me anything now.”

      Roka shook her head, regretting the movement when another spike of pain drove itself through her skull. “It’s safer for you that way.”

      A thought struck her. “How are you not raging without the serum your people take?”

      Hafnar tapped his bicep. “Implant.”

      Roka got off the bed slowly, forcing herself to move one leg at a time.

      “Careful,” Hafnar cautioned. “You’ll make it worse.”

      Roka held her ribs, doing what she could to suppress her groans as she shuffled over to the window. “I should be grateful that prick didn’t break my knees,” she growled, leaning against the window's deep sill for support.

      “The captain has the best view on the whole ship.” She looked out at the stars, hoping her message had reached the Federation, and that whoever the corps had sent to retrieve her was prepared for this.

      Hafnar indicated the bed. “You need to rest.”

      Roka shook her head. “I can’t just sit here.” Lacking answers, she stared out the window, the restriction of confinement getting to her. While she had been trained for being captured by the Guardian Marines, this was the first time she’d actually been caught. Commander Nikolayev had told her class that they couldn’t prepare for the psychological impact of being a prisoner.

      Hafnar, much older and wiser, nodded in understanding. “Then tell me about yourself. They already know you’re a Federation agent, and I’m guessing you’re here because you found the message in my personal log.”

      “When did you figure it out?” Roka asked, settling gingerly onto the bed.

      Hafnar winked. “I know everything about everyone aboard this ship.” His amusement faded. “If the Federation saw fit to put an agent aboard the ship, there was a reason. I wish I’d taken your arrival more seriously. Instead, all I did was watch you and wait.”

      “My…bosses have been monitoring the anti-Empire cult for a while,” Roka told him. “My assignment was to report on the captain’s cargo runs, who he was supplying inside the cult.” She sighed. “This is a shitshow. No one expected Phraim-‘Eh.”

      “No,” Hafnar agreed. “So tell me, how does the niece of a high-ranking Leath end up being a Federation spy?”

      Roka’s thoughts drifted, taking her back to the start of her career as an operative specializing in deep undercover work. “My parents were killed when I was an infant and I was raised by my uncle. He treated me like his daughter, took me everywhere with him. I learned all the tricks he used to conceal his criminal activity so he didn’t lose status with the Representatives or the Federation Council.”

      “That must have been confusing for you,” Hafnar sympathized.

      Roka shrugged. “It was normal since I had no other example. It wasn’t like he didn’t care about me, but I knew what he was doing was wrong. I figured out that living a double life wasn’t how normal people live when I left Leath for school.” What she didn’t tell Hafnar was that she had grown up watching her uncle profit from trickery and lies and hated him more with every year. “I took the Etheric Academy entrance exam without his permission when he told me it was time to get more involved in the family business.”

      “How old were you?” Hafnar asked.

      “Twelve,” Roka replied. “I knew if I stayed, I would end up being a criminal just like my uncle. I didn’t want that, so I ran away to get an education in how to be better.” She chuckled. “I didn’t exactly fit in, but they didn’t reject me. I was diverted to another school, and here I am.”

      “Spy school?” Hafnar asked.

      Roka gave him a stern look. “There’s no such thing as a spy school. I’m talking about the Diplomatic Institute. The undercover work came after I graduated.” She laid back and closed her eyes as tiredness added itself to the pain that permeated her body. “You’re right. I should rest.”

      Hafnar withdrew to his side of the room while Roka attempted to switch off her mind and get some sleep. Overriding her need to rest and heal was the concern that Phraim-'Eh had deeper plans for her and Hafnar. Why else would they still be alive?

      The day passed slowly, with no relief for her pain.

      Roka got up again, restless and feeling the urge to do something—anything that gave her the illusion of taking back some control of her situation.

      Hafnar said nothing to deter Roka as she worked her way around the room, looking for a weapon or some way to escape.

      She examined the food processing unit, but it was restricted. She wasn’t able to get it to give her a simple glass of water, never mind reprogram it to print weapons. She gave up, exasperated.

      Frustrated, she banged on the door. “You can’t just keep us in here with no food or water!” she yelled.

      The captain opened it, his pistol trained on Roka. “Step back,” he ordered. When Roka obeyed, he pushed a box into the room with his foot and closed the door again without a word.

      Hafnar collected the box and opened it. “Rations.”

      Roka shrugged, accepting the self-heating packet he handed her. “Better than nothing.”

      They ate in silence, Roka with a growing dismay that Phraim-‘Eh had a purpose for them. Her training told her to conserve her energy and watch for any opportunity to escape. As much as she hated being a damsel in distress, it looked like the only option she and Hafnar had was to hope her extraction team had gotten her message.

      Roka and Hafnar fell into a routine over the next few days, eating between periods of exercise—gentle exercise in Roka’s case—and sleep. Sometimes they shared stories from their lives. The captain delivered more food on the third day, telling them it would be the last they got before they docked.

      “What happened to you, Captain?” Hafnar asked sadly. “We were friends. The man I knew would never treat his crew this way.”

      Captain Janko turned in the doorway and pinned Hafnar with a hard stare. “Bethany Anne is Death,” he stated. “She has to be stopped before she enslaves us all. You wouldn’t take sides, so here you stay until I figure out what to do with you.” He shifted his gaze to Roka, his eyes brimming with hate. “You are a traitor, and an example will be made of you soon enough.”

      Hafnar spun to face Roka as the captain slammed the door shut. “That’s not good.”

      Conversely, Roka felt a weight had been lifted with the revelation, as bad as it was.

      She walked over to the window. “What will be will be.” The extraction team had to be getting close by now. Either they would intervene before whatever public display the captain and Phraim-‘Eh had planned for her, or she would commit suicide-by-guard before it happened.

      A blank spot in the distance caught her eye. “Hey, come look at this.”

      Hafnar joined her at the window, and she pointed out the anomalous break in the stars. “See?”

      “What is it?” Hafnar pondered.

      Roka pointed out a slowly-swirling mass in the far distance, the asteroid field marking the location of the black hole she’d read about in the navigation data. The anomaly was much closer than the asteroid field that filled most of their view. “It’s too big to be a space station. Why isn’t it being pulled into the accretion disc?”

      Hafnar shook his head, nonplussed. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a rogue asteroid? It must have some mass to break free of the black hole.

      Roka had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. “We’re going to find out pretty soon. Look at the stars; we’ve altered course.”

      They remained at the window, watching as the ship drew closer to the anomaly. Both their theories proved wrong when the object was close enough for them to see that its rounded surface was covered by a desert broken up with bands of forested mountains.

      Hafnar put his hands on the window. “It’s a planet. A small one.”

      Roka frowned. “What’s it doing here? The maps say this part of space is empty.”

      With nothing better to do, they continued to observe as the Pleiades entered the thin atmosphere and came in to hover above a settlement in the mountains at the equator. They were able to make out people bustling below but were too high up to identify individuals. Transport shuttles left the ship, delivering the supplies Roka had discovered to the army on the ground.

      After a couple of hours, they were startled by the door opening suddenly. Roka and Hafnar turned away from the window to see Phraim-‘Eh and four armed guards.

      Phraim-‘Eh glared at them. “Come, traitors.”

      Roka spat at him. “You’re the traitor. When the Queen catches up with you, you’re going to wish for death.”

      One of the guards smashed the butt of his rifle into her face, dislocating her jaw all over again. “What, the truth not good enough for you scumbags?” she slurred, using the pain to keep her mind sharp. Her time might be growing short, but she’d be damned if she faced her end with anything other than dignity and honor. She would not be broken. “Fuck yourselves. You’re already dead.”

      Hafnar ducked in to block the guard’s rebuttal to Roka’s insult. The rifle didn’t do much damage to him and the guard stepped back, confusion blossoming on his face.

      “Try that again and you’ll find out why I was the chief of security aboard this ship,” Hafnar warned in a low growl.

      “Get them out of there!” Phraim-‘Eh demanded shrilly.

      “Just do as they say,” Roka told Hafnar when the guards hesitated to act.

      Two of the guards bound their hands with strips of cargo webbing and forced them to start walking.

      Roka complied with their instructions without argument, looking for any opportunity to palm a weapon. Her opportunity came when they left the captain’s quarters and she was shoved roughly ahead of Hafnar. She spotted the card table the guards had been using and stumbled purposefully into it, knocking everything over.

      “Watch it!” she yelled.

      One of the guards in front turned back and kicked her. “Get up, traitor.”

      The guards behind Hafnar shoved past him and dragged Roka to her feet, cursing her clumsiness. One of them struck her, ignoring Hafnar’s protest.

      Roka fell onto the guard, grasping his vest with one hand while she stole the knife from his belt with the other.

      “Keep moving!” Phraim-'Eh ordered.

      Maybe later she’d get a chance to bury the blade in his eye. For now, she secreted it in her clothing and got moving as ordered, not needing to put much effort into exaggerating her injuries to slow their progress. She wanted to buy every second she could. She hadn’t given up on the extraction team.

      

      Asteroid Field

      The Gemini and the Sayomi lay in wait, holding position some twenty thousand kilometers from the rogue planet. Cloaked side by side and anchored against the pull of the black hole the asteroid field surrounded, everyone aboard both ships was quiet, waiting for the AIs to determine the purpose of the energy field holding the asteroids back from the event horizon.

      Alexis paced while Gemini built a 3-D model of the enemy stronghold, the AI translating the sensor data she was gathering from cloaked probes they’d dropped around the planet as they came in to hide in the asteroid field. “We need to tell Mom and Dad what we’ve found.”

      “What have we found?” Gabriel asked as the model began to make sense. “This looks like a staging post.”

      “Some of the components in the satellites producing the field around the black hole have similarities to Gate drive components,” Gemini informed them. “I have no comparable technology in my database. Perhaps Plato would have better information. I have forwarded the specifications to ADAM.”

      “Mom will appreciate a new toy,” Gabriel commented. “We can assume the components mean Gödel has some way to use the black hole’s energy to power a long-distance Gate connection.”

      “Which they’re planning to use to attack the Federation,” Alexis stated.

      The AIs voiced their agreement.

      “But where in the Federation?” Alexis murmured, sitting down and opening her chair’s holointerface. “Route any active communications to my station,” she requested, typing a list of keywords to search on the audio feeds into her analysis tool.

      “There are more than two hundred ships hidden in numerous caves beneath the planet’s surface,” Sayomi snarled. “We should drop a few motherpuckers on the caves and crush them.”

      “Rein it in, my friend,” Nickie ordered. “This isn’t a situation we can shoot our way out of.”

      “You’re turning into a killjoy,” Sayomi grumbled. “Where did fun Nickie go? If all we’re going to do is hide, you might as well have left me in the hangar bay.”

      “Fun Nickie checks out the second her batshit crazy AI suggests a suicide mission,” Nickie shot back. “Trust me, the second we’re in a position to fight, we will.”

      “I’ve got Roka’s location,” Alexis announced without removing her headset. “She’s being held under guard at a compound in the mountains just south of the equator.”

      “Anything about their target?” Nickie asked.

      Alexis skimmed the search results, selecting a video that had been played on almost every ship. “This could be something. It looks like a welcome message.”

      She watched for a few seconds before sending it to the viewscreens on both bridges, giving everyone their first look at Phraim-‘Eh.

      The Larian’s smile was warm and genuine, his aura of power coming across loud and clear on the video. “Welcome, warriors for truth,” he began. “You have answered my call to arms. Ours is a hard path. We alone know the truth about the Nacht—that their quest for power won’t be complete until they have control of every part of the Federation.”

      Talia forgot the headache that was beginning to form behind her eyes, gasping in shock when the video showed a montage of scenes, one of which was the smoking ruins of Melida. She smiled at Nickie when the Ranger touched her arm in sympathy.

      Phraim-‘Eh returned to the screen. “We know that the ‘proof’ the false Queen has shown us of these Ookens is staged. She created the monsters to attack innocent Federation citizens, and she must be sto—”

      “I can’t listen to this!” Talia exclaimed, covering her face with her tentacles when the headache’s intensity suddenly bloomed. “It hurts!”

      Nickie glanced at Durq, whose glazed eyes were fixed on the screen. She poked him with a finger, but he didn’t react. “Stop the video. He’s laid in some kind of compulsion.”

      “Anyone else feeling it?” Alexis asked.

      K’aia lifted a hand. “It’s not bothering me. I live with you two, so mental shields are kind of essential.”

      “Yeah,” Trey agreed.

      Talia shepherded Durq to the door. “I’m going to take him to the Pod-doc. Watch without me. I don’t need the headache.”

      K’aia and Trey remained on the bridge of the Gemini since they were aware of the compulsion but unaffected by it. Alexis rewound the video to the start and played it to the end.

      “We have found the planet where the Ookens are made, and we are going to destroy it,” Phraim-‘Eh concluded. “Report to Base Command to receive your orders.”

      “They’re going after Waterworld,” Nickie stated with certainty. “It’s the last place Bethany Anne hasn’t closed off. They’ve been pushing us for months with Ooken attacks, but they started tailing off just before I left Ranger Base One.”

      “You sure we can’t shoot our way out of this?” Talia asked, returning from the medical bay with Durq. “We could probably break her out of the compound without being seen.”

      Alexis shook her head. “If we had transporters and a sample of Roka’s DNA, this would be a cinch. She’s underground.”

      “We can’t do anything until we’ve called home for orders,” K’aia reminded them.

      “Not until we’ve got a clear view of the situation,” Alexis insisted. “We know they’re planning to attack the Cosnar System. We need to know when.”

      “Agreed,” Gabriel, Trey, and Nickie chorused.

      Nickie put her hand on Durq’s shoulder when he curled up in his chair with his arms around his legs. “You okay, buddy?”

      “This is bad,” Durq fretted, trembling as he looked up at her.

      “All hail the king of understatement,” Trey snarked without malice. “But we’ve been in worse situations and come out with all our body parts in approximately the same places. Your specialty is operating outside the lines, right? Ours is infiltrating and dismantling asshole oppressive organizations like this cult.”

      K’aia agreed. “This is what we do.”

      Nickie spread her hands wide and offered them an only slightly sarcastic curtsy. “I defer to your experience.”

      “You’re giving in, just like that?” Talia inquired.

      Nickie shook her head. “I’m not giving in. Alexis is the mission commander. We have to follow her lead, but I don’t have to agree with her.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt our chances if you tried,” Alexis commented.

      “I should be writing these down,” Talia murmured.

      Alexis left her search to run and got up to pace while she contemplated possible solutions to the problem. Taking out the emotional factors left her with variables, and those she could work with.

      Nickie, lacking Alexis’ objective outlook, sighed. “Fuck. My. Life.”

      Alexis glanced at the Ranger’s scowling face, which filled one side of the split viewscreen. “All of our lives,” she agreed gravely. “Roka’s too if we can’t figure this out.”

      “I’m not saying we can’t figure it out,” Nickie replied. “Just saying we should recognize that the situation has the potential to devolve into… I don’t know. What’s worse than a clusterfuck?”

      There were no takers. Her scowl deepened. “Any plan we make has to take into consideration that Bethany Anne and Michael will lay waste to this entire region of space if their precious children are killed.”

      She pointed at Trey and K’aia. “You two as well.”

      Alexis, K’aia, and Trey objected loudly to Nickie’s advice.

      “And there we have the real reason Fun Nickie declined to join us on the mission,” Sayomi supplied unnecessarily.

      Nickie bent to comfort Durq, who was shaking uncontrollably. “Will you just shut up for one minute?” she yelled at the AI. “All of you! You’re scaring Durq!”

      Everyone stopped shouting.

      “Sorry, Durq,” Alexis apologized. “It’s okay. No one’s really mad.”

      Gabriel held up his hands as he looked at Nickie. “We appreciate you being the voice of caution, but that’s between our parents and us. They know there’s always a risk we won’t come back from an assignment. They gave us every advantage they could to make sure that won’t happen. We have an obligation to Roka and to the Federation, and we’re not going to turn tail and run like a bunch of untrained kids the first chance we get to fuck with one of Gödel’s plans.”

      Nickie lifted a shoulder, seeing the twins weren’t going to be moved. “Fine. Ignore your consultant, and we’ll all die making a hopeless stand. Why the fuck is your generation so reckless? You do know you’re not indestructible, right?”

      “You assume we’re going to attack,” Alexis countered. “This is exactly the kind of operation we’ve trained for. Yeah, it’s dangerous, but we can get in, trick the fleet into going willingly to their doom, and save Roka in the process.”

      Nickie narrowed her eyes, her interest sparked despite her doubts about taking on a fleet of that size without serious backup. “What are you thinking?”

      Alexis folded her arms when everyone else turned their attention to her. “That we steal Roka out from under their noses and activate their Gate as an escape route. The fight can’t be avoided, but there’s no reason to allow the cult to choose the terms. One call to Mom and the Rangers, the Reynolds, and the Bad Company will be ready and waiting for them on the other side of that Gate.”

      K’aia laughed when she caught on to Alexis’ plan. “Those dumbass cultists have no clue how much trouble they’re flying into.”

      Alexis smiled. “All we have to do is get Mom to agree to what we’re planning, figure out how to activate that Gate tech, and get the cult to follow us through it. Once we’ve rescued Roka, that is.”

      Everyone on both bridges started talking at the same time.

      “Leading them through that Gate into an ambush is a good plan…if we can make it happen,” Gabriel stated.

      Nickie gripped Durq’s chair with both hands, her knuckles turning white. “If we can do it without getting killed, I’m in.”

      “Two ships against two hundred is bad odds whichever way you look at it,” Talia contended. “Maybe we should wait for backup.”

      “What backup?” Trey scoffed. “It would take weeks for anyone to reach us.”

      Alexis knew the others would bring Nickie’s team around. She returned to her seat and the holointerface to check on her analysis of the communications being shared around the planet. The translation software was still working on the subtleties of the new languages she heard, but she didn’t need assistance with any of the Federation languages being spoken.

      Her analysis tool singled out a shortwave frequency being used in the compound where Roka was being kept. Alexis tapped it, fumbling for a moment with the headset when it caught on her hair. Her concern spiked when she heard two laughing males talking in Torcellan about a Federation spy who was going to be executed in two days. That had to be Roka.

      She waved to get the others’ attention and sent the audio to the speakers.

      Everyone held their breath while they listened to the two guards at opposite ends of the compound talk about their plans for after the execution and the rumors Phraim-‘Eh was going to speak.

      Gabriel felt the surge of satisfaction from his sister. “That’s a start, right? Two days isn’t nothing.”

      Alexis gave everyone access to her analysis tool. “We’re going to get Roka back and turn the attack the cult is planning back on them. We need to dig down on Phraim-‘Eh’s plan so we can hijack it. I want us to have a solid proposal to present.”

      They spent the next few hours intercepting communications on the rogue planet. Using the conversations and messages, they built a picture of the cult’s command structure that led them to Phraim-‘Eh’s inner circle.

      Eventually, Alexis announced they had enough to take to Bethany Anne. She got up from her chair. “Gemini, call Mom.”
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      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, APA

      Bethany Anne had shown ADAM and TOM the metaphorical door and put up a mental and physical Do Not Disturb barrier around the APA. She wanted to be alone while she worked out in an effort to release the tension that was causing her to snap at everyone.

      Michael had arrived at Ranger Base One a week ago, too late to get any information from the cultists. Both had killed themselves rather than betray their leaders. His terse message had informed her that the Rangers, the SD Reynolds, and the Bad Company fleet were preparing to defend the planet from the attack, whenever it should come.

      She had Izanami pushing the Baba Yaga’s Gate drive to its limit in her urgency to reach the Cosnar System before the Collective was attacked by Gödel’s forces. The children had been radio-silent since their last call, adding to her stress. She had to accept their choice to live their lives on a knife’s edge, but it didn’t assuage the voice of paranoia telling hergo out into the field, but they might have found themselves in over their heads this time.

      Knowing they had Nickie there to back them up made her feel better. So did punching the head clean off the axe-wielding Lotaran warrior who came at her. The hard-light avatar winked out in a shower of sparkles as the warrior’s head hit the mat ahead of her body. Bethany Anne dispatched the next one with a spinning kick and increased the program’s pace. She drew her katanas, dropping into a back stance in preparation for the next group of opponents.

      If she had been in a lighter mood, Bethany Anne might have been running the program that generated random opponents from pre-twenty-first century arcade games. Since her temper was threatening to spill over, she’d set the program to give her approximations of the species they might expect to counter on the raid and Ookens whose difficulty setting exceeded the real thing.

      Sixteen more opponents materialized, thirteen horned, scaly bipeds armed with curved two-handed blades and three Ookens. Ookens being Ookens, they attacked every biped in the room with equal ferocity, unable to distinguish between Bethany Anne and the computer-generated avatars.

      Bethany Anne dropped and swept the feet from beneath one of the bipeds, throwing an elbow into his temple as he fell for good measure. With the brave one out for the count and the others faring badly in the face of three maddened mutant Ookens, Bethany Anne turned her attention to taking out the tentacled monstrosities.

      Too bad one of them was already paying attention to her. Bethany Anne had the air knocked out of her when she was slammed into the floor. She pushed a pulse of Etheric energy outward when the owner of the tentacle pinning her down landed on her chest and started doing its best to chew through her armor.

      The Ooken’s face contorted with surprise and rage as it shot up and collided with the ceiling. It fell to the floor in a flaccid heap, down for the moment but not out.

      “I’ll deal with you in a minute.” Bethany Anne told it as she narrowly avoided the next attack, throwing herself back as one of the other two Ookens attempted to snap a tentacle around her waist. A flick of her blade severed the other tentacles snaking toward her, drawing an enraged screech from the Ooken.

      “You’re uglier than the real thing,” Bethany Anne muttered, hammering the mutant Ooken with a lightning strike to distract it while she moved in to sever its head with a double-handed slice.

      The Ooken Bethany Anne had put down for an unscheduled nap pulled itself up off the floor. Bethany Anne slipped through the light shower left by the Ooken she’d just decapitated and turned, releasing a wall of flames to keep the remaining two back. The nanocyte-infused polymer coating the walls nullified the burning Etheric energy that lapped the room as Bethany Anne bathed the Ookens in fire.

      Emerging from the flames unscathed, she darted away from the writhing mass and finished off the single bipedal alien who hadn’t been mortally injured by the Ookens or the fire. She glanced around, seeing only shimmering light where the others had been. “This program needs some work.”

      Fire alone was not enough to stop the Ookens, so bitching about her opponents taking each other out would have to wait. Bethany Anne ducked a lashing tentacle, slicing it in two lengthways before stepping into the Etheric and coming out behind the Ookens.

      They reacted in a split second, turning on the spot and resuming their rush.

      Bethany Anne drew her arms back and hurled her katanas through the eye sockets of the closest. The Ooken exploded into golden light as she grabbed the tentacles of the other to tear it in two.

      The Ooken suddenly dissipated in her hands and Izanami appeared.

      Bethany Anne growled. “This better be important, or you will be replacing the computer-generated avatars for the remainder of my workout.”

      Izanami inclined her head. “If you wish to spar, all you have to do is say so,” she replied. “I interrupted to tell you that the children are calling.”

      “Meet me in my ready room.” Bethany Anne deactivated her camera drones’ live feed and vanished into the Etheric.

      Izanami got there just ahead of Bethany Anne and connected the incoming call to the wallscreen.

      “Great news,” the twins announced in unison when they saw their mother.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You found the Pleiades, you rescued Roka, and you’re on your way to meet the Baba Yaga in the Cosnar System?”

      “That would be great news,” Alexis agreed.

      “But no,” Gabriel continued. “We found a staging post belonging to the cult.”

      “The Larian is Gödel’s agent,” Trey broke in. “We found out they’ve got over two hundred ships here, and they’re planning to attack the Cosnar System.”

      Nickie joined the twins onscreen. “Can you pass on a heads-up to Akio?”

      Bethany Anne waited for K’aia to say something. “Nothing to add?”

      The stoic Yollin looked up from her holointerface and slid her headset back. “It’s a shitty situation, I’m not going to lie. But with your help, we can deal with it.”

      Bethany Anne was intrigued. “My help? What exactly have you gotten yourselves into?” She listened while Alexis briefed her on the situation. “Okay, so get the agent and get out of there. What’s the problem?”

      The camera view shifted back to the Sayomi’s bridge as Nickie took the lead. “We’re balls-deep in their communications. Phraim-‘Eh is running the show. He has been from the start.”

      “Again, what does this have to do with the agent you were sent to extract?” Bethany Anne pressed.

      “He’s planning to publicly execute Roka in two days, right before he launches the attack,” Alexis informed her. She glanced over her shoulder at the others. “We’re going to save Roka before that happens, but we’re going to need backup once the cult realizes we’re here. We’ve identified some kind of Gate technology set up around the local black hole. It gives them a door right to the Cosnar System.”

      Bethany Anne’s lips drew back in a snarl.

      Alexis continued before her mother had a chance to lose her temper. “We’re going to hijack the Gate and use it to escape with Roka. Can the Rangers be ready to spring a reverse trap if we get the cult to chase us through the Gate?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as Alexis began outlining the plan in detail. “Wait while I get hold of Michael and Akio. They need to hear this.”

      “What’s going on out there?” Nickie asked.

      Bethany Anne filled them in on the developments that had taken Michael to Ranger Base One ahead of the Baba Yaga while they waited for the connection to go through. “The Reynolds arrived last week. The Baba Yaga is still…” She consulted her HUD. “Sixty hours out at our current speed.”

      The viewscreen changed its configuration when Akio answered. Another window was added when Michael joined them a moment later.

      Ranger One took in the group on his screen. “What fresh hell are we being served?”

      “We will be the ones serving hell,” Bethany Anne assured him. “We know how many and where Gödel’s forces are, and when they are planning to attack. Are you ready to defend your position?”

      Michael’s mouth curled. “We are. One moment.” He leaned over, and yet another window appeared on Bethany Anne’s wallscreen when he added Christina to the conversation.

      “Is that everyone?” Bethany Anne checked.

      “It is now,” Reynolds announced his presence over the speaker.

      “Not sure why we all need to be here but go ahead,” Christina commented amiably.

      Bethany Anne laced her hands on the desk. “Just so we’re all clear on what is happening, I’ll run through it once, and then everyone can get to taking care of their part. The anti-Empire cult is currently holed up on a rogue planet somewhere in Buttfuck, Nowhere, where they’re getting ready to launch an attack on your location.”

      “You found those squirrely bastards?” Christina exclaimed. “Nice!”

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if you were on this side of the Gate,” Nickie retorted. “They’ve got more than two hundred heavily armed warships of every kind.”

      “Anything as big as my ship?” Reynolds inquired.

      Bethany Anne waved down Christina’s response. “We’ll review that next. The Bad Company will continue to operate separately from the Rangers. Your job is to make sure the Gemini and the Sayomi get through that Gate in one piece.”

      “Just make sure everyone knows ours will be the first two ships out of the Gate when it opens,” Gabriel requested. “I’d hate for us to go to all this trouble to save Roka, just to have her taken out at the finish line by an itchy trigger finger.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not funny, Gabriel.”

      “I wasn’t kidding,” Gabriel replied. “We could be in bad shape by the time we’ve led the cult through the Gate.”

      “I’ll be waiting with the War Axe,” Christina asserted. “The second you get through the Gate, I’ll be there to cover you guys.”

      “Did the Collective name the planet yet?” Bethany Anne asked Akio.

      He shook his head. “They simply refer to it as ‘the new world.’ We are sticking with the codename until they decide.”

      “Waterworld it is, then,” Bethany Anne responded with a grin. It was amazing what a little room to maneuver did for her mood. “I’ve had ADAM and TOM look over the specs you sent. They agree the setup you found at the black hole is Gate technology. How certain are you that the target is Waterworld?”

      “It’s all over their comm chatter,” Alexis confirmed. “Can you give us any hints about how we activate the black hole Gate?”

      Bethany Anne consulted ADAM and TOM before answering. “I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

      Alexis nodded, her expression severe. “Tell them we have two days before Phraim-‘Eh’s sick version of a pep rally.”

      “Will you get here in time?” Michael asked.

      “Even if I have to feed Etheric energy into the Gate drive myself,” Bethany Anne vowed. She held up a finger before Alexis could speak. “I know it doesn’t work that way. Izanami is working to get maximum efficiency out of the drive. We’ll be there, I promise.”

      Michael remained on the call after everyone else had left to take care of their parts. “Cutting twelve hours off your journey would be ideal, but it’s not necessary to put the ship under such pressure.”

      “Izanami has sacrificed enough,” Bethany Anne told him. “I won’t allow her to push the ship so hard it damages her.”

      Her shoulders softened as she allowed herself the luxury of savoring the relief she felt for a moment. “This could have been a disaster. Thanks to the children, we can take out the cult from the moral high ground.”

      Michael nodded. “There’s no better place to be shooting from.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Every ship that comes through the Gate will be disabled and the crew will face trial. My dad is next on the list to call. We need Red Rock in the Cosnar System to deal with the aftermath.”

      “It might take some time for the penal world to place thousands of new inmates,” Michael pointed out. “It could delay our departure.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “I don’t particularly want to burden the Federation with the responsibility of providing the security of free food and accommodation to thousands of people who hate everything it stands for.” She pressed her lips together while she thought it over. “In fact, not only do I not want them being given a free ride, I want them working to repay their debts to society. To make things right for the crime of fucking over everyone in the Federation.”

      Michael tilted his head. “How so?”

      “It’s not safe to expand at the rate we have been.” Bethany Anne drew her thoughts out slowly. “The need for new worlds isn’t going to drop. Planets inside Federation borders will have to be made livable. New stations built. I’m considering the consequences of asking that the Council sentence cultists who respond to deprogramming therapy to be retrained for the workforce.”

      “The consequences being getting pulled into politics again,” Michael commented.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Never going to happen. But I will speak for the people who were tricked by the cult’s lies. The people who believed the Federation was in danger and stood up to do something about it, however misguided. Gödel might see people as resources to be spent, but I see people torn from their lives and their families. People who deserve a chance to redeem themselves, fuckdammit.”

      She snorted softly. “Guess my good mood wasn’t ever going to last long. The minute the battle is over, I’m handing the whole thing over to the House of Arbitration with my recommendation and pointing the Baba Yaga at Devon.”

      “Give my regards to Lance,” Michael replied. He gave her a long look before dropping the connection.

      Bethany Anne checked the time on Red Rock before calling her dad. It was early morning station time, according to the CEREBRO network.

      She got herself a Coke and removed her boots before putting the connection request through to his personal quarters, knowing her father would already be awake.

      He answered in his pajamas, his expression somewhere between happiness at seeing Bethany Anne and concern that she was making an unexpected call.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Hey, Dad.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until the next logistics briefing.” Lance leaned into the camera, reading her mood in a glance. “What’s wrong?”

      Bethany Anne’s smile faded at her father’s knowing tone. “We’ve got a situation about to break out that’s going to need the House to clean up.”

      She told him about the battle being set up in the Cosnar System and explained her request that the House rule mercifully where possible.

      “You have a right to blow the shit out of those people,” Lance countered. “I don’t see why they shouldn’t spend the rest of their lives under lock and key.”

      “Because then Gödel has robbed us of thousands of people who would fight to their last breath to see the Federation safe.” Bethany Anne wondered if she was going crazy from having the same conversation with everyone she spoke to. She rubbed her tired eyes with the heels of her hands and sighed. “They will face Justice.”

      Lance nodded. “What do you need?”

      “How soon can Red Rock get out to the Cosnar System?” Bethany Anne asked in return. “It’s the only place large enough to hold the cultists while they’re processed for trial.”

      “I can clear our route through the Gate system to eliminate waiting time,” Lance informed her, leaning over to do the calculations on his datapad. “One week, maybe eight days.”

      Bethany Anne made a note to explore temporary brig solutions on the Baba Yaga. “We’ll figure something out until you get there. I need you to get with your logistics people and divert the final groups of soldiers to be upgraded to Devon. If they don’t make it in time, the armada will leave without them.”

      Lance’s forehead creased in concern. “I know you know better than to be goaded into a reaction.”

      Bethany Anne arched an eyebrow. “Hardly. This isn’t an emotional decision, Dad. Gödel is making her move on the Federation. She’s committed over two hundred ships to this attack. Launching our counter-attack while she’s reeling from that loss is a sound tactical decision.”

      Lance chuckled. “Just checking. Consider it done. I guess I’ll see you in a week.”

      Bethany Anne remained at her desk after Lance said his goodbyes. She folded her arms on the desk and rested her head on them. She needed to focus on her next move.

      You need to sleep, TOM told her.

      >>This can wait for a few hours,<< ADAM agreed.

      “I will,” Bethany Anne mumbled without moving. “Just as soon as I’ve figured out how this is going to affect my plans to deliver a ‘fuck you’ to Gödel.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her head. “You’re right. What am I doing?” She drew on the Etheric to replenish her energy, breathing slow and deep to center her racing thoughts. “ADAM, I want you working with Izanami to increase the engine efficiency as well as the Gate drive’s range.”

      >>We’re already working on it,<< ADAM assured her.

      “Good.” Bethany Anne yawned as she opened the holointerface on her desk. “I need to speak to Tabitha, and then I can sleep.”
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      Devon, First City, The Hexagon, Network Command

      Tabitha cleared the empty Coke cans on her desk into the wastepaper basket with a sweep of her arm as the morning shift began filtering in with entirely too much energy. There was seriously something wrong with people who woke up at the crack of dawn full of joy for the day.

      Bethany Anne’s updated orders were going to cause chaos if she wasn’t careful.

      The former Ranger left Network Command and headed for home. She worked in her HUD as she walked, making changes to crew assignments to have the area cleared for the groups arriving ahead of schedule. Devon was already surrounded by over two and a half thousand ships of all classes. Travel in this part of the Interdiction was restricted to ship lanes monitored by CEREBRO.

      Where was she going to put another two or three hundred ships?

      Tabitha wished Achronyx was here to offer some snark to push her in the right direction. She decided to put them on the far side of the system, where the superdreadnoughts were lined up to receive the assigned fleets for their section. The Baba Yaga and the Reynolds were battle-ready, so there was no problem with having the maintenance docks dismantled to make room—besides Jean being pissed at her for taking people from her teams to get it done.

      When the armada departed, this system would look bare but for the satellites. The people of Devon would take care of themselves without them around, but she would miss them and this planet. Tabitha shook the thought off and focused on solving her problem.

      The arriving military groups would need to be upgraded and put through training for Ooken combat. Peter and Tim would have to come up with a way to make sure the incoming soldiers got the training they needed before they were deployed. She could help by cannibalizing Eve’s Vid-doc program to take care of the time issue. They would have a week at least when the tour returned, while Bethany Anne orchestrated their departure.

      Tabitha returned to the penthouse apartment feeling she had everything under control. She headed for the kitchen and started Peter’s morning coffee, making a start on the adjustments to Eve’s program as she ground the beans.

      Peter joined her in the kitchen a few minutes later, drawn by the aroma percolating through the apartment. “How did it go with BA?”

      She passed him a cup and relayed the news that the final groups were heading to Devon instead of the Cosnar System. “Things are about to get crazy,” she finished with a sigh. “The only thing I can’t reschedule is Todd’s surprise.”

      “What’s the timeframe on the unexpected arrivals?” Peter asked. “I can meet with Tim and get the ball rolling on the logistics. You should catch a nap and have your time with Todd.”

      “We have a few days.” Tabitha sandwiched Peter’s face between her hands and kissed him thoroughly. “Have I told you lately how lucky I am to have snagged the perfect man?”

      “You must have forgotten,” Peter told her, grinning as he slipped his arms around her waist. “You’ve been a little busy recently. Maybe you should remind me.”

      “Poor baby, not getting enough attention.” Tabitha went up on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around Peter’s neck to catch his earlobe in her teeth. “We’ve got a couple of hours before Todd wakes up. Maybe you can persuade me to take that nap.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Peter replied with a grin. He scooped Tabitha up and made for their bedroom, muffling her giggles with his lips.
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha woke up refreshed when the alarm Peter had set for her before leaving for the QBBS Guardian went off.

      She dressed quickly in her leathers and walked into the kitchen to find Todd watching a video on his VR glasses while he demolished his breakfast. His school bag was discarded half-packed on the breakfast bar. “How’s my favorite son?”

      Todd looked at Tabitha over the rim of his VR glasses. “I’m your only son,” he told her with an eye roll worthy of…well, her. “You’re not wearing your uniform. What gives?”

      Tabitha let his pre-teen snark slide off without comment. “Well, I'm kinda missing my only and favorite son. I arranged some time off and got you out of school.”

      Todd’s mouth dropped open. “For real? Why? What about my classes?”

      “I spoke to your principal when the chance for this trip came up.” Tabitha ruffled his hair as she walked past to get to the food processing unit. “We're going to the Kaan'Trii System. Apparently, the binary stars there are nearing supernova.”

      Todd slid off his stool, excitement coursing through him. “You’ve got to be kidding!” He’d been researching binary systems comprised of white dwarf stars since the start of the school year, and the name was familiar to him from reading about the long-term research project in the system. “You know I’ve been working on this supernova project for months.”

      He stared at Tabitha in amazement. “That would mean...”

      “I’ve been planning this for a while, yes,” Tabitha told him with a smile. “Go pack for a thirty-six hour trip. I borrowed William's ship, the one he uses as a runaround between here and High Tortuga. He told me it has a buttload of sensor capabilities. We won’t miss a thing.”

      Todd snickered as he left the kitchen. “A whole buttload, huh?”

      “That’s the official scientific measurement,” Tabitha called after him, her attention on selecting the ingredients for her breakfast taco. “Time's a-wasting, kiddo.”

      Todd returned ten minutes later with a backpack containing his clothing and other necessities, as well as a box of hastily packed instruments.

      Tabitha wolfed down the last bite of her breakfast, amused by the similarities to her packing method. “Please tell me you have spare underwear this time?”

      Todd rolled his eyes. “I forgot my underwear one time. Will you let it go already?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Just checking. I’ve got a Pod waiting in the Plaza to take us to the ship.”

      Todd raced to claim one of the two sleeping cabins and unpack when they boarded the Kathy’s Dream, a modest cargo transport that nevertheless had all the comforts one would expect to find on a ship belonging to one of the Federation's premier engineers.

      Tabitha shook her head in amusement and left him to explore while she got them underway to the Kaan’Trii System.

      A quick examination of the bridge familiarized Tabitha with the ship's systems. She made a note to thank William for his generosity when she investigated the sophisticated sensor equipment and found a note explaining the extras he'd installed for Todd’s project.

      Todd joined his mother on the bridge about an hour into their journey. “William has the best biomatter printers I’ve ever seen,” he told her as he dropped into the chair beside her. “If I’d forgotten my underwear, I could just print some.”

      Tabitha laughed. “I thought you wanted to forget about that?”

      Todd grinned, folding his arms behind his head as he leaned back in his chair. “Worth it. How long until we get to Kaan’Trii?”

      “Another hour,” Tabitha replied. “This ship doesn’t have a Gate drive.”

      Todd waved the datapad he’d brought with him. “No worries. We can work on the sensor array to make sure it’s calibrated to track oscillations in the EM field.”

      Tabitha grinned. “I think you’ll find the calibrations are done. William modified the sensors to record a full spectral analysis. Whatever emissions the event produces, you’ll know about them.”

      Todd’s eyes widened as he looked for himself and saw the modifications were every bit as sophisticated as the ones he’d found on the biomatter printer in his quarters. “Seriously? William is a genius. This presentation and the predictive software I’m building makes up, like, sixty percent of my grade for the class. I can’t not get an A with this equipment. Thanks for doing this, Mom. I know you’re busy with taking care of everyone on Devon until Aunt Bethany Anne gets back.”

      Tabitha was warmed by her son’s enthusiasm for learning. Granted, Todd’s experience was far removed from hers when it came to being a student, but she was nevertheless grateful astronomy had a stronger grip on his imagination than the military.

      She gave him a one-armed squeeze. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

      For once, he returned the hug without complaint, although there was no escaping the snark that was built into his age group. “You gonna let me go into the Pod-doc and get my nanocytes activated?”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “Don’t push it.”

      Todd laughed. “You’re too easy, Mom. Where are we watching the supernova from?”

      “I spoke to the astrophysicists who have been studying this region for the last few decades,” Tabitha told him as she adjusted their heading. “They asked that we share our data and invited us to visit their research station.”

      “Do we have time?” Todd asked. “Dad said Aunt BA is coming home sooner than planned. It sounded like you were going to be busier than ever.”

      “True, so I’m making time,” Tabitha replied. “The research team expects the event to begin within a few hours of our arrival. We’re going to meet with them before we leave so you can talk through your findings. Professor Hackett told me you will be credited for anything they use from your research.”

      “This is incredible,” Todd breathed. “This project could be enough to make Professor Bai Hu take me seriously.”

      Tabitha tilted her head. “Why is that name familiar?”

      “He’s the head of astrophysics at the Etheric Academy,” Todd replied, glancing at her. “I’m thinking I should take the entrance exam and go there next semester.”

      Tabitha choked back her initial reaction to Todd’s announcement. “I guess you’re starting to think about what you’re going to do with your life, huh? You’re definitely Academy material. Have you told your dad you want to go?”

      “I wanted to see how you felt about it first,” Todd admitted. “It’s not just for my education. You and Dad can take care of your duty better if you know I’m safe on the Meredith Reynolds while you’re with Aunt Bethany Anne.”

      “Oh, Todd.” Tabitha sighed, smiling. “You’re breaking my heart.”

      “I can stay and study remotely,” Todd interjected quickly, the color draining from his cheeks.

      Tabitha turned in her seat to face him. “That’s not what I meant. If the Academy is where you want to go, we’ll support you every step of the way. You remind me so much of the man you were named for sometimes is all.”

      “Todd Jenkins?” he asked. “I’ve been watching old videos of him and Dad. He was a total badass. Dad doesn’t talk about him much, and even less since the Jenkins Phoenix got here from QT2.”

      “His death hit everyone hard,” Tabitha explained. “Your dad most of all. I think seeing a superdreadnought named for him has brought it all back. They were best friends, more like brothers. Your dad lost part of his heart that day. You were the gift that helped him heal.”

      Todd was quiet for a moment, thinking about the close relationship he had with his father. How Peter was always there when he needed him. “You said I reminded you of the other Todd. How?”

      Tabitha smiled, her eyes shining with pride. “Let me tell you about Todd. That man was Batman without the emotional baggage. He held his own against the Guardians and trained his men to do the same at a time when most humans were still getting used to the idea that vampires and Weres were part of everyday life.”

      She wiped away the tears that formed as countless memories of Todd’s many kindnesses flooded back. “He wasn’t super-enhanced like the rest of us. He earned his rank as Marine Commander with his determination to do right and his good heart. He didn’t perceive everyone else’s advantages as obstacles to his goals. He followed his conscience, and he believed in people. You could speak to anyone under his command, and they would tell you that he always had time for them. He never lost his empathy, not even after a century of fighting the Leath.”

      Todd listened raptly. “He was a hero.”

      “In every sense of the word,” Tabitha agreed. “But he wasn’t just a great soldier or a great leader. He was a great friend, devoted to his family. He never turned away from anyone who needed his help.  His light touched the lives of everyone he knew. Just like you.”

      “I wish I could have known him,” Todd told her.

      “One day, I’ll take you to meet his family,” Tabitha replied without thinking.

      Todd frowned. “He had a family? Why haven’t I met them already?”

      Tabitha cursed her carelessness. Her mouth quirked to the left as she decided how much she could tell him about Phina without sharing sensitive information. He would find out for himself once he got to the Meredith Reynolds and spent some time with Maxim’s family. “It’s complicated, and I don’t know all of it. There’s the family you’re born into, and the family you choose. Todd had both. Like I said, one day. Maybe soon if you move to the Meredith Reynolds. They live in the Federation.”

      Todd nodded. “Who knows what the future will bring, right?” He flashed an easy grin.

      Tabitha ruffled his hair. “Scientific discoveries, according to you.”

      “For the next few years, at least,” Todd replied. “Astrophysics gives me options the military doesn’t. I could get a posting on an expedition ship after graduation, discover new worlds, and meet new people. Experience their culture firsthand.”

      His eyes shone as he spoke.

      Tabitha smiled. “You were always an adventurer.”

      They spent the remainder of the journey talking about everything that would need to be done to make his Academy plan a reality.

      The Kaan’Trii System came into sensor range shortly before they were able to distinguish the binary stars from the others pinpointing the backdrop of space.

      “Take us in as close as you can,” Todd pleaded as the colliding stars became distinct on the viewscreen. He jumped out of his chair in excitement when Tabitha indulged his request.

      Tabitha chuckled as they got to work setting up the sensor arrays and external cameras, Todd continuing to chatter enthusiastically about his project. “I’m glad I arranged this,” she commented as she worked on reconfiguring the viewscreen.

      “Do you know how lucky we are to see this?” Todd asked. “This type of event has only been recorded a few dozen times; it’s really rare.”

      Tabitha tilted her head. “Oh, yeah? I thought stars went supernova all the time?”

      “Well, yeah,” Todd answered. “But different stars or star combinations produce different types of supernovae. The circumstances that created this event were stupid-complex.”

      He grinned when Tabitha gave him a pointed look. “That’s the scientific term. The Kaan’Trii System was created when two other binary star systems collided millennia ago. The other two stars were ejected, leaving the white dwarfs Kaan and Trii to be pulled into each other’s orbit. For thousands of years, Kaan has been, just, sucking matter from Trii.”

      He paused when the viewscreen came to life, displaying the ship’s external cameras’ view of the binary stars on one side and a real-time graphic of the spectral analysis being done on the stars’ emissions on the other.

      “White dwarf stars have no way to regulate their temperature,” Todd continued to explain. “So for the last few centuries, Kaan has been simmering, the accretion gradually building until today. The mass will exceed the Chandrasekhar limit, and…” He cast his arms wide and made the sound of an explosion. “Goodbye, white dwarf stars. Hello, neutron star.”

      "Just like that?” Tabitha’s eyes crinkled with amusement.

      “Unless the remnant has enough mass to collapse into a black hole,” Todd replied. “The mass of the white dwarf only has to exceed the limit for a few seconds. The temperature soars, setting off the chain reaction that ends in a neutron star being formed.”

      Tabitha spent a moment appreciating the beauty of the stars and her son’s fascination with them before heading over to the food processing unit. “How much better would this go with popcorn?”

      Todd grinned. “How about soft pretzels?”

      Tabitha turned to look over her shoulder at Todd. “You are your father’s son, with his poor taste in snacks. Three bites and your pretzel is gone.”

      “Not if you have one the size of your head,” Todd contended.

      They turned to look at the viewscreen when the sensor array alerted them to a surge in EM activity in the star.

      “It’s starting!” Todd exclaimed. “The envelope is collapsing.”

      Tabitha returned to her chair with the snacks as the outer envelope of Kaan ceased its infall and was flung outward in a burst of light.

      Todd jumped up and punched the air triumphantly. “We have neutrinos!”

      He darted to the console. “I’m calculating the mass of the remnant…one-point-oh-nine solar masses.”

      “So, no black hole?” Tabitha commented.

      Todd shared the scan data to the viewscreen. “No, look. The star is stabilizing at just over forty thousand revolutions per minute. Help me with the readings?”

      They got to work processing the sensor readings Todd needed for his project, chatting as he typed the variables into the predictive software he was building.

      Tabitha coordinated with the research station, sharing the scan data they were gathering and feeding the researchers’ data to Todd. “I’m impressed with this,” she told her son as his model began to take shape.

      “I still can’t believe this happened in my lifetime,” Todd admitted. “When I chose this type of supernova for my project, I thought I would have to rely on second- and third-hand sources for data. Being here to witness the event in person means I can publish my findings through the Library and add to our collective knowledge.”

      Tabitha snorted softly. “That’s my boy.”

      Todd’s reply was cut off when the ship suddenly lurched. He banged his head on the console as he was thrown roughly to the floor.

      Tabitha twisted, splitting her attention between Todd and the need to defend them from the Ooken destroyer that had just Gated in and opened fire on them. “You okay?”

      Todd got to his feet, the gash on his forehead healing as he spoke. “I’m good. What hit us? An asteroid?”

      Tabitha shook her head, turning back to the flight controls. “Weapons fire. We’ve got Ookens on our ass. Strap yourself in and give me a minute, kiddo.”

      The ship rocked again as the destroyer took a shot at the engines. Tabitha sent an SOS to the QBBS Guardian and dived mind-first into the ship’s to take control of its defenses. The shields were holding for now, but it wouldn’t be long before the continual assault depleted them. She found they had a net of proximity-sensitive mines and released them to surround the Kathy’s Dream, following it up with a spread of exploding pucks to discourage the destroyer from coming any closer.

      Tabitha was thrown back when the Ookens scored a direct hit to the rear thrusters. The flight control panel exploded in a shower of sparks when the resulting explosion fused the Etheric energy injection relays.

      She heard an all-too-familiar tearing sound behind her as the ship ground to a halt, leaving them dead in the water without any chance to get the propulsion systems back online. She jumped to her feet, her heart sinking when she came face to face with a six-foot Pricolici standing in a pile of shredded clothing. “Todd, do you know where you are?”

      Todd’s lips drew back in a snarl as adrenaline flooded his body.

      “Kathy’s Dream, come in,” Tim Kinley yelled through the speaker. “We’re sending help, so hold on.”

      Todd’s head snapped toward the console, his eyes and nostrils flaring with aggression.

      Tabitha put her hands on her hips and stared her son down as the ship shook around them. “If you start smashing up the ship, I’ll have no choice but to sedate you. I need you to remember how to control yourself. Can you do that for me?”

      The rage overwhelming Todd abated, replaced by confusion as the instinct to obey his mother overtook his sudden need to do…something. He tried to speak, but his mouth was the wrong shape. He lifted a hand to rub his eyes and jerked it away when he saw the thick fur and deadly-looking claws.

      He looked at Tabitha in distress, a soft whine escaping his reformed throat.

      “The stress activated your nanocytes,” Tabitha explained gently, taking his arm to lead him to his chair. “It’s your first time shifting, so it will be over soon. I just need you to sit tight while I take care of these Ookens, okay?”

      Todd nodded as she fastened the chair’s harness buckles and strapped him in.

      Grateful he didn’t have any telepathic ability, Tabitha’s internal dialogue ran wild as she fought to keep the ship intact. The mini-ESD was useless without the power to run it. She had a limited number of pucks and no power to gather the material to make more.

      Tabitha maintained her mental connection to the ship, diverting power to life support and shields from the non-essential systems to give them a few more minutes before they failed, leaving her and Todd vulnerable.

      She glanced at Todd when they were hit again. He’d returned to his human form and was slumped in his chair, having fallen asleep after the massive exergy expenditure of shifting for the first time and skipping straight to his ultimate form.

      Tabitha tightened his harness, hoping help would hurry the hell up so she wouldn’t be forced into the last resort of taking them both into the Etheric.

      The destroyer was too far away for her to use her hacking ability. She tried anyway, reaching out with her mind and looking for a way to connect so she could send the destroyer hurtling into the newly-formed star before the Kathy’s Dream’s shields gave out. She could “see” the destroyer’s systems, but she couldn’t reach them mentally. She clenched her jaw in determination as she pulled Etheric energy into her skeleton’s superstructure in an attempt to expand her range and connect.

      Still, the destroyer remained infuriatingly out of reach, and the integrity of the hull was failing further with each impact the shields deflected. There was no way to know where they would be hit next, so Tabitha had no choice but to divide the scant remaining power they had to the ship’s critical areas.

      The speaker crackled, then exploded in a spray of sparks and melted plastic. Tabitha unbuckled Todd and balanced his sleeping body over her shoulders. They were out of options.

      Just as Tabitha was about to drag Todd into the Etheric, knowing full well that they could be stranded there until someone with the ability to get them out could get to them, the attack ceased.

      The bridge was plunged into silence as the power cut out completely, leaving Tabitha and a still-unconscious Todd alone with only the light of the dozen or so electrical fires to light the bridge.

      The ship lurched as docking clamps were engaged on the airlock outside the bridge. Tabitha spat a few choice words and hid Todd in a locker before drawing her Jean Dukes Specials and heading for the airlock with a cold smile.

      Let the Ookens board them. She would kill them, then thank their corpses for the use of their ship.

      The Ookens appeared to be having trouble with the airlock. Tabitha got impatient after waiting for them to break through for two minutes. She dialed one of her JD Specials down to two and shot the airlock mechanism, releasing the seal in a shower of metal and plastic.

      Before the airlock door was pushed open, she had both pistols set to level eleven and was preparing herself for the pain of firing them when a human hand holding a white t-shirt poked through the door.

      “Don’t shoot!” Tim Kinley called.

      Tabitha lowered her weapons and sighed with relief. “Fuck me! Tim? You’re the last thing I expected to see coming through that door.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you with my lack of tentacles,” Tim joked as he pushed the door all the way open. “Those Ookens won’t be bothering anyone again. What say we get you and the kid outta here?”

      Tabitha hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the bridge. “We kinda have another situation going on. Todd’s flat out in a storage locker right now. He shifted when the Ookens attacked.”

      Tim ran a hand over his hair. “Well, shit. Peter’s gonna be mad he missed that.”

      “He’ll get over it when he hears how it went down,” Tabitha assured him. “We need to increase the patrols around the Devon System. Preventing Gödel from getting eyes on the armada might just turn into a full-time occupation before Bethany Anne gets back.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Rogue Planet, Cult Stronghold

      Roka woke Hafnar early on the morning of their execution. Sleep had evaded her. The limited time they had was too precious to waste resting. There was nothing they could do from their prison cell, but she’d be damned if she didn’t do her best to create an opportunity before they ended up swinging by the neck for the sake of public entertainment.

      Hafnar had taken the news that he was going to be executed alongside Roka badly. He’d stopped speaking, spending his time since they had been moved to the first-floor cell last night staring through the narrow bars of the slit window at the open square where the gallows had been built on a wide, high stage.

      Roka had tried to talk to him without success. She’d given him as much space as their cell allowed and spent the night telling him everything she’d held back. He’d withdrawn completely, so she didn’t know if he had even heard her.

      So, she resorted to passing the early hours by testing her body’s capacity for movement in preparation for what was to come. Her ribs still gave a twinge of pain if she moved sharply, but she could suck up a little pain for the sake of her preemptive strike in the name of Saint Payback.

      People began to arrive shortly after the arc lights came on in the open square, the signal that morning had come. Strains of conversation filtered into the cell as the cultists passed the window. There were notes of worry and regret among the general atmosphere of anticipation.

      Roka wondered if living under the inadequate artificial light had contributed to the cultists’ mixed moods. Or maybe the reality that attacking the Queen amounted to a suicide mission was setting in now that Phraim-‘Eh had arrived and preparations to depart were underway.

      She laid on her bunk and closed her eyes to think through how she would react if presented with an opportunity. She had the knife, and she expected that Phraim-‘Eh would be front and center at their execution. While there had been no confirmation from Phraim-‘Eh’s lieutenants, she figured he planned to use their execution as a rallying point to fire the cultists up for the attack.

      The morning crawled by. Nobody brought them any breakfast. Why feed the condemned? The crowd in the square grew steadily as midday approached. The smell of cooking meat teased them mercilessly as people in the square enjoyed food and drink in the carnival atmosphere.

      Hafnar eventually emerged from his semi-catatonic state. He turned from the window and picked up the water bottle Roka had left beside him. He stared at it, incomprehension on his face.

      “Drink it,” Roka urged, opening her eyes at the sound of his movement.

      Hafnar scoffed. “I’d rather not add pissing myself to the indignity of dying at the end of a rope, thanks.”

      “Did you listen to a word I said?” Roka chided, showing him the knife. “We’re not done for just yet.”

      Hafnar rolled his eyes. “That’s not going to do much.”

      Roka pointed to the small lump in Hafnar’s arm. “No, but an angry, unmedicated Shrillexian could do a hell of a lot of damage in a crowd, and a sneaky Leath could slit a Larian bastard’s throat while said Shrillexian was going down in a blaze of glory.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “We’re going to die, so we might as well do it right.”

      Hafnar held out his arm, strength returning to his posture as Roka presented him with the chance to dictate the terms of his death. “What are you waiting for? Cut out the implant.”

      Roka made a slit in his bicep with the tip of the knife and worked out the implant that kept Hafnar dosed with the anti-aggression serum.

      Hafnar bore the pain stoically. “I have maybe an hour before I start wanting to smash my way out of here. Just...” He paused. “I don’t know how I will react without the serum. If I get reckless, don’t let me be the cause of your death.”

      Roka cut off a strip of his shirt and tied it around his wound to stem the bleeding. “I don’t think that will be a problem.” She glanced at the window when the people in the square cheered. “We should see what’s going on out there.”

      They squeezed in at the window, Hafnar on his tiptoes to see over Roka’s head.

      Hafnar spat a Shrillexian word that didn’t translate for Roka and pointed out Phraim-‘Eh leaving the building opposite their prison, surrounded by guards. “Look, it’s Captain Janko.”

      Roka scanned the crowd around the stage as it parted for the procession. “Not just Janko. I think they’re Phraim-‘Eh’s lieutenants. Look at their weapons. That’s Etheric technology. Get hold of one of those, and you might even make it out of here. My extraction team will get here eventually. You can tell them what happened to me.”

      Hafnar growled laughter. “You don’t get to keep all the glory to yourself.” He squinted to make out the energy weapons, calculating how much damage he’d be able to do. “If we both get our hands on those weapons, maybe we can kill Phraim-‘Eh and shoot our way out of the compound. We could hide in the mountains, give your team time to get here.”

      Roka’s eyes widened. “You don’t think I’m wishing on air?”

      Hafnar shook his head. “The Queen doesn’t leave her people behind. Someone will come. The only question is how long it will take them to track you here.”

      Further discussion was interrupted when the crowd became silent and feedback whine from a speaker system filled the square. Roka and Hafnar resumed their observation through the small window.

      Phraim-‘Eh climbed onto the stage at the head of his entourage, imposing in steel-blue armor that complimented his crimson skin. His hair was pulled back in a tight topknot, revealing his severe expression.

      Roka wondered why no one had come for her and Hafnar yet. It looked like Phraim-‘Eh was planning to make a speech. She could feel the crowd’s anticipation, and he obviously knew exactly how to work it to his advantage.

      Phraim-‘Eh handed the helmet he carried to one of his men and walked to the front of the stage to address the cult with the gallows as his backdrop.

      Roka felt a wave compulsion wash over the square as he began to speak.

      “Let me tell you about the galaxy I came from,” Phraim-'Eh proclaimed. “I was born on a world where three nations existed, each sovereign over its own land. We lived in relative peace until the false Queen sent her agents to take my planet. The crew of the Superdreadnought Reynolds overthrew not just my government, not just the other two governments on my planet, but every government in the Chain Galaxy.”

      Phraim-'Eh's voice rose and fell as he drew the crowd into his narrative. “They came with the same claims we hear from the Nacht. Kurtherians.” He raised his arms above his head. “Where are these Kurtherians? Has anybody here ever seen one?”

      The crowd responded in the negative on cue.

      “With my people brainwashed into believing the Federation was an ally, and given everything I lost in the upheaval, I decided I would confront the Queen and find out the truth.” Phraim-'Eh's voice dropped into the tone of someone confiding a secret. “But when I arrived in the Federation, I found that the people were enslaved by the same lie.”

      He began to pace as he spoke, his eyes on the stage and his hands clasped at the small of his back. “As a stranger in a hostile land, I was fortunate to encounter others who saw the truth. As I traveled, I met more and more people who were afraid the Federation was being dragged into a war that didn’t concern them. People like you, people who were ready to fight for the Federation they believed in.”

      That raised cheers.

      Roka felt sick to her stomach as Phraim-‘Eh described a hidden facility on an ocean world that sounded an awful lot like the Ranger base.

      “The false Queen would have everyone believe this world is a refuge,” he thundered, confirming Roka’s suspicions. Righteous anger spilled from him, infecting the crowd. “A sanctuary for a forgotten species. Those are lies, fabricated to hide the true purpose of the facility. We have twice as many ships as the Rangers. We will destroy the facility and expose the Nacht. The Federation will be free!”

      The crowd erupted into wild applause.

      Phraim-‘Eh waved down their vociferous approval. “But first, we have to take care of the trouble on our own doorstep. As you are aware, a Federation spy found her way onto one of our crews and enlisted the help of a traitor.”

      He turned to the guards standing by the gallows behind him as the crowd booed and hissed, many shouting for Roka’s death. “We have only one reward for spies and traitors. Bring the prisoners.”

      The thread of hope Roka had held of getting out of this alive vanished. As a highly trained agent, she was prepared to encounter the rhetoric manipulators used to control people, but she had never expected to witness the horror of mass compulsion. Phraim-'Eh had entrenched his hate in their minds. A few words from him and everyone in the square would do their level best to tear her and Hafnar to shreds without a care for their own safety.

      Hafnar stepped back from the window and held out his hand. “It’s been an honor.”

      Roka took his hand, looking into his eyes and seeing her urge to fight reflected. “Same. Your children will be proud of your legacy.”

      Their heads turned as one when the door was unlocked from the outside.

      “Here goes nothing,” Roka murmured.

      Two armored humans entered the cell, a dark-haired woman with more than a passing resemblance to the Queen and a blonde woman Roka recognized immediately.

      Roka’s mind was thrown, unable to process the dissonance. “Nickie? Where are the guards?”

      “Taking a nap,” Nickie told her. “Let’s go.”

      “You too,” the other woman told Hafnar as she handed them each one of the guards’ pistols. “We have maybe thirty seconds before someone comes to look for them.”

      “What about Phraim-‘Eh?” Roka urged as they ran along the corridor. “He’s planning on attacking the Ranger base.”

      “Bases,” Nickie corrected, taking out a stray cultist who had the misfortune to exit the room at the far end of the corridor. “We know. We’re kinda on a tight schedule here, so just run. We’ll tell you everything when we’re not in the middle of a fucking cult lair.”

      Nickie paused as they came to a double door in the middle of the corridor. “Alexis, which way?”

      Alexis closed her eyes for half a second, then pointed to the stairs. “Gabriel will have the Pod waiting on the roof.”

      They barged through the doors and started up the three flights of stairs to the roof with Alexis in the lead. They made it to the third floor before anyone attempted to stop them.

      “Get down!” Alexis yelled from the landing just ahead of them as a hail of bullets and Etheric energy beams tore into the place she was standing.

      Hafnar made to dart onto the landing, but Nickie stopped him with an outstretched arm.

      “Stay behind me,” she told them both in a tone that left no room for protest. “Alexis is fine.”

      Roka put a hand on Hafnar’s arm to calm him as Nickie stood guard on the landing. She peered through the cloud of plaster and brick dust but Alexis’ body wasn’t there to retrieve, confirming what Nickie had told them.

      A series of muzzle flashes on the landing above lit the falling dust, and one, two, then three bodies fell past them.

      Roka stepped back to avoid being hit when the third body hit the railing and bounced off the banisters as it fell instead of plummeting through the open stairwell like the others.

      “We’re good,” Alexis called down a moment later.

      Nickie lowered the Jean Dukes Special she had trained on the stairs. “You two good?” She gestured for Roka and Hafnar to follow her up the stairs after ascertaining they hadn’t been injured.

      Mystified, they did as she asked. Everyone reached the roof without any more incidents and boarded the waiting Pod in a hurry. Gabriel introduced himself to Roka and Hafnar as they took off.

      Roka’s adrenaline began to abate as the Pod broke the atmosphere. She closed her eyes as the pain in her face and ribs reasserted itself now the imminent danger had passed.

      “Let me take care of your injuries,” Alexis told Roka.

      Roka nodded, too exhausted to argue that she was fine. She sucked in a breath as Alexis applied med patches to her obvious injuries. Where are we headed?” she asked.

      “Now!” Nickie announced.

      Roka glanced at the Ranger leaning over Gabriel’s chair. “What just happened?”

      “We dropped an explosive on the compound,” Alexis replied without concern.

      “What?” Roka exclaimed. “They’ve got a couple hundred ships down there!”

      “We know,” Alexis told her as she applied a one-time-use regeneration patch to Roka’s jaw. “We wanted them to know we rescued you. We need them to follow us through the Gate.”

      She smiled. “Don’t worry, we’ve got everything under control. Our ships are hidden in the asteroid belt.”

      “And our parents are waiting on the other side of the Gate,” Gabriel added as if that explained everything.

      Nickie snorted. “They haven’t figured it out yet. These are Bethany Anne’s children,” she told Roka and Hafnar. “When they say they have it under control, you can believe them.”

      Roka winced as Alexis applied another patch to her orbital fracture.

      “There, your eye should be fine once the swelling goes down,” Alexis told her. “You’ll need a Pod-doc for the rest. You took a lot of punishment.”

      Roka smiled, which made her wince. “It comes with the territory sometimes. Glad you and Nickie were there to pull us out.”

      “What am I, chopped liver?” Gabriel called from the pilot’s seat. “Nobody ever gives the getaway pilot credit.”

      Roka looked across the Pod at Hafnar and saw that he was putting everything into keeping his reactions under control. “Concentrate on breathing. We’ll get you back on your serum as soon as we’re inside the Federation.”

      Alexis twisted her upper body and scrutinized the Shrillexian. “Can you hold on for a few more minutes?”

      Hafnar nodded without speaking, clenching his fists.

      “Gabriel,” Alexis called.

      “I heard,” Gabriel returned in the same tone. “I’ve asked Gemini to synthesize a batch of the serum. Talia will meet us in the hangar to get him to the med bay.”

      Roka had no time to wonder who Talia was.

      “We’ve got company,” Gabriel announced as a flash of weapons fire on the viewscreen cast the shadows on the bridge into stark relief. “They missed.”

      “Those are Kurtherian ships!” Trey exclaimed. “We’re screwed!”

      He put the stern’s external cameras up on the viewscreen and cursed when they saw the battleships eating up the distance between them.

      “Dammit, we only needed another minute!” Alexis dropped into the copilot’s seat and took control of the Pod’s weapons. “How far are we from the asteroid field?”

      “Close enough that they can provide some fucking cover!” Nickie snarled, annoyed at being unable to act. She connected her comm to her ship and screamed into the link, “SAYOMI! YOU WANTED TO BLOW SHIT UP. NOW’S YOUR CHANCE!”

      Sayomi’s guttural voice came over the Pod’s speaker. “As you wish.”

      The Pod rocked as the ship on their tail exploded in a fireball. Two more ships came flying out of the debris, followed by another six.

      Sayomi went on the attack, her nails-on-a-chalkboard voice sending chills down the spine of everyone who heard her whoop every time she scored a direct hit on one of the ships trying to shoot the Pod down.

      Gabriel wrestled the Pod controls, fighting to keep the resulting shockwaves from Sayomi’s successes from knocking them off course. A barrage of pucks came screaming out of the asteroid field and impacted the lead ships as the Pod slipped into the Gemini’s hangar and vanished behind her cloaking.
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      Cosnar System, Ranger Base One

      Akio was monitoring the CEREBRO network from the ops center when the alert sounded. He flowed to his feet, a large part of him relieved the wait was finally over. “CEREBRO, report,” he yelled over the alarms.

      “We are picking up an anomalous incoming Gate signature thirty thousand kilometers from the planet,” the EI group responded. “Sector Three-Nine-Delta. Activating satellite defenses.”

      Akio left his quarters and raced for the hangar, thankful the Reynolds’ arrival had given the EI-controlled satellites the weapons upgrade they so desperately needed.

      The ramp of the QBS Achronyx dropped as Akio crossed the hangar. He boarded and made his way to the bridge as the ship lifted off. “Achronyx, connect me to all Ranger bases, the War Axe, the Baba Yaga, and the Reynolds.”

      “Done,” Achronyx replied. “The War Axe has responded to the alert. Colonel Lowell promises to give the cultists your regards should the Gate open before we arrive.”

      “Tell her we’re going to make it.” Akio slid into his captain’s chair and prepared to give the intruders a blistering Ranger-style unwelcome as he spoke to the bases. “All hands to battle stations. This is not a drill.”

      The viewscreen split into multiple windows, showing Akio the ops centers on all three bases, the bridges of the senior Rangers’ ships, Christina on the War Axe, and Reynolds and his first officer.

      “Colonel Lowell, Captain Reynolds, report your positions in relation to sector Three-Nine-Delta,” Akio began without preamble.

      “We are standing by in sector Three-Nine-Echo,” Christina confirmed. “The second the Gemini and the Sayomi are through, we’ll be there to cover them and get them to the Reynolds.”

      “Holding position at Two-One-Beta,” Reynolds confirmed. “Those fuckwits will have to get through me to reach the planet.”

      “And if they do,” Eve added, “I will be waiting.”

      “As will we,” Hirotoshi seconded. “Ranger units are in place around the planet. All our ships are equipped with Nickie’s targeted EMP emitters.”

      Akio’s face hardened. “Good. While I do not expect anyone to lay down their lives for the sake of saving the cultists, we have a duty to ensure they face Justice.”

      The screen adjusted to add another window as Bethany Anne joined them.

      Bethany Anne looked around and pressed her lips together. “Fucksticks. It’s starting without me.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Akio informed her regretfully. “We will make sure the children are safe.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Good luck, all of you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Eve remained on the viewscreen after everyone else had signed off. “Everything is going as expected. Dr. Lawless reports that all of our medical facilities are ready to receive the cultists for deprogramming once they have been apprehended. They deserve to die for trying to take this home from the Collective.”

      Akio nodded. “Some will. Remember, these people were compelled. It is no easy thing to put aside personal grudges, even if it is the honorable thing to do.”

      Eve's smooth face gave no hint of her feelings. “There is no honor in Gödel or the Seven.”

      Akio inclined his head. “I agree. True honor resides between empathy and logic. The pursuit of honor without one or the other leads to a hollow existence, and Gödel has neither at her command.”

      “Okay, so we free them from the compulsion and send them to the House of Arbitration.” Eve's wicked grin lit her face. “But first, they will get a taste of what it feels like to be helpless.”

      The screen cut out before Akio could caution Eve against her clear desire for vengeance. He considered calling her back but decided against it.

      If any of the cultists got as far as the planet, they were resourceful enough that Eve’s measures would likely be necessary to protect the base and the Collective.

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, QGE Gemini, Bridge

      “Increase power to the inertial dampers!” K’aia yelled as she was almost thrown from her chair.

      “I can’t,” Trey responded, hanging onto his console while the ship was rocked by another nearby impact on the asteroid field, which was disintegrating around them under fire from the cultists’ ships. “We need the power for cloaking and shields.”

      Nickie returned from the med bay, where she’d left Roka and Hafnar with Talia and Durq. “Alexis, how long?” she asked. “Sayomi’s taking a beating keeping the cult off our asses.”

      “Pew-pew!” Sayomi cackled over the speaker as she spiraled to avoid a missile. “I’m having all the fun.”

      “Why are you venting plasma?” Nickie demanded. “Have you taken a serious hit?”

      “Trust me,” Sayomi assured her. “You’re going to get a kick out of this.”

      Nickie cursed. “Don’t take stupid risks just because you’re out there on your own. I don’t want my grandfather to disown me a second time.”

      Alexis and Gabriel ignored everyone for the moment, fighting for access to the satellites ringing the black hole. They’d convinced the network firewall they belonged there and were getting close to locating the Gate activation protocols.

      Damn Kurtherian code! Gabriel hissed into the mindspace as they were halted by yet another firewall. He doubled down on supporting Alexis as she worked to prevent them from being thrown out of the network.

      It was never your favorite, Alexis murmured in consolation, the majority of her brain’s processing ability dedicated to simultaneously working around all the host-based firewalls in the satellites. We’re almost there. Gemini, are you ready to activate the Gate?

      Just get me in there, the AI assured them.

      Alexis found the Gate protocols at last and forwarded them to Gemini. “Heads up,” she called. “We’re in. Sayomi, get out of there. We need to get into position.”

      “Heading for the event horizon,” Sayomi confirmed as she dropped a single remote-detonated mine at the end of the intricate plasma trail she’d laid. “Give me thirty seconds.”

      “Decloak on my mark and make sure they don’t miss us,” Alexis ordered when both ships were in position. “Gemini, activate the Gate in three…two… Mark!”

      The satellites activated and began pulling energy from the black hole. The Gate shimmered open across the event horizon, spilling dark, heavy-looking light as opposed to the shimmering green-white-gold spectrum Gate portals usually emitted.

      “The Gate is holding steady,” Gemini announced as the cultists’ ships ceased firing on the asteroid field. “There are no incoming signals from the other side.”

      “Send a probe through,” Alexis ordered. “Let them know we’re coming.”

      “Why isn’t anyone shooting at us?” Trey pondered.

      “Phraim-‘Eh’s ships are not picking us up on their scanners,” Gabriel replied with frustration. “The Gate’s energy is masking our presence.”

      Sayomi detonated the mine she’d left at the end of the plasma trail. “That should get their attention,” she crowed triumphantly as the trail ignited in the shape of a human hand giving Phraim-'Eh's fleet the finger.

      Nickie howled with laughter as the fleet came around to face them. “Yeah, that worked.”

      The Gemini was hit three times in quick succession as the lead ships opened fire. The viewscreen flickered and went out, dropping the bridge into momentary darkness.

      “Let’s go!” Alexis commanded.

      The Sayomi led the way as they hurtled through the black hole Gate into the Cosnar System—and right into CEREBRO’s defense network. Sayomi flipped her ship and continued firing, darting behind the satellites to evade the return fire from the emerging battleships.

      The Gemini barely avoided crashing into a satellite that was firing on the ships swarming through the Gate behind them.

      “Cloaking is down,” Trey announced as the emergency lighting kicked in.

      “Get us out of this, Gemini!” Gabriel yelled over the blaring alarms.

      “Perhaps we should not have gotten into this,” Gemini admonished as she redirected the ship’s thrusters to get them out of range of the Gate.

      K’aia held onto her chair as they plummeted out of the line of fire. “Perhaps you could save asserting your personality for when we’re safely aboard the Reynolds. Where are my damned railguns?”

      “They were supposed to know we were coming!” Alexis yelled. “Where is the War Axe?”

      Christina’s flushed face appeared on the viewscreen when it came back on suddenly. “Somebody order a rescue?”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “A little help would be appreciated.”

      “Quit chatting and get us moving!” K’aia snapped without letting up on the railguns. “I’m running low on ammunition, and those bastards have us trapped where we can’t collect any more material.”

      “Follow us,” Christina told them. “We have—”

      The connection was lost when the Reynolds discharged its main ESD into the Gate. The Gate collapsed behind the final few ships, cutting off the cult’s escape.

      Alexis glanced at everyone in turn. “We can’t stay here.”

      “We can’t exactly move,” Gemini stated. “I’ve lost external sensors.”

      “Targeting systems are down too,” K’aia informed them with regret. “We’re out of this fight.”

      “Can you get the War Axe back?” Alexis asked.

      “I’m attempting to do so,” Gemini confirmed.

      “Screw this!” Nickie exclaimed, heading for the door. “Gemini, fire up the Pod. I’ll guide you in myself.”

      

      SD Reynolds, Bridge

      Reynolds jumped to his feet. “Tactical alert!”

      “I am alert,” Tactical shot back. “We are surrounded by Kurtherian vessels. They’re charging weapons.”

      “Then charge ours!” Reynolds thundered.

      His apoplectic spluttering ceased when the viewscreen lit up with multiple explosions.

      “You talk too much,” Tactical told him as he released another complement of Etheric-capable missiles. They used the extra dimension as a way past the enemy’s shields, where they drilled into the hull before detonating their payload.

      Reynolds turned to Jiya’s station. “Did the Gemini make it into the hangar?”

      “Safe and sound, Captain,” Jiya replied. “Alexis and Gabriel are on their way to the bridge now with Ranger Two.”

      “Very good, Number One,” Reynolds told her as the twins stepped out of the Etheric with a nauseated-looking Nickie.

      “Next time, remind me to pack a barf bag,” Nickie groaned, holding her stomach.

      “Do you need medical attention?” Doc asked from a speaker.

      “I’m good, thanks.” Nickie looked for the source of the voice, taking in the heavy Star Trek vibe of the Reynolds’ bridge.

      “Is this…” She looked at Reynolds. “Did you do this on purpose?”

      “Damn straight. Welcome aboard,” Reynolds greeted her, indicating the empty stations his splinter personalities currently occupied. “Now get to work.”

      He turned around in his chair and closed his eyes.

      “He’s picking up the slack around the ship,” Jiya explained. “We’re a little shorthanded with a third of the crew on the Baba Yaga.”

      “Our teams went to give the repair crews a hand,” Gabriel told her, including Nickie with a nod. “Durq is a great engineer. Any news on when the Baba Yaga is going to get here?”

      “The Queen has remained in contact. We expect her in the next thirty minutes.” Jiya shook her head. “I’m glad you’re here. I could use a hand.”

      Alexis hugged Reynolds in passing as she made her way to Navigation's seat. “What’s the play?” she asked the AI as she integrated her HUD with the station.

      “To stay between the flagship and the planet,” Navigation replied.

      “While coordinating the transfer of prisoners from the damaged ships to the temporary brig on deck three,” Comms added.

      While Alexis got acquainted with Navigation and Comms and Gabriel assisted Jiya with keeping the repair crews on top of the damage the superdreadnought was taking in the battle, Nickie took a seat at the tactical station and scrutinized the weapons console.

      “What do we have here?” she murmured, activating the holointerface. She grasped the control sticks that manifested on the chair’s arms, and the ship’s weapons systems came up in her internal HUD. She spied the ESD options immediately. “Hello, gorgeous!”

      “It’s polite to at least buy someone dinner before you handle their joystick,” Tactical told Nickie.

      “Let me play with your little ESD, and I’ll buy you all the steak on Devon when this is over,” Nickie purred, grinning when she saw that the targeted EMP emitters she’d designed for the Ranger fleet had been rolled out to other ships.

      “It’s a mini-ESD!” Tactical spluttered incomprehensibly as Nickie fired on three Kurtherian ships targeting her Rangers.

      Jiya laughed. “Looks like Tactical has met his match.”

      “Are you going to talk all the way through this battle?” Reynolds asked pointedly. “Work, Tactical!”

      

      Ranger Base Two

      Heavy bombardment began pounding the surface immediately after the first Kurtherian ships Gated in. The forcefields held, deflecting the barrage by channeling the force of each impact into the ocean floor.

      The Collective broadcast their distress and anger across the base.

      I’m coming, Eve promised.

      She accessed the base's shielding and searched out the forcefield controls for the acclimation enclosure. Finding they could only be accessed from inside the enclosure, she ran for the roamer dock. The non-military personnel she passed were clearly anxious at being under attack, but everyone appeared to know their role in this event. In any case, no one stopped her to ask for help.

      She climbed into her personal roamer and drove at speed to the acclimation enclosure. The Conduit was on the other side of the enclosure’s airlock, waiting for her.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        The Conduit - Image by Eric Quigley

      

      Release us, the Conduit requested.

      That’s my intention, just as soon as I can get in there with you. Eve cursed her inability to walk the Etheric while she waited for the airlock to cycle open.

      You need to go far from here, she told the Collective once she was through to the other side. Just until the enemy has been subdued. I’m going to open the enclosure.

      The Conduit surged out of the mass, its wise old eyes fixed on the light filtering down from explosions occurring above the surface. We will fight to protect what is ours.

      If that is your wish, Eve told them. Please be aware that the people piloting the enemy ships are under compulsion to do so. The Queen asks that we avoid killing them if possible.

      The Conduit observed Eve for a long moment. We will respect the Queen’s wishes.

      Eve smiled. Let’s get you out of here.

      The Collective moved carefully so as not to crush the roamer as Eve passed through the loops of their tentacles, heading for the substation where the enclosure could be deactivated with a code only she and Akio had.

      Eve deactivated the forcefield, and the Collective surged toward the surface. She followed in her roamer, breaking the surface in time to see one of the Collective snatch a Kurtherian battleship out of the sky.

      The Achronyx flew low overhead, and a thick cable descended from the open drop doors and clamped onto the roamer.

      Akio’s voice came over the roamer’s speaker. “Are you ready to join the battle up here?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Eve replied.
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      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Bethany Anne was monitoring the comm feeds coming in from the Cosnar System as the Baba Yaga rushed to join the battle. She accessed the camera in the cockpit of Michael’s borrowed scout fighter and saw through the transparent canopy that he was engaged in a dogfight with a similar-sized fighter ship.

      “Trust you to get all the fun,” Bethany Anne told him with a rueful twist of her mouth. “Where is Phraim-‘Eh’s ship?”

      “He is playing mouse, with the Reynolds as the cat,” Michael informed her as he corkscrewed to evade enemy fire, his lip curling in distaste. “Every time Reynolds makes a move, he counters. The coward currently has a number of his ships surrounding his flagship. We are working to prevent any more from joining the blockade.”

      “Let him play,” Bethany Anne stated, not bothering to hide her own distaste. “I’m twelve minutes out from the edge of the system. Then it’s game over for the cult.”

      Comm chatter continued in the background as they spoke. Bethany Anne listened in on the activity occurring closer to the planet while Michael’s attention was diverted by his next target.

      “There is good news,” Michael commented as he exchanged fire with the Kurtherian ship and took out their propulsion systems. “The ships Gödel provided the cult do not appear to have the ability to cross into the Etheric.”

      “She can’t be concerned about the Bl’kheth,” Bethany Anne told him, considering the only reason Gödel would be holding back. “She’s saving her resources for another attack.”

      “It is too late for her to attack the Federation directly without significant losses.” Michael’s gaze snapped to the left as a flash of light illuminated the cockpit. “One moment. Ricole is pinned down.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Help her. I have a few things to take care of before we arrive.” She transferred the comm to her internal HUD and headed for her ready room, where Izanami was waiting for her.

      “Has the crew finished preparing for the battle?” Bethany Anne asked as she walked over to the hidden weapons locker in the wall behind her desk.

      “The modifications to deck eleven are complete,” Izanami assured her. Her avatar’s aura swam with dark red, giving her armor the appearance of being blood-washed. “The transporter has been modified to transfer the prisoners directly into the cabins the crew has prepared to hold them until Red Rock gets here.”

      Bethany Anne nodded as the wall panel slid back in response to her touch. “Make sure everyone who worked through two or more shifts gets some rest.”

      Izanami laughed. “You’ll have to take that up with Captain Jameson. We have an agreement to stay out of each other’s wheelhouse, and it makes for a happy ship.”

      “Noted.” Bethany Anne smiled as she withdrew her Jean Dukes Specials and holstered them at her hips before taking her katanas from their stand. “What about the modifications to the forward baffles?”

      “We’ll know if we can convert the Etheric pulse to EM once we get there,” Izanami replied. “We can’t test it while we’re traveling at this speed, obviously.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t anxious to test the Baba Yaga’s shields against the debris the baffles cleared from their path. “Pass the modifications on to Reynolds.”

      Izanami nodded. “Done. He will have them completed by the time we arrive.”

      “Good. It will make getting past the blockade without destroying the ships that much easier.” Bethany Anne sheathed her katanas in her back harness and moved on to attaching pouches filled with various gadgets and small explosives to the webbing on her armor.

      Izanami watched Bethany Anne’s preparations with longing. “I am impatient for an opportunity to test my new armaments. The sooner we deal with this pissant and his followers, the sooner the real fight can begin.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “My sentiments exactly. Red Rock will be here in four days. I expect us to be en route to Devon in five.”

      “Then we should hope the gods of best laid plans are looking down upon us favorably,” Izanami commented dryly.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she closed the weapons locker. “What’s one more obstacle to be flattened if they aren’t?”

      Izanami grinned. “We will be Gating into the Cosnar System in two minutes. I have informed CEREBRO of our approach.”

      Bethany Anne left her ready room and returned to the bridge. She gripped the back of her chair, watching the viewscreen in anticipation as she waited for the Baba Yaga to exit into normal space.

      “I have our exit coordinates,” Izanami announced. “Activating Gate in five…four…three…”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flicked from one side of the viewscreen to the other, assessing the status of the battle as the Baba Yaga emerged from the Gate Izanami created.

      The planet caught Bethany Anne’s gaze, a majestic, swirling blue and white marble. It was accompanied by Ranger Base One, an asteroid a tenth of its size that looked like an orbiting moon. Most of the fighting was clustered on the same side of the planet as the Ranger base. In the distance, the blockade of Kurtherian ships clustered thickly around Phraim-‘Eh’s flagship. The Reynolds held position between the two, preventing any more cultist ships from joining the blockade.

      Bethany Anne saw at a glance that the majority of the Kurtherian ships had been disabled. They floated aimlessly in the space between the Reynolds and the planet, providing cover for the few ships still in the fight.

      Reynolds appeared on the viewscreen. “My Queen, you arrived just in time. My engineers have made the adjustments to our deflector array.”

      “Your what?” Bethany Anne’s eyebrows rose in confusion. “The modification is for your Etheric baffles.”

      “Same thing. Just go with it,” Izanami informed Bethany Anne, rolling her eyes.

      “Are we ready to put those ships out of commission or not?” Bethany Anne asked as Michael arrived on the bridge.

      “Yes,” the twins chorused from offscreen.

      Michael walked over to stand beside her. “Do we have a problem?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head at Michael, then waved her hands to dismiss the subject. “That’s all I needed to hear. Reynolds’ alternative naming system for the parts of his ship needs to be added to the translation software.”

      “Or you could watch a few episodes of Star Trek, my Queen,” Reynolds grumbled.

      Bethany Anne decided not to hear that. “Have you returned John’s ship?” she asked Michael.

      “John has his ship,” Michael confirmed. “Gabrielle is waiting for the green light to take the Bitches into the fight. There’s no way to get to Phraim-‘Eh’s ship with the localized emitters. The ships surrounding his have some kind of EM shielding.”

      “It’s being generated by the flagship,” Reynolds supplied.

      “That’s why we’re going to hit them with all the power two superdreadnoughts can generate.” Bethany Anne opened a secure channel to the War Axe and the Achronyx. “Akio, Christina, pull your people back to the planet. We’re about to unleash a huge-ass EMP.”

      “The War Axe is in position to provide cover for the Rangers as they fall back,” Christina responded as Akio passed the order to the Ranger fleet. “I’ll report back when we’re out of range.”

      “I’m sending you some support,” Bethany Anne told them. She reached out mentally to Gabrielle and gave her the go-ahead.

      Six sleek black scout fighters exited the Baba Yaga, looking like stingrays with the Queen’s Bitch insignia emblazoned in white and crimson on their hulls. They fanned out to cover the space between the Reynolds and the planet as the few dozen Kurtherian ships still in the fight renewed their attacks, using the disabled vessels as cover while they fired on the Rangers.

      Bethany Anne followed the strategic retreat on her viewscreen with only half her attention. Her main focus was on tracking the activity around the blockade, while Michael coordinated with Izanami and Reynolds to position the superdreadnoughts to keep the planet and each other out of the line of fire.

      She opened a private channel to Christina when the War Axe plowed into the side of a Kurtherian battleship, removing a stubborn group of small but heavily-armed fighter ships that were shrugging off the targeted EMP. “Snag one of those fighter ships intact, and Bad Company gets first dibs on their shielding tech after Jean’s figured it out.”

      “Deal,” Christina agreed. “One moment. Get a grappler on that ship!” she yelled.

      Bethany Anne saw the War Axe alter course slightly before continuing on its way.

      “Those were the last three outside of the blockade,” Christina informed her. “We’re heading back to the planet.”

      “Something is happening at the blockade,” Reynolds informed them.

      “Define ‘something,’” Michael requested.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t going to wait to find out. “Are the EMP emitters ready?”

      Reynolds and Izanami confirmed they were.

      “Then prepare to transport the cultists and fire,” Bethany Anne commanded. “Alexis, Gabriel, get over here. We need you on Phraim-Eh’s ship.”

      The forward baffles of the Baba Yaga and the Reynolds flashed as the AIs released a narrow-beam pulse. The wave was unspectacular, invisible to everyone watching on viewscreens across the two superdreadnoughts. The result was not.

      The shield around the blockade flared when the pulses hit, a blink of incandescence that was over in a flash. The shielding generated by Phraim-‘Eh’s ship winked out and was followed by a wave of small explosions rippling across the Kurtherian ships as the EMP burned through every circuit, overloading their systems.

      “I’m reading numerous casualties,” Izanami reported.

      “Are the cultists contained?” Michael asked.

      “They’re trapped without power,” Izanami replied.

      “Start the transporters,” Bethany Anne told the AIs. “Prioritize the injured and those with minimal life support.”

      Alexis and Gabriel arrived on the bridge as Bethany Anne and Michael prepared to leave for Phraim-‘Eh’s ship.

      “We had to stop by the armory and switch our loadout,” Gabriel explained.

      Bethany Anne opened the Etheric. “Phraim-Eh isn’t going to arrest himself. Let’s go.”

      

      Phraim-Eh’s Ship

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric ahead of Michael and the twins. The ship was dead. There was no emergency lighting, and the air was already growing stale with the CO2 scrubbers offline. Every circuit in the ship had been fried by the EMP. Even with their enhanced vision, none of them could see a thing, although they heard the crew flailing around in the darkness below.

      “Switch your HUD view to IR,” Bethany Anne murmured so only Michael and the twins could hear. She had the camera drones shine red light, revealing their position between an elevator and the bridge door on a suspended walkway above the engine core.

      When no one below started shooting, Bethany Anne released the camera drones from their tight circle above her head and gestured for the twins to move to secure the elevator at the far end of the walkway.

      They heard two thuds in quick succession. The twins returned to the center of the walkway a few seconds later.

      “Two guards,” Gabriel confirmed.

      “They’re sleeping,” Alexis added.

      Michael turned his attention to the bridge and listened in on the minds within. “There are ten people in there. Nine of them are being controlled.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “No prize for guessing who Asshole Number Ten is.”

      Screams from below, accompanied by a pale glow, drew their attention. The mesh walkway floor gave them a view of the engine deck, where the crew was panicking as individuals were transported out by either Reynolds or Izanami.

      Alexis looked over the rail. “At least they’re all down there and not up here shooting at us.”

      “They will have time to cool down before Red Rock gets here.” Bethany Anne drew her Jean Dukes Specials and double-checked the setting was correct for the night-night rounds they were loaded with. She returned them to their holsters and extracted a handful of coin-sized discs from one of the pouches on her armor.

      “Explosives?” Alexis inquired.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “You’ll see. Prepare to breach.”

      Michael, Alexis, and Gabriel drew their Jean Dukes Specials, which were also loaded with night-night rounds, and took their stances while Bethany Anne placed the adhesive discs around the door casement.

      Bethany Anne stepped back and retrieved the detonator from another pouch. “Izanami, stand by to activate transporters on my command.”

      “Standing by,” Izanami confirmed in her ear.

      Bethany Anne activated the detonator, and the casement turned to dust as the nanocytes in the discs ate through the metal. She strode through the hole after the bridge door fell inward with a clang. Michael and the twins were at her back, their weapons trained on Phraim-‘Eh and his lieutenants.

      The bridge was lit by emergency chemical lanterns hanging from cords over the consoles. Phraim-Eh was clearly expecting Bethany Anne. He stood by the captain’s chair, surrounded by his human lieutenants.
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      Every one of the humans was holding a knife to his or her throat. They shook with fear, aware of their precarious situation but unable to disobey their master.

      “Move a muscle and they die,” Phraim-‘Eh threatened, his hateful glare wavering as he looked down the barrels of Bethany Anne’s Jean Dukes Specials.

      Michael lifted a shoulder without altering his aim. “What makes you think we care?”

      Phraim-Eh grinned and pointed at Bethany Anne. “You might not care, but she does.”

      Bethany Anne noted the bulging eyes of the lieutenants before settling her gaze on Phraim-Eh. “You’re right. I do. Izanami, nine to transport. Leave the Larian.”

      The bridge glowed as the nine lieutenants were broken down to their constituent atoms and beamed over to the cells waiting for them aboard the Baba Yaga.

      “Cut your throats!” Phraim-‘Eh screamed, but they were gone before he uttered the second syllable.

      “The prisoners are under a compulsion to cut,” Michael informed Izanami over the comm, “Make sure they are disarmed and put into stasis immediately.”

      Phraim-‘Eh covered his fear with anger. Clenching his jaw, he attempted to push a compulsion on Michael and the twins.

      Alexis laughed.

      “That’s not going to work on us,” Gabriel told him.

      Michael’s expression contained no hint of humor. “You will cease your pathetic attempt to gain mental control of my children, or by God, you will not make it to trial.” His eyes flashed red as he spoke, reminding Phraim-Eh that he was in the presence of real power.

      “Trial?” Phraim-Eh scoffed.

      Bethany Anne holstered her Jean Dukes Specials. “It’s over. Everyone you have compelled will be freed. The people who fell for your lies will be enlightened. The Federal House of Arbitration will be arriving soon to deal with your followers.”

      “He doesn’t care,” Alexis cut in. “I can hear his thoughts. He intends to start over at the first opportunity.”

      True, TOM agreed. I have looked into his mind. He is programmed to propagate Gödel’s lies and twist everything you do into a tale of evil intent. His knowledge of her appears to be blocked.

      Worse, Michael added.

      For the cameras, Bethany Anne reminded him.

      “His personality is still intact under the compulsion to sow dissent,” Michael continued aloud. “He is a true believer in the Ascension path.”

      Phraim-‘Eh’s eyes widened in reaction to Michael’s statement.

      Alexis pulled Gabriel in to check that what she was interpreting from Phraim-‘Eh’s mind was correct.

      Gabriel frowned. “He thinks he will be Ascended for his work here.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Alexis told him grimly, drawing back from Phraim-‘Eh’s mind. She felt like she needed to sterilize her brain to get the ick off. She turned on Phraim-‘Eh with a snarl. “Mental abilities are a gift, not a weapon. You disgust me.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a hand to stay her daughter’s anger. “He will face Justice.”

      “How?” Gabriel asked quietly, his brow furrowed in thought. “He’ll wreak havoc on any prison he’s sent to.”

      “If he even makes it to prison,” Alexis agreed. “What’s going to stop him from compelling the court to free him? Or if they manage to get him there, from taking control of the penal world?”

      “Kill him where he stands,” Michael advised. “He’s too dangerous to be allowed off this ship.”

      Bethany Anne saw the idea take root in Phraim-‘Eh’s mind. Her family was right. Putting him through the same process as his followers put the entire Federation at risk. “Are those your orders? To get in front of the Federation Council, and what? Have them open the Gates for Gödel?”

      Phraim-‘Eh clutched his head. “What are you doing to me?”

      “I haven’t done anything yet,” Bethany Anne told him coldly. She knew what the solution had to be, and it wasn’t what she’d wanted. She glanced at Michael and Alexis. “Can you remove his ability to compel others?”

      “I was born for this power,” Phraim-‘Eh spat, regaining his composure. “You will have to kill me before I give it up!”

      “He believes what he’s saying,” Gabriel insisted. “He’s under the same compulsion as the rest of them.”

      Without doing a deep dive into Phraim-‘Eh’s mind—definitely not on her to-do list for the day—Bethany Anne got much the same impression.

      “It’s not the same compulsion,” Michael informed them. He glanced at Alexis, who nodded to confirm his assessment. “The changes are similar to those made to Isaiah, although there is less damage in the areas that have been altered. I believe this is Gödel’s work, and he welcomed it.”

      “There is no Gödel!” Phraim-‘Eh screamed. “No Kurtherians!”

      Bethany Anne tuned out his outburst. “Can we undo the compulsions on him the same way we did with Isaiah?” she asked Michael.

      “Not without killing him,” Michael answered.

      Phraim-‘Eh fell silent.

      Bethany Anne made her decision. “Then Gödel has given me no choice by making him too powerful to be contained. This will be his trial, witnessed by the entire Federation. Phraim-‘Eh. You have committed mass mental coercion, subverted Federation citizens, created a terrorist organization, incited treason, and attacked multiple locations across the Federation. You are responsible for the murder of every Federation citizen who died fighting for or against your fabricated cause and the attempted destruction of the planet known as ‘Waterworld.’ The penalty for these crimes is death.”

      “What happened to the due process you humans are so proud of?” Phraim-‘Eh sneered. “Where is the representation your laws state I am entitled to?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head slowly. “You were misinformed. You are not in the Federation. This is an Interdiction location. The only law this star system is subject to is mine, and I have no taste for incarceration. Your followers being tried under Federation law is down to my mercy. You are a different matter entirely. I cannot in good conscience hand you a planet filled with dangerous criminals to build another army.”

      Phraim-‘Eh glared at Bethany Anne for a long moment. “Then this is my end.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “It is. How you meet it is up to you. Show some remorse for the lives you have destroyed. Confess. Tell me your orders, and I’ll kill you outright instead of leaving you here to suffocate. That’s the only mercy I am prepared to offer you.”

      The air pressure shifted as Phraim-‘Eh momentarily pulsed with Etheric energy.

      He’s throwing off the barriers Gödel placed on his mind, TOM warned.

      Phraim-‘Eh’s expression shifted as thin rivulets of blood began to leak from his eyes, ears, and nose. He jutted his chin and sneered at Bethany Anne with new knowledge in his expression. “I have no regrets about the fate of nonbelievers. You haven’t won.”

      “It wasn’t a competition,” Michael informed him dispassionately. “You are not a Federation citizen. You are wanted for the same crimes in your own galaxy that you have committed here. Gödel cannot protect you from the Queen’s Justice.”

      Alexis snorted. “He doesn’t even understand that Mom is protecting him from your justice. We’re wasting our time and giving him a platform to continue spreading hate.”

      Bethany Anne silenced Alexis with a look before turning her stare on Phraim-Eh. “What are your orders? Hmm? What were you supposed to do if by some miracle you won?”

      Phraim-Eh said nothing for a long moment. The blood running from his eyes left oily black tracks down his face. “Death will die, and the goddess will prevail. That’s all that matters.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t done. “Do you really believe Gödel gives a shit about you? That she would allow anyone who isn’t a pureblooded Kurtherian to ascend? You’re nothing but a tool to her, something to be used and discarded the moment you outlive your usefulness.”

      “That’s not true!” Phraim-Eh exclaimed, lunging at Bethany Anne with his hands outstretched.

      She lifted her foot and kicked Phraim-Eh in the chest, and he landed heavily in the captain’s chair. “So, you admit you serve Gödel.”

      “I admit nothing,” Phraim-Eh whined.

      “What are your orders?” Bethany Anne repeated calmly. “I calculated this cabin had maybe an hour of air remaining when I took the power out.”

      “There are nineteen minutes remaining,” Alexis supplied.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curled up at the corner. “We’re leaving in eighteen, max.” She returned her attention to Phraim-Eh. “You’re running out of time.”

      Phraim-Eh shook his head vigorously. “No.”

      “Yes,” Michael told him. “Take the honorable way out.”

      Phraim-Eh hunched into the chair and clutched his head, his eyes rolling as his back arched. “I have been granted mercy already. Death…Death took my honor.”

      His wild gaze snapped to Bethany Anne and he shrank back against the chair, scrambling to get away from her. “You won’t get anything from me. The goddess granted me a reprieve for my failure.”

      “What’s he talking about?” Bethany Anne asked. “Why am I getting the feeling Gödel made sure this would end badly however it turned out?”

      “His mind is fracturing,” Michael answered simply. “He triggered the failsafe Gödel implanted. He’s dying.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “Not before we find out where he was supposed to go if he won the battle here.”

      “You’re too late!” Phraim-Eh declared. “The Federation will fall. All will know the glory of Ascension.” Blood poured from his eyes and nose, running into his mouth as he spoke.

      His words began to lose their cohesiveness. He got to his feet unsteadily and grabbed for the console to steady himself. “Gödel wields the power of Ascension. Her rule stretches across the known universe. She is going to crush the Federation like the insignificant bug it is.”

      Bethany Anne slowly and deliberately drew one of her katanas. “Michael, take what we need. He does not get to dictate the method of his execution.”

      “I have a location,” Michael confirmed.

      Bethany Anne’s katana flashed as she removed Phraim-Eh’s head with a practiced flick of her wrist. “The anti-Empire movement is over.”
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      Devon, QSD Baba Yaga, Bethany Anne’s Ready Room

      Bethany Anne noted Alexis’ tension as her daughter entered the room.

      Alexis glanced around.

      “I made an announcement earlier today,” Bethany Anne told her. “The live feed has to be switched off for the trial and will remain off for security reasons.”

      Alexis snorted. “Handy.”

      Bethany Anne just smiled. While she didn’t give a shit if Gödel knew she was coming for her, she wanted to keep the details of how the Kurtherian was going to get her ass kicked a surprise. “Why so serious?”

      “I completed work on the virus,” Alexis responded heavily. “Can you drop the lights? I made a slideshow to break down how it works.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she lowered the lights. “How do you know it works without a live test?”

      “I don’t need a live test. Gödel’s paranoia gave us a way to hurt her badly.” Alexis connected to the holoprojector in the desk and loaded her simulations. “The attack phase of the virus triggers the backdoor she built into every soldier in her army. Then the worm can get in undetected and attach itself to the failsafes written into the enhancements she has given them.”

      Bethany Anne straightened in her chair when Alexis paused the simulation.

      Alexis eyed her, eyebrows narrowed. “What happens next is extreme, Mom.”

      “What happens next?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “That depends on what you want to happen.” Alexis resumed the simulation. “There are two options at this juncture. Both are pretty nasty.”

      Bethany Anne resigned herself to the necessity of extreme measures and put aside her discomfort to look at the situation with her head and not her heart. “So is picking up the pieces after every atrocity committed in Gödel’s name. Mass-murdering soldiers who chose to fight for evil doesn’t look so bad after you lose count of the number of lives you’ve failed to save.”

      “I’m just making sure I understand your motivation in having me create something this, well, bad,” Alexis admitted. “The Kurtherians have no defense against it. Those we infect will die. Ethically, this is a weapon of genocide.”

      “I know, my love.” Bethany Anne came around the desk and embraced her daughter as she wept for her creation. “I know.”

      Alexis fought to regain her composure. “They keep forcing us into taking the conflict to the next level. It hurts my heart. I love science and technology because they can help people. I don’t want to take lives.”

      She lowered her eyes, the strength of her convictions continuing to bring tears to her eyes. “This virus makes me into what they say you are—a murderer. I feel a terrible weight.” She wiped her tears away, her expression fluctuating between resolution and horror. “Nobody should have this much power.”

      “You won’t be taking anyone’s life,” Bethany Anne assured her, stroking her hair. “We should not have this much power, you’re right. Using this virus is crossing a line, but understand that I will be the one using it, not you. Although the Seven are a plague on this universe, I will live the rest of my life regretting that I had to kill an entire species to ensure peace for the rest. I don’t want that for you. Not ever.”

      Alexis squeezed her mother tightly. “I appreciate you saying that, but you didn’t create the virus. I did. Don’t you think Oppenheimer felt the same about every nuclear weapon deployed in his lifetime?”

      “I think it was a good thing he had no clue about WWDE,” Bethany Anne told her gently. “But not one of those incidents was his responsibility. They were the responsibility of the people who chose to wield his discovery as a weapon, knowing the consequences. Remember that Gödel and the Seven clans before her have twisted ethics and morality to place themselves above everyone else. They’ve wielded their power without empathy or compassion. All I can do is hope it doesn’t take crossing a line I can’t come back from to put an end to it, but I have to be ready to cross it if the day comes when there’s no other choice.”

      Alexis had nothing but an idea of her mother’s burden. She held on that bit tighter and said nothing.

      The silence allowed both to grieve in their own way, separately, together.

      “The price of freedom is the parts of ourselves we give up to win it. You’re my hero, Mom. You know that, right?” Alexis released Bethany Anne and walked back to the holoprojector. “We should get back to work. Option one.”

      The simulation showed the virus replicate almost faster than Bethany Anne’s enhancements allowed her to track. As it propagated throughout the sim host’s system, it tweaked Gödel’s code to give Bethany Anne full control of the host’s mind and body without removing the enhancements.

      Bethany Anne shook her head vehemently. “Puppet slaves? Fuck. That.”

      Alexis nodded. “I understand the icky feeling. This version gives us the option of turning Gödel’s allies on each other, but you’re going to get a lot of background noise from their repressed minds.”

      Bethany Anne’s face expressed her distaste clearly. “If it’s a choice between that and innocent lives, maybe. The other option. Tell me it’s less drawn out and doesn’t involve immersing myself in a mental cesspit.”

      Alexis ran the simulation. “I used what we learned from Roka about the compound that killed Paul Jacobsen to build this version. It wipes the existing nanocyte code and replaces it with the instruction to replicate without restriction. The host body is essentially broken down from the inside out. The nanocytes convert the mass into fissionable material, and within the space of a minute, the host body is transformed into a series of interconnected chain reactions. When the nanocytes detect multiple critical masses, they self-destruct. It’s almost immediate.”

      They watched the simulation run to its conclusion in silence.

      Bethany Anne eyed the end result. “Please tell me we can make sure she can’t back-trace this or reverse-engineer it to target our nanocytes?”

      “No.” Alexis shook her head. “It was one of the first concerns I had when I started developing this. The inert virus is harmless. It’s only activated when it comes into contact with Gödel’s backdoor, which we don’t have because you wouldn’t do something like that to your people.”

      “I’ve got more important things to do to waste my time playing Big Brother,” Bethany Anne told her with a smile. “There’s a benefit to not being an evil overlord. Everyone I’ve enhanced has my trust.” She paused when she realized that wasn’t strictly true anymore. “Wait, the upgraded troops. Are they safe?”

      “The upgraded troops won’t be affected,” Alexis promised, pulling up details for the nanocyte program that had been given to millions of soldiers during the course of the tour. “The program has built-in protections against tampering. We figured out how to mess with the Ookens, and you can bet Gödel has people working on turning the tables. We’re not taking any chances. Troop nanos are designed to cease functioning and break themselves down if their code is altered in any way. Watch. That’s how we’re planning to undo the upgrade. Uninstalling enhancements isn’t possible, right? Well, now it is.”

      Bethany Anne let her amazement show. “This all happens without any negative effects?”

      Alexis nodded. “ADAM and TOM have both confirmed it. The upgraded troops can safely deploy the virus to take care of Ookens with no ill-effects. They just need to make sure they take precautions not to infect themselves.”

      Bethany Anne turned the lights up and got herself a Coke after Alexis had gone. She sipped her drink while she contemplated the upcoming trial of Phraim-Eh’s people.

      The virus was both a turning point and a last resort.

      One she prayed she would never have to use against a sentient species.

      

      Cosnar System, Red Rock, Federal House of Arbitration (Four Days Later)

      Bethany Anne watched her father conduct the opening procedures for the mass trial of Phraim-‘Eh’s followers on the anteroom’s wallscreen while she waited to be called to the stand.

      She sipped her Coke and relaxed on a comfortable sofa, savoring the alone time. While the majority of the cultists were resigned to their fate, the last three days aboard the Baba Yaga had been close to unbearable.

      The Reynolds wasn’t equipped to handle more than five thousand prisoners, so the only logical decision was to have them transferred to the Baba Yaga and have the Reynolds crew come over with them to assist Captain Jameson with putting the ones who insisted on belligerence into stasis.

      Everyone with the ability to undo Phraim-‘Eh’s compulsion had worked nonstop to free the prisoners from his mental control. However, there were still thousands in need of deprogramming, and many were doing their best to make life difficult for their jailers.

      Bethany Anne suspected the moment the last cultist was transferred to Red Rock, Paul would have the crew prime the engines and point the Baba Yaga toward Devon, ready for Izanami to get them the hell out of there as soon as she returned from giving evidence.

      An aide knocked on the door before entering. She offered Bethany Anne a serious smile as she held the door open. “It’s time, Your Highness.”

      Bethany Anne put her glass on the table without a word and followed the aide into the corridor. She’d had time to draw up her proposal. Whether the council took her recommendation or not, she intended to make her position clear.

      The aide led Bethany Anne down a polished stone corridor hung with landscape paintings of scenes from Federation planets and through a shining brass-plated door into the arbitration room, where she handed Bethany Anne off to the two bailiffs waiting to escort her to the stand.

      Bethany Anne’s appearance caused a stir among those who had been present when she’d brought an Ooken to chambers to prove her point. The civilians, civil servants, and media representatives in the galleries murmured animatedly as the bailiffs walked ahead of Bethany Anne to the stand before returning to their positions by the door. She ignored the speculation, nodding politely at her father and the assembled council delegates sitting behind him after taking her seat.

      A scuffle broke out in the central gallery as Bethany Anne was sworn in. She restrained her urge to remove the brawlers from the room with a well-placed boot to their argumentative asses and a healthy dose of fear to underline her opinion of their manners. While tweaking those pompous assholes would have been fun, she wasn’t there to play games.

      Bethany Anne spotted a familiar face among the bailiffs who filed out of the gallery entrance to remove the troublemakers and smiled. Of course the Diplomat Emeritus would find a way to be here.

      Lance banged his gavel and called for order. “The House will hear Queen Bethany Anne.” He banged his gavel again when the muttering from the galleries continued. “I said, order! We will hear the Queen. Anyone who wants to find themselves in contempt of the House should continue arguing. We have the fate of over twenty thousand people to decide, and it’s going to happen in an orderly fashion if I have to have the bailiffs empty this room to make it so. Am I making myself clear?”

      Order was restored. The holoprojector was switched on at Lance’s command, and over the next few hours, the delegates questioned Bethany Anne in detail about her efforts to counter the cult over the last eighteen months.

      Bethany Anne presented her evidence, talking the House through Harkkat’s initial concerns about Shoken Industries and Roka’s undercover mission to uncover cult ties to the company. She shared information about Paul Jacobsen’s suicide that she’d held back and laid out the steps of the twins’ investigation, culminating with a scaled-down 3D analysis of the attack on the Cosnar System and the video from the bridge of Phraim-‘Eh’s ship.

      The delegates broke into an uproar when they saw Phraim-Eh’s execution.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and turned to face the council. “I am not the one on trial. We are living in unprecedented times. The Federation has been under attack from within, our people turned against one another. The Larian who called himself Phraim-‘Eh was served Justice. We are here today because there are over twenty thousand people in cells who also need to face Justice.”

      “We are well aware of Your Majesty’s particular brand of justice,” the Kezzin delegate proclaimed.

      Bethany Anne singled him out with a hard stare. “Is that right?”

      “There will be no mass graves on our conscience,” the delegate stated.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “We would have a serious problem if mass execution was the House’s ruling. I don’t wish to see these people locked away with no avenue to redeem themselves. This cult grew and gained popularity because of Phraim-Eh’s manipulation. The majority of the people facing these charges are in this position because they were tricked into believing the Federation was in danger from me.

      “Do you get it? They mobilized against me, knowing that they had no chance. Wherever I have encountered the cult, I have found intelligent, courageous people who were willing to die for the sake of protecting the ideals this Federation is built upon. People who, when presented with the real evidence, turned their backs on the cult and did everything in their power to make up for it. The planet we are orbiting was lifeless. Our ability to restore it was moving slowly until I encountered Dr. Vivian Jeddah.”

      “We will be hearing her testimony later in the day,” Lance interjected.

      Bethany Anne returned to her seat. “I’m here to advocate for a better solution than incarceration for the majority of the accused. The Federation is not a closed system. Expansion is still possible. However, it will be extremely difficult to keep new colonies established outside of the Security Blanket connected to the CEREBRO network.

      “Pending deprogramming and successful rehabilitation, I recommend that expansion within Federation borders be made possible by sentencing these people to serve their time working for Dr. Jeddah, who I would like to see on the board of the expansion committee.”

      “We don’t have an expansion committee,” Txeina pointed out.

      “You’re going to need one,” Bethany Anne told the council. “The Federation will be forced to close its borders for the duration of the war. People need homes, and they cannot be left undefended.”

      “This is hardly the time to suggest new infrastructure!” the Noel-ni delegate proclaimed.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t it? So you’re good with burdening the penal system with over twenty thousand people and denying the Federation twenty thousand assets? Perhaps you need to be replaced by someone who doesn’t let personal grudges get in the way of what’s best for their people.”

      “Objection!” the delegate yelled.

      Lance banged his gavel repeatedly to calm the uproar Bethany Anne’s statement caused. “Order! Please restrict your comments to the matter at hand, Your Highness.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head minutely, repressing a smile. “I apologize. This has been a challenging time for us all. Honestly, I don’t want to be here. However, it is necessary to get my point across. We are one people with one goal: to live in peace no matter what planet we come from and strive for a future where our children don’t know war. Ask yourselves, what do we gain from depriving the Federation of people who would die to see it secure?”

      She turned to look at the galleries before continuing, “I have done all I can to prepare the Federation for the war that is coming.

      “Gödel has done everything she can to divide us. Will you allow her to win?”

      

      Temple of the Ascension Path

      The court was empty of all save Gödel and her Chosen servants.

      She had recalled her generals and ordered them to return to their posts around her Empire on learning that Death had killed Phraim-‘Eh and dismantled his following. Her wrath at losing yet another asset had cleared out the supplicants and hangers-on.

      Only the most faithful were devoted enough to remain in the temple to tend her needs, and even they were circumspect, keeping their eyes on the floor and their responses prompt lest they offend her.

      Gödel seethed on her throne, her inner voice frantic in its insistence that the optimal outcomes were dwindling to nothing. Meditation did nothing for her state of mind. Neither did medication.

      Her hours were filled by endless visions tumbling one over the other. Visions of human supremacy. Democracy for even the lowliest, most barbaric species. Laws preventing contact with pre-space civilizations. The Kurtherian species hunted to extinction. Some part of her that was still sane recognized the fallacy of her belief since the majority of their species was very much alive, if altered physically by the nature of being Ascended.

      Gödel refused to validate any thought that cast her as the villain. It was her destiny to return the universe to the Path and undo the damage humanity had caused to the fabric of society.

      For millennia untold, the Kurtherians had presided over the Path in order to guide lesser species to greatness and advance their knowledge of science and the Etheric dimension. It was her right and her duty to impose structure on the universe, to prevent the unworthy from rising and elevate those she saw as acceptable to the advancement of Kurtherian interests.

      After Death had been dealt with and the humans destroyed utterly, order would be restored. Gödel seethed as she concentrated on considering actions that would lead to victories.

      Laughter-Brings-Meaning-to-Life approached the throne with her eyes on the floor. She was taking a huge risk. While she would never admit that her breakthroughs in recent centuries were mainly due to the work of her old friend Peace-Through-Superior-Genetics, she didn’t hide the fact in her mind, knowing her goddess would punish her for keeping secrets more than the contents of them.

      Staying alive in Gödel’s proximity was akin to walking a razor wire. One misstep and you bled for it as you fell. How much you suffered depended on which aspect of her personality the goddess chose to manifest, and she’d been stuck on “homicidal maniac” since the defeat of Phraim-‘Eh.

      Laughter kept her thoughts clear as she bowed low and waited for Gödel to give her permission to rise.

      Gödel turned her head to acknowledge the geneticist. “Hope for your sake that I find what you have to say worthy of my time, Laughter,” she stated dispassionately.

      Laughter bowed again, knowing Gödel’s lack of visible emotion meant nothing. “My goddess, I have made a breakthrough with the Skrima.”

      Gödel shifted on the throne. “What have you accomplished beyond teaching those beasts to bear weapons and die at the hands of humans?”

      Laughter hastily explained the weapons had been a mistake and she’d gone a different route altogether with the Skrima. “I wanted to make up for the loss of the Bakas, and instead, I have created something much deadlier.”

      “How so?” Gödel asked, her schemes forgotten at the prospect of a real distraction from her visions.

      Laughter’s stomach unclenched as the tension Gödel was pushing suddenly abated. She took it as a sign she wasn’t going to lose her head in the next few minutes and briefly described her results. “Using genetic manipulation techniques you perfected in the creation of the Ookens was the right way to go. My mistake was making the original modifications too sophisticated,” she admitted hesitantly.

      Gödel waved for her to continue.

      “The level of intelligence required to operate complex weaponry came with a decrease in the ability to control the subjects,” Laughter continued, heartened and relieved that Gödel had snapped out of her murderous funk.

      “We must see that with Our own eyes,” Gödel declared. She rose from the throne and descended the dais, holding out her hand for Laughter to take.

      Gödel opened the Etheric and took them to Laughter’s experimental facility, a series of interconnecting caverns cut deep into the planet’s crust a short distance from the center of the temple. “Where are your monsters?” she asked as Laughter recovered from the unexpected journey.

      “Forgive me, my Goddess,” Laughter begged, crouching on the floor and holding her pitching stomach as she fought for control of her thoughts. “I am unused to that method of travel without the assistance of technology. Your magnificence overwhelms me.”

      Gödel’s aura of power pulsed, bathing the reception area in warmth and dull red light. “Do you feel better?”

      Laughter got to her feet, nodding as the nausea passed. “Your generosity is great, my Goddess. If you will come with me, I would be honored to present to you the creatures I have created for your glory.”

      Gödel gestured for Laughter to lead the way to the pit. As they got closer, Gödel felt the ambient Etheric energy drop. “What is this?” she demanded, snatching Laughter’s arm.

      “It is necessary technology,” Laughter assured her. “It is no danger to you, my Goddess. I swear on the Path. All will become clear when you see the Skrima.”

      Gödel accepted the truth Laughter spoke. “Very well. Proceed.”

      They passed through the final cavern, the largest yet. Brightly lit, the vaulted workspace contained rows of benches populated by busy Kurtherians wearing protective gear.

      The workers dropped to their knees as Gödel’s aura of fear proceeded her into the cavern. Gödel paid no attention to them. She sensed the Skrima ahead.

      Laughter fell behind as Gödel swept toward the pit entrance. Being careful not to think about anything except the desire to please the goddess, she palmed the device her loyal assistant had slid across the workbench toward her and pocketed it without acknowledging the look he gave her.

      She quickened her step to catch up with Gödel, and they walked down the short corridor to the thick steel door barring the pit entrance.

      Gödel didn’t bother to wait for Laughter to open the door. In truth, she barely remembered her servant was there. All she heard was the Skrima raging, and it intrigued her immensely. She exited the Etheric on a jutting spit of polished rock that stretched ten feet over the pit before ending abruptly in a waist-high wall.

      Laughter entered the pit cavern as Gödel approached the wall, her fingers brushing the pocket containing the device. It was now or never, and if she died for her efforts, she would die knowing she had erred in the pursuit of faith.

      Drawn to the chaos in the pit, Gödel was unaware of Laughter’s lapse in mental diligence. Unable to resist connecting with the Skrimas’ energy, she stood at the edge, staring down at the horned beasts. Frozen between this dimension and the Etheric, their bodies appeared translucent. They writhed in anger and pain, caught between states.

      She imagined them set loose on the humans. The pleasure was immense as imaginary screams echoed around her. Lost in her fantasy, Gödel dimly registered Laughter falling to her knees beside her.

      “Forgive me, my Goddess,” Laughter began, looking at Gödel’s feet in shame.

      Gödel let the screams slip away and focused on her favored servant. “Why would you ask Our forgiveness?” she asked, sweeping her hand to indicate the pit. “This pleases Us immensely.”

      Laughter extracted the device and offered it to Gödel. “I need forgiveness, for I have committed a great heresy. I stole this technology from the humans at Benitus Seven and altered it to serve Your purpose.” She closed her eyes and waited for the pain of punishment. When none came, she cracked an eyelid and looked up. She gasped to see the face of the goddess unveiled.

      “We are not pilots, bound by scripture and blind to the advantages we can wrest from the hands of the unworthy,” Gödel told Laughter, waving for her to get up after taking the device to examine it. “What does this device do?”

      “Two things,” Laughter responded, encouraged that she was still breathing and more importantly, still on the Ascension Path. “As we already know, it closes rifts. It also disrupts the ability of the Skrima to pass between the dimensions. However, humans do not have the technology to target a specific species. That has been the focus of my work these two years, and as you can tell, I have succeeded.”

      “How did you acquire this?” Gödel asked, turning the device over in her hands. “We are impressed with your devotion.”

      Laughter haltingly explained how the first encounter with the humans had come by surprise during her attempt to take the Benitons’ technology for the glory of Gödel. “The humans made the error of reopening the rift, my Goddess. When they returned, I was ready. I launched an attack, sacrificing almost half a million Skrima in order to get aboard the space station and acquire the jamming technology.”

      She shivered, recalling the close shave she’d had when her personal guard had been killed distracting the humans as she fumbled with her wrist-holo to open the Etheric. “I narrowly escaped with my life. The humans believe they won, but they did not know the attack was a diversion.”

      Gödel handed the device back to Laughter with a smile. “You have done well. What is your plan?”

      Laughter dipped her head. “With your permission, I will return to Hyrrheim and continue to work on harnessing the Skrimas’ energy to control them.”

      Gödel nodded, glancing at the pit as she considered how she would reward the clearly ambitious geneticist. Ambition in her servants was useful right up until it began to whisper in their ears about the attractiveness of the throne. Bestowing power on such people was high-risk. However, after Phraim-‘Eh’s failure, the temptation to take a sneaky shot at Death without her knowing was too great to resist.

      She continued to smile at Laughter. “Come. We wish to give you a gift. Your devotion to your calling deserves to be rewarded.”

      Laughter followed in a daze. She had fully expected to be executed for her actions. Her goddess didn’t speak again as they made their way through a network of torchlit passages Laughter hadn’t known existed.

      Gödel connected to the Pod-doc in her private quarters as she walked. She selected the prewritten program she wanted and had the Pod-doc compose the nanocyte infusion, making sure she had multiple backdoors into the programming in the event it turned out she had been unwise to grant Laughter the ability to sow terror on Earth.

      Laughter stopped in her tracks when a section of the wall opened, seemingly of its own volition.

      “This way,” Gödel instructed as she entered the chamber beyond. She gestured for Laughter to get into the open Pod-doc in the center of the spartan steel chamber.

      Laughter didn’t dare refuse. She climbed in and laid back as the lid closed, hoping the gift wouldn’t be an unwelcome one.

      Gödel set the Pod-doc to cycle on the program she’d selected and left the chamber to go to her library, humming along with the screams when she began hearing them again. Laughter’s choice to step outside the lines had created an opportunity they would both benefit from. Laughter would have a fertile testing ground for her battle monsters, and Gödel would have the satisfaction of knowing defenseless humans on Earth would suffer in her name.

      Her satisfied expression faded as she entered her library.

      Gödel walked through the stacks of crystal memory banks that lined two-thirds of the library. Each stood twelve feet tall and four feet wide and cast soft blue light over the space, illuminating her path. There were no doors, no windows, and no outside connections. It should have been impregnable, but it was not. Not when Death could walk the Etheric with the same ease she did.

      She used to feel at peace in the cradle of her knowledge. She thought longingly of the time before Death had discovered her cache on Qu’Baka, a time when she had lived in certainty that no being on this plane of existence could enter her hallowed space.

      It was impossible not to debate the wisdom of keeping the library intact when she was wracked with visions of Death getting her filthy human hands on the wealth of information she had amassed. However, the loss of just a few petabytes of information had drastically changed the shape of her crusade already. Gödel had no choice but to keep it all here in the temple.

      It was enough to change her association of the space. She rarely came to her former sanctuary these days unless she needed to extract information from the crystals.

      Today the gnawing sense of impending loss chose not to surface. Gödel walked with purpose to the center of the library, where light pooled around a single console. She activated the console and began inputting instructions to retrieve her data on Earth. Death might have believed the Sol System was hidden, but she had records of every experiment the Seven had done on the planet. It would not stay hidden for long.

      Gödel copied what she needed onto a memory crystal and left to make arrangements for Laughter and her workers. She could have had her Chosen perform these menial tasks, but she found she felt a certain amount of satisfaction in moving the pieces on the board herself.

      Her next stop was the acolytes’ shared living accommodations, where she chose ten adepts with the ability to channel their power into others and ordered them to the ship she’d assigned Laughter before vanishing in a swirl of robes to return to the facility where the Skrima were kept.

      She instructed Laughter’s workers to pack up their equipment and prepare to transfer the Skrima to the ship for transport to the planet Hyrrheim, then returned to her Pod-doc chamber to await the completion of Laughter’s transformation.
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      QSD Baba Yaga, (One Week Later)

      Bethany Anne was in her ready room going through her correspondence. She was surrounded by the cards and gifts the crews of the fleet had sent to celebrate the news that the trial was over and the Federation Council had ruled in favor of accepting her recommendation.

      They’d all needed some downtime to make up for the stress of taking care of Phraim-‘Eh’s followers before their transfer to Red Rock. With that in mind, Bethany Anne had encouraged everyone to make the most of her ship’s amenities before the next phase of the war began.

      Reynolds and Christina had been happy to dock their ships on either side of the Baba Yaga and allow their crews a few days’ leave aboard the Queen’s superdreadnought. Negotiating a compromise between Izanami and Paul Jameson with the aim of freeing up the majority of the crew had been as simple as telling the two of them to figure it out.

      The party was still raging on deck four, mostly thanks to the Belzonian officers traveling with the War Axe, when Izanami came to inform Bethany Anne that they were twelve hours out from Devon.

      Bethany Anne sent the reply she’d composed to a school choir on the Meredith Reynolds whose teacher had sent her a video of the children performing a medley of seasonal songs from around the Federation. “Is it almost holiday season already?”

      Izanami chuckled. “It generally comes around once a year. Of course, we will have departed long before Exodus day.”

      “Then we’ll have to make sure the fireworks in Gödel’s territories are spectacular.” Bethany Anne stretched and yawned as she got up from her desk. “It’s a shame everyone in the Federation will only see them on video. Tell everyone who isn’t currently on shift that the party’s over. I want everyone rested and fit for duty in ten hours.”

      “Including you?” Izanami inquired.

      “Including me.” Bethany Anne opened a path through the Etheric to her quarters. “And you. Watch a movie with ADAM and Reynolds, or whatever it is you three do with your downtime.”

      “Mostly we comment on the strange habits of organics,” Izanami confessed with a throaty chuckle.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes and stepped into the Etheric.

      Michael was reading on the couch when she appeared in their living area. He looked up from his datapad and smiled. “Izanami told you we are almost to Devon?”

      Bethany Anne nodded and perched on the edge of the couch to take her boots off. “Mm-hmm. I ordered the crews to rest before returning to their posts.” She laid back with a yawn and put her feet up on the couch. “You have no idea how good this feels. You’re still going over the raid logistics?”

      Michael put his datapad down and patted his lap to indicate Bethany Anne put her feet there. “Gabriel made a comment earlier that got me thinking.”

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes as his thumbs worked the tension out of her left foot. “Don’t you just love it when our children do that? What was his comment?”

      “That by taking out Gödel’s infrastructure, we are removing what stability these civilizations have,” Michael answered with a frown. “I hadn’t considered our responsibility to provide relief to the disenfranchised. Do we fold these civilizations into the Federation? Do we give them a choice?”

      Bethany Anne opened an eye, feeling positive about his exploration of the complex moral challenge the operation posed. “Damn straight, we give them a choice. I forgot to tell you I saw Anna Elizabeth while I was at Red Rock.” She chuckled at Michael’s blank expression. “I guess you two never met. She’s the Diplomat Emeritus for the Federation. She’s been in semi-retirement for a while.”

      Michael shook his head in amusement. “You already have this covered.”

      Bethany Anne flexed her foot in his hands. “Don’t stop.” She closed her eyes again when Michael continued massaging. “The short answer is yes. Anna Elizabeth went back to Yoll to pick up her team. They’ll meet us on Devon in a couple of days.”

      “That’s a lot of ground to cover in a couple of days,” Michael commented.

      “She’s traveling with the QBS Stark,” Bethany Anne told Michael, wriggling her toes when he went over the sensitive spot on her arch. “I know you know Link. It’s his ship.”

      Michael was pleased to hear that name. “He was a potential candidate for being made part of the family. I had him monitored in the event he ever met the mortality requirement. Why am I not surprised he ended up working for you?”

      Bethany Anne just smiled. “I don’t know what we’re going to come across out there. Gödel’s allies aside, experience tells me we’re going to meet people who welcome our intervention a lot less often than we find places where the people are ignorant of the Kurtherian influence on their society. In any case, we need a major diplomatic effort as part of our offensive. Allowing entire civilizations to collapse into chaos is not an option, and neither is hesitating to move on after we’ve taken out the factories. The Diplomatic Corps will follow us and help the people move on from Gödel’s rule, whether that means assisting them with their application to join the Federation or instituting measures to help them learn how to thrive as independents.”

      “It would be better to have a dry run,” Michael told her. He dropped her foot. “Not possible, I know.”

      “What are you thinking?” Bethany Anne sat up, seeing he was working toward something good.

      Michael’s expression shifted as he considered his thoughts. “That tyranny is inordinately simpler to create than a utopia.”

      “Nothing good comes easy,” Bethany Anne told him with a smile. “It stands to reason that we have a battle ahead of us. I’ve had almost two years to build my armada. If there’s a factor I haven’t overthought, then I sure as hell want to consider it before I launch the raid. Tell me what you were getting at.”

      Michael picked up his datapad and opened the galaxy map. “I’ve been researching the intel the Spy Corps agents have fed you on the neutral zone while things have been relatively quiet. I believe I have discovered an abandoned factory site in a populated star system on the far side of the zone. ”

      Bethany Anne scooted over to sit next to him. “Show me.”

      Michael lifted his arm to make room for her and showed her the information he and ADAM had collated on the two planets in the system. “It appears the people held on after Gödel abandoned them, although I wasn’t able to discern to what degree from the data we have.”

      “You’re thinking they might serve as an example for those who are afraid of what will happen without Gödel’s rule.” She saw the sense in investigating the factory. “We’ll make it our first stop after leaving Devon.”

      Bethany Anne leaned into her husband. “Seems like the minute we set foot on land, it’s time to leave again. Only this time, it’s to scatter across the universe. This has to be the largest-scale invasion since the Seven fractured from Kurtherian society.”

      Michael returned her embrace. “You have the benefit of experience this time around,” he reminded her. “This won’t be the Leath War repeated.”

      “Oh, I know,” Bethany Anne agreed. “We’re going into this with contingencies for our contingencies. Whatever Gödel decides to throw at us, we’ll be ready.”

      She yawned again as she got to her feet. “But first, sleep. The crew might have been living the life of Riley for the last week, but a Queen’s work is never done.”

      Michael dropped his datapad as he got up from the couch to capture Bethany Anne in his arms. “The Queen’s work is done for the next eight hours.” He picked her up, enjoying the half-hearted protest she made as he carried her to the bedroom.

      Izanami woke them with a soft chime an hour out from Devon. She was waiting outside their quarters to brief Bethany Anne when they emerged, Bethany Anne cradling the large Coke she’d gotten from the food processing unit to keep her going until breakfast.

      Alexis, Gabriel, K’aia, and Trey were already at their stations when they arrived on the bridge.

      Bethany Anne looked at the information scrolling on the viewscreen and noted that they were still half a million kilometers from Devon. “This isn’t exactly there.”

      “We are as close to the planet as we are going to get,” Izanami replied. “You’ve got to see this to understand the scale.”

      Bethany Anne’s heart swelled when she took in the external view. The planet was barely visible through the masses of ships arranged to form shipping lanes around it. The QBBS Guardian had moved to the opposite side of the behemoth shipyard to the superdreadnoughts, placed to defend the main entrance to the shipping lanes. She leaned against Alexis’ chair and drank it in. “Well, damn. I knew what this was going to look like in theory, but the real thing is beyond impressive.”

      “Tabitha is calling,” Izanami announced.

      Bethany Anne dragged her gaze from the armada. “Put her onscreen.”

      Tabitha appeared on the viewscreen. “It’s about time you guys got here. Welcome back.”

      Bethany Anne returned her warm smile. “It’s good to be here and to see the results of everyone’s hard work coming together. Do we have a secure location to hold the logistics briefing?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Everything you asked for is in place. Transport for the crews is on its way. I assumed you wouldn’t want to wait to get started.”

      “You assumed right. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” Bethany Anne waved before dropping the link. She glanced around the bridge. “Why is everyone still here? Let’s move!”

      Alexis, Gabriel, Trey, and K’aia grabbed their belongings and gathered around Bethany Anne and Michael.

      Trey bounced from one foot to the other. “I can’t wait to see my parents.”

      The others agreed, enthusiastic about being back on the planet they thought of as home.

      “You’ll have a few hours before the briefing. Say hi to Mahi’ for me.” Bethany Anne opened the Etheric. “Hold tight. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

      

      Devon, The Hexagon, Indoor Arena #1

      Bethany Anne met Tabitha outside the arena after Michael and the children had scattered to take care of their various errands. “Thank you,” she told Tabitha, giving her a heartfelt hug. “I couldn’t have assembled the armada without you, Peter, and Tim organizing everything here.”

      Tabitha laughed as she returned the embrace. “Don’t get any ideas about leaving me behind again any time soon, okay? I need my bestie around to save me from insanity.” She flourished her hands. “I need to soak up some female energy. It’s been a total nutfest around here since Eve went to join Akio.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Is that so?”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened. “Like you wouldn’t believe. The Vid-docs are tied up with upgrades, meaning less availability for the amped troops to burn off excess energy. Keeping the ‘friendly rivalries’ friendly came down to funneling the energy into healthy competition.”

      “Define ‘healthy.’” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Testing the limits of their upgrades is a good idea, but I don’t want to hear that resources are being wasted on repairing injuries caused by reckless behavior.”

      Tabitha slipped her arm through Bethany Anne’s and guided her into the arena. “Joel got the ground units together and organized fight clubs. It does mean you can’t walk five feet in the city without being hit up by a bookie, but the people are loving it.”

      Bethany Anne had a moment to wonder how long it would take the twins to get distracted by the fights. She was thinking about putting on a disguise and getting distracted by them herself—after she made sure preparations for departure were underway. “It must be nostalgia for the old days of street fights on every corner.”

      Tabitha snickered. “Yeah, that must be it.” She sighed when she received a message. “Dammit. There’s been an accident in the EI core room. I have to go.”

      “What happened?” Bethany Anne asked with concern. “I know we don’t have any more Bl’kheth running loose down there.”

      Tabitha shook her head. “One of the power relays shorted. We’re stretched pretty thin, but I can reroute it for now. The fix should hold until a maintenance crew can get down there. I won’t be back in time for the briefing. I’ll get dinner together for everyone.”

      “Are you cooking?” Bethany Anne asked skeptically.

      “If by cooking you mean calling Totto’s and begging Leonardo to cater for his favorite customers, sure,” Tabitha called over her shoulder, pointing at the table in the center of the stage. “Operating the holoprojector is easy. It’s ready to connect with your HUD. Just have ADAM manage the data transfer.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” Bethany Anne made her way to the stage as Tabitha left to take care of the power relay.

      The places at the table in the center of the stage were marked with name cards. Bethany Anne took her seat and examined the interface for the holoprojector embedded in the table. She had twenty minutes or so before she was due to start the briefing, but the “early is on time, on time is late" crowd were already arriving to claim their places on the tiered seats facing the stage.

      The commanders of the military units and the senior diplomats sat apart. New arrivals gravitated to their colleagues, forming a clear divide between military and nonmilitary personnel. The two groups were separated by a buffer of senior engineers, tactical officers, medical personnel, and the journalists handpicked to accompany each unit who sat in the central stand.

      All three stands hummed with speculation as to why almost the entire DipCorps leadership was there. The Spy Corps agents scattered among the crowd, including Phina and Roka, knew exactly what was coming as far as it pertained to their part of gathering the intelligence for this operation.

      Bethany Anne ignored the chatter, her focus on getting the projector set up with her battle plans. Since the moment the factory raid had become a set event in her mind, she had been moving pieces to make it happen.

      She had monitored the shipyards as they had turned out every type of warship from superdreadnoughts to short-range attack vessels like the scout fighters, and an ancillary fleet including but not limited to aquatic transport vessels, scout ships, and troop transports. While the tour was underway, Bethany Anne had been matching ship production to the upgrades of the numerous military and qualifying militia groups, designating their assignments to the superdreadnoughts based on their skillsets and willingness to work with others and planning their routes through Gödel’s territory accordingly.

      >>I have the galaxy map uploaded to the projector,<< ADAM informed her.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and stepped back from the table to give herself some perspective. “Put up the modified version in the space between the stage and the stands. Show me every known star system and its status in the war.”

      >>Your wish is my command,<< ADAM replied.

      The projector spindles in the rigging above the arena floor whirred, and a cloud of light shot out of the ends. The light hovered in the air as it began to resolve into infinitely complex swirling patterns. The galaxy map emerged from the light as the image resolved, showing everyone the vast emptiness of space, interrupted only by pinpoints of different-colored light marking the locations Bethany Anne had asked for.

      Green markers clustered within Federation borders, forming a solid sphere with Yoll at its center. The Interdiction stood out. Devon was marked clearly near the border, with Gödel’s territory marked in red and the neutral zone shaded in gray.

      Bethany Anne smiled to herself, awed by how small the Federation looked in the larger picture and how scattered Gödel’s holdings were in the vastness of space. This was combat chess.

      “You look like the cat that got the cream,” Jean remarked, drawing Bethany Anne’s attention from the projection.

      “Why not?” Bethany Anne responded with a smile. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. How long have you been here?”

      “Couple of weeks,” Jean told her, eyeing the door where John stood guard. “The Sigrún was the last superdreadnought to be built. My team finished construction, and we closed up the shipyard and hitched a ride here on her with the Admiral.”

      Bethany Anne was distracted by the arrival she’d been waiting for. Looking at the arena entrance, she spotted Anna Elizabeth Hauser and the Federation’s current Diplomat Spy, Seraphina Waters-Jenkins. “Dammit. Can you give me a minute?”

      Jean followed her gaze and nodded at Anna Elizabeth. “We can catch up later. I want to save a seat for John.”

      Bethany Anne waved the two women over as Jean left the stage. “Today is turning me into a hugger,” she told them with a laugh as she briefly embraced first Anna Elizabeth, then Phina. “It’s good to see you both. You especially, Phina. It’s been a long time.”

      Phina dipped her head without showing a hint of emotion. “I’ve been focused on the mission. It’s good to see you too, Bethany Anne. It’s been lonely in the neutral zone. We don’t have too many friends out there.”

      >>Hey, what about me?<< ADAM protested loudly.

      You are the one who got me through it, Phina told him, sending a mental hug.

      Wow. Such devotion, a distinctly feline voice chastised in the mindspace. Where is the praise for my companionship? For the operas I performed to entertain you in the long nights?

      Bethany Anne gave Phina a sympathetic look, recalling the personality quirks of the younger woman’s bonded Previdian. “Sundancer is his usual delightful self, I see.”

      “He’s not happy about being persuaded to stay on the ship with Chris,” Phina explained, chuckling. “I heard there were lions roaming free on this planet.”

      “One lion. Demon is friendly enough if you bring snacks,” Bethany Anne assured her. “Your contribution to this operation has been vital. Without the intelligence you brought back, we would have missed the opportunity to explore an abandoned Kurtherian factory.”

      She waved her hand in front of Phina’s face when she didn’t reply. “You in there?”

      Phina smiled, her eyes refocusing as she left the mindspace. “I guess I missed having a good connection to ADAM. What were you saying?”

      “The abandoned factory you found in the neutral zone,” Bethany Anne repeated.

      “Oh, yeah. I got out of there as soon as I saw it.” Phina’s eyes widened when she spotted someone she hadn’t expected in the center stand. “Jace is here? I’ll leave you two to catch up. It’s good to be back.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I’m not the only one who’s glad to have you come in from the cold.”

      Anna Elizabeth put her hand on Bethany Anne’s arm as Phina left to take her seat with the other diplomats. “You said to go big. I’ve brought everything but the kitchen sink. Link even decided to come out of retirement to lead the delegation accompanying the Baba Yaga.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curled up at the corner. “Good. We’re going to need every trick in the book to pull this off without it turning into a house of cards for the people under Gödel’s rule.”

      Anna Elizabeth offered her a knowing look. “You pretend I don’t know you. Don’t blame yourself for the social trauma undoing Gödel’s damage will cause. This is what you founded the Diplomatic Corps for. We will ensure that the people are taken care of.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I appreciate it, but I’m not tearing myself up over it. Your and Link’s people are my safety net for those whose lives I’m about to interrupt. This is not the Leath War again, Anna. Gödel wasn’t smart enough to stay hidden forever. The next phase of this war will be the last. I don’t intend to leave that sociopath so much as a transport Pod she can use against the Federation.”

      Anna Elizabeth turned when she heard her name and waved, seeing Link scowling arrogantly at her. “Oh, fabulous. He’s come as Greyson Wells. I’d better go sit down before he causes a scene.”

      Bethany Anne snickered, knowing Link would cheerfully embarrass himself to get one over on Anna Elizabeth. “I’ll see the three of you aboard the Baba Yaga for family dinner tonight.”

      She had a moment to reflect on the past while the final stragglers trickled into the arena, her thoughts landing on how Phina’s hidden role in the Leath War had helped them get to this point. Everything came full circle in the end, but this time, she had the upper hand.

      >>Everyone is here,<< ADAM told Bethany Anne. >>I’m going to seal the arena and activate the shielding.<<

      John double-checked the arena doors before taking the seat next to Jean.

      Bethany Anne was heartened to see them reunited now that there was no reason for Jean to remain at the QT2 shipyard. She brought the arena lights down, leaving only the stage illuminated, and turned on the microphone. “Admiral Thomas, Colonel Lowell, Colonel Walton, Diplomat Emeritus Hauser, and Guardian Commander Nikolayevich, please join me on the stage.”

      She waited until they were seated at the table before addressing the assembly. “I heard many of you wondering why the diplomatic arm is so large for this operation. Let me clear that up right away. As you are all aware, we are planning to wage war on the Kurtherians. What we are not aiming to do is further destroy the lives of the people they have oppressed. Our military effort will be restricted to the factories where the Ookens are made and any support structures Gödel has assigned them. ADAM, next set of images.”

      Bethany Anne laced her hands on the table while cycling images of the civilizations living in the shadows of the factories collected by Spy Corps agents replaced the galaxy map. “This operation is codenamed ‘Emancipation.’ Our primary objective is freeing the Collective and every other person the Kurtherians have enslaved for the purpose of creating more Ookens. The Diplomatic Corps, combined with the Guardian Marines, will be our front and rear guards, working to minimize the damage to local civilizations after the Kurtherian influence has been removed from their governments.”

      ADAM switched to the next set of images without needing a cue. Bethany Anne talked the assembly through the information they had on the standard layout for the factories while they watched the footage she’d held back from the public, emphasizing the need to wait for the extraction teams to free the prisoners held on the lower levels of the crystalline structures before destroying them.

      “Your communications officers must be protected at all costs,” Bethany Anne emphasized. “Without them, you will be unable to persuade any Bl’kheths to leave with you, and you will be unable to follow the procedure for establishing trust with the Collective. ADAM, release the superdreadnought unit assignments.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet. “Everyone, get up. Find the other section commanders in your unit.” She gave the assembly a few minutes to rearrange themselves before she pointed out Trey, who was sitting with his father and his uncle Li’Orin. “Get to know the Baka warriors assigned to your unit. They have recent experience with Kurtherian rule and the different mindsets you will encounter.”

      Diplomats and military commanders alike turned to look at the relative newcomers. Almost every species in the gathering had been affected by Kurtherian meddling to one degree or another at some point in their history. For the Yollins and the Leath, the memory was still fresh enough to hurt.

      Bethany Anne gave them another minute to start forming the bonds that would hold them together through the battles to come while she returned to the projection of the galaxy map and highlighted the routes the superdreadnoughts would follow. “We are about to scatter far and wide. Make allies where you can because there’s no backup but the people to the left and right of you right now. Remember, an informed decision is a decision that saves lives. Rely on each other. Work closely with the other section commanders in your unit to get the right result for each target location. Does anyone have any questions?”

      She took questions for the next hour, then ended the briefing by thanking everyone who had stepped up to be there.

      Waving down the applause, Bethany Anne walked to the front of the stage. “Pass that gratitude down to the people under your command, and light a fire under their asses. The final group being upgraded will complete their training in six days. We depart in seven.”
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      The Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment, Terrace

      “Leonardo needs a knighthood for his services to food,” Tabitha remarked. She put her hand on her sandwich to steady it before the stack of sliced brisket stuffed between two pieces of Leonardo’s fresh-baked bread escaped onto her plate.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “If I was going to start knighting people, Leonardo would be at the head of the line.”

      Devon’s favorite restauranteur had pulled out all the stops, bringing his catering staff to the apartment to cook and serve the impromptu barbecue. The terrace had been set with tables laid with checkered cloths. Leonardo himself presided over the grill, cheerfully fending off the crowd of hungry males gathered around him.

      They made their way along the line, avoiding the children underfoot as they filled their plates with meats and sides.

      “This is amazing,” Bethany Anne told Leonardo as they edged in to where he was tending numerous racks of ribs.

      “Feeding the enhanced is my great joy,” Leonardo enthused as he added to the growing piles on their plates.

      “You’ll never hear a complaint about the calorie count from a Were.” Bethany Anne thanked him again for his effort and followed Tabitha to a shaded spot under the vines.

      Bethany Anne looked around as they sat down to eat. “Where’s Todd? I haven’t seen him to give him his gift.”

      Tabitha groaned. “He’s been following Phina and Link around since Maxim and Peter shut him out of the study. I made the mistake of mentioning her when we were studying the stars collapsing in the Kaan’Trii system. Saint Payback answered my mom’s prayers that I have a child just like me. Kid’s got radar for things he shouldn’t know.”

      “Just like his mother, then.” Bethany Anne chuckled. “I heard he had two once-in-a-lifetime experiences on the same day out there.”

      “Pete was sad to miss his first shift,” Tabitha told her with a rueful twist of her lips. “Todd got into the Etheric Academy. He’s heading back to the Federation with Maxim and Alina. Chris has moved out to join Phina’s team, so they have a spare room for him.”

      Bethany Anne heard the note of sadness behind the pride in Tabitha’s voice. “It’s not easy when they’re ready to spread their wings. Maxim and Alina are good people, and they’ll take care of him.”

      “I’m just glad his curiosity won out over his urge to join the Guardians,” Tabitha admitted.

      “This isn’t his generation’s fight,” Bethany Anne replied. “Although, tell my children that and they’ll deny it to their last breath. ADAM showed me the journal Todd’s paper was published in. He’s a smart kid.”

      She caught sight of the twins sitting at another table with their father, Peter, Todd, Maxim, Phina, Alina, and Drk-vaen. “It’s so good to see them back together. I’ve asked a hell of a lot from Phina in the last few decades. It’s about time she got to be with her family.”

      Tabitha followed her gaze and broke into a smile. “Sure is. Sis-tael must be around somewhere.” She spotted the female Yollin deep in conversation with Jean, Admiral Thomas, Izanami, and Reynolds at the bar. She ducked as William walked by, engrossed in conversation with Kathy. “Crap, he’s still pissed about his ship.”

      “With you?” Bethany Anne asked, surprised.

      Tabitha shook her head as she gathered her plate and glass. “No, with the Ookens, but I don’t want to hear about it tonight.”

      Bethany Anne laughed and walked over to join the twins at their table. She took a seat next to Gabriel and continued eating as talk centered on Todd’s acceptance to the Academy. Alexis pumped Alina for fashion tips as Maxim and Chris regaled Todd with hacks for Academy life.

      “I visited the White House Fashions boutique on Keeg Station,” Bethany Anne told Alina. “It was just like being at the original store.”

      Alina laughed. “I had a call from the store manager that day. She couldn’t believe the Queen came to shop there.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You and Mal have grown a business I’m happy to support.”

      Alina flicked her hair back as she returned Bethany Anne’s smile. “You made that clear to the whole Federation when you bought half the items Tiffany was stocking at the time. Of course, we always had the royal seal of approval, but it was good of you to remind everyone of that. We have been approached by a number of people asking us to expand to their location since your visit.”

      Phina had her arm around her best friend, pride shining on her face. “Even before Mal made you a partner, you were the most sought-after designer in the company. There’s no limit to what you can achieve with your creativity.”

      Alina somehow managed to make a snort look ladylike. “I have to have something to occupy me while you’re off on secret missions for years at a time.”

      Maxim put a hand to his chest, feigning a fatal wound. “I give her my life, my home, and my heart, and she gives me nothing.”

      “Where have you been?” Todd asked Phina as Alina slapped Maxim playfully.

      Phina glanced at Bethany Anne, who nodded. “I’ve been inside the neutral zone for the last few years, searching out potential allies and mapping the safe routes into Kurtherian territory.”

      “I knew it!” Todd exclaimed. “You’re a spy!”

      “She’s the spy,” Link cut in, smiling fondly at Todd as he approached the table with a loaded plate in each hand.

      “Look who’s feeling gracious all of a sudden,” Anna Elizabeth teased, leaning over from the next table.

      Link squeezed between John and Alexis and reached for the hot sauce. “Let’s just say that after years of holding everyone at arm’s length, it’s good to be with family.”

      John clapped him on the back. “Well said.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Peter declared, getting to his feet. “To family, and to building a world worth living in.” He lifted his glass and was met with hearty agreements from everyone on the terrace.

      The conversation around the tables resumed after the toast. Bethany Anne moved around as the meal went on, making sure she got some time with everyone there as the gathering continued into the night.

      She ended the evening sitting under the pergola with Alexis after the majority of the guests had left the penthouse to find their beds. They sat side by side, watching lights twinkle across the city in companionable silence while Alexis rested her head on Bethany Anne’s shoulder.

      Alexis sighed. “Truth, I’m glad the cult is gone. It will be good to stay close to you and Dad for a while.”

      Bethany Anne stroked Alexis’ curls absentmindedly, feeling full and content. “I wondered why you hadn’t asked what your assignment during the raid is yet.”

      “I figured you’d tell us when it was time, but now that you mentioned it, I have to know.” Alexis sat up straight and turned to pin Bethany Anne with an expectant stare. “Please don’t say bridge duty. I’ll be the only one on the raid to die of boredom.”

      “I guarantee you won’t get bored,” Bethany Anne told her with a smile. “Roka will be joining your team. You will be liaising with Link on the forward offensive.”

      Alexis jumped to her feet and punched the air. “I knew you wouldn’t let us down! I have to go find the others.”

      Bethany Anne had all of five minutes to herself before Mahi’ joined her.

      The Baka queen eased herself onto the bench beside Bethany Anne and rubbed her leg with a sigh. “The launch cannot come soon enough.”

      Bethany Anne had spoken to Li’Orin earlier and gotten much the same sentiment from him. “Your brothers driving you crazy?”

      Mahi' laughed. “How wise you are, my Queen. Fortunately, my husband and uncle have been keeping them occupied with drills since our superdreadnought arrived.”

      “How are you finding the Addix?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      Mahi’ grinned. “My ship is large enough that I don’t see Da’Mahin unless I summon him. What more could I ask for?” She turned serious for a moment. “Waiting to get vengeance for Addix’s death and right the dishonor Gödel has committed against my people has been difficult.”

      “Your agreement to station a group of warriors on every superdreadnought looks to me like you’re in a prime position to spread that vengeance far and wide,” Bethany Anne told her. “I can’t imagine that was easy to accomplish.”

      Mahi’ gave Bethany Anne a knowing look. “You imagine correctly. It was a tactical decision to avoid infighting among the houses. My warriors will be no use to anyone in the brig.”

      “Just getting them to agree to this must have been a headache.” Bethany Anne understood her position all too well. Baka society was comprised of hundreds of families with history going back centuries. The recent twisting of their culture had left the houses fractured and mistrustful of one another. Despite all sides being in agreement about the war being their first priority as a people, bad blood between the families made getting a consensus on the smallest issue challenging. “I thought you and Fi’Eireie were resolving the feuding between the houses?”

      “We made a lot of progress while you were gone,” Mahi’ replied. “I simply presented it to the houses as you saw it, and made it clear that every warrior has equal opportunity to gain honor by obeying their unit commander, no matter their species. Xenophobia is a thing of the past; only by working together will we prevail over the Kurtherians. We still have a long way to go as a society before the hurts of the past are healed, but we are working toward the day when all our people are one.”

      Bethany Anne sat back and resumed watching the city. “Aren’t we all? It will come, I swear it.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Sitting apart from the rest of the armada as they were, everyone aboard the Baba Yaga and the Reynolds had a clear view of the staging area where the ranks of superdreadnoughts waited to be called to war.

      Bethany Anne looked at the staging area on the viewscreen, where one hundred and seventy-five superdreadnoughts and the fleets assigned to them waited to be called to the area that had been cleared for Gating, and saw one hundred and seventy-five unstoppable forces, one for each factory on the galaxy map.

      Her heart constricted as she scanned the ships in the staging area while she waited for confirmation from Admiral Thomas that the first fifteen sections were ready to depart. She was unable to miss how many of the superdreadnoughts were named to honor those who had made the ultimate sacrifice over the centuries. She saw the names of fallen warriors and infamous battlegrounds, names that meant something to the people aboard emblazoned on the hulls for all to see.

      “Here we go,” Bethany Anne murmured under her breath.

      Michael touched her mind, anticipation overriding his usual calm presence. “This, I believe, is the clearest statement you could make.”

      “It sends a message,” Bethany Anne agreed.

      “It says, ‘Don’t fuck with us.’” Michael lifted a shoulder when she turned to raise an eyebrow at him. “How many galactic powers have the resources to produce a fleet this size? How many of those would use their power to remove the cancer from the fabric of society without tearing it asunder? It’s an undeniable show of force.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t blind to the fact that the civilizations they encountered would see the armada as an invading force. “We have the means to suppress any resistance we come across with minimal loss of life, and to make sure the people can take care of themselves after we leave. I’m not out to replace one form of oppression with another.”

      She turned back to the viewscreen. “We don’t know what Gödel has promised them in exchange for their loyalty, but I know I would feel the need to fight if a fleet of alien ships showed up to take out the Federation Council.”

      “Time will prove that the invasion is only happening to the Kurtherians,” Michael reasoned. “We have seen the intelligence from the neutral zone. What little we were able to learn about the societies beyond was enough to tell us they are unaware of what it means to be the masters of their own destiny.”

      “Not for much longer,” Bethany Anne vowed as Admiral Thomas called in from the bridge of the SD Colorado. “Admiral, what is our status?”

      “We’re green across the board,” he reported. “Group One is ready to move into position on your command.”

      Bethany Anne opened a video channel to every ship in the armada, her resolve stronger than she thought it possible to bear. This was it, the moment she had been inexorably drawn toward since the day she’d woken up in TOM’s ship back on Earth and learned about the existence of aliens who wanted to enslave humanity. The beginning of the end for the Seven.

      Michael felt the focused emotions inside her as clearly as his own. Are you ready?

      Yes. Yes, I am. Bethany Anne smiled. Etheric energy surged around her as her adrenaline rose, agitating the air. “Superdreadnoughts Aeternus, Addix, Brennan, Jenkins Phoenix, K.O. O’Donnell, Merrek, Morrigan, Nacht, Nightingale, Okami, Paper Moon, Salvation, Sergeant T. Coles, Sigrún, and Rameses’ Vengeance. Move into position and prepare to Gate on my order.”

      Fifteen superdreadnoughts extracted themselves from the ranks in the staging area and slowly approached the Gating area. The accompanying battle cruisers and destroyers moved into formation around them, each section positioned to cross their Gate battle-ready.

      Bethany Anne’s hair whipped around her face, her eyes glowing red as she addressed the armada. “I have one final reminder. The Collective, the Bl’kheth, and everyone else imprisoned inside the factories are relying on us to refrain from getting drawn into combat with the local species. Stay focused, stay on target, and do not lose hope. You are heading into hostile territory. That does not make it enemy territory. Today, you face strangers in a strange land. One day, the people you meet will be part of our society. History has shown us that adversity can be overcome with empathy and a mutual desire to trust. Let’s do what we can to make our introduction painless. Admiral, you may commence the launch.”
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      Neutral Zone, Ilion Nebula

      Izanami brought the Baba Yaga out inside the gas cloud half a million kilometers from the outlying planet, where they could remain hidden until Bethany Anne was ready to reveal their presence.

      Bethany Anne got out of her chair as Reynolds reported his ship’s arrival. “Scan that star system. I want to know if there’s any traffic between the planets and the factory.”

      Izanami looked at Bethany Anne in confusion. “The scanners are only showing the two planets. I’m not picking up any signals that would indicate the presence of a factory.”

      “Has it been destroyed?” Michael asked.

      “There’s no trace of microcrystal debris in the system,” Izanami answered.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Then where the fuck is the factory? Hold your position, and put me through to the Gemini.”

      Gabriel appeared onscreen, his brow furrowed in bemusement. “What’s going on out there? Gemini is saying there’s no factory.”

      “That’s what I want to find out,” Bethany Anne told him. “Come back to the Baba Yaga. Izanami, get us out of this cloud. Reynolds, stay close by. I want to know what kind of fuckery this is.”

      Bethany Anne was hit with a momentary overload of Etheric energy when the crystalline structure came into sight around the curvature of the inner planet. Her nanocytes compensated immediately, decreasing their continual draw from the Etheric to stem the surge in the ambient energy levels in the other dimension.

      Michael reached for the Etheric instinctively as he experienced the same surge. He got to his feet, sensing a void in the energy where the factory lay in the distance. “What the…”

      The crystal structure shimmered with unnatural energy as the superdreadnoughts approached to within two thousand kilometers.

      Bethany Anne felt Phina’s presence at the edge of her consciousness. “Hold our positions,” she told Izanami and Reynolds. She let Phina into the mindspace. Do you have any idea what’s going on here?

      There’s something funky going on, Phina replied. Can you sense that disturbance in the Etheric?

      Wait, everyone needs to weigh in on this. Bethany Anne opened a video link to the QBS Stark, adding Phina to the conversation onscreen.

      Alexis and Phina waved at each other, smiling.

      “Any takers on what’s causing that void in the Etheric?” Bethany Anne asked, including ADAM and TOM in the question.

      “All I can sense is an…absence,” Phina answered uncertainly. “I haven’t come across anything like it before.”

      “It wasn’t like this when you found it?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      “It wasn’t like this or I would have noticed, but I also didn’t get this close since we were being chased,” Phina admitted. “The people around here don’t like visitors. I saw the factory as I was passing through, noted it in my logs, and left the system before my ship was attacked.”

      “It’s some kind of shielding,” ADAM ventured over the speaker. “The light you can see is space dust being vaporized. I don’t recommend approaching it.”

      “No shit, Captain Vague,” Bethany Anne retorted. “What’s generating it?”

      “I don’t know,” ADAM admitted. “The source is inside the factory, and I can only see what Izanami and Reynolds see.”

      “The Etheric is blocked,” Alexis exclaimed. “How?”

      “That’s what we need to figure out,” Bethany Anne replied. “Whatever species made this technology, I want to know their intentions.”

      “I’ve never encountered shielding like this,” TOM commented, his tone filled with confusion. “I can’t actually see the factory.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, you can’t see it?”

      “I mean, I can't see the factory,” TOM repeated. “I can see there’s something hidden now that we are close, but before that, I didn’t even register the void created by the shielding.”

      “You’re looking out of my eyes,” Bethany Anne stated. “Are you telling me that we are seeing different things?”

      “I’m saying I’m back to not trusting my perception,” TOM replied with growing agitation. “My mind is telling me there’s nothing there, even though I can see that you are seeing it.”

      “No, I get what he’s saying,” Phina interjected. “It looks kind of fuzzy to me too, like it’s stuck in phase. I think if I wasn’t looking directly at it, it would vanish. This couldn’t have been here before. I wouldn’t have seen the factory.”

      “Perhaps the purpose of the shielding is to hide the factory from Gödel’s people,” Michael hazarded. “We might find that the prisoners are the ones responsible.”

      “Maybe.” Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, considering the low probability of Gödel leaving any prisoners alive when she withdrew from this area. “But where would they get technology that can fool Kurtherians? Speculation isn’t going to get us anywhere. Alexis, Gabriel? What are you both getting?”

      “Looks solid enough to me,” Gabriel confirmed. “I can sense the shielding, though.”

      “Same. We should go in there and investigate,” Alexis suggested hopefully.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. Your father and I will go.”

      Reynolds appeared onscreen. “I’m picking up activity from the second planet. It looks like they’ve sent out the welcome wagon.”

      “Some welcome,” Izanami retorted. “I’ve seen bigger bath toys than those cruisers.”

      Alexis moved to Bethany Anne’s chair and activated the holo HUD. “We’ll take care of this.”

      “You know what to do,” Bethany Anne told Izanami and Reynolds. “Alexis, work with Greyson and Phina to deescalate the situation. Gabriel, have the breach teams prepare for deployment to the factory on my order. Michael and I are going to examine the shielding up close before anyone gets near it.”

      “Pod or Etheric?” Michael asked.

      “Etheric,” Bethany Anne decided. “I want to see what effect the shielding is having there.”

      “At the very least, we should find it easier to get into the factory from that side,” Michael reasoned. He flourished a hand, bowing. “After you.”

      Bethany Anne laughed as she opened the Etheric. “Who said chivalry was dead?”

      They stepped into the Etheric and were hit by high winds the moment they set foot into the mists. Beyond agitated, the mists were dark and thick with concentrated Etheric energy.

      Bethany Anne pulled the hood of her coat up and activated her faceplate. “This is a hell of a storm!” she yelled over the thunder breaking all around them. “How much do you want to bet it’s being caused by the shielding?”

      “It is not a natural occurrence,” Michael agreed, activating his helmet seal as he formed a barrier around them to deflect the lightning splintering unrestrained in the mists. “It’s static, for one thing.”

      Bethany Anne searched for the edge of the storm wall as she oriented herself. “Gödel wouldn’t risk entering a storm of this magnitude.”

      “What does that say about us?” Michael commented dryly.

      “That we aren’t afraid of a little Etheric weather,” Bethany Anne shot back with a smile. “That isn’t my point.”

      “You’re coming around to the idea that we might find allies in the factory?” Michael inquired.

      “Someone went to a lot of effort to make sure this place is unattractive to Kurtherians. It’s not exactly a paradise for us, either.” Bethany Anne set off into the mists. “The shielding is this way.”

      Steadying one another, they fought to keep moving. The mists grew denser the farther into the maelstrom they went, the increasing pressure pushing back against them as they pushed into the wind, heading for the eye of the storm.

      A few kilometers more and their armor started to struggle with the pressure. Bethany Anne turned off the annoying alarms in her HUD and gripped Michael’s arm, forcing herself to continue putting one foot in front of the other against the rising pressure coagulating the mists, turning them to a turgid soup.

      They sensed the abrupt drop in pressure in the eye of the storm a few minutes before they saw a bright glow ahead. Michael slowed as the light became stronger, forming a dome that lit the mists so brightly the lightning faded into obscurity. “Can you feel that? Whatever is at the center is drawing energy from around us.”

      >>Wait, I’ve seen this before,<< ADAM exclaimed. >>Or something similar to it. The technology was outlawed after what happened on Lyriasha.<<

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, remembering the close call the planet’s inhabitants had with a device that had sucked the life force from the planet. “It’s been modified to draw from the Etheric instead.”

      >>Looks that way,<< ADAM replied. >>Be careful. It’s going to affect you.<<

      “How so?” Michael asked.

      >>Once you are inside the shield, you should be fine, but getting through it while it’s draining you isn’t going to be a picnic,<< ADAM told them.

      It seems our speculation was correct, TOM added. Whoever built this has figured out how to protect the factory from both inside and outside the Etheric. I’ll do what I can to protect you while you are passing through the shield, but there’s nothing I can do to shield Michael from the energy.

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Well, fuck.”

      “I have survived worse,” Michael stated, tilting his head back to try to figure out the height of the dome. “If we’d had this technology, we wouldn’t have had any problems keeping Gödel out of the Federation.”

      “At what cost?” Bethany Anne countered. “Unleashing a storm of this size at every location in the Federation could have consequences for the Etheric we can’t imagine. Right now, I just want to know that whoever created this technology isn’t going to intercede in Gödel’s favor.”

      Bethany Anne locked herself down as they emerged into the eye of the storm, compensating for the sudden drop in resistance. Her momentum carried her a few steps toward the dome of light in the middle of the eye.

      She turned to look at Michael. “Ready?”

      He nodded, and they approached the dome together. Closer inspection revealed the dome’s light was generated by an inestimable number of micro-storms producing energy in the form of tiny sparks of Etheric lightning.

      When Michael pushed his hand into the dome, the compressed energy felt like a hot, dry membrane even through his nanocyte-infused armor. “It’s going to be tough, but we can get through.”

      Bethany Anne shivered as ambient energy ran through her in the split second before she made contact with the shield. She was hit with the worst Etheric drain she’d ever experienced as the light swallowed her hands. “Sonofabitch, that stings!”

      Michael pulled his hand out and watched his nanocyte-infused glove repairing the scorched metal. “Let’s go before the twins decide we need help.”

      Bethany Anne exchanged a glance with Michael as they entered the light.

      The energy burned, setting their armor ablaze. Bethany Anne lost track of Michael almost immediately. She pushed through the resistance while the device behind the shield drained energy from her almost as fast as she could replace it.

      Her armor resumed its complaints about being unable to keep up with repairs, cut off from the Etheric and drained by the shield. Bethany Anne cursed internally, sucking in a breath just before the seal on her helmet lost integrity.

      She smelled burning hair and felt her skin crisping as her armor was breached, exposing her to the energy. Her lungs burned from the inside as her body was cooked from the outside. Bethany Anne knew with certainty that she was fully mortal for the first time in a long time.

      Still, she pushed on. There was nothing to do but keep moving. She blocked out her fear, her pain, everything but the need to get to the other side.

      Bethany Anne became vaguely aware of Michael again just as her lungs refused to hold the used air any longer. His mind grasped hers, and she returned the sense of determination and love he was broadcasting through his agony.

      It was enough to keep them holding on for a few seconds longer.

      Just as Bethany Anne felt her consciousness slipping, the heat vanished without warning, replaced by a tsunami of Etheric energy. Barely conscious, she pitched forward and tumbled out of the Etheric as she broke the inner edge of the shield and landed roughly in the shadow of the factory.

      She forced herself into a roll to break the fall despite the pain in her cracked and bleeding skin. Her body refused to complete the maneuver, and she ended up lying flat on her back with a dislocated shoulder, looking up at the ash-covered factory. Low light came from the building, its baleful yellow tone different from the obscene fleshy glow she’d encountered at other factories.

      Bethany Anne gasped for breath, disoriented by the flood of energy her nanocytes so desperately needed to keep her alive. Whoever had brought this place back to life wasn’t around to take advantage of her moment of weakness. Bethany Anne gritted her teeth and dialed down the pain while her nanocytes raced to repair the dislocation and the burns covering most of her body.

      Michael fell out of the Etheric and landed beside her with a pained grunt. He was wracked with coughs as his nanocytes worked to replace the toasted alveoli in his lungs. He savored the reduction in difficulty with each new breath he drew.

      Bethany Anne turned her head to look at him, ignoring the pain of the movement. “You okay?”

      Michael gingerly lifted a hand to check that his hair was still there. “Dammit, no.” He felt his scalp prickle as his nanocytes worked to replace what had been burned off. “Maybe. Yes. You?”

      “I make a bad barbecue,” Bethany Anne told him, wincing as her smile cracked her blistered lips. Already, her hair had grown back, and the damage to her internal organs was repaired. Her skin was healing rapidly, and green lights were scrolling in her HUD as her armor reversed the damage done to it while it was cut off from the Etheric. “As soon as we don’t look like a couple of strips of overdone bacon, we should move.”

      Michael murmured his agreement as Bethany Anne pulled herself to a sitting position. He blinked a couple of times, then frowned, regretting the movement immediately when every muscle in his face screamed its disapproval of the action. “My neural chip isn’t connecting to my armor.”

      Bethany Anne checked hers. “Mine’s good.”

      I was able to protect it, TOM told her. The temperatures you just experienced should have killed you both. I am surprised Michael didn’t suffer extreme brain damage.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “It would need a lot more than that to take him out.”

      Michael ran a hand through his hair, his shoulders losing their tension when he realized it was back to normal. “I tried dying once. Didn’t care for it all that much.”

      “Your thick head probably insulated your brain,” Bethany Anne told Michael with a grin. “Who knew stubbornness would save your life one day?”

      Michael sat up slowly, his burns still healing. “Very amusing. Shall we go, or would you like to stay here and make jokes until whoever is in charge of this factory realizes we are here?”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and ran her hands over her armor. Finding it was mostly intact, she stretched experimentally while Michael checked himself over. “I’m good to go. Let’s find a way in. Our armor still needs a few minutes.”

      They made their way around the west side of the factory, staying close to the wall. Neither of them sensed any living beings. The factory wall ran for a couple of miles before they came to a recess containing a ramp that led to a reinforced roller door.

      “Looks like a loading dock,” Michael commented, walking up the ramp to examine the door.

      Bethany Anne didn’t see an opening mechanism. She reached for the roller door, intending to force it up.

      >>Wait,<< ADAM told them. >>It's a trap. I’m picking up multiple dormant EI signatures behind that door.<<

      Bethany Anne dropped her hand. “How many?”

      >>Hundreds. All in android bodies.<<

      “Can you make sure they stay dormant?” Bethany Anne asked.

      >>That depends. Do you want to announce our presence?<<

      “No,” Bethany Anne told him. “We’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”

      “The large digital presence is yet more proof this facility is not under Gödel’s control,” Michael stated.

      “Not necessarily,” Bethany Anne replied, drawing her Jean Dukes Specials. “For all we know, this is just another of her tactics. I want to see who or what we’re dealing with before I make a decision about this place. I don’t know how I feel about an army of potentially sentient androids, and I fucking hate mysteries.”

      Michael drew his weapons as well. “Agreed.”

      Bethany Anne aimed one pistol at the top of the roller door and fired.

      The mechanism disintegrated, dropping the roller door with a clang.

      >>Ummm…<<

      Whatever ADAM had been about to say was cut off as a hail of Etheric energy bolts lanced at them from inside the factory.

      Bethany Anne and Michael dived in opposite directions to avoid getting hit, returning fire as androids began pouring out of the loading dock with their weapons hot.

      They worked their way back to each other, obliterating the androids that zeroed in on them. Reluctant to use her abilities before being certain of Gödel’s absence, Bethany Anne emptied her Jean Dukes Specials into the androids around her. This close, the EI-controlled army abandoned their weapons and grasped at Bethany Anne and Michael in a concerted attempt to tear them to pieces.

      Bethany Anne dipped and dodged as she fought off the attacks, figuring out quickly that the androids were concentrating their fire on the spaces she and Michael were creating with downed bodies. “They’re trying not to damage each other,” she called.

      “Duck!” Michael yelled.

      Bethany Anne sidestepped and dropped her center of gravity as an android came flying through the space her head had just occupied and smashed into the group coming out of the building. She felt Michael at her back as she opened fire on yet more androids pouring out of the loading dock. “How many of these fucking things are there? We need to make some room and draw them out.”

      “I have grenades,” Michael told her. Without slowing his rate of fire, he smashed his elbow into the face of an android with a satisfying crunch.

      “I have one of Tabitha’s nanoswarms.” Bethany Anne pointed at an outbuilding a few hundred meters away from the wall with the barrel of her Jean Dukes Special. “We need the high ground. Make a hole. I’ll cover us.”

      Michael grinned. “My pleasure.” He continued shooting with one hand while he freed two grenades from his belt with the other, then pulled the pins with his teeth and tossed them into the mass of androids without hesitation.

      Android parts spewed in all directions, giving Bethany Anne and Michael the space they needed to escape the crush. They made a break for the outbuilding, keeping the path Michael had made clear with their Jean Dukes Specials.

      Bethany Anne’s boots crunched on the mangled android bodies piling up beneath their feet as they ran through falling debris and flames. She took out eight androids in quick succession while Michael kept the ones rushing to backfill their path off their backs.

      Michael leapt onto the roof of the low building and covered Bethany Anne while she made her jump. “Those nanobots are programmed to leave us alone, right?”

      Bethany Anne nodded as she extracted the capsule containing ten thousand nanobots from a pouch on her webbing. “I had ADAM program them while we were shooting our way through.”

      The androids were piling up at the foot of the building, but Michael continued to hold them back. Despite his efforts, they were gaining ground, climbing the bodies of the fallen to get to the roof.

      “Whatever you’re doing, do it quickly,” Michael called, risking a glance over his shoulder at Bethany Anne. He saw the android before she did. “Behind you!”

      Bethany Anne threw the capsule to Michael as she turned and grabbed the android around its neck. She plunged her free hand into its chest cavity and pulled out the power source—a mechanical heart.

      Her eyes blazing with anger, she drew her arm back to launch the defunct android into the masses gathering at the edges of the roof.

      “Release the nanoswarm!” she yelled as the androids closed in on all sides.

      Actually, I’d prefer it if you didn’t keep damaging my workers, a harassed voice exclaimed in the mindspace.

      The androids stopped their advance, and their eyes lit up.

      Michael hesitated with his fingers on the capsule’s activation button when he saw the look on his wife’s face. “Bethany Anne? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      Bethany Anne’s face was ashen. “It can’t be.”

      She pushed through the androids and leapt lightly to the ground, then made her way back to the loading dock.

      Michael moved behind and to the right of Bethany Anne, his Jean Dukes Specials trained on the doorway. He tensed when he felt a presence in the shadows. “Who is it?” he murmured, knowing Bethany Anne would hear.

      “I don’t care who it is,” Bethany Anne ground out, the air around her becoming agitated as she drew on the Etheric. “Using a dead girl to tweak me was their last mistake.”

      The glow from Bethany Anne’s eyes cast the silhouette in the doorway into relief. “Show yourself,” she commanded. She didn’t believe her eyes when Anne stepped forward. “You should have chosen someone else to imitate. Someone who didn’t die right in front of me.”

      “Why is Father’s human so angry?” Jinx whined, moving to stand in front of Anne.

      Anne’s smile faded as she bent to wrap an arm around the German Shepherd. “It’s okay, Jinx. Go tell Dio and Matrix that Bethany Anne is here. It looks like we’re finally going home.”

      Bethany Anne lowered her weapons. “How? How are you here?”

      Jinx looked at Bethany Anne. “You’re scarier than I remember.” She turned and trotted back into the factory with her tail in the air, leaving the three humans to continue staring at each other in silence.

      Anne folded her arms. “Really, if you could just hold off on shooting me for a few minutes, we need to get a message to the outside before a fight breaks out. The Ilions are not the friendliest species.”

      “It’s all right,” Bethany Anne told Michael as she lowered her weapons. Confusion overwhelmed her. She should have had Michael examine Anne’s mind, but deep down, she knew the woman standing in front of her wasn’t a fake. “Your ship blew up. You died.”

      “I didn’t die,” Anne told her. “The jump drive malfunctioned and spat us out in the middle of Kurtherian territory. We’d been working our way back home for the longest time when we came across this facility.”

      Anne’s eyes widened. “There’s no time for this now. The Ilions are the type of people who will destroy themselves to answer what they see as an insult. Their problem is, they see everything as an insult, and they respect only themselves.”

      “We are prepared for nonlethal combat,” Michael told Anne. “Our people will suppress any attack from these Ilions.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t process the reversal of loss. She put her emotions aside for the time being and focused on the need for action. “Can you take the shielding down?”

      Anne shook her head. “Not without alerting the Kurtherians that this place wasn’t destroyed, and I know you won’t want to risk the people who live here. Follow me. The only place we can get a signal out of here is my lab.”
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      Factory, Residential Level

      Bethany Anne and Michael followed Anne along descending Echeresque walkways while she elaborated on the events that had culminated in her decision to remain at the factory.

      What had been the cell levels was now home to a vibrant community for the air-breathing residents. Anne had taught the former prisoners how to build the basics. They had stripped the factory floor bare in their quest to provide power, heat, water, and most importantly, create a sense of home.

      Bethany Anne enjoyed not being the center of attention for once. The people gathered around Anne everywhere she stopped to talk. They listened to her calm instructions and began dismantling their lives quickly and efficiently. Evacuation had always been a possibility, and they were prepared.

      “Why didn’t you send a message?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “I knew you’d find me eventually, and the Collective would have died without my help.” Anne took the turn to her lab. “I had to persuade the Kurtherian controller to abandon their post. By then, I knew that protecting the Collective meant cutting myself off as well. I opened a little rift to kickstart the shield, and that did the trick. Since then, I’ve been helping everyone here get on their feet.”

      A Bl’kheth materialized on Anne’s shoulder and grimaced fiercely at Bethany Anne and Michael. “Are you sure they’re not spies?” she asked Anne, caressing her tiny sword menacingly. “Maybe we should stick them a few times to make sure they’re not a danger to us.”

      Anne shook the Bl’kheth off and pointed a finger at her. “Bellaflora, didn’t you hear a word I said? You will not attack the Empress.”

      Bellaflora pivoted gracefully in midair to look at Bethany Anne in wonder. “My bad.”

      Anne giggled when Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at her. “What? You taught Yollins to shrug. Why can’t my friends learn Earth slang?”

      Bethany Anne extended a hand for Bellaflora to land. “I have my most loyal companions searching for your home planet. It was my hope they would return with an army of your people to help free you from these factories, but they didn’t make it in time to leave with us.”

      “Perhaps they await your return, as Anne has,” Bellaflora answered. “Are you truly the Empress?”

      “I was,” Bethany Anne replied, smiling warmly. “I’m just a Queen these days. A lot has changed since Anne was lost.”

      “Like what?” Anne asked eagerly. “I can’t wait to get back to Yoll. I’ve missed the C3PO so much.”

      Bethany Anne gave her a sympathetic look. “Like I said, we have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Then we need to hurry,” Anne announced, resuming her fast walk. “You trashed pretty much all of Seshat’s bodies, so I don’t have too much stuff to take.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      The Ilions didn’t seem to care that they were massively outgunned.

      Alexis monitored the status of the six battle cruisers edging toward their position with their weapons locked on the Baba Yaga. The Ilion ships had retreated after the superdreadnoughts responded to the initial attack by arming their main ESDs.

      Gabriel reported no casualties from the two troop transports waiting for the all-clear to move on the factory. “Everyone is edgy, frustrated they can’t react to being attacked.”

      “Understandable,” Alexis reasoned. “You guys are okay out there, right?”

      “We’re fine,” John called without appearing on the camera. “Everyone will hold tight until we hear from Bethany Anne.”

      “Open a link to whoever is giving those ships their orders,” Alexis told Izanami. “I don’t care what you have to do to get it, just do it before I run out of options.”

      Izanami hijacked the bridge communications on the lead ship and followed the connection back to the satellite network orbiting the planet, which in turn led her to a facility on the moon. “And if they get over their outbreak of common sense?”

      “If they come at us again, take out their weapons and propulsion systems,” Alexis instructed.

      “I have the office of the First Minister,” Izanami informed Alexis.

      “Onscreen.” Alexis maintained a polite expression as the pale green alien on the screen accused them of violating their space, his antennae waving wildly in his shock of white hair. “I assure you, Minister—”

      “Assure me nothing!” the Ilion First Minister spat. “Turn your ships around immediately, or we will destroy them!”

      Izanami laughed. “You can try.”

      Alexis silenced her with a stern look. “My parents are inside the Kurtherian facility. We are not leaving without them,” she told the minister. “Withdraw, or I will have no choice but to disable your ships.”

      “Your parents are dead,” the minister scorned. “Leave now, before you join them.”

      The viewscreen shifted, and Bethany Anne and Michael appeared. “You would not be the first to assume my early demise,” Bethany Anne told the minister acidly.

      The First Minister gaped. “The Empress!”

      “Queen,” Bethany Anne corrected sharply. “Izanami, Reynolds, retarget your ESDs. I want them pointing at the planet at…” She looked at someone off-camera, then listed a longitude and latitude that made the minister’s antennae shrink back against his skull.

      “That’s…that’s our seat of government!” he spluttered.

      “I’m not going to punish your entire planet for one asshole. If you had been stupid enough to offend the Kurtherians, your entire species would already be dead.” Bethany Anne fixed the minister with a scathing look and held up a finger to cut off whatever he was about to say. “I am informed that your culture places value on respect. You have disrespected my daughter, and by extension, me. This insult cannot go unanswered. I’m giving you one chance to retreat, and then I’m going to run out of patience.”

      The minister’s demeanor changed completely as his advisor approached and whispered in his ear, informing him of the ESDs' capability.

      Bethany Anne gave him a long moment to contemplate the situation his arrogance had gotten his people into. “I have more important things to deal with than the petty complaints of a planet I have no intention of setting foot on. I suggest you count yourself lucky and recall your ships before I destroy them as penance.”

      She booted the minister off the call and turned her attention to Alexis. “Your father and I had a little bit of a surprise. Anne, come and say hi to my daughter.”

      A dark-haired woman joined Bethany Anne onscreen and smiled shyly at Alexis. “Hey.”

      Alexis’ mouth dropped open. “No. Freaking. Way. Wait until everyone finds out you’re alive!”

      “Not the concern at this minute,” Bethany Anne told her. “When Anne disables her shielding, Gödel is going to find out her factory didn’t get destroyed in a rift accident. We have to get the people living here transferred to the Baba Yaga and destroy the factory before anyone comes to investigate. Relay my updated orders to your brother, and have Captain Jameson deploy the aquatic transport modules. We have forty-seven Collectives awaiting transfer.”

      Alexis blinked when the viewscreen went blank. “That’s huge,” she told Izanami.

      Izanami gave her a knowing look. “You’re telling me. I have passed on Bethany Anne’s request to Captain Jameson.”

      Alexis reached out to Gabriel. “Change of plans, bro.”

      

      Factory

      In the three hours since the Ilion fleet had gone back to their planet with their tails tucked between their legs, Bethany Anne had reluctantly agreed that the Reynolds had to go ahead and complete the mission without them so she could take care of the fallout from Anne’s bombshell.

      The task of moving forty-seven Collective was only the beginning. While they were transferred to the Polaris, there were also almost sixty thousand people of varying species and ages living in the factory, thanks to Anne’s intervention. Michael had rolled his sleeves up to help Seshat organize their transfer to the Baba Yaga, freeing Bethany Anne and Anne to make their way back to the lab on what had been the production floor.

      Bethany Anne followed Anne through the maze of passages created by defunct machinery, the route familiar from her time in the other factory. Anne led her through the control room to the adjacent rooms where she had her lab set up.

      “The first thing I did was shut down production of the nanocyte-stem cell base they were using to force-grow those tentacled nightmares,” Anne told her as they entered her small office through a sliding door.

      “We call them Ookens,” Bethany Anne supplied. She lifted a shoulder at Anne’s look of confusion. “Because they look like orangutans crossed with krakens,” she clarified.

      “I’m still processing the idea that you found Michael, and you two have adult children,” Anne confessed. She picked up a datapad from a pile of them scattered across her desk. “I wish we weren’t in such a hurry. I’ve missed my life back home. I have so much catching up to do.”

      Bethany Anne saw tears in Anne’s eyes and drew her into a hug. “We’ll have all the time in the world once your people are safely returned to their real homes. You’ve been so brave holding on out here. It’s not easy being a leader.”

      Anne squeezed Bethany Anne tightly before letting go. “I just kept asking myself, what would Bethany Anne want me to do?”

      “I want you to come home,” Bethany Anne told Anne, holding her at arm’s length. “To see Stevie and Ronnie and everyone else who never gave up hope that you’d return one day.”

      Anne lowered the hand holding her datapad, a frown etching her delicate features. “Once I do this, there’s no going back.”

      Bethany Anne comforted her with a smile. “It’s okay. I’m here now. The second you drop that shield, our people will be here to help everyone get through it.”

      “What if the Kurtherians come before everyone is aboard your ship?” Anne asked.

      “If they do, they won’t live to regret it,” Bethany Anne promised. “But they won’t. You and I are going to go out there and open a rift to destroy this place for real. Then we’re going to take these people to safety and a stable home.”

      Anne nodded, her mind made up. “Okay, then. Here goes nothing.”

      The shield dropped.

      

      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne was in her ready room, updating the galaxy map with reports from the armada while they were en route to rejoin the SD Reynolds.

      Given the spread of green markers on the map, the reports from the first sections to arrive at their target locations were largely positive. However, until the data the breach teams had recovered was decrypted, she had nothing to go on to indicate where the next wave of attacks should be launched.

      Bethany Anne looked up when Anne entered the room. “How is everyone adjusting? I made it to the Polaris to visit with the Collective before they left for Waterworld, but duty called before I made it to deck seven.”

      “The little ones are finding it tough, but mostly, everyone is doing fine.” Anne’s gaze was drawn to the galaxy map. She lifted a finger and pointed out the location the SD Colorado was headed for. “What is this? You’re attacking the Kurtherians?”

      “Every one of those locations has a factory,” Bethany Anne explained.

      Anne turned to frown at her. “What about the other factories?”

      Bethany Anne straightened in her chair. “We have to find them first.”

      She explained how she’d gotten the galaxy map and her suspicion that it only contained information about a portion of Gödel’s assets. “You have an idea about where to find other locations?”

      “Here, for one.” Anne pointed out an unmarked area of space, her brow knitted in thought. “This was where the jump drive took us. There’s a factory in this star system. Maybe not just a factory. I was captured by pirates after the jump drive accident and taken to a floating city to be sold. They called it ‘the temple.’ That’s what I came to talk to you about. There were Kurtherians there. A lot of Kurtherians.”

      “You’d better tell me what happened after you vanished.” Bethany Anne frowned. “I don’t think it can wait any longer.”

      Anne waved her hands as she described her narrow escape from becoming a slave. “The pirates weren’t too smart. Luckily for me, they didn’t know what a human looked like. They thought I was Torcellan.”

      “Did you go inside the temple?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Anne shook her head. “I don’t think I’d be here today if Gödel had known I was there.” She shuddered as she considered what she’d learned about the Kurtherian ruler from ADAM in the last few hours. “It took everything to get back to Seshat and the dogs. Bethany Anne? If there’s one location you didn’t know about…”

      “There are more,” Bethany Anne finished when Anne’s voice trailed off. “I know. What I don’t know is where they are, but we’re working on that. This helps, you don’t know how much. Does ADAM have your ship logs from the accident?”

      Anne nodded. “I had Seshat share everything with him. Why?”

      Bethany Anne started sending messages to the armada’s section commanders. “Because the next place we’re headed is the temple.”
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        * * *

      

      The Reynolds was slightly bruised but nowhere near broken when Izanami brought the Baba Yaga out in the wreckage of the factory.

      Reynolds gave Jiya the bridge and made his way to the Baba Yaga.

      Izanami greeted him as he stepped off the transporter pad. “We are somewhat short on roamers. Do you mind sharing?”

      “Not at all,” Reynolds assured her as she brought Link and Phina aboard.

      Izanami directed them to a roamer programmed to take them to the situation room on the top deck. “Bethany Anne is waiting for you.”

      Phina couldn’t help speculating as the roamer traversed the corridors. “One hundred and seventy-five is too neat,” she announced, breaking the silence.

      “So, we’re in condition SUSFU.” Reynolds folded his arms and leaned back with his eyes closed, monitoring the progress of the cleanup operation his crew was running to remove the crystal debris from the system.

      “SUSFU?” Phina asked.

      “Situation unchanged, still fucked up,” Reynolds replied without opening his eyes. “In other words, it’s above my pay grade.”

      “Not ours,” Link told him quietly. “Phina, how is ADAM doing with the decryption?”

      Phina’s gaze turned blank for a second while she checked in with ADAM. Her eyes widened when he replied. “Fudge. Can we make this roamer go any faster?”

      “What is it?” Link asked.

      “Anne told Bethany Anne she was taken to a temple. A Kurtherian temple.” Phina’s expression hardened as she relayed the information. “I thought I’d lost the trail forever.”

      Link put a hand on her arm. “Take it easy. I don’t want to have to chase you across the expanse again.”

      Phina shrugged his hand off, adrenaline pumping through her body. “Bethany Anne doesn’t know it moves around. It won’t be there, and every minute we spend talking means the trail gets colder.”

      >>She knows now,<< ADAM interjected.

      The roamer pulled into a charging dock and they hurried to the situation room, where Bethany Anne was sitting alone at the head of the table.

      “We will make this quick,” Bethany Anne told them as they took their seats. “We have data on other factory locations from the communication logs the breach teams recovered. Spy Corps isn’t needed to find more; we know what to look for. I want your people to search for the temple. Reynolds, you have the most experience with operations outside the Federation. I want you to stay with Phina and Link and provide whatever support they need.”

      Phina covered her mouth with her hands. “Thank you. All I’ve wanted since Todd died is to prove Glo…I mean, Gödel caused it.”

      Bethany Anne took Phina’s hand, putting all the faith she had in her spy into her smile. “I know this is personal for you. It’s your time, Phina. Find the temple. Find Gödel so I can end this.”
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      Kurtherian Territory, QSD Baba Yaga, (Thirty-Five Years Later)

      Izanami was adjusting their heading in preparation for Bethany Anne’s next planned incursion when she received a video link from Plato.

      Curious as to why he was contacting them out of the blue, she opened the link and was surprised to find the origin of the call was Earth. She connected the link to the viewscreen and a number of humans appeared, most of whom should not have been where they were.

      One of the two identical blonde women Izanami didn’t recognize stared at the bridge. “So much technology,” she murmured.

      Izanami smiled at her before addressing the highest-ranking person in the group. “The Queen is indisposed at the moment. How may I help you, Colonel Walton?”

      “Not me, Izanami,” Terry Henry replied. “My granddaughters on Earth.”

      Izanami’s eyes widened. This was worth disturbing Bethany Anne for. She transferred the call to Bethany Anne’s ready room and told her Queen what she knew.

      Bethany Anne’s heart dropped at the mention of a problem on Earth. The fear Gödel would find it and take revenge on the people for her losses had kept her awake too many nights. She put the call onscreen and saw TH, Char, Ted, Felicity, a man who looked like Timmons on steroids, and two almost-identical women she assumed were TH’s and Char’s granddaughters, Sarah Jennifer and Sylvia.

      >>I just received a ton of raw data from Plato,<< ADAM informed Bethany Anne.

      Hold it for now, Bethany Anne instructed. “What about Earth? Lay it out for me,” she began without wasting time on introductions.

      “Here’s what I have so far,” Ted announced. “The nanocytes you saturated the Earth with have malfunctioned in humans and a number of other species. There’s barely any information because nobody wants to help me get a sample of the Madness-infected nanocytes.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t respond to Ted’s complaint. She sat back in her chair, annoyed that she hadn’t had the foresight to consider the issue. “Well, fuck. That wasn’t what I intended.”

      “No kidding,” one of the twins muttered.

      “Not helpful, Sylvie.” Sarah Jennifer shot her sister an annoyed glance. She turned back to Bethany Anne on the screen. “What do I call you, Your Highness or something?”

      Bethany Anne decided right away that she liked this no-nonsense woman. “You can call me by my name, and tell me what your place in this is.”

      Sarah Jennifer returned her smile. “Fair enough. I’m building a military to counter the issues humanity is facing. The plan is to revive the infrastructure on what’s left of the East Coast—”

      “What’s left of it?” Bethany Anne interrupted.

      Sarah Jennifer lifted her hands without apologizing. “We were invaded by an army of the Mad coming down from the north. Sometimes all you have is a hammer. What Ted hasn’t stopped to hear yet is that we have magic-users in Salem. They acted to save more lives being lost when the Madness took Canada.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Ted’s choked protest.

      “It’s not magic,” Sarah Jennifer clarified, soothing Ted with a look he ignored. “But that’s what the people who have it call it.”

      Bethany Anne pointed at Sarah Jennifer. “That’s what I wanted to gift the world with. Not that fucktacular—what are we calling it, ‘Madness?’”

      >>That’s not the only problem,<< ADAM told her. >>There’s an issue with the climate control network.<<

      What issue? Bethany Anne asked, hardly daring to hear the answer.

      >>Give me a minute.<<

      “What can I do to help you with this?” Bethany Anne asked Sarah Jennifer while she waited for ADAM to finish processing the data.

      “What can you do from halfway across the universe?” TH asked.

      “I can pull you out of retirement and have Nathan assign your ass there for a start,” Bethany Anne shot back. “Keeg Station is secure, and don’t think for a moment I won’t have Ted take you there.”

      Char made a face. “Keeg Station is not an issue since we’re not there right now.” She gestured, and Nathan joined them on the screen for a moment.

      He waved at Bethany Anne as he walked by.

      Bethany Anne sighed. “You’re at Onyx.”

      Char and TH nodded in unison. “Temporarily,” TH replied. “My bar doesn’t run itself.”

      “Neither does the CEREBRO network,” Nathan called from offscreen.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Actually, it does.”

      Sarah Jennifer grunted in frustration, drawing her attention. “Everyone is missing the point. If the Madness or the Were affliction got off Earth, they would destroy humanity and any aliens who have nanocytes. Your war would be over like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Why do you think I was so reluctant to call for help? Bethany Anne, I’m living this. Trust me when I say that I won’t rest until humanity is safe. We have magic, we have Lilith, and we have the Werepower and the willpower to rebuild. Humanity is going to save itself. I’m just the coordinator.”

      “Lilith?” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Well, that changes things.”

      “She’s in a bind right now, but we’re working on getting to New Romanov,” Sarah Jennifer explained. “Once we get there, making our way into the heart of Europe will be a cakewalk.”

      Bethany Anne’s expression shifted. “A cakewalk with zombies.”

      “Not zombies,” Ted corrected. “This is real life, not a horror movie.”

      “If it walks the Earth looking for brains to eat, it’s a zombie,” Sylvia argued.

      “Enough, both of you,” Sarah Jennifer snapped when Sylvia and Ted started shouting over each other. “This isn’t a joke or a scary story for a dark night. Millions of lives are at stake.”

      Bethany Anne agreed with her entirely. “What are you suggesting? I don’t like the idea of leaving Earth to fix a problem caused by my technology.”

      “Sarah never was one to hold back when she had a plan,” Terry Henry cut in.

      Char smiled, her eyes sparkling. “That’s the nicest way you could have said she’s going to do what she thinks is right regardless of what we say.”

      Bethany Anne had no problem with a Walton taking the reins if that was the case. “Is that true?”

      Sarah Jennifer shrugged. “They know me better than anyone. I’m not going to stand aside and let everyone die. I’m not saying we couldn’t use some help, especially with tech, but we’ve got this. When you come back to Earth, it will be filled with magic, not horror.”

      Bethany Anne listened, then was silent for a moment while she deliberated the best course of action. “Okay, this is where we’re at. We have two potentially devastating nanocyte issues that cannot be allowed to spread past Earth. Right now, whether they’re connected isn’t our concern. That will come after the contagion has been secured. I have no choice but to put the planet under quarantine. It’s the only way to protect everyone.” She straightened in her chair. “Everyone except for Sarah can leave for now. Ted, Felicity, I want you both in Pod-docs immediately. If there’s any chance either of you is infected with either virus, we need to know. If you are both clear, you will leave the planet immediately after unloading anything that will help Sarah while I arrange for a care package to be delivered.”

      She didn’t need to say what would happen if either of them were infected.

      Ted opened his mouth to argue. “I can’t go into the Pod-doc while you all dismantle my labs! I have vital projects going on.”

      “Do you also have non-essential experiments running?” Bethany Anne asked. She didn’t want to delay his vital work, but Sarah’s need was greater at the moment.

      Charumati spoke up when Ted declined to answer, her tone apologetic. “I’m sorry you ended up back in a situation where you have to obey orders, but there’s no option. Please, Ted. Be logical about this.”

      Felicity took his arm. “Plato will make sure nobody touches your essential projects, and we’ll figure the rest out.” She nodded at Bethany Anne. “We have a bunch of printers, biomass, and God only knows what all else in our stores to run on them.”

      “Can they print power packs?” Sarah Jennifer asked hopefully.

      Felicity looked pointedly at Ted, who nodded. She glanced at Bethany Anne. “We can give them our Pod-doc, right?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Make sure it only operates on Sarah’s instructions.”

      Ted acquiesced, allowing Felicity to guide him off the bridge. He whispered furiously as the door swished shut.

      TH and Char signed off after extracting a promise from both Sarah Jennifer and Sylvia to call again soon.

      Bethany Anne felt Sarah Jennifer’s sudden nervousness and smiled to put the younger woman at ease. “You seem lost for words.”

      “I suppose I am,” Sarah Jennifer admitted. “The stories I’ve heard about you make me feel inadequate.”

      “You’ve taken on responsibility for the human race on Earth,” Bethany Anne replied. “Don’t sell yourself short. I don’t know you at all, but I know this. What you’ve taken on is a life of sacrificing yourself for the sake of everyone else. There aren’t many who have what it takes to be the leader people need in dark times. Holding yourself to a higher principle is a hard road to take.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded as she took a seat. “Too hard, it feels like some days. But I know it's survivable. You’ve been where I am now, and you got through it.”

      Bethany Anne’s smile radiated her empathy across the galaxies. “As will you, with my support. Tech is not a problem. I can arrange for no-contact drops to be made. Your military will need equipping, and that’s also easily solved. Transport. What do you have?”

      Sarah Jennifer told her about the few vehicles they had in the motor pool and their plans to convert a Boeing Dreamliner into an Etheric-powered anti-gravitic airship. “Ted’s going to build us an EI that can be run on any system we come up with, starting with the airship.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Okay. You need more and better transport. I’m going to assume medical care is primitive?”

      “We have healers and common sense,” Sarah Jennifer informed her, “But nothing like a Pod-doc. That tech died out when Akio left.”

      >>At the very least, we have to get the climate modules repaired,<< ADAM cut in. >>I’ve finished going through the data Ted sent, and it looks like the station at Norrköping has suffered a failure.<<

      “Got it.” Bethany Anne listed some of the equipment she could have shipped to Earth. “Some of it could be difficult to deliver, but if you need it, you’re getting it.”

      Sarah Jennifer’s expression wavered. “We don’t have the infrastructure to support all this space-tech,” she admitted. “Hell, we don’t even have roads yet. People outside of the Defense Force are farmers and artisans. Academics and engineers are few and far between. We’re lacking people with technical knowledge, although we have one man with a mind for engineering teaching others while he learns, and every recruit in the Defense Force is also required to learn a trade if they don’t already have one.”

      She paused. “I know there are rules against it, but I want to upgrade my chief engineer in the Pod-doc with your permission. He’s getting old, and we can’t afford to lose him. I was considering allowing him to be turned Were before they started having trouble shifting.”

      Bethany Anne needed her to think bigger. “You have my permission to give all of the vital people you trust the upgrade to lengthen their lives and protect them from disease or severe injury. It gives you a solution for the Weres as well, right?”

      “Ted’s solution is to remove all the affected Weres’ nanocytes and give them a new set,” Sarah Jennifer explained. “We’ll see how that works when Linus is done cooking.” She paused. “Are you going to make Ted and Felicity stay on Earth if they’re infected?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Without hesitation. You’re right, we cannot afford for this to get into the intergalactic population. As long as they’re clear, they can sterilize their ship and go on their way. We will have to establish a protocol for contact. I doubt I will be able to prevent Ted from returning to study this.”

      Sarah Jennifer chuckled. “He’s going to love that.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “He can love it, or he can stay away from Earth, and I’ll send Eve instead.”

      Sarah Jennifer smiled. “I think he’ll be fine. He’s pretty taken by this mystery.”

      “He needs that sample to get started,” Bethany Anne told Sarah Jennifer.

      “All respect, it’s not possible right now,” Sarah Jennifer replied. She explained a little about the historic rivalry between the pack and the council. “This new era of cooperation is still in its infancy. I’ve spent the past few months back and forth from Salem, but that’s got to change while the Weres we rescued from the prison get integrated into the community. Same for Esme.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head, unfamiliar with the name. “Who?”

      “She’s the lead witch and my good friend.” Sarah Jennifer recapped Esme’s story for Bethany Anne.

      “I can’t say I remember her,” Bethany Anne admitted. “She has the right idea about will and nanocytes. Listen to her.”

      “You never met.” Sarah Jennifer grinned. “Trust me, I listen. Her experience working for TQB and her ability to manipulate Etheric energy are invaluable when it comes to the logistics of getting the cure to everyone, but she has to keep the magic-users in line while the committees are formed to manage the rebuilding of our infrastructure. Our plan took that into account, as well as the time it’s going to take the engineering corps to get the Dreamliner airborne.”

      She sighed, pushing her hair back. “If we had your capabilities, we’d be able to fix this with no problem. As it stands, while I’m grateful you’re offering so much, we don’t need anything so much as we need people.”

      Bethany Anne tapped a finger on her lips. “The one thing I can’t provide. I see your predicament.”

      Sarah Jennifer sat back and folded her hands behind her head. “We’ve got that covered too, believe it or not. This part of the world runs on favors and barter. The key is trade; it always is. Once the Defense Force stamps out the blood trade and opens the roads again, civilization will bloom. Just wait and see.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Then you’ll have no problem fitting in a little job for me.” Her amusement at Sarah Jennifer’s curiosity blossomed and faded in the blink of an eye. “I need you to go to Sweden. I need eyes on a situation there.”

      “Something is wrong with the BYPS, right?” Sarah Jennifer offered. “I can’t pretend to understand how it works beyond there are satellites above the planet that will defend us from attacks from space.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “One of the satellites was damaged and rejected by the network. Its final transmission was received by a ground station on the climate control network—something else that’s not working the way it should be—in what used to be Östergötland, Sweden. That malfunction is what’s causing the ice age you’re experiencing.”

      “You can’t get Ted to access it remotely?” Sarah Jennifer asked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “It looks like the station went offline around thirty years ago. Even without the risk of him getting infected—a risk I’m not willing to allow him to take—Ted’s not equipped to handle the situation on the ground without his pack. Whatever monsters this malfunction is turning people into, it can be reversed. I’m trusting you because you’re a Walton. I know you’ll get the job done.”

      Sarah Jennifer sighed. “I’m going to need the locations of the ground stations. Europe is a mess. I’m not willing to risk my people by going in before we’re ready. The priority right now is finding the route the Mad are taking into Canada and blocking it, then getting to Archangelsk.”

      “How do you plan to block the land bridge?” Bethany Anne asked skeptically. “As far as I can see, the ice shelf has extended as far as Japan.”

      “Witch power,” Sarah Jennifer promised. “As for stopping the Mad, Ted has a six-person Pod. If we have that, we won’t have to wait for the airship to start making a difference beyond the East Coast.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Understood. Do what you can. I appreciate that you’re working around the limitations of your situation.”

      “I’m going to establish a garrison on the ice shelf. The Weres will protect the magic-users while they work the landscape to put up a physical border. I just have to live with the death toll to the infected in the meantime.” Sarah Jennifer shook her head, her expression severe. “Believe me, it’s a motivator. When we release the cure, will the infected survive it? Will they be healed?”

      “If their brains are not beyond repair.” Bethany Anne closed her eyes, knowing not everyone would be so lucky. “Not all of them will make it.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded somberly. “It’s not all bad. We have more than a fighting chance, thanks to you. The timeframe for rebuilding has to be recalculated to account for your assistance, so I’ll make Sweden the next stop on my list after getting to Lilith. Her power source is failing.”

      “I thought she had longer?” Bethany Anne asked. “Her power source should be good for another couple hundred years, at least.”

      “She’s pushed herself too far too many times,” Sarah Jennifer told her with regret. “Guiding me to Salem was a monumental effort for her. My psychic ability was still latent, but she persisted until she found a way to drive me across the country, regardless of the cost to herself. She’s hibernating to conserve energy until we can get to her.”

      Bethany Anne was filled with sadness at the thought of losing Lilith. “There's nothing more important. Save Lilith. Sweden can wait.”

      She remained at her desk after the call ended, her thoughts turning on the plight of Earth. Humanity had a champion in the form of Sarah Jennifer Walton. All she could do was give what assistance she could from a distance.

      Izanami interrupted her thoughts, appearing in a spray of red-gold sparkles by the desk. “We have a report from Phina. She has located the temple.”

      

      Temple of the Ascension Path

      The armada Gated into the system in formation, surrounding the floating city on all sides. The underside of the base trailed massive tree roots from between jagged inverted peaks, the debris swept up by the atmosphere. Topside, shining towers crowded rolling hills, surrounded by forests and lakes.

      Bethany Anne felt a surge of emotion from TOM as the conglomeration of spires lit up in reaction to their arrival. What is it? she asked, her attention captured for the moment by the gigantic engines secreted in the underside of the city.

      We are looking at the Azzhur clan’s capital city, TOM answered. This used to be part of a planet. She… She tore it out?

      Why am I not shocked that Gödel took it for herself? Bethany Anne picked up a brief flash of urgency in the mindspace. It was gone before she could do more than discern it had come from the tallest tower on the highest hill, and that it was Phina who had broadcast it.

      Bethany Anne reached out for Michael as she got to her feet. Meet me in the armory. “Phina needs backup,” she told Alexis. “Your father and I are going in.”

      “The atmosphere is artificial,” Alexis informed her. “A well-placed strike would damage the generators and cause a panic.”

      “Not yet,” Bethany Anne told her. “There are thousands of slaves here, according to Phina’s report. They need to be freed before we start dismantling the city.”

      Alexis frowned as hundreds of battleships rose from the towers. “I’ll run point for the ground troops from here. Gabriel is with John and Gabrielle, and they’re about to head out in the scout fighters. Good luck down there, Mom.”

      Bethany Anne squeezed Alexis’ shoulder. “Same to you, sweetheart. Give them hell.”

      While the battle in space raged, Bethany Anne and Michael cut through the Etheric to get to the surface. After confirming their surroundings were clear, Bethany Anne informed Alexis that they had made their entry undetected.

      Nobody comes down here until Michael and I have made sure it’s not a trap, she instructed.

      Nothing will get in or out of the city without my permission, Alexis assured her. We have Etheric jammers moving into position to prevent the Kurtherian fleet from slipping away.

      Bethany Anne looked around, seeing nothing but the tree-covered hills filling her horizon. “Where is the temple?”

      Michael pointed at a group of seven towers on a peak kilometers away that rose above the rest. “How do you want to approach this?”

      Bethany Anne focused on the towers for a moment before retrieving a nanoswarm capsule from her armor. She pushed the button to release what looked like a handful of dust but was actually a hundred thousand miniscule camera drones programmed to blanket their target and send back images.

      The swarm fell a few centimeters, then hung suspended, awaiting instructions. She sent it ahead to map the temple. “I want to motherpuck this place into nonexistence,” she told him tersely. “I can’t do that without killing thousands of innocent slaves.”

      Bethany Anne clenched her hands into fists as she tamped down her urge to destroy, focusing instead on circumventing the problem while they waited for the drone data. “How do we get them out of there? I don’t want to kill people who have been forced to attack us.”

      “They have no idea we’re not here for them,” Michael told her. “We have to be prepared for unavoidable casualties.”

      “I don’t like it, but we aren’t the ones who put them in harm’s way.” Bethany Anne was torn. Gödel was here somewhere, and Phina was possibly—no, make that probably—in danger. “How many times over the last three and a half decades have we avoided all-out violence because we took the time to talk to the people? There’s no time, fuckdammit.”

      “The plan.” Michael pressed her gently, knowing she would add those deaths to the weight on her conscience. “We know Gödel isn’t the type to share her power. The soldiers we captured on Belaria were armed with Etheric-powered weapons.”

      “Her Chosen,” Bethany Anne ground out, decision made. “She has to give power to the ones protecting her ass. We launch a frontal assault to let Gödel know we don’t give a shit how powerful she is. She’s no match for Saint Payback.”

      Their HUDs pinged. The nanoswarm had begun sending data.

      >>I’m building the map,<< ADAM announced so Michael also heard him.

      Good. Bethany Anne created a bubble of solid energy around her and Michael and lifted them both above the tree line. Then we’re going in.

      Michael flexed his gauntlets as the bubble rose, activating their draw on the Etheric. How much of a scene do you want to cause?

      Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed red as she stared straight ahead at the temple. Shock and awe have never failed me. She released her camera drones as she took the bubble above the treetops and sent it toward the seven towers of the temple at high speed.

      As they got closer, Bethany Anne made out larger than life carvings around the temple entrance depicting Kurtherians in various poses. TOM, was this place always a temple?

      I don’t know, I’m afraid, TOM told her with regret. I recognize the entrance from an image in a book.

      It looks almost Egyptian, Michael remarked.

      >>I have the entrance level mapped.<< ADAM activated the map in their HUDs. >>I’ll keep adding to it as the swarm makes progress.<<

      Bethany Anne counted the red dots in her HUD map, noting that there were several groups inside the walls of a huge, pillared space beyond the atrium. The drones have IR?

      >>Yes,<< ADAM confirmed.

      They think they’re ready for an attack. Michael let a wry smile slip. Let’s disabuse them of the notion that any amount of preparation could be enough to stop us now we’ve found this place.

      Bethany Anne drew her Jean Dukes Specials as they rocketed toward the temple. Starting with making an entrance. She adjusted the bubble so they weren’t in contact with the skin of energy and set it ablaze. Justice awaits.

      It would be rude of us to keep the lady waiting, Michael replied, flourishing his hands to electrify the bubble with lightning from his gauntlets.

      Bethany Anne laughed as they crashed into the temple in a ball of flames and smashed pillars.

      The Kurtherians were literally blown away when they burst in, washing the atrium with a blaze of fire and lightning. Debris flying on the wave of concussive energy ripped right through the first line of defenders, taking them out.

      Bethany Anne winced when two of the central pillars looked like they were going to collapse from the impact. She was about to act when the temple’s defenses came online and shored up the damaged columns with some kind of shielding.

      Satisfied the roof wasn’t going to fall and crush them, Bethany Anne released the flaming bubble and flung the energy outward as the Chosen ran for barricades they’d placed strategically between the pillars to impede entry to the throne room.

      The Chosen were heavily armored, wielding Etheric-enabled weaponry from behind the barricades. Bethany Anne threw up more shielding around her and Michael to repel the torrent of Etheric energy they discharged at them.

      Do they all look kind of the same to you? Michael asked as he shot a Chosen with the same kinked mandible he’d noticed on a few of the others.

      Like clones? Bethany Anne replied, catching his meaning when two identical Kurtherians attacked her. You think they’re reckless enough to replicate themselves?

      I’d be interested to know what TOM thinks about it, Michael told her. When we are not fighting, that is.

      Bethany Anne leapt onto the nearest barricade and kicked the Kurtherian who’d jumped up to defend himself in the face. She shot the ones retreating in the backs.

      The temple glowed with licking flames, the air thick with black smoke as the fire spread to the painted walls. The barricades were burning, yet the Kurtherians kept coming. More clones, more weapons.

      We could come back for these later, Michael suggested as he retaliated against the Chosen shooting at him by targeting the glowing red jewels in their weapons with bolts of lightning. Gödel is the prize.

      Michael’s distraction worked. They progressed to the next pillar as the Chosens’ weapons exploded, showering their owners with shards of the molten jewels.

      Gödel isn’t going any-fucking-where, Bethany Anne stated, her eyes glowing with righteous fury. I’m done with this shit. Every Kurtherian in this temple dies today. ADAM, it’s time. Get the virus ready.

      >>Are you sure? There’s no going back from this.<<

      It’s taken us thirty-five long fucking years to find this place, Bethany Anne told him as she drew hard on the Etheric to encase the remaining barricades in impermeable energy. If Gödel wants to fight dirty, she’s going to see how dirty I can get when I’m all out of fucks to give.

      The Chosen whose air she’d just stolen fought to escape their prisons.

      >>It’s ready,<< ADAM told her as the Chosen ceased firing, preoccupied with their dwindling ability to draw breath.

      Bethany Anne had not one shred of pity for the Kurtherian clones as she released the virus into the enclosed spaces. She put a hand on Michael’s arm when he made to move on, pointing at the camera drones. “Wait. I have no stomach for suffering, but I need to witness this. People need to know Kurtherians bleed, same as the rest of us.”

      Michael nodded and stood beside her with his hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps it would be prudent to inform the people that this extreme measure is only available to us because of the mistrust Gödel has for her own people.”

      Bethany Anne was barely listening. She felt the Chosen’s rising panic as the virus entered them via the backdoor Gödel had built into their nanocytes and got to work stripping those nanocytes of function, replacing the code for extra strength, speed, and agility with instructions to terminate the host with prejudice.

      Michael dropped his hand when the enclosures around them were coated with biomatter from the inside as the sound of Kurtherians exploding like popcorn kernels filled the air.

      “That’s enough. The Chosen are no longer an issue.” Bethany Anne strode ahead of Michael to the massive doors barring the throne room. Seeing they opened outward, she seized the energy in the air surrounding the doors and wrenched them apart.

      Michael glanced up when a movement caught his eye as they entered the ornate room. Above us!

      Bethany Anne had been distracted by a robed figure slipping through a door behind the dais. She ducked the fireball that came from a gallery above. Before the burning energy impacted the doors behind her, she took control of it and flung it right back at the robed combatants entrenched behind a barricade on the gallery.

      Dammit, more Chosen. Michael sprang into action, spraying the gallery with a hail of explosive darts from his Jean Dukes Specials.

      More clones, too. Bethany Anne increased her shield’s area as the Chosen formed a loose circle around them. I guess they’re not going to make this easy for us.

      Michael added his touch, electrifying the shield with a flourish of his gauntlets as portions of the walls slid back and more armored Chosen poured out of the passages in the walls.

      Bethany Anne cursed aloud. We decided these guys don’t have direct control of the Etheric, right?

      It doesn’t look that way, Michael agreed. I’m not sensing they have a connection at all.

      Bethany Anne tweaked the shield to deflect Etheric energy as the Chosen prepared to fire. They can’t be that stupid, surely.

      You’re mistaking the blinkers of their superiority complex for stupidity, Michael commented with a shake of his head. They’ve been dominant for so long they believe they can take us.

      Yeah, HELL, no, Bethany Anne retorted.

      The Chosen displayed their “superiority” by opening fire on Bethany Anne’s shield, killing themselves and each other when the energy streams bounced back at them.

      That’s… She laughed in disbelief. I’ve met fungi with more intelligence.

      Bethany Anne and Michael stepped over the corpses and searched the back of the dais for the hidden door’s mechanism. She quickly lost patience and kicked a hole in the wall beside the door.

      Michael pulled on the wall, widening the hole enough for them to see a torchlit passage beyond.

      I’m not picking up Phina’s mental signature. Can you sense her? Bethany Anne asked Michael as they ducked one at a time through the hole.

      Not yet, Michael told her. Wherever she is, she’s either cut off, or she’s blocking all telepathic connections.

      Bethany Anne indicated the sloping passage. I saw Gödel. I think. She has to have gone this way.

      They followed the passage into a downward spiraling tunnel held up by twisting tree roots that had been trained to form stairs. Humidity from the increasing damp rose the farther they descended. The walls changed from stone to crumbling earth, and they saw insects that had managed to hang on despite the roots of their homes being exposed to space.

      Bethany Anne ignored the showers of small bugs that periodically erupted from the roof of the tunnel. She was wondering how close they were to the great engines she’d seen on their approach when they came to a metal slab that blocked the tunnel.

      She laid a hand on the metal and found it was chilled despite the natural hot box they were standing in.

      There is a chamber of some kind, Michael told her, sensing the enclosed space within.

      Bethany Anne nodded. Can you feel the energy being generated in there? Something is sucking up a hell of a lot of power.

      They sensed Phina’s psyche crash through the mindspace at the same time.

      Bethany Anne reacted without thinking and cut through the Etheric to get inside the chamber. She emerged with an energy ball in each hand, letting them dissipate when she saw Phina sprawled on the floor by a solitary computer terminal in a pool of pale blue light.

      She ran through the glowing stacks to where Phina lay and dropped to the floor to press two fingers to her throat.

      Michael exited the Etheric beside Bethany Anne as she pulled Phina onto her lap. He released the energy sparking over his gauntlets when he saw the woman’s state.

      She has a pulse. It’s weak, but it’s there. Bethany Anne put Phina down gently. ADAM, wake her up.

      >>Her neurochemistry is telling me she suffered a serious shock,<< ADAM told Bethany Anne. >>I don’t think waking her is a good idea.<<

      I don’t want to leave her here unprotected. Bethany Anne got to her feet, recalling Tabitha’s measures to hide Todd when their ship was under attack. Stay with her. I’m going to find somewhere to hide her for the time being. We’ll pick her up on our way out.

      Bethany Anne made her way into the stacks, searching for a recess away from the light. She was drawn to a section of the room that glowed less brightly than the rest.

      These are memory crystals, TOM told her.

      Bethany Anne paused and stared at the crystals standing more than double her height. Seriously?

      A flash of gilt on one of the crystals caught her eye. Wait. I see something.

      Bethany Anne drew her Jean Dukes Specials and approached cautiously. The gold she’d seen was a scrap of fabric stuck to the crystal with a spot of blood. Closer inspection of the row revealed that this section of the stacks was dimmer than the rest because the crystals along the row had an eight-foot layer of blood, brain matter, and other fine gore coating them.

      She spotted a mess of tattered clothing and jewelry strewn on the floor. Realizing what had happened, she lowered her weapon and spoke aloud. “Michael.”

      He was by her side in an instant. “This was not Gödel.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No, it was a clone. Phina must have given it the virus.” She shook her head. “Gödel doesn’t even trust herself. The virus can’t do a thing without her backdoor.”

      Michael felt Phina’s consciousness stirring. “This is still a victory.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Damn straight, it’s a victory. We have just captured the sum of Kurtherian knowledge. No more mysteries. We have what we need to dismantle everything Gödel has built.”
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      THANK YOU for reading not only the story, but all the way to the back of the book to these author notes as well!

      I’m always touched when I hear Bethany Anne or any of the other characters in the universe has been there for someone going through a hard time. Life is hard for everyone right now. Whatever comfort you find in our stories, all of us who are part of bringing you these stories are glad to have given it.

      

      THE FUTURE (in a few books)

      I was chatting about the 20Books London convention where I met Nat Roberts a few days ago. It hit me that it wasn’t all that long ago that I was getting close to completing the first twenty-one books of The Kurtherian Gambit, and Bethany Anne was just getting started on the events that set Endgame in motion.

      The universe was expanding as quickly as LMBPN was growing.

      As you might have guessed, LMBPN is still growing, and the universe is going through another expansion. We’re getting close to the conclusion of Endgame, but Bethany Anne’s story isn’t done. You might have noticed that we skipped a few decades to get to the epilogue.

      We’re about to skip another hundred years or so to get to book 10.

      Part of this is to keep Bethany Anne’s story focused on the battle with Gödel and the Kurtherians. Another reason is to make space for other authors to tell their stories. These stories have changed lives. Another thing that was happening around the time of 20Books London was Fans Write. The project gave us a whole new wave of authors.

      This universe has been a fantastic collaborative effort, and while the main focus is Bethany Anne’s war against the Kurtherians, the stories of individual characters have spoken to so many people.

      

      NEW SERIES COMING AT YA!  (or recently dropped and more coming…)

      Promises Kept introduced Phina Waters for those of you who missed the Fans Write story by Sarah (S.E.) Weir. Phina’s story will open up during the Leath War and continue into the Leath War gap. Sarah is nearing completion of her first arc, so keep your eyes peeled in the next few months. You won’t want to miss this series!  (And please check out the short preview of Phina’s story after these author notes!)

      We have Charles Tillman writing way back in the Second Dark Ages. Another Fans Write graduate, his first arc of Akio’s story has quickly become a fan favorite. We can confirm a second arc is being written.

      Over in the Age of Madness, Nat (N.D.) Roberts is continuing work on the second book in the Birth of Magic series. We touched base with Sarah Jennifer Walton in the epilogue. Nat will be covering the time between then and the beginning of the Age of Magic in her next two books.

      Last but not least, we have Peter Glenn writing over in the Age of Magic in The Sariah Chronicles where a young woman finds a way out of her half-starved life. Or did she?

      By the time Bethany Anne returns, the Age of Madness will be long over, and we’ll be getting into her part in The Rise of Magic - Hannah’s story.

      I sincerely appreciate ALL that you have done to help those of us who put together these stories, the art, the editing, and the operations teams who allow our stories to make it out to you. Without your support, we wouldn’t get to do what we are blessed to do!

      Reviews are still just as important as they were when I asked for your help to get to fifty reviews for Death Becomes Her...oh, too long ago. PLEASE let us know how we’re doing!

      If you can take a moment to leave a few words about what you liked in the story is fantastic.

      (Or heck, just a star rating by itself is now an option for those who are more introverted is also appreciated.)

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

        

      
        PS:  Turn the page for Chapter One of the first book featuring Phina Waters, Diplomatic Recruit.
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      Orbiting High Tortuga, Red Rock, Federal House of Arbitration

      General Lance Reynolds missed the days when everyone was too afraid of Bethany Anne's retribution to step out of line.

      He sighed. What he would give for a little more fear of his daughter in others' lives.

      Almost a hundred and fifty years had passed since she had taken the cream of the Federation's military and pointed them guns-first at the Kurtherians.

      Lance had remained as Chief Arbitrator, or as he had come to think of it, Chief Babysitter of the Federation Council.

      Cigar in hand, he had watched council members age out and a new generation of political hopefuls arrive in his chambers.

      These shiny-eyed ingénues arrived with the misapprehension that all information was created equal and had no fucking clue how hard Lance worked to ensure they retained the freedom to get economically slaughtered by the better-informed.

      Then there were the representatives from Jeddah-class planets, those terraformed to order after the Armada’s departure as part of a rehabilitation program for deprogrammed cultists. That effort was still going strong as an arm of the Federation's penal system.

      Representatives from these planets had been groomed from birth for the council. Pampered by their uber-wealthy families, most had never encountered the word "no" in their spoiled lives until they crossed Lance.

      They were catspaws whose only purpose was to further their families' goals.

      It seemed to Lance that his daughter's reward for providing peace and stability was to become a historical footnote. She was the Federation's Genghis Khan, a long-vanished conqueror, a myth. Lance and the others she had left behind were regarded as relics of the past.

      Impediments to progress, he had been told.

      He was worn to the bone from staving off policies that undermined the Federation's ideals.

      Would he facilitate a trade deal that favored one party over another because the underdog didn't have the wherewithal to negotiate for fairness?

      No.

      Would he approve the acquisition of this star system's resources and ignore the pre-space civilization that was there?

      Hell, no.

      Would he go along for the ride while people were denied their rights to ensure such-and-such quota was met?

      Fuck, NO!

      Trouble from the larger powers inevitably caused economic unrest among the smaller member states, many of whom relied on the exports they made to the main players to support their local economies.

      Unstable economies led to civil unrest, as the Federation had discovered during the most recent generational shift.

      Lance swore under his breath. Had anyone heard him, it would be obvious where his daughter had learned to curse.

      The military back on Earth taught their people very well.

      Family-run powerhouses had emerged during that period of instability, building colossal financial empires to fund their political aspirations. For two generations, the premier families had been spending like they were allergic to money to supplant democracy with their rule.

      There were still those loyal to Bethany Anne and the Federation's founding principles. However, that group was dwindling with every decade that passed.

      Lance's patience had been slowly but surely ground down with every retirement, every death, every loyalist who lost their seat to a grandchild of the premier families, looking to tighten their grip on commerce in their home territories.

      The tide was turning, and Lance and his inner circle had been wondering for some time how much longer they could hold it back.

      Take the debate—and he used the term incredibly loosely—unfolding in front of him right now. The fight for freedom of information was coming to a head.

      The chamber was in an uproar as Harkkat, cantankerous and far too dangerous to try to remove even at his apparently advanced age, was yet again refuting the Ryleah family's claims that private funding was needed to maintain the standard of education provided by the Libraries. The family had been pushing for privatization of the Libraries for the last forty years.

      Elamonn Ryleah, the current representative, had the floor. "This is proof that public education is inadequate for today's needs."

      "Provided by whom?" Harkkat inquired sharply. "All I see here is proof of governments that are disgruntled they can't control the flow of information to their citizens due to said citizens choosing the Libraries over institutions offered on-world."

      "Because the Libraries are free!" Ryleah retorted.

      "Free and uncensored," Harkkat emphasized, lifting a finger. "As they were meant to be."

      Ryleah changed tack, sensing he'd missed his chance to ruffle Harkkat's feathers. "Control should not remain with planets ruled by Interdiction laws. MPPS' goals are out of line with the Federation's."

      "I find that difficult to believe since both systems were founded by the Queen," Harkkat responded, amused by the reach. "Next you will tell the honorable representatives that democracy is no longer a core value we ascribe to when it conflicts with our private interests."

      "The Queen is not relevant here!" Ryleah shrilled, his tone reaching heights of superiority he was going to find it hard to climb down from if he shifted his attack to Bethany Anne.

      To prove the point, shouts of outrage came from the loyalists. They were swiftly countered by the families' rebuttals. Within seconds, every representative in the room had found something to object to.

      Angry echoes filled the chamber, rebounding from the coffered ceiling. Lance cut the PA system before they were overwhelmed by feedback.

      He banged his gavel. "Order! The Consul is speaking. We will hear him."

      "The Interdiction planets are still entitled to representation in the Queen's absence," Harkkat continued when the interruptions from the benches had died down enough for him to be heard. "The Libraries belong to Bethany Anne. They are funded from her purse and will continue—"

      "The Interdiction has no right to a monopoly on the education system!"

      "Two strikes, Representative," Lance warned, aiming the gavel at the focus of his ire. "One more interruption and Ryleah will be excluded from this session."

      Harkkat laughed at Ryleah's suggestion. "For there to be a monopoly, you would first have to provide an alternative that is fit to compete with the Libraries. Create institutions your people can trust, and they will choose them. The Libraries will continue to be provided with adequate funding to ensure that no Federation citizen is denied access to education."

      He turned to face the benches before continuing. "There are few places to seek higher education on Ryleahan planets because the only opportunities the premier family makes available to their people are low-paid, low-skilled labor in the factories and warehouses—which the family happens to own."

      "You can't say that!" Ryleah objected, looking at Lance for support.

      Lance pinned the protesting representative with a cold glare. "Does your family offer access to accredited higher education for its employees?"

      "Yes!" Ryleah stuttered, then paused for a moment before he created a real mess. "Well, yes…in a limited capacity. There are overheads to consider, and—"

      "So, no," Lance concluded, giving him the same consideration he'd shown Harkkat. "Then I fail to see what you are objecting to, Representative. Continue, please, Consul."

      "Thank you, Your Honor." Harkkat pressed his fingers together. "Furthermore, my investigations have turned up proof that the institutions funded by the premier families are offering courses pirated from the Library syllabus and that those courses are being altered to fit narratives that benefit the investors."

      Lance frowned and leaned forward, eyebrows drawn together. "Elaborate, please, Consul."

      Harkkat's lip curled. "An apt example would be the history program taught to Ryleahan school children, which makes no mention of the seven thousand Ryleahan troops currently serving aboard the superdreadnought Aeternus."

      Lance wasn't easily shocked. He swallowed his urge to order the arrest of the premier family. "I need to see evidence of this erasure."

      "Submitted already, Your Honor," Harkkat assured him. He turned back to Ryleah. "The Libraries are not for sale or subversion, unlike many of the faces I see before me."

      That sparked a fresh round of objections, and no banging of his gavel was going to work to quiet them or appease the growing anger in his belly.

      Lance finally lost his shit somewhere between Ryleah's supporters yelling at Harkkat and everyone else yelling at them for the disrespect the premier families had shown their military heroes.

      "ENOUGH!" he roared. "I’ll hold every one of you in contempt if you don’t shut the fuck up right now.”

      Silence followed the shock of the Chief Arbiter cursing in chambers.

      No one dared break it.

      No one but Ryleah.

      “I call for a vote.”

      Lance planted his palms on either side of the screen embedded in his desk and leaned across the polished wood. “You don’t have the authority, Representative.”

      Ryleah sneered. “I have the backing to force it.” A hesitation. “Your Honor. Progress must be served.”

      More than half the council called out in support.

      Lance narrowed his eyes. That slimy little third-generation fuckwad had planned this—or rather, his family and their allies had. He got to his feet, taking his time to examine the faces and assess who was afraid, who was hiding their satisfaction, and who had been left out of the plot. He saw too many put on masks of indifference.

      His retinal camera was feeding it all to the space fleet base, where Barnabas, Stephen, and Anna Elizabeth were on standby.

      “What the inexperienced in this room call progress, those of us who have been here to guide the Federation from the start call a return to ways we abandoned for the good of all. I have done my damndest to uphold the values this Federation was built upon. I made a vow to do right by every citizen, and even if we don’t see eye to eye, no one can cast doubt on my efforts to do my duty to its fullest.”

      He reached out mentally. Meredith, stand by for my order.

      Acknowledged, General, Meredith replied.

      Lance returned to his seat. “Education was not universally accessible before Bethany Anne instituted the Libraries, nor was it impartial. The result of restricting the people’s access to education was a wealth divide that could not be breached and poverty on a mass scale. I see six, no, seven people in this room who might remember what a bread line looked like. The rest of you have no idea what you are asking for. Nevertheless, if the council wishes to vote, we will vote. On your heads be it.”

      Ryleah smarmed as the vote was taken, exuding confidence in his expected victory.

      Lance got to his feet when the result came through to the private screen embedded in the desk in front of him. He had a moment to consider his reaction before the result was displayed on the wall screens and the families’ representatives threw up a cheer. Meredith, initiate protocol: Rome Has Fallen.

      Confirm, General? Meredith requested.

      Confirm, Rome Has Fallen, Lance repeated.

      This is a sorry day, Meredith remarked.

      That it is, Lance agreed gravely. Here it is, all the same.

      A flurry of encrypted messages left Red Rock, transmitted through the Etheric by Meredith.

      Lance lifted his chin and turned to the representatives. “Get the hell off my asteroid. I am dissolving this council with the authority vested in me by the Federation charter and by Queen Bethany Anne Nacht on the grounds it is no longer fit to serve the people.

      “I have recalled the Queen—or as you will get to know her very soon, your Empress.”

      He vanished into thin air, leaving his robes of office pooled on the floor. Harkkat was the next to be transported out by Meredith, followed by the loyalists.

      The families had a mixed reaction. Some cheered, while others began to panic.

      Ryleah called for calm. “We won!” he boasted, arms raised in victory. “The General can’t scare us with ghost stories! The Libraries are ours!”

      “Not if we are dead,” a familiar voice called.

      He whirled, expecting his father’s close ally, the representative of the Fallas family, to be celebrating with the others. The old Torcellan was pale even for his kind. “What is it?” He eyed him with his head cocked. “Are you sick?”

      “Your father should have consulted me before setting this in motion.” Fallas gripped his arm. “It went much further than it should have.”

      Ryleah grinned. “What do you mean?” He looked around in glee. “We got the old coot to quit. He’s not here to stand in our way anymore.”

      The pure, shortsighted arrogance of youth had left the old Torcellan long ago. He shook his head. “Ryleah, you have the wisdom of a Kerflerick gnat. You don’t understand, you fool. The General was the only thing standing between us and the Queen’s wrath. We needed him.” He moaned, despair seeping into his tone. “We are in very real danger, young Ryleahan.”

      Ryleah laughed as he walked up, then clapped him on the back. “The Federation is ours for the taking! Even if everything the humans say is true, even if Bethany Anne is still alive, which I doubt, do you really think she can cross the universe to get here before we’ve taken over the CEREBRO network?”

      Fallas was delayed from answering when the doors were flung open and armed Guardians marched in.

      He slipped away from Ryleah and ran out as the Guardians began forcibly removing the former representatives. The old Torcellan had decided the only thing to do was take his children and grandchildren and run while he still had a chance to distance himself from the other families.
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      It could be said that Bethany Anne was fragile.

      Not like a flower, whose petals shriveled and dropped off at the first hint of frost. The Queen Bitch was fragile like an unexploded landmine, liable to blow up in your face if you crossed the line. However, she could be relied on to operate within the law—to an extent.

      Baba Yaga was her own law. Death personified.

      If she came for you, all you could do was hope your affairs were in order before you kissed your ass goodbye.

      General Ahmaann discovered that a little too late. His ribs cracked, and he felt bones in both his left arms snap as he rebounded off the grime-coated alley wall. He crashed heavily into the trash cans opposite the side door of the strip club Baba Yaga had just thrown him out of.

      The silhouette of Death filled the doorway, her white hair washed pink, then blue, then red by the dancing neon lights out in the street.

      The general’s heart rate soared as pain shot through his body. He squeezed his eyes shut, faking unconsciousness to give himself a minute to think his way out of his predicament.

      “Aaahhhmaaann. I am all out of patience. Think very carefully about the next words out of your mouth.”

      Her voice raked its claws down Ahmaann’s soul. All thoughts of weaseling his way out vanished with the click of her heels on the dirty concrete. Each step she took toward him thrust the stake of fear deeper into his heart.

      Baba Yaga pulled him out of the detritus and the grimy metal lid of something dropped off his shirt, the clanging as it hit the ground punctuating the gravity of his present situation.

      Gripping the front of his shirt in one hand, Baba Yaga captured the underside of his scaly chin with a needle-sharp fingernail and tipped his head up, forcing him to look her in the eye. “Where has Gödel hidden the missiles? Hmmm?”

      Ahmaann couldn’t talk. He wanted to. The Kurtherian had done something to him when he’d agreed to let her people use the wasteland south of the equator.

      Death was so close—her breath on his face. Her eyes bored into his and he felt exposed, as though she saw every dark secret he kept hidden.

      The red glow from Baba Yaga’s eyes sent a shiver down the general’s spine. His time was up. Why had no one told him that humans were far worse than Kurtherians?

      He tried to talk. A bolt of pain struck his skull from the inside before the words made it from his brain to his mouth.

      Baba Yaga rolled her eyes when the general’s eyes and nose fountained blood. “Fuckdammit, not another one. Michael!”

      The general panicked when a human male stepped out of thin air.

      Baba Yaga slapped the scream out of his mouth, sending him flailing into the trash once more. Her teeth flashed as she curled her lip in disgust. “Get a fucking grip of yourself, asshole. You have a choice. Play nice, and you will die quickly. Fight this, and you will discover how much worse the pain can get before you die.”

      Ahmaann curled into a ball, clamping his arms over his head as his mind was attacked from all directions. “I’ll do whatever you say,” he begged before his back arched, the pain ripping through him. “Just make it stop!”

      Michael cut through Gödel’s traps and took the information from his mind. “There’s a hidden base…” His voice trailed off as he turned around.

      Baba Yaga was gone, and in her place stood Bethany Anne. An angry Bethany Anne.

      “Motherfuckers!” she growled through clenched teeth.

      She vanished into the Etheric as Ahmaann breathed his last.

      Michael shook his head as he looked around, his shoulders relaxing. “Is it too much to ask that she wait for me just once?” He frowned as he forwarded a video of the encounter, along with the preprepared dossier detailing the general’s crimes, to the city’s law enforcement and main media outlets.

      He stepped into the Etheric and traveled to the location he’d gotten from the general’s grubby little mind before it collapsed. He fully expected to walk into carnage.

      The base had not been reduced to a smoking crater in the ground. No one inside the perimeter was screaming. The building wasn’t even on fire, which was all the proof he needed that Bethany Anne wasn’t yet here.

      Michael reached out mentally. Bethany Anne?

      He couldn’t sense her anywhere on the planet. He extended his search into the Etheric and felt his link to her faintly. She was in there somewhere, but not anywhere near.

      When he replayed the moment she’d left the alley in his mind, he realized she had been looking straight through him.

      Michael chuckled dryly. That didn’t tweak his ego at all, and no one could prove it had. But…

      Who had she been cursing?

      ADAM wasn’t around to answer either. That meant Bethany Anne was moving at speed and had already crossed a vast distance.

      A chill passed down Michael’s spine as her face at the moment she’d vanished burned into his inner vision. She had become rage incarnate.

      The base would have to wait.

      He needed to know where his wife had gone.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      “What do you mean, Mom’s gone AWOL?” Alexis demanded after materializing on the bridge of the Baba Yaga with Gabriel.

      Michael fixed his daughter with a look that could freeze water. “I don’t know how much clearer I could have been in my message.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “You were kinda growly, Dad. All we got was that Mom looked at you weird, then vanished. We got over here as fast as we could.”

      Michael winced. “I apologize.”

      Alexis saw the strain in her father’s shoulders and felt guilty about her abrupt entrance. She walked to him and hugged him tightly. “We’ll find her, Dad. Talk us through it.”

      “Tabitha just docked,” Izanami announced from the communications station, where she was conducting a search of the subspace network for any sign of ADAM.

      Michael sighed. “One moment we were interrogating the general, the next she cursed out loud and was gone. She wasn’t at Gödel’s base, and I can’t reach her in the Etheric.”

      “What the hell, Michael?” Tabitha yelled as she stormed out of the lower-level doors, her face streaked with mascara-tinted tears. “You have to know where she went!”

      Michael lifted his hands. “As Bethany Anne would say, it beats the shit out of me.”

      Tabitha launched herself at Michael. “I’ll beat the shit out of you if you don’t get your ass in gear and find my best friend!”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing for the last hour?” He understood that Tabitha’s attitude came from a place of fear, but it didn’t mean he had to deal with her shit right now. “I called so you could assist with the search. Not so you could blame me for Bethany Anne having her own mind.”

      Tabitha’s face got very red.

      The twins approached the ticking Tabbie-bomb with caution, but she brushed off their attempts to comfort her and pummeled Michael’s chest with her fists. “You weren’t here when she broke before! We have to find her before she gets too far away to track.”

      Michael wrapped her in a hug and let her run her emotions out before steering her gently into a chair.

      “It’s too late for us to track her,” he admitted with regret. “She’s light-years from here.”

      Gabriel called for calm. “Going off half-cocked isn’t going to help us get her back. We need information. Can anyone reach ADAM or TOM?”

      Alexis waved a hand. “I can try to get them through the Etheric.”

      Izanami turned to face them. “Wait, I’ve got something coming through on Bethany Anne’s subspace channel.”

      >>Dammit, I’m trying, Bethany Anne. I can only get a one-way connection at this distance.<< ADAM sounded very far away and more than a little stressed. >>We’re headed for High Tortuga. Bethany Anne’s orders are to meet her at Red Rock. Lance has initiated the Rome Has Fallen protocol.<<

      Tabitha’s knuckles turned white as she increased her grip on the arms of the chair. “ShiiiiiiiiiiiIIIIIIIIIIIIT.”

      The twins looked at Michael and Tabitha in confusion. “Why do you two look like you just heard someone died?” Alexis asked.

      “What is the protocol Grandpa Lance initiated?” Gabriel asked at the same time.

      Tabitha forced her fingers to let go of the chair. “Martial law, kids. He’s fired the council, which means the Federation has been corrupted.”

      “ADAM didn’t say ‘Baba Yaga’s orders…’” Michael’s frown grew deeper as everyone’s attention turned to him. “She dropped the disguise when she got the message from Lance.”

      Tabitha pouted. “So what?”

      “Is Mom okay?” Gabriel asked quietly. The words sounded small.

      Michael drew out his thought slowly. “What is heading for the Federation is not the same woman who felt the need to separate her feelings from her duty. She has no need to hide behind a persona. The Federation has earned a visit from the Queen Bitch.”

      “She’s still mad at them for allowing Gödel’s cult to get a foothold,” Alexis recalled. “A hundred and fifty years clearly wasn’t enough time to let that wound heal.”

      “And for the lengths she had to go to when she stepped down as Empress and they tried to hobble her military capability,” Gabriel added.

      “How about for being such a shitshow that she had to step up in the first place?” Tabitha supplied.

      Michael nodded, concealing the flash of regret he felt about the part his first death had played in Bethany Anne reaching her breaking point the first time. However, that was the past, and his wife was no longer walking through life with only her grief to keep her company.

      They’d had almost two centuries together to heal those wounds.

      No one knew Bethany Anne like he did. She wasn’t in the same place emotionally as she had been when Baba Yaga made her first appearance. His concern shifted to the Federation and what she would do when she got there. He could still see her face in his mind. “Believe it or not, you have never seen your mother lose her temper to the full extent she is capable of.”

      Tabitha snorted. “I’d feel sorry for the council if the assholes weren’t so…”

      “Deserving?” Gabriel offered.

      She tapped a finger on her lips before pointing at him. “That fits,” Tabitha decided. She pushed out of the chair. “Lance would never walk out without a damn good reason. It isn’t in him to quit. Whatever they have coming, they deserve it.”

      Alexis, practical as always, pointed out the obvious. “She’s traveling through the Etheric. Even Mom has to rest. If we leave now, we might catch up with her before she gets to the Federation.”

      Michael wanted more information. “Alexis, meet me in the meditation chamber in thirty minutes.”

      “What are you going to do?” Tabitha asked.

      Michael didn’t turn back. “I’m going to take care of that base. Then I need to contact my brothers.”

      

      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne crossed the Etheric at supersonic speed. Violent clouds of supercharged mist trailed in her wake for hundreds of kilometers.

      Lightning illuminated the turbulence surrounding her, the friction she generated electrifying the flow field her motion was creating. She’d had Tom reconfigure her inner ears to protect them from the rolling sonic boom that accompanied her as she inexorably rode her rage toward the Federation.

      For the first couple of hours, she’d been too preoccupied with perfecting her pace to process her emotions. For anyone else, that would have meant finding out just how fast they could run. For Bethany Anne, it meant finding the velocity where she met so much resistance that she had to divert extra energy to her nanocytes to keep her skin and armor intact and maintaining it just below that.

      Rome Has Fallen.

      Bethany Anne had no information beyond the notification she’d received from Meredith. Those three words carried the weight of trillions of lives dangling over a precipice.

      The only one she cared about right now was her father.

      It was unlikely the Kurtherians were responsible, even indirectly. It was hard to get an attack of that size together when every time a clan put roots down, a superdreadnought emblazoned with the Queen Bitch’s emblem showed up to bomb them out of existence.

      No, the activation of the protocol meant Lance believed the Federation was no longer viable.

      This fuckery was internal, and it ground Bethany Anne’s gears like nothing else.

      All she’d ever wanted was to help those who were powerless to help themselves. The strength of her desire had gotten her an Empire, one that ran mostly because the General had made it so.

      He had taken the mantle from her when she stepped down, but intergalactic rule had seared the imprint of its weight on her soul and could never truly be forgotten. She alone understood the depth and breadth of his burden—because it had been hers first.

      Thanks to him, Federation citizens went to sleep at night safe in the knowledge that they would not wake up in the morning to find they and everything they owned now belonged to large aliens with even larger guns

      Lance didn’t need guns. He fought from the House of Arbitration, wielding Bethany Anne’s Justice to enforce equality for all and harmony between the multitude of species that made up the Federation. All citizens were equal in his eyes. He tackled every challenge to the Federation charter head-on.

      Everything Bethany Anne knew about playing the long game came from Lance. The General didn’t break.

      He didn’t break.

      But now, it was obvious he had.

      The lightning increased in intensity as Bethany Anne indulged her imagination in deciding what she was going to do to the persons responsible. However good it felt to push the boundaries physically, it felt better to let the lid off the anger she’d spent nine-tenths of her life repressing.

      It had begun with learning how vampires were made and that the Nosferatu existed because they gave in to a “voice” that tempted them to embrace evil.

      She knew there was no virus producing that voice. The only battle the ones who chose the dark side had fought was with their own morality.

      “Choose power,” the voice told them. The Nosferatu had ignored the familiarity of it, surrendered their free will, and regressed to an animalistic state to absolve themselves of responsibility for the killing sprees that had driven Michael to lay down his strictures.

      There was always a choice. She was done with people choosing wrongly.

      The UnknownWorld aside, human governments had chosen to react to TQB with avarice and suspicion.

      The Yollins had chosen to fracture as a society rather than accept the equality she’d demanded.

      The Leath had chosen to fight brutally for the oppressors they worshipped.

      The Skaines had almost chosen extinction rather than bend to Bethany Anne’s zero-tolerance policy on slavery.

      After she had a few star systems under her belt, the tactics had turned political, but it was all the same game. Wherever there was opportunity, predators circled.

      As Empress, her habit of skipping past the politics and her hands-on approach to thinning the pack had bought her the same reputation Michael had had in the UnknownWorld when she inherited it.

      She had wanted better for the Federation. She had practiced patience and restraint, letting go of the things she didn’t have room on her plate for. She had tempered her reactionary nature for the sake of the many.

      Well, fuck patience. Her father had been dishonored, and she was all out of restraint. Fuck taking a step back, and fuck giving the council any freedom what-so-fucking-ever from here on out.

      They had forgotten about the consequences. Democracy would prevail if she had to rip out the spines of the treacherous shitsquibs and use them to beat the lesson into their replacements to ensure her rules stayed fresh in their minds for more than a generation.

      Bethany Anne's emotions tore outward through the Etheric.

      Contrary to everyone’s concerns, she was, for the first time in a long time, completely and utterly herself. In a corner of the mindspace, ADAM and TOM monitored Bethany Anne’s physical state—optimal—and the integrity of her armor’s systems—not so optimal.

      >>She hasn’t said a word since she had you fix her hearing. That was fourteen hours ago.<<

      I’m not going to interrupt her, TOM told him. If you want to volunteer to be the first digital entity to be torn a physical asshole, be my guest.

      >>One of us has to do it,<< ADAM persisted. >>Her armor needs some downtime.<<

      I can hear her thoughts. There’s no way I’m bringing her attention down on me.

      ADAM showed him the armor’s projected lifetime if Bethany Anne kept pushing it past its limits.

      I hate you, TOM grumbled.

      Bethany Anne heard them, yet she perceived none of the logic. She’d tuned them out, leaning into the exhilarating rush of the Etheric pouring through her body while she pushed herself to maintain her course at speeds no human was meant to endure.

      You need to take a break soon, TOM warned.

      Bethany Anne laughed. Why in fuck's name would I do that when I can power myself infinitely from the energy around me?

      You can, TOM agreed. Your armor is a different matter.

      >>It needs time to regenerate,<< ADAM added.

      Bethany Anne began reducing her speed. Well, shit. How far did we get?

      >>You want the distance, or the nearest planet?<<

      Planet. Preferably one that has fast food and Coke. None of that Pepsi shit. I’m hungry and thirsty, not desperate.
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      The closest planet inhabited by a sentient species was pre-industrial. Bethany Anne usually avoided civilizations that hadn’t yet discovered the combustion engine, let alone interstellar travel.

      However, her armor's integrity was failing.

      The nanocyte and Bl’kheth DNA-infused fabric looked like it had been sandblasted in Hell. Her beautiful coat had frayed at the edges. Her boots had lost their luster.

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric in the largest city on the most densely populated continent. She pushed her hood back but hid herself from the minds of the locals while she assessed the place.

      She was next to a river that was fronted by a clay-brick promenade. The promenade was crowded with shoppers browsing the stalls of an open-air market. The people were blue-skinned humanoids, kind of birdlike with narrow, beaky faces and short arms that made Bethany Anne think of the T-rex in Jurassic Park.

      Something tells me they don’t have fitted sheets on this planet, she commented.

      This planet hasn’t moved beyond pastoralism, and that’s what you went with? TOM spluttered.

      Bethany Anne and ADAM laughed.

      They won’t have Coke, either, TOM grumbled.

      I don’t see why you would be cut up about that, Bethany Anne told him. It’s not like the lack of caffeine will bother you.

      TOM snorted. Walk a mile in my shoes when you’ve been denied your fix.

      You don’t wear shoes, Bethany Anne pointed out. And I don’t need caffeine to function.

      She weighed the choice between altering her body to look like the aliens and projecting an illusion that did the same. She settled for subtly altering the perception of those around her so they saw what they expected to.

      Then she followed her nose, searching for the smell of cooking meat.

      It was pleasant to be nothing more than another face in the crowd. Bethany Anne took her time strolling past the stalls selling everything from the woven baskets with large, looping handles she saw many people carrying on their backs to clothing and home goods, live animals, and butchered ones.

      The people were healthy and relaxed, another thing Bethany Anne hadn’t seen for a long time. There was clearly a social and economic structure that placed some above others, but she didn’t see any signs of oppression or slavery.

      How has this planet avoided being taken over by the Kurtherians? she pondered, her nose wrinkling as she inspected a tank of crustaceans that looked to be all claw.

      >>Could be they missed this star system?<< ADAM guessed. >>There’s no technology to pick up, and the gravitational anomaly I registered on this side as we came in could be providing some kind of protection.<<

      What’s your take, TOM?

      They have evolved in ways we haven’t seen anywhere else. I won’t argue with ADAM’s theory just yet.

      The stall with the cooking smells came into sight near the end of the promenade. Bethany Anne looked at the menu, which was written in a language her translation software hadn’t encountered yet.

      With the patience she was famed for across the galaxies, she dismissed her HUD and looked at the photos on the board instead.

      The options were: noodles with meat, noodles with veggies, plain noodles, and something that looked pretty much like a noodle-filled taco if she didn’t pay close attention to the fringe of tiny feet along the edges of the crispy shell.

      She glanced at the people in front of her to see what they were using for currency and manipulated the trace elements in the air to manifest a handful of the metal tokens.

      A little weirded out by the feet, she chose the plain noodles and paid, then took a seat at one of the tables overlooking the harbor. No one noticed the solitary human sitting with them.

      Bethany Anne scooped up a few noodles with the two-tined implement the vendor had given her and popped them into her mouth absentmindedly as she watched the activity around the ships.

      The noodles objected to being chewed.

      Bethany Anne spat the squirming “noodles” back into the cup and wrinkled her nose as she put it on the table. When I said I wanted fast food, I didn’t mean so fast it tries to escape while I am eating it.

      You saw the foot-taco, TOM managed through his laughter.

      I tried not to see the foot-taco, actually. Bethany Anne pushed the cup away with a little burst of Etheric energy when one of the wormy creatures flopped over the rim. It dangled half-in, half-out, its pendulous sway sending a shudder down her spine. Yeah, no. Is there somewhere on this planet I can get food that knows it is food?

      >>I’m going to guess no?<< ADAM apologized.

      Bethany Anne sighed, then got to her feet. What am I supposed to do while I wait for my armor to regenerate?

      She cut off their replies, picking up a strong sense of evil intent somewhere in the harbor. Never mind. Ask, and the universe provides.

      TOM and ADAM knew there would be no diverting her in this mood.

      Bethany Anne had already abandoned the cup of worms. She tweaked her perception filter to make people’s eyes slide away from her as she made her way to the docks.

      Has the translation software figured the local language yet?

      >>If you had waited twenty seconds longer, you would have known you were ordering live bait for lunch,<< ADAM replied.

      Well, that just plain sucked.

      Bethany Anne shrugged off the consequences of her impatience and activated her HUD.

      She walked briskly past fishing boats, one- and two-masted cargo ships, and passenger ships, touching the minds of everyone she passed.

      Most of the people were doing legitimate work. She tuned out the clamor of ships being loaded and unloaded around her to zero in on the raised voices that belonged to the sense of impending fuckery that had attracted her attention.

      Her head snapped to the left when the sounds of a fight breaking out came from nearby. The evil she was searching for was there.

      Bethany Anne found the exit to the side street leading away from the harbor. She skipped through the Etheric and came out on top of the harbor wall, then ran across the smooth stones until she found her quarry.

      Four of the people below wore matching uniforms and were guarding four smartly-dressed men carrying a velvet-curtained palanquin.

      The eight antagonist assholes in the walled-in side street had swords and pikes, and their faces were covered.

      Everyone else had cleared out, but Bethany Anne felt the eyes of an audience in the windows overlooking the street.

      The bandits looked like business had been booming. They all had shiny swords and plenty of jewelry. Bethany Anne scanned their minds to be sure and found they were part of a larger gang that had amassed a small fortune by kidnapping the country’s wealthier citizens and holding them for ransom.

      In contrast, the guards’ minds showed her they were loyal and good-hearted, and the palanquin bearers were well-paid and well-treated. Their employers were good people whose family ruled the country fairly.

      The two noblewomen hiding in the palanquin had been afraid of being waylaid by the gang and were terrified about what was going to happen to them if their guards were overcome.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes narrowed, and a spike of annoyance flared in her chest. I have time to get the location of the gang’s headquarters and remove them while my armor does its thing, right?

      >>If you are fast, why not?<< ADAM answered. >>The nano-fabric needs another ninety minutes.<<

      TOM couldn’t suppress the concern in his voice. What happened to not interfering in the development of pre-space species?

      You’ve been watching too much TV with Reynolds. Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed red as she dropped her perception filter and released a wave of fear.

      Everyone in the side street stopped what they were doing and looked around for the source of the bone-deep terror they felt.

      All eyes turned to Bethany Anne, who leapt lightly to the street.

      She concentrated Etheric energy on the ground beneath the bandits’ feet.

      Before they had a chance to react, they were solidly encased in chest-high stone drawn from the street.

      Bethany Anne lashed out with a fist and crushed the windpipe of the first bandit who opened his mouth to speak.

      He sagged in his rocky prison, gasping to draw air into his crushed trachea. The others stared at Bethany Anne, awestruck.

      She stalked past the bandits. “You picked the wrong day to pull your bullshit,” she told them. “I’ll deal with you in a minute.”

      She turned to the guards, her features softening. “Are you all okay?”

      The guards had recovered from her emotional gut-punch. Seeing that the terrifying alien was only mad at the bandits, the senior guard spoke up.

      “Who…no, what are you?” he asked. “The earth moved at your command. We have never seen anything like it.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth twitched. He hadn’t loosened the grip he had on his sword. “I’m a bad-tempered bitch who fucking hates bullies. Looks like I got here just in time to help you guys out.”

      The guard adjusted his shield, wary of her magic. Everything about this pale woman told him she was a warrior through and through. “Do you mean to attack the Princess?”

      His men reaffirmed their stances around the palanquin. There was no fear in their eyes. No resignation to certain death, just determination to do their duty.

      Bethany Anne shook her head and smiled, moved by the dedication of the four men standing strong in defense of the women peering through the curtains. “No. I have seen in your minds that they are just rulers.”

      The curtain twitched. Bethany Anne wiggled her fingers at the princess peering at her, and the gap in the curtain snapped shut. “I’ll take it from here.”

      The senior guard let out a sigh of relief. “Then, with your leave, Lady, we will depart.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Get the princess to wherever she’s supposed to be,” she told them. She flicked a finger at the bandits. “These shitstains and their friends won’t be bothering anyone for much longer.”

      “You would have the kingdom’s gratitude for it,” the guard assured her.

      He bowed from the waist, and the others did the same. The bearers picked up the palanquin nervously and moved off without saying a word.

      The bandits were less than pleased to see their payday leaving the side street, no questions asked. However, their current predicament took precedence.

      Bethany Anne scrutinized the sorry lot of them with distaste. The one she’d punched in the throat had expired while her attention was on the victims. “Which one of you is the leader here?”

      The seven who were alive glanced at the one who was not.

      “Dammit,” Bethany Anne muttered. She turned her ire on the remaining bandits. “Who gets the honor of being the head prick now that he’s dead?”

      No one wanted to step up. Bethany Anne arched an eyebrow. “Well, one of you needs to start talking.”

      “We don’t know anything,” one of the bandits blurted.

      He realized his mistake when Bethany Anne backhanded him.

      Bethany Anne flicked the bandit's blood off her knuckles, her expression as cold as ice. “I’m allergic to bullshit. It makes me break out in uncontrollable acts of violence.”

      She flourished her free hand for effect as she pulled on the Etheric to free the right hand of each bandit from the stone simultaneously.

      Next, she drew on the Etheric and manifested a katana made of lightning. The bandits followed the arcing blade with wide eyes, connecting it with their exposed hands in their imaginations.

      “Last chance,” Bethany Anne told them. “This blade will cauterize as it cuts, and I have more time than you have body parts.” She didn’t, but that was privileged information, and they didn’t need to know.

      She lifted her sword. “Where is the rest of your gang hiding?”
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        * * *

      

      Their stubborn refusal to accept fate had cost the bandits a hand apiece before one of them had squealed, accepting Bethany Anne’s offer of a quick, clean death in return for the location of their gang.

      The squealer had told her they were currently camped in the forest east of the city. He’d also given her a list of landmarks as directions.

      Apparently, the bandits moved from place to place to avoid capture by the Royal Guard.

      Bethany Anne left the city, threading her way through the crowd waiting to gain access at the east gate.

      The demarcation between the city limits and the agricultural land beyond was abrupt and happened almost immediately after Bethany Anne left the protection of the walls.

      Moving at a speed that obscured her from unenhanced eyes, she followed the road through the verdant farmland and crossed a bridge over the lively river that was her first landmark.

      Bethany Anne came upon a village at a crossroads, her second landmark. She left the road and cut across a rolling fallow field to reach the final landmark, a stone well standing in the shade of the trees where the forest met the grass.

      The camp was a couple of kilometers into the forest. The trees were not the strangest she’d seen, but their bright red bark and snow-white foliage were beautifully eerie.

      The moon had risen by this time. The leaves captured its light, taking on a phosphorescent glow.

      Bethany Anne heard nocturnal insects and wildlife stirring in the nooks and crannies as she passed beneath the canopy.

      Sounds made by people hit the edge of her hearing range. Cruel laughter filtered through the trees, shattering the otherwise-peaceful ambiance.

      Bethany Anne veered toward the sound.

      Getting closer, she counted three dozen bandits gathered around a campfire. They were drinking and carousing, having a grand old time and laughing drunkenly as they one-upped each other with tall tales.

      Bethany Anne wasn’t planning on making conversation. This was an extermination exercise.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t give them a taste of their own medicine.

      She flooded the area with Etheric energy and sent it into the sky. The moon vanished behind the dark clouds she pulled out of thin air.

      A peal of thunder broke up the revelry around the campfire. A few of the bandits began gathering their belongings to take back into their wagons.

      “Where are you going?” the bandit whose anecdote had been disrupted called. “Story’s not done yet!”

      A wicked smile played on Bethany Anne’s lips. She amplified her voice, pushing fear. “Hey, assholes! I have a story for you. It’s called, Saint Payback is a bitch, and she’s coming for you.”

      Dread accompanied each syllable, her words cutting the night.

      The bandits, either to their credit or their overwhelming stupidity, did not run away pissing themselves.

      They grabbed their weapons and bunched together, scanning the tree line warily. The soft glow from the canopy lent depth to the shadows, the half-light only adding to their confusion.

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the shadows and someone fired a crossbow at her, although whether it was purposeful or a premature shot, no one would ever know.

      She caught the bolt in mid-air and hurled it back at the bandit who had fired it. “Nice try, ass-biscuit.”

      The bolt hit him square between the eyes and kept going. It erupted from the back of his skull and pinned the person standing behind him to a tree.

      Bethany Anne raised an arm and called lightning to her hand. Her eyes blazed red as she reformed the energy into the shape of her favorite katana. “Is any other fucker here feeling brave? No? Good. My turn.”

      A few of the bandits managed to regain control of themselves and ran.

      Bethany Anne was faster.

      To the bandits standing in the center of the camp, it looked like she had vanished. The next thing they saw was the deserters dropping like flies.

      That got them moving, fear of Bethany Anne’s powers or not.

      Those with swords and shields came at her in a rough formation led by one particularly vocal bandit as she slowed, taking a running leap to use the chest of the lead bandit as a springboard as she brought the lightning around in a deadly arc.

      Six down. Well, fuckity-fuck, her boot was stuck in the bandit’s chest.

      Bethany Anne wrenched her foot free and whipped around, narrowly avoiding the blade of a meaty-looking bandit who wielded his broadsword two-handed.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. He was built like a brick shithouse, a giant compared to the rest of his species.

      The other bandits seemed to think he was the shit, judging by the circle forming around them. The dumb fucks had actual hope in their eyes as they called his name, cheering him on.

      Bethany Anne released the lightning and plunged her hand into his chest. “You are the bad guys,” she stated as she pulled her hand out. “You don’t get to win.”

      His eyes widened when she showed him his still-beating heart.

      Bethany Anne had moved on by the time his brain got the news that he was dead.

      This was by no means a fair fight. The bandits were woefully outnumbered and outclassed, much like their victims had been. Bethany Anne tore them to pieces without breaking a sweat.

      The campsite was soaked in blood when she killed the final bandit a few moments later. So was she.

      It only took a few seconds to clean the rapidly stiffening blood out of her hair.

      She looked down at her gore-soaked clothing and hesitated before activating the nano-fabric's self-clean function. Please tell me my armor has fully regenerated, ADAM.

      >>Go ahead,<< ADAM confirmed.

      Bethany Anne unclenched her teeth once the mess was gone. That’s better.

      Are you going to inform the royal family about this? TOM inquired.

      Bethany Anne shook her head as she opened the Etheric. My armor is fully functional. Time to go.
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      High Tortuga, Northern Continent, Space Fleet Base

      The main ops room of the security pit thrummed with the murmured conversations of the analysts, agents, and various support operatives working on the Federation’s multi-pronged response to the attempted coup.

      The families had no idea who they were fucking with.

      Lance recognized the faces. He saw seasoned operatives who worked under Barnabas, Anna Elizabeth’s agents, and administrative liaisons from both Stephen’s staff and the Bad Company.

      There were even a couple of Ranger uniforms in the crowd.

      Somewhere deep in the bunker, Frank Kurns and his people were listening and feeding a steady drip of information to the pit.

      Those who spotted Lance as he walked through the ops room gave him deferential nods of respect.

      He returned the respect.

      These people protected the Federation. Few of them would ever see the front lines, where the balance was measured in blood. Their battles were fought on spreadsheets, across public message boards, in courtrooms, and in the media. Not with physical force, but with obsessive attention to detail and terrier-like tenacity.

      Lance left the ops room through the secure door on the far side of the pit and made his way along the corridor to the smaller meeting room. Barnabas, Stephen, and Anna Elizabeth were waiting for him.

      “Come, join us,” Stephen invited as Lance closed the door. “CEREBRO, lock us down. Nothing in, nothing out until I call for you again.”

      “As you wish, Stephen,” the EI group responded.

      Lance made a beeline for the refreshments table, ignoring the tingling of the hair on the back of his neck in response to CEREBRO activating the room’s security bubble. He chose decaf and a pair of chocolate chip cookies. “I appreciate you all waiting while I secured passage from Red Rock for our allies. Akio and Nickie send their regards.”

      “How are things going up there on the Rock?” Barnabas asked.

      Lance took a seat at the table and dipped one of his cookies into his coffee. “Exactly as we planned.” He stuffed the coffee-soaked cookie into his mouth and chewed quickly. “I missed breakfast and lunch. I know I can replenish my energy from the Etheric, but it doesn’t fill your stomach.”

      “We won’t tell Patricia you were filling up on sugar when we had a perfectly good fruit basket available,” Barnabas promised with a wink.

      “It’s all sugar in the end.” Lance gave the apple Barnabas was eating a skeptical look, then demolished the second cookie and swept the crumbs away. “The families are too outraged at being thrown out of the House of Arbitration to do more than send in the lawyers.”

      “A fat lot of good that will do them,” Barnabas commented, carving a slice from his apple with his knife.

      “It does us good,” Anna Elizabeth responded evenly.

      She preferred Barnabas in a level mood. The ancients had smoothed their tendencies to choose bloodshed as a solution. However, when they were moved to great anger, there was always the risk they would revert to the scorched-earth policy of the past. “While the lawyers are distracted by the misapprehension that they can reverse the dissolution of the council, we have breathing room to dismantle the families’ power base.”

      “I have my people coordinating with Frank,” Lance told her. “The families haven't yet gotten their asses in gear to carry out whatever their end game is.”

      Stephen pushed his coffee cup away. “We know exactly what they want. Once they have control of the Libraries, they intend to corrupt the education system on the Jeddah-class planets so they can manipulate the people and force a mass secession.”

      Anna Elizabeth folded her arms, annoyance pinching her features. “Projections from Dawnseeker University show a bleak outcome if the families are allowed to continue unchecked. Finding out they have been using their power within the private universities to distort knowledge of other cultures and even remove their own history should be shocking, but I’m afraid I saw it coming.”

      “We all did,” Stephen supplied wearily. “But we were right not to act until they made their move. I cannot help but think of the people whose lives will be disrupted when we redress the balance.”

      Barnabas put his knife on the table and reached for his brother’s shoulder. “That is why we have foresight. For long enough, the families have cried ‘Freedom!’ knowing nothing of the sacrifices that were made to give them the liberty to do so. It has given us ample opportunity to prepare for this day.”

      “True, but we have come to a nexus point we revisit over and over, one the short-lived lack the longevity to see the futility of. Yet again, there is a group of people whose desire to have others bow to them in the ascendancy.” Stephen was a man with a gentle heart. Once upon a time, he had retreated from the brutal reality of life.

      Then Bethany Anne had called him to service. She had given him the strength to reclaim his life, and further, inspired him to make something more of it than he had in the previous centuries.

      Since Bethany Anne left High Tortuga, he and Barnabas had endeavored to care for the people in her name. More recently, he had protected High Tortuga from the worst of the families’ manipulation, all the while feeling the frustration of being powerless to protect more than his own corner of the Federation.

      Stephen’s expression was severe. “The time of standing aside is over. We need to put our plans into action before the families have a chance to make their next move, or we risk the stability of the Federation. If this progresses to war between the planetary states, there's nothing to prevent society from returning to the way it was before Bethany Anne came along and changed things.”

      Lance frowned. “This isn’t the time to give oxygen to our worst fears. My counterattack went into effect the moment I initiated the coup protocol. What else are we doing to fuck with their efforts?”

      “We are going to teach the families that everything they have is built upon infrastructure controlled by a much larger and more powerful family,” Barnabas informed him. “They are but children compared to the Nacht.”

      Barnabas’ smile was serene. Lance knew better than to mistake the ancient vampire’s expression as anything but contemplation of the carnage to come. “Why does that sound like you’re planning to eviscerate them?”

      “Because we are,” Barnabas replied. “Financially, at least.”

      Stephen flicked a finger to activate the holodisplay embedded in the table. It showed a list of names. “Barnabas is simplifying. When Bethany Anne proposed the creation of the terraforming program, she created a fund and opened it to anyone in the family who wanted to invest. That money went into creating the infrastructure the families built their fortunes on, including the banks they use.”

      “Talk about biting the hand that feeds you,” Lance groused, scrutinizing the list.

      He knew every person on it well and considered many of them to be family. “I remember the fund. Patricia made a killing on an unexpected neodymium deposit some years ago, and she’s never let me forget I turned that particular investment down.”

      “Your holdings are nothing to be sniffed at,” Stephen consoled him. He selected an icon, and information on some of the investments he’d made over the years replaced the list of names. “As you all know, I have been acting as the fund manager since Yuko decided to spend more time with her great-grandchildren. When I received your message via Meredith, I enacted a program I’ve been working on with CEREBRO’s help. Every contract between the fund and the family-owned companies has been canceled.”

      Barnabas nodded. “Disrupting business is a start.”

      “Not enough of one in my view,” Stephen told him. “I have also frozen the personal accounts of the families and their closest associates.”

      Lance snorted. “That’s the no-punches-pulled attitude I was looking for. I mentioned my counterattack. I have the power to effectively put these planets into administration, and by God, I intend to make them squirm. Arrangements are underway for forensic auditors from all over the Federation to descend on the governments of the affected member states.”

      Anna Elizabeth let out a little gasp. “That is an extreme measure. What about the cost?”

      Lance’s lip curled. “The families can eat it. Fuck them. I’m going to ferret out every single skeleton those entitled fuckers have hidden in their closets, and I’m going to use what my people find to string the bastards up by their heels. What these people need is a dose of MPPS to knock the delusions of superiority they inherited along with their fortunes out of them. Everything we find that was acquired by dishonorable means will be confiscated by the Federation and redistributed to deserving parties.”

      “That’s a little Robin Hood, don’t you think?” Anna Elizabeth didn’t look like she disapproved.

      “Who is protecting the auditors?” Stephen inquired.

      Lance’s grin promised trouble. “Nickie was looking to stretch her legs. You know how she gets. Akio will remain at Ranger Base One while she takes command of the mission.”

      There was a twinkle in Barnabas’ eye. “So, we have cut the families off from their money, caused chaos in their businesses, and distracted them—and their armies of lawyers—by ripping back the curtains on their attempts to subvert Federation law. What are we doing to regain the people’s trust in the Federation?”

      Lance didn’t miss Anna Elizabeth’s smile. “We were not the only ones to have foresight. I take it you have the media campaign sewn up, Anna Elizabeth?”

      Anna Elizabeth’s tone made it clear how she felt about getting to take the gloves off. “We have content going out on multiple platforms, led by an exposé on the gray areas the corporations have been using to exploit their workers.”

      Lance cocked an eyebrow. “How do you intend to get full coverage for that? Four of the nine major news platforms are owned by the families.”

      Those four platforms were the only approved media on many planets owned by the families. They were polluted with propaganda produced by the owners.

      The Premier Families are working hard to make life fair for you despite the Federation restricting us.

      Your life is hard because this group is using up the resources. Because other planets are getting a better deal.

      We care. The Federation does not.

      Hate and fear were shoved down the people’s throats like they were geese in a foie gras factory, and there was no regulatory body in sight to demand they report the truth.

      It was on their news channels, their social media, and the shows they watched on the holonetworks, and in the advertising they were exposed to.

      These messages were on every screen and in every level of communication from memes to state-produced documentaries. It was twenty-four-seven exposure to content designed to create divides and erode their trust in the benefits of unity and universal access to basic necessities.

      Anna Elizabeth smiled in Barnabas’ direction. “With a little help from my friends and colleagues.”

      Barnabas leaned forward, steepling his fingers on the table before him. “I have been tracking activities the families would prefer stayed behind closed doors for many years now.”

      “As have I. The families want to play dirty? I will air their dirty laundry for all the Federation to see.” Anna Elizabeth looked like the cat that had gotten the cream. “Link and Phina have teams making the rounds of the major broadcasting corporations and social media outlets to ensure we get their full cooperation.”

      “Do you think that will be enough to sway the public?” Lance asked, although he knew the answer.

      Anna Elizabeth’s smile grew. “Oh, yes. The families may have money to burn, but they are vastly outnumbered by the people whose quality of life has been gradually reduced year after year while their leaders grow richer. They support the families out of a mixture of fear they will lose their jobs if they speak against their employers and ignorance.”

      Lance knew public support also came from the legions who believed the families were their saviors and treated them like celebrities.

      “What the families have done is remove hope,” he growled. “The people under their control have no hope of improving the situation. They cannot earn their way out. They cannot educate themselves without the Libraries. People who are denied the basics don’t just fall into financial poverty, they become intellectually impoverished. Their daily lives and their decisions focus on the need to eat and keep a roof over their children’s heads. We did not spend the last two hundred years eradicating need for a bunch of self-aggrandizing, power-hungry idiots to destroy it all.”

      Nobody disagreed with that.

      “Everything will change once we expose the truth they have suppressed,” Stephen reasoned. “When the people realize they have the Federation’s support in overthrowing their oppressors, surely they will rise up.”

      Anna Elizabeth nodded in agreement. “While our efforts in the banking system will deny the families access to their liquid assets, our follow-up on the media campaign will trigger public boycotts of the corporations.”

      Lance had another concern. “We need to provide support for the people affected by us kneecapping the families financially. It’s going to be messy.”

      “What's the alternative?" Anna Elizabeth asked softly.

      Lance didn’t sugarcoat it. “Bethany Anne arrives and starts removing heads.”

      “Plan A it is.” Stephen looked around the table. “We all realize that Bethany Anne is going to remove heads whatever we do?”

      “Which is why we get ahead on damage control,” Lance told them. “While we have a duty to ensure that the Federation can recover, my daughter will not have those concerns in mind until she is done removing the root of the cancer in our society.”

      “I would not care to be in the families’ shoes when the Queen arrives,” Stephen agreed.

      Barnabas chuckled. “Speak for yourself. I intend to join Bethany Anne when she arrives and provide any assistance she requires in dealing Justice.”

      Stephen looked at Barnabas. “You are overly bloodthirsty.”

      “I am appropriately bloodthirsty,” Barnabas returned dryly. “I am a vampire, after all.”

      “Have you heard from Bethany Anne since you sent the alert, Lance?” Anna Elizabeth asked, trying to keep the conversation on track.

      Lance shook his head. “I have not. That worries me because it means she is not aboard the Baba Yaga. I’m expecting to hear from Michael or one of the twins in a day or so.”

      Stephen lifted a shoulder. “We can use the delay. Do you really want Bethany Anne to arrive without having burned some of her temper off?”

      

      Open Space, QSD Baba Yaga

      Michael was in Bethany Anne’s ready room, reading on his HUD with the lights low when Izanami’s avatar appeared.

      The AI cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your brooding session.”

      Michael would have gotten mad if her snark didn’t remind him so much of Bethany Anne.

      The AI lacked the danger Bethany Anne would present in the same situation, however, so reacting gave him no pleasure.

      Izanami’s eyes widened. “Wow. Not even a bite?”

      “You read the report from Lance,” Michael stated, ignoring her question. “You know how Bethany Anne is going to react when she finds out.”

      “That’s what I came to talk to you about,” Izanami told him. “I picked up a large concentration of residual Etheric energy on a planet a few light-years from here.”

      “How large?” Michael sat up in the chair, dismissing his HUD.

      “Large enough that only Bethany Anne or Gödel could have produced it. Since we know Gödel is in the wind, it can only have been caused by Bethany Anne.”

      “What are we waiting for?” Michael was relieved to have something to focus on. “Alter our trajectory to put us on course for that planet.”

      Izanami smiled. “We are already en route.”

      “Good. Get me the twins. No, wait. Tabitha.” He waved his hands and made for the door. “Just have everyone meet me in Transporter Bay One. I need John and Peter, too.”
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      Bethany Anne stepped back into the Etheric after the second time her armor needed to regenerate.

      She was feeling good, having taken out a slave ring on the planet she’d just left.

      This was almost a vacation.

      Almost.

      She was nearing the Federation. She could feel the pull of the Etheric energy the CEREBRO network emitted.

      Soon she would be able to connect, but for now, she was happy to remain hidden.

      She wondered how far behind Michael was.

      Bethany Anne’s good mood evaporated when her armor’s functions came online and she received a slew of messages.

      “Where the fuck are they coming from?” she demanded. “I’m offline for a reason.”

      >>The long-range subspace transceivers are new,<< ADAM explained. >>Don’t worry. I’m hiding us from the network for the moment.<<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “We have access, right?”

      >>You see your messages.<<

      “What crawled up your ass?” Bethany Anne retorted. “In fact, don’t tell me. You can have a time-out while I read these.”

      She cut him off and blocked TOM out before he opened his metaphorical mouth and pissed her off further.

      The voice in the back of her mind that was all her own therefore had plenty of room to heckle Bethany Anne, telling her ADAM had been snitty because she had been a bitch first.

      “You can shut the fuck up, too,” she growled.

      The mist was thicker here. The closer to the CEREBRO network she got, the closer she got to the perpetual storms its power sources created in this dimension.

      The storms protected the Federation from being attacked from inside the Etheric. The downside for Bethany Anne was that denser mist meant more resistance and more frequent stops for her armor to take care of itself.

      Plus, there was the risk that the speed she was traveling at would cause a power surge and destroy the network.

      Not a desirable outcome.

      Once she was inside the Federation’s borders, it would be safer and more economical to leave the Etheric and complete her journey in a ship.

      She would cross that bridge when she came to it.

      Bethany Anne set off at a brisk run, fast for a human but nothing spectacular. She concentrated on her breathing to center herself before she dealt with her correspondence.

      She opened Michael’s note first, needing to feel her connection to him as soon as she saw his name. He was right behind her, and from his tone, she had some making up to do once they were clear of this crisis.

      Alexis and Gabriel weren’t happy about being left out of the action. Gabrielle’s message was abrupt, her hurt contained in a few clipped sentences. Tabitha hadn’t held back in her sixteen-page, all-caps, profanity-laden rant. John’s simple, WTF, BA??? spoke volumes.

      She read every word, knowing she was going to hear it all from their lips when the Baba Yaga caught up with her.

      “Fu-uuuck.”

      Okay, so, a lot of making up, her conscience piped up.

      Bethany Anne pushed away the guilt and moved on to the encrypted report from her father.

      It was thorough. She appreciated him spearheading the efforts to minimize the repercussions of the families’ dick move. Even now—no, especially now— she had no time for the bullshit that was politics.

      He had assembled an interim court to stand in until the Federation Council could be reestablished.

      Although the move on the Libraries had been blocked, Bethany Anne found herself ratcheting to a higher plane of rage than she had known existed when she discovered the lengths the families were willing to sink to in order to gain control.

      “Those stinking rectal protuberances are fining their employees for using the Libraries?”

      She continued to read and discovered that fines were not the only punitive measure the family-run corporations had instituted behind the Federation’s back.

      Still, it was the worst.

      There was another message from Michael. She checked the timestamp. Eight hours after the first bunch had been sent.

      Everyone has had some time to calm down and realize we could not leave the Dargoran situation unresolved. Reynolds has stepped in to cover the planet and we are underway, following your trail.

      I know how you are feeling right now. The last time I felt this way, every second in the North American Pack Council got promoted to Alpha whether they wanted it or not.

      But I am not you. You will bear the weight of what you do forever. I know you will do what is necessary, whatever the cost to yourself. All I ask is that you listen to your conscience. It has never steered you wrong.

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrows met, and a small furrow formed on her brow as she considered the loving advice of her husband.

      Any other time, it would have been good advice.

      Not this time.

      The Bethany Anne Michael was trying to reach had checked out.

      He hadn’t seen the coldness his death had plunged her heart into. Or the fervor with which she’d thrown herself into creating an empire where no one’s love got evaporated by some prick with a fucking nuke—and no, she still wasn’t over that.

      The Federation had been built on her heartbreak. On her sheer fucking determination that people should treat each other with basic compassion and respect.

      Everyone was not equal, but every sentient being in the universe had something to offer and the potential to become more.

      She had no empathy for those who had been given every advantage in life and squandered it on conquest for the sake of getting their boots licked by the weak.

      Those rat-licking funge-sacks deserved every painful microsecond of what was coming to them.

      And she was going to make damned sure they got it.

      Bethany Anne composed a single message and resumed her supersonic speed.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne had cleared her head enough to allow TOM and ADAM back in by the time she reached the outermost subspace array.

      She was still angry; that wasn’t going away without a resolution.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not you I’m angry with, either of you.”

      ADAM grumbled a response.

      “I shouldn’t have snapped,” she admitted.

      You are not the only one who is angry, TOM assured her.

      >>Are you going to blow up again?<< ADAM inquired, his tone playful.

      “I want to avoid blowing anything up just yet,” Bethany Anne shot back, a smile sneaking out.

      She cocooned herself in an air bubble before opening the Etheric, matching the frequency to the ambient Etheric energy emitted by the array.

      Helmet still deployed, she created a walkway from her position to the access platform of the largest of three satellites that made up the array.

      “Can we access the network without giving our presence away to CEREBRO?”

      Bethany Anne’s HUD activated as ADAM patched her in. “Excellent! Dad’s report said the fuckfaces at the top scattered to the stars the minute they realized they’d lost control.”

      So we look under every rock until we find the one they scurried beneath, TOM stated.

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “That would work if the alliance between the families was based on trust. Unfortunately for them, behaving like a clutch of Great White sharks in the womb only makes it easier to destroy them.”

      >>I have something. A vacation home owned by one Travian Ja'Kol has just received a delivery of food and other supplies.<<

      One eyebrow arched. “Ja'Kol is?”

      >>The guardian of Jessamyn Ca’Shal.<<

      That name Bethany Anne did recognize. “The Torcellan child whose parents died under suspicious circumstances and left her a billion-credit company?”

      ADAM confirmed it was. >>I’m looking through bank records. It appears the first investigator assigned to the case also died under mysterious circumstances.<<

      Bethany Anne’s lips drew tight as she accessed the data. “Looks like a straightforward homicide to me.”

      >>His replacement was apparently convinced he shot himself in the back,<< ADAM snarked. >>She closed both cases as accidental and retired a few months later with three million credits in her account.<<

      “Where does the money trail lead, or is that an obvious answer, too?”

      >>Full house on the scumbag bingo card,<< ADAM told her. >>Everything leads back to Ja’Kol.<<

      “Then I guess we have our starting point.” Bethany Anne sat cross-legged on the cold metal and closed her eyes.

      What are you doing?

      A corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth tipped up as she reached out with her mind. “I’m getting us a ride.”

      

      Planet Ryleah
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        Xadia

      

      Elamonn stalked the halls outside his father’s study, his nervous pacing driving his sister quietly crazy.

      “Will you sit down!” Xadia hissed.

      The heir apparent to the Ryleahan empire turned on his half-sister with a snarl, exposing the jagged papillae that lined his mouth and throat. “Watch your tongue, sister. Lest I have it torn from your head.”

      “I’d like to see you try, little brother,” Xadia retorted with a laugh.

      Her guards took a step forward. Elamonn threw up a hand in disgust, having left his guards to watch over his heir.

      His second wife had been looking at her stepson oddly recently, and Elamonn was too fond of the boy to lose him to her ambitions for her own future children.

      Xadia’s mocking laughter continued. “Father might be disinheriting you right now.”

      That was not one of Elamonn’s concerns. It wasn’t that strange to be excluded from a discussion with the shareholders. There were company secrets he would not be permitted to know until he was the head of the family, and he accepted that. Mostly.

      However, his half-sister’s presence in the family home was bewildering since she had been disinherited when it was discovered that her mother—a high-ranking member of the J’naal family—had been trying to siphon off the Ryleah fortune.

      It had to suck, knowing the only reason you had been born was so your parents could get their hands on someone’s money, but that was how it was in this part of the Federation.

      Not that they would be part of the Federation for much longer.

      Xadia had married well, assassinated all the right people—including her first two husbands, if the rumors were to be believed, and blackmailed the rest until she was in a financial position to give the Ryleahan side of her family the finger.

      Ryleah Logistics’ reliance on her willingness to do business with them bought her more leeway than Elamonn liked.

      Her fawning on the public was unbearable. It sickened him how she shifted all the praise for her success onto the Federation.

      She refused to take credit for turning the rundown shipyard she had purchased with her inheritance after her mother died into a shipbuilding empire that outshone its competitors. Instead, her whole public image was built on paying forward the opportunities she’d made the most of to climb back to the top.

      Of course, the media loved the disinherited-heiress-makes-good story. Whoever heard of encouraging the masses to dream?

      His damned sister, that was who, which further protected her from any permanent repercussions her outrageous behavior might cause.

      It drove him around the bend, but the company came before family feuds, and the lawyers had to do something to earn their retainers.

      Elamonn was distracted from his internal tirade by the arrival of two humans.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, stalking over to them. “How did you get in here?”

      “Answer one question at a time,” the female human told the male in a stage-whisper. “This one looks to be a politician. We don’t want to confuse him.”

      Xadia snickered, adding to Elamonn’s embarrassment.

      “Now, now, Shinigami,” the man chastised, although there was an undercurrent of amusement in his tone, “There’s no need to add insult to injury.”

      Elamonn was losing the thread. “What injury?” he demanded.

      The man punched him in the face. “That one, to start.”

      Elamonn clutched his bleeding snout as the man strode past.

      He paused and offered Xadia a half-bow before kicking in the doors to the boardroom.
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        * * *

      

      Barnabas was delighted by the reaction to his entrance. He had decided to shake the dust off his old monk’s robe for this not-so-friendly visit.

      He tucked his hands into the sleeves as the porcine aliens around the table stared at him in shock. A quick scan of their minds told him the Ryleahan at the head of the table calling for his guards was the head of the family.

      “Your guards are indisposed, Ochan,” Barnabas informed him.

      “I would describe them as very much disposed of,” Shinigami commented. She fixed the shareholders with an icy stare as she leaned against the wall with her arms folded loosely.

      “You would not be making light of it if you had seen inside their minds,” Barnabas responded darkly.

      “I saw their expunged criminal records,” Shinigami told him. “I thought you went easy on them.”

      “We have bigger fish to fry.” Barnabas inclined his head toward the Ryleahans. “I am here on behalf of the Nacht to inform you that your business is no longer wanted.”

      Elamonn and Xadia had come to stand in the doorway as their father and the upper echelon of the family stared at the intruders.

      Ochan finally regained his voice. “We have no business with you. You have no right to be here, human.” He spat the word like it tasted bad.

      Barnabas wasn’t surprised to encounter speciesism. “I have every right to be here,” he replied, starting a mental tally of the disrespect he intended to punish them for when he returned with Bethany Anne.

      “I imagine you were attempting to fathom the cause of the difficulty you are having with reaching your suppliers and contractors, or maybe you noticed your personal accounts have been blocked?”

      That got their attention.

      The family erupted into threats and accusations.

      “SHUT YOUR TRAITOR MOUTHS!” Barnabas pushed a pulse of fear along with his command. “This would be amusing if not for the hardships your behavior has caused the people under your rule.”

      “We are rich!” Elamonn squeaked, still gripping the doorframe. “We buy companies that run worlds. We have a right to shape policy for the worlds whose economies we support!”

      Shinigami cracked up, slapping her thigh. “That’s a good one. Bitch, please. Your ships land on the worlds we own.”

      “You are nothing,” Barnabas informed them. “Barely worth the attention of the real wealth that supports the Federation. You are annoying mosquitoes, and I am the prelude to the hand coming down to crush you.”

      Shinigami, show them.

      The wallscreen came to life, showing the news anchor on the family-approved holonetwork announcing the list of planets and companies that had renounced their ties to the families.

      “New ruling by the Senate on planet Dre'ler. Ryleah Logistics ships are no longer permitted in their airspace.”

      “Phlarion Mining Corporation stocks plummet in value as workers unionize in response to the revelations that have recently been brought to light about company practices.”

      “Minet Industries has closed the doors on their factories by order of the Interim Court established by General Reynolds. Here’s what he had to say earlier today…”

      Ochan’s face grew redder and redder. He picked up a paperweight from the table and launched it at the wallscreen as Lance’s face replaced the anchor. “This won’t stand!”

      “It has already happened,” Barnabas informed him. He was distracted by a tickle at the back of his conscious mind. The sensation increased, then he felt a familiar presence.

      My Queen.

      Barnabas. You don’t sound too happy to hear from me.

      Apologies. You got here a few hours before the time I had in the pool.

      Oh, well, then that’s understandable. I need a ride, but finish up here first. I want to see where this goes.

      Barnabas didn’t miss a beat. Only one member of the family was innocent.

      He removed a holofile from his robes and tossed it across the table. “Here is the documentation relating to the severance. The families will fall in line with the rest of the Federation, or you will become nothing more than the footnote you tried to make of Etherian history.”

      Elamonn scoffed. “I doubt the new ruling body will see it your way. We own the council, Red Rock or no Red Rock.”

      The temperature in the room dropped sharply, and fear beyond anything Barnabas could produce permeated the room.

      Shinigami moved to cover Barnabas, whose face had gone slack while Bethany Anne used him as a conduit.

      The Queen spoke from everywhere at once.

      “I am the ruling body, and I find you unworthy. The sentence for failing your people is total annihilation.” 

      Her voice tore strips down their souls.

      Every Ryleahan in the room was besieged with visions of a fully vamped-out Bethany Anne.

      “Sleep well tonight, assholes. I’m coming for you.”

      “Congratulations,” Shinigami announced. “You have escaped the cage you felt was holding you back. Now, that also happened to raise the bars that stopped the lions from eating you, but that was also your choice.”

      “They know, Shinigami.” Barnabas caught the broadcast thoughts of the family as Bethany Anne receded from his mind.

      Those who hadn’t believed in Bethany Anne were caught up in epiphany. All the stories they had dismissed as childish fables came back to them in a rush.

      Blind panic overwhelmed the rest, terror gripping those who had been involved in suppressing information about Bethany Anne and were now faced with the reality of the Queen Bitch in IDGAF mode.

      Their bravado wilted as the understanding that they now had nothing set in.

      There was no escape, no excuses, nowhere to hide.

      The dissolution of the council had given Bethany Anne the freedom to play hardball.

      Xadia pointed an accusatory finger at her father, brother, aunts, uncles, and cousins. “You brought this on yourselves. I will never see anything more satisfying than the looks on your faces right now.”

      She turned on her heel and swept out of the room, her guards following.

      Shinigami hitched a thumb after her. “I kind of like her.”

      Barnabas had one more thing to say. “You have been Judged,” he told the Ryleahans.

      He left the room and sent a mental search for the disinherited daughter. She was already halfway across the compound, and Bethany Anne was not a woman to be kept waiting unless prolonged pain was your thing.

      “Call the ship, Shinigami,” Barnabas requested. “I hope that young woman has better bodyguards than the rest of her family’s assassins.”

      Shinigami sashayed along the corridor at his side, the click of her heels echoing off the polished marble. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Barnabas glanced at her. “That the whole family hates Xadia, which is an indication she is not corrupt? I touched her mind as we walked in. She is not like the rest of them.”

      Shinigami grinned. “Great minds, my friend. I checked her out as well. She’s actually pretty decent to her employees.”

      Barnabas had gotten that much from the Ryleahan’s mind. “It would be delicious if she were to be the one to keep whoever survives Bethany Anne’s judgment in line.”

      Shinigami snickered. “Oh, hells, yes!”
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      Bethany Anne’s eyes snapped open when the bright spark of Barnabas’ energy pinged her peripheral consciousness.

      She jumped to her feet, wide awake, and skipped through the Etheric to the Shinigami.

      She exited the Etheric into the ship, triggering the security system.

      Shinigami's avatar appeared wearing full armor as the bulkheads slammed shut.

      She opened her mouth to flash her fangs but forgot all about them when she saw Bethany Anne standing there with her hands on her hips.

      Then she vanished and reappeared wearing a deep red cowl-neck jumpsuit, a black silk bolero jacket, and softly ruched, black western-style boots with four-inch heels.

      All this happened in less than two seconds.

      “Welcome aboard, my Queen,” Shinigami greeted Bethany Anne. “We are on the bridge.”

      “I remember the way,” Bethany Anne told her with a laugh.

      Bethany Anne assessed Shinigami’s mannerisms as they walked down the bridge access corridor. The AI had perfected her imitation of humanity. “Tabitha would definitely approve of that outfit.”

      Shinigami gave a little hip-wiggle. “I have her to thank for insisting I put some junk in the trunk. It comes in handy when we are undercover and I have some sleazeball mark to distract.”

      She glanced at Bethany Anne’s armor. “I’m so jealous of that nano-fabric. What does an AI have to do to get her hands on some of that?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “You don’t. It was a one-time deal.”

      Shinigami’s smile faded. “No fair.”

      Bethany Anne laughed at her pout, so much like Tabitha’s, and pulled a small box from her inside coat pocket. “I brought you a gift.”

      Shinigami waved her holographic hands at the box. “Open it!”

      Bethany Anne lifted the lid and pressed a finger to the tiny sphere inside. “It’s for those days when you need an avatar with a bit of punch.”

      Shinigami’s eyes lit up when the sphere came online and offered her a secure connection. “A mobile HLP drive? I am no longer jealous.”

      “Try it on,” Bethany Anne urged, her grin matching the AI’s.

      Shinigami vanished again, and the hard light projection drive launched out of the box and lit up.

      Bright golden light erupted from the sphere, rapidly forming into a vaguely humanoid shape.

      A moment later, the wobbly human shape began to resolve. Another moment and it gained features, then Shinigami stood there.

      Bethany Anne held her arms wide. “How about a hug?”

      Shinigami wrapped her arms around Bethany Anne and squeezed. “This is a wonderful gift. Thank you, Bethany Anne.”

      “You are welcome,” Bethany Anne told her with feeling. “I need you comfortable with it before we arrive at Garandel Four.”

      Shinigami vanished, and the mobile hard light projection drive flew to a compartment in the wall that opened for it.

      Bethany Anne smiled.

      “What is at Garandel Four?” Barnabas inquired, his voice coming through the open bridge door.

      He appeared in the doorway a moment later, and Bethany Anne ran the rest of the way and grabbed him in a hug. “It’s been too long,” she told him, her voice tight with emotion. “It’s so good to see you.”

      Barnabas returned her embrace, discombobulated by the intensity of Bethany Anne’s presence. The vitality of her was overwhelmingly uplifting. “I only wish you were not returning under such vexing circumstances.”

      Bethany Anne released Barnabas almost as soon as she’d initiated the hug and breezed past him. “You’re going to just love this. We’re taking a side trip to rescue Jessamyn Ca’Shal.”

      Barnabas tipped his head to the side in confusion. “I thought the main branch of the Ca’Shal family were all killed in a freak ship implosion?”

      Bethany Anne offered him a sad smile. “The child survived and has since been held captive by Travian Ja’Kol, who is acting on behalf of the rest of the family. The fuckers got one over on everyone by burying any information about her on the basis that she is a minor. They’ve siphoned off over a hundred million credits already this year. As for the child, well, I can’t imagine she will be safe when the cash cow keels over and dies.”

      All mirth was gone from Barnabas’ demeanor. “We are going to step in, right?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Fuck yes, we’re stepping in, and on, and right through any fucker who gets in our way.”

      “And afterward?” Barnabas inquired. “Who will care for the child?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in thought. “Well, shit. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      Barnabas had an idea. “Let me make a call. It may take a little while to pinpoint the location of the person I have in mind.”

      “I can help with that,” Shinigami offered.

      Bethany Anne waved Barnabas on. “Go for it. I’m going to raid the galley while you two get to work.”

      “I could eat,” Barnabas called after her.

      “I just bet you could!” Bethany Anne trilled over her shoulder.

      She returned fifteen minutes later with two grilled cheese sandwiches apiece for her and Barnabas and a six-pack of Cokes she’d had to get ADAM to convince the food processing unit to give her.

      “Why is it all you have to drink around here is juice?” she asked as she handed Barnabas his food.

      “I like juice,” Barnabas replied.

      “Well, your food processing unit knows the recipe now.” Bethany Anne popped the top on one of the Coke cans and held up a finger while she drank every last drop.

      Who doesn’t need caffeine? TOM teased.

      Who likes sleeping on the fucking couch? Bethany Anne shot back. “Did you find who you were looking for?”

      Barnabas nodded. “I want to run this past you before contacting Xadia. She is…prickly.”

      “I would be too if I’d been born into that family,” Shinigami cut in. “I’ve never met anyone with the last name ‘Ryleah’ that I wouldn’t measure a prison cell for. They are the worst of the lot. Calling them ruthless, corrupt, and greedy gives ruthless, corrupt, and greedy people a bad name.”

      “This Xadia is a Ryleahan?” Bethany Anne paused with her sandwich in her hand.

      Barnabas nodded. “She is Ochan's daughter from his first marriage. She was raised by her mother. She has all the sharklike tendencies of her father’s side of the family and all the heart of her mother’s. I believe she could be trusted to protect the child, although I am less confident she will agree to do so.”

      Bethany Anne was going to have to do something to keep all of these families straight in her head. “You don’t think she will take on a child?”

      “I think she has enough guards to suggest regular attempts on her life—”

      “Probably paid for by that shit-suck brother of hers,” Shinigami growled.

      Barnabas lifted a shoulder in response to Bethany Anne’s questioning look. “My money is on her father.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the table while she thought. “Call her.”

      Xadia appeared on the viewscreen a few moments later. Her snout wrinkled as she took in the three humans.

      Her eyes landed on Barnabas. “I recognize you. How did you get past my security?”

      Barnabas gifted her with a beatific smile. “Forgive me. We didn’t have an opportunity for introductions at your father’s home. My name is Barnabas, and this is Queen Bethany Anne Nacht.”

      Xadia scrutinized Bethany Anne with open curiosity. “If that is true, I am impressed.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “Everyone wants proof.”

      Xadia’s gaze flicked between Bethany Anne and Shinigami. “Forgive me for saying so, but humans all look the same to me.”

      Bethany Anne flourished a hand and made her eyes turn red. Her fangs descended at the same time she manipulated the air to blow her hair so she looked like one of those godawful official portraits that probably still hung in the throne room of the Meredith Reynolds.

      “Satisfied?” she asked, pushing fear across the connection to remove all doubt.

      Xadia shivered involuntarily and nodded. “My apologies, Your Highness. What can I do for you?”

      Bethany Anne dropped the vamp act and sat back down. She crossed one leg over the other and fixed the Ryleahan with a piercing look. “You understand why I am here?”

      “My father and brother have been incredibly stupid,” Xadia answered. “And now they and their associates are going to reap the reward. I know who you are and what you stand for. I have nothing to fear from you.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You seem sure of that.”

      Xadia smiled, revealing pointed eyeteeth. “I think if that were not the case, this conversation would be happening in the dead of night, and I would not survive it.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t argue that. Some of her family might yet meet that end. “I have a job for you. Did you know that Jessamyn Ca’Shal is alive?”

      Xadia’s expression made it clear she did not. Her surprise turned to anger as Bethany Anne broke the situation down for her.

      “She needs a new guardian,” Bethany Anne finished. “Someone who can be trusted.”

      Xadia’s surprise morphed into shock. “Me?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes, you. What do you say? Will you give this child a safe home?”

      Xadia stared at her blankly for another moment, then nodded. “Yes. If you are truly here to set the Federation right, I will help you in any way I can.”

      Barnabas nudged Bethany Anne. “I told you she was decent.”

      Xadia looked away, her movement suggesting she was writing something down. “Arrangements will have to be made—”

      “I will take care of everything after Barnabas and I have removed her from the prison her family put in place to control her,” Bethany Anne promised. “We will be in touch.”

      She ended the call and picked up another half of a sandwich. “How long until we get to the Garandel System?” she asked Shinigami.

      “One hour seventeen minutes,” the AI replied.

      

      QBS Shinigami, Orbiting Garandel IV

      Bethany Anne spent the remainder of the journey composing an update for Michael, her children, and everyone else she’d pissed off.

      Then she went to see what goodies Barnabas and Shinigami had stashed in the ship's armory.

      She found Shinigami preparing for battle. The AI wore old-style ceramic plates over black leather. She was stuffing the pockets of a bandolier with grenades.

      Bethany Anne pointed at the molded breastplate. “Nice, but do you even need that much protection?”

      Shinigami touched her fingers to the Queen Bitch emblem in the center of the ceramic plate. “No, but I'd like the assholes we are about to teach a lesson to know who is providing it.”

      She turned and dipped her hands into the locker behind her, retrieving an identical breastplate that she held out to Bethany Anne. “Twinsies?”

      Barnabas entered the armory before Bethany Anne had a chance to reject the hell out of matching outfits. He was looking resplendent in armor of his own, which also had the unmistakable vampire skull emblazoned on the breastplate.

      He broke into a wide smile at the sight of the breastplate in Shinigami’s hands. “Ah, how wonderful! I see we all decided to make a statement.”

      “The same statement, it seems.” Bethany Anne accepted the extra armor, unable to throw water on his enthusiasm. “Fine. But if one single photo gets back to the guys and they give me shit for this, I’m coming for you both.”

      Bethany Anne had her Jean Dukes Specials with her, but she liked to carry a blade and not one she had to keep manifesting out of thin air.

      Shinigami tracked Bethany Anne’s wandering gaze and swept a hand at the array of weaponry racked around the armory. “Help yourself. I have my gal’tak.”

      She pointed at a double-ended pole with curved blades on each end. “We can’t use energy weapons down there.”

      Barnabas’ eyes narrowed. “They wouldn’t?”

      “Wouldn’t what?” Bethany Anne didn’t like the look on either of their faces.

      “The shielding is a trap,” Shinigami told her. “It’s designed to burn up if it’s exposed to certain frequencies. The ones most energy weapons discharge.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow arched. “That sounds like it should be all kinds of illegal.”

      “It is,” Barnabas growled.

      “So any muscle Travian has will be armed with basic weapons?” Bethany Anne wasn’t worried by any firearm less powerful than a Jean Dukes Special.

      “He has plenty of muscle,” ADAM cut in over the speaker. “Jessamyn has a device that connects to the CEREBRO network. I’m patched into the estate’s security cameras, and I count over a hundred guards.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “Why so many?”

      ADAM told them Jessamyn’s net worth. “I know this isn’t the time for a cultural lesson, but you should know that it’s pretty common for the families to hire assassins to…how can I say this…”

      “Hasten their receipt of an expected bequest?” Barnabas offered acidly.

      “I wouldn’t have put it so eloquently,” ADAM admitted.

      “I’m going to eloquently beat the shit out of everyone in that house,” Bethany Anne snarled.

      “We have seen this type of shielding before,” Barnabas informed Bethany Anne quickly, seeing that she was holding onto her temper by a single frayed thread. “A year ago, maybe a little longer.”

      “That was fourteen months ago,” Shinigami clarified. “You’re talking about that nest of assassins on Vetari Prime?”

      Barnabas nodded, his brow furrowing. “I thought we killed them all. Perhaps I did not dig deep enough into their finances.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrow rose. “You think they moved their base here and recruited more people?”

      Barnabas shrugged. “It seems a little fishy to find the same banned technology in two places connected to the families.”

      “There’s no such thing as coincidence.” Bethany Anne tested a couple of short swords before finding one of alien design that had the heft and balance she was looking for. “This is nice work.”

      “It was a gift from a dignitary whose wife we rescued,” Barnabas supplied.

      “We can’t go in through the Etheric without damaging Shinigami’s body,” Bethany Anne reasoned.

      “I’d prefer we didn’t,” Shinigami commented. “There’s a moat surrounding the walls, which are thirty feet high and eight feet thick and covered in gun turrets.”

      Bethany Anne looked up from secreting a throwing knife in her boot. “I assume ADAM will take care of the automated defenses?”

      “No. I have a burning desire to see you hotfoot it across the grounds, chased by bullets,” ADAM shot back. He laughed. “I found something interesting in Shinigami’s scans. The sub-basement in the east wing looks to have been fitted out as a panic room. If you trigger the defense perimeter, it is likely the guards will move Jessamyn there.”

      Bethany Anne sheathed the short sword. “Works for me.”

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

      “We’re going to climb that wall and kill everyone in sight.” Bethany Anne slipped a final knife into the sheath on her wrist. “There’s no way anyone in that house isn’t aware of what they’re complicit in. I’m not in the mood for subtlety.”
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        * * *

      

      Jessamyn Ca'Shal was old enough to be glad she wasn’t old enough to be married.

      She was also smart enough to know that Travian “Call Me Uncle” Ja’Kol was as slippery as they came.

      He had total control over her life until she reached her majority, by which time she would be destitute because he was helping her cousins steal her birthright from her.

      Unless she killed him.

      Most twelve-year-old girls, even Torcellans of her social standing, would not have considered such an extreme idea.

      However, life was different for the obscenely rich families who had bought up many planets terraformed in the last great expansion.

      Every member of the Ca’Shal dynasty was born a billionaire. Jessamyn’s great-grandparents had purchased the Garandel System when they were young and built a financial empire using its abundant resources.

      Jessamyn had been born into a world where assassinating one’s rivals—and the chances of being assassinated by your own—was common discourse around the dinner table on the rare occasions she saw her parents.

      As with many of the families, it had become fashionable to gift new babies an entourage of bonded servants, including an advocate to represent her interests in family matters. Jessamyn's first steps had been not toward her benignly neglectful mother and father or one of her flock of nannies. She had toddled to her advocate.

      She had been brought up by the man the family trust had appointed as her legal counsel at birth. Farthem had been there for every report card, every recital and concert. He’d made sure she had the right tutors and arranged her extracurricular activities and nice guards to accompany her. He’d made sure she had the best of everything.

      He was the one who had taught her about the ruthlessness of the world and what it would take to survive to adulthood. When she had been bullied by another girl at school, he had risked administrative reprisals and broken protocol to have the girl’s family shipped to the frontier.

      He had loved her in a stern sort of way, and she missed him more than anyone she shared blood with.

      Travian only came to see her when he wanted her seal or signature on something, and he restricted her in every way to get what he wanted.

      He had removed her from the boarding school she attended on Torcellan Prime “for her safety” and locked her up in his house.

      He had dismissed her tutors, her guards, her stylists, and her social media team. She hadn’t seen or spoken to any of her friends since the accident.

      “Accident.”

      Jessamyn should not have survived the implosion that had destroyed the ship and killed her parents. Farthem had stuffed her into an escape pod, bleeding heavily from his injuries.

      She would never forget his last words or what she had seen on the datapad he’d pressed into her hand before sealing her into the pod as the ship disintegrated around him.

      She knew without a doubt that her cousins would have her killed if they ever discovered she knew they had paid Travian to stage the malfunction.

      Oh, how she hated him.

      She laid in bed at night and pictured in glorious detail the day she would remove him from her life.

      Travian had no idea how she felt. The egotist believed she was a grateful little airhead heiress, an act that pained her only slightly less than dying horribly at his hands would if she didn’t keep up the facade.

      He visited her once a week, bringing some unsuitable gift paid for with her own money.

      Last week it had been a tiny, hissing, fur-covered predator with eighteen sharp claws and a mouth full of needle teeth that he swore humans prized as pets.

      The beast had scratched Travian and escaped into the crawlspaces of the house. Jessamyn let it stay on the principle that there were now two beings in the house who detested her legal guardian.

      Beast lay on the windowsill, cleaning his ears with delicate swipes of his deadly paw.

      Thinking of beasts, she expected Travian would return to the house at any time. They normally ate dinner at opposite ends of the great table in the dining hall after he had gotten her seal on whatever business documents he needed her approval for.

      It was his usual day to visit, but she wasn’t sure he would keep their appointment. What had started as a rumble in the rumor mill that the Federation Council had been dissolved had grown into a catastrophe for everyone who had supported the Ryleahans.

      Which included Travian.

      He didn’t know she had access to the CEREBRO network. She had seen him on the newsholos last week, abusing his duty to act as her voice.

      She did not support that smug fool Elamonn Ryleah, and neither had her parents.

      She intended to make that clear to Travian while she watched him breathe his last.

      The only question she’d had in her mind since viewing the video on the datapad was how she could avenge her parents’ murder when the murderer was her only advocate?

      She wasn’t strong enough to confront Travian directly, and the huge number of guards he’d placed here were loyal to him, making it nearly impossible to set a trap.

      Farthem would have known exactly what to do. It was his voice Jessamyn had channeled while she slowly but surely learned the flaws in the net surrounding her. She knew the shift changes by heart and which guards were alert and which were complacent and likely to ignore her as long as she remained in her rooms.

      Jessamyn listened to the voice in her mind that sounded just like her protector. She had to be sneaky, or she would not survive.

      Hidden in a drawer of the dresser in her closet was a small bag filled with crushed poison pellets she’d collected from the basement during the early hours two nights’ past.

      It wasn’t an ideal solution, but she was out of options. She had to help herself because no one was coming to save her.

      The basements were full of nasty creatures, and the house was full of even nastier guards. The guards didn’t dare touch her, but they would tell Travian if they caught her deviating from the schedule he set for her.

      She was under surveillance around the clock.

      Or so they thought.

      What they didn’t know about was the secret passage hidden in the crawlspace between her closet ceiling and the roof.

      Getting the poison had been scary, but it had been a little less scary when she realized Beast had decided to hunt where she was walking.

      Jessamyn thought about the little bag constantly. She only had one chance. She could not make her move until she knew exactly what she was going to do.

      So, she had waited and continued to watch, formulating her plan with the patience of a glacier while Travian funneled her wealth to her cousin Kiaty and his wife.

      The upset with the council had changed everything. Jessamyn felt she couldn’t wait any longer for courage to arrive if she was to save her family’s legacy.

      She scratched Beast under the chin as it liked. “Today’s the day, Beast.”

      Beast made the rumbling noise she figured meant it was happy.

      “That’s right,” she told the Earth creature.

      Travian would be out of her life.

      Then she would find herself a new advocate and take revenge on her cousins for Farthem and her parents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Aboard the QBS Shinigami, Orbiting Garandel IV

      Barnabas offered Bethany Anne the copilot’s seat in the Pod as the hatch sealed shut.

      “I can’t sit still right now,” she told him, heading for the rear compartment.

      “Then hold onto something because a ship registered to the girl’s guardian has just left Garandel Three,” Shinigami informed her.

      Bethany Anne paused in the doorway. “Then you’d better haul ass. I want to be in place when the weaselly wank-splat arrives.”

      Shinigami slipped into the pilot’s chair, and the Pod lifted off.

      Barnabas turned inward while Bethany Anne paced the narrow strip of floor between the benches in the back.

      She couldn’t shake the lightness of heart the mission ahead engendered in her. It was hard not to revel in having the freedom to engage in hands-on action after chasing Gödel’s scrawny ass across the galaxies for so long.

      When the Kurtherians realized that no being with free will was going to choose subjugation and switched to mass cloning, the war had descended into a numbers game Bethany Anne found too fucking tedious for words.

      Bomb this location. Blockade this one. The Armada made an art form of stamping out the Kurtherian threat. Wherever Gödel’s minions dared to settle, the Queen’s superdreadnoughts annihilated them before they flooded the sector with clones.

      It wasn’t quite equivalent to the duties she’d had as an Empress. She was not tying herself to these nascent governments, for one.

      However, there were many parallels. More often than not, in the last half-century, the closest she came to getting her boots on the ground was during the diplomatic and relief efforts that followed her people grinding the Kurtherians in the locale into paste.

      While she had been better prepared to shoulder the responsibility this time around…

      Fuck it. There was no way she could deny it. It felt so damned right to be here, helping an individual who had no power to help herself.

      “We are in position,” Shinigami announced as she brought the Pod in to land behind a rocky outcrop a short distance from the estate’s walls.

      “Where is Jessamyn now?” Bethany Anne asked, returning to stand at the door.

      “In her room,” Barnabas answered.

      Shinigami put the video feed from the estate’s security system on the viewscreen embedded on Bethany Anne’s side of the dividing wall. “You can track her with this. I’m attempting to get access to Ja’Kol's ship’s systems.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Is he using the CEREBRO network for navigation?”

      Shinigami nodded.

      “ADAM, you’re up,” Bethany Anne commanded. “I want a copy of everything on that ship's computer sent to High Tortuga for analysis. The Torcellan government can deal with the rest of Jessamyn's family.”

      “Should I prepare a press release?” ADAM asked, using the speakers to be heard by everyone.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not just yet. I want to make sure she’s going to be safe with Xadia before I spook the other families.”

      “The media could provide an extra layer of security,” Shinigami commented.

      “And it wouldn’t be the first time I have used them that way,” Bethany Anne told her. “However, this child has been circled by sharks for too fucking long. The only thing I want is to get her to Xadia, where she can be taken care of.”

      Bethany Anne had gotten a sense of long-standing frustration from the woman but no duplicity. Still, she sided with caution for the sake of the child. “After,” she added, “we make sure she is the suitable guardian she was presented as.”

      “I will do a deep mind-read on Xadia when we meet up with her,” Barnabas offered, understanding Bethany Anne’s caution. “One thing we know about the families is their culture has bred consummate liars. While I do not believe Xadia to be hiding evil beneath her empathetic exterior, it is better to be sure than sorry.”

      “Travian’s ship just broke the atmosphere,” Shinigami interrupted.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Showtime.”

      The Pod opened, and three shadows streaked toward the walls through the falling rain.
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        * * *

      

      At the landing pad on the west wall, the crew of Travian’s ship was silently cursing the dual hindrance of the ship’s computer experiencing a major error and their employer's resulting bad mood.

      The ship’s engineer was on his knees by the main hatch, tools strewn around the open control panel as he tried every trick in the book and a few that weren’t to coerce the hatch to give.

      “How difficult is it to open a Federation-be-fucked hatch?” Travian bawled, his knuckles turning a delicate shade of pink as he clutched the valise containing his only hope of making it out of the clusterfuck the Ryleahans had unleashed alive.

      He spun to face the pilot and his first officer. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question!”

      The Noel-ni pilot was the only one who dared answer. “The computer is down, sir. There’s a manual release on the hatch in the cargo bay.”

      Dread pricked beads of ice-cold sweat on Travian’s skin. He had been in panic mode since Elamonn had stopped answering his calls.

      Kiaty Ca’Shal, on the other hand, had been sending constant threats over an open network and neglecting to put even the most basic encryption on his transmissions.

      If the Ca’Shals didn’t get him, the law would.

      Travian couldn’t avoid the Ca'Shals forever, but he could trick Jessamyn into transferring twenty million credits to the various shell companies he’d been funneling everything he’d skimmed through and hightail it out of the Federation before they got him killed.

      “Go take care of the manual release,” Travian ordered.

      They made their way to the exit hatch in the belly of the ship, the pilot glancing surreptitiously over his shoulder every now and then.

      He had nothing to fear from Travian, who knew the value of a loyal pilot.

      He clutched his valise to his chest, one hand cradling the remote activation device for the estate’s defense system, while the pilot fiddled with the hatch release mechanism.

      It seemed to take an eternity, but the hatch finally emitted a sharp hiss as the hydraulics kicked in, and it swung open slowly.

      Travian missed the two shadows that blurred past him as he bolted onto the ramp.

      He almost crashed into Bethany Anne as she emerged from the gloom gathered at the base of the ramp.

      Bethany Anne repelled Travian with a pulse of fear. ADAM, do you have the perimeter defenses locked down?

      >>You’re good to go,<< ADAM confirmed.

      Travian skittered sideways, his instincts taking over. “Wha… Who…”

      He couldn’t see the face beneath the hood. Had Kiaty sent an assassin to kill him?

      “You’ll wish for the easy death Kiaty’s assassin would have given you,” Bethany Anne told him, pouring liquid malice into her words.

      Travian’s blood froze in his veins when she spoke. It couldn’t be…

      Her eyes glowed red as she pushed her hood back, revealing a porcelain-smooth complexion and crimson lips parted to accommodate her long fangs.

      Bethany Anne’s voice was silk over steel. “You are guilty of the murder of Lorian and Sorenta Ca’Shal and Farthem Knox and of abusing your position as Jessamyn Ca’Shal’s legal guardian. You have been Judged, Travian Ja’Kol.”

      Travian swallowed hard, trying not to void his bladder. He clung to his valise, unable to move a muscle.

      How did she know?

      His eyes drifted away from the Queen Bitch’s terrible stare, then back again. His heart lurched at the sight of heat glowing cherry-red along the edge of the sword she held in her right hand.

      “I have a policy when it comes to morally reprehensible assholes,” Bethany Anne informed him. “Especially those who hurt children.”

      Somehow, through the terror gripping him, Travian remembered the button in his hand.

      He just couldn’t remember how to make his fingers or any other part of his body move.

      Travian didn’t see her sword move. One moment his right hand was there; the next, he was staring at a messy stump at the end of his wrist where it had been.

      Bethany Anne snatched the falling hand out of the air and pried the device out of its clenched fingers. She dropped the hand and flicked the blood off her fingers with a snarl.

      Travian’s disbelief was outweighed by the searing pain that kicked in as his eyes caught his brain up on events. His mouth worked, the sounds coming out of him barely resembling language.

      “How the fuck did you get as far as you did if a little pain turns you into a gibbering fucking mess?” Bethany Anne snapped. “You are pathetic. Let me guess. It’s not so empowering when someone bigger and badder than you comes along and gives you a taste of your own medicine.”

      Travian waved his abbreviated limb. “I didn’t murder anyone!”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “No. You paid people to sabotage their ship instead.”

      Her gaze flicked to Barnabas and Shinigami, who had emerged from the ship. Were there any innocents aboard?

      Barnabas shook his head. We can expect the same inside the house. He replaced all of the girl’s associates with people he trusts.

      “I thought playing with your food was distasteful?” he commented aloud.

      Travian’s frantic mind fed him the memory of his grandmother telling him stories about the former Empress and her inner circle building the Etheric Empire on the blood of their enemies. Was that literal? Did they feed on blood? He lost the battle with his bladder.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Classy, Barnabas.”

      Barnabas flashed her a grin. “I thought so.”

      Shinigami leered at the trembling Torcellan. “Why is this miserable specimen still breathing?”

      “He won’t be for much longer.” Bethany Anne tossed Shinigami the security device as a distraction to lower Travian’s guard while Barnabas took the information from his mind.

      Travian’s eyes followed the button’s arc. He didn’t realize his life expectancy had dwindled to mere seconds.

      He looked down at his chest as a sudden warmth blossomed there and saw the shining edge of the Queen Bitch’s sword protruding from his sternum.

      Once again, he hadn’t seen Bethany Anne move. His lips moved in silence for a moment, then his chest heaved as shock took over.

      Bethany Anne leaned in to whisper in his ear as she twisted the hilt of the sword. “Burn in Hell, you fucking child-abusing prick. Enjoy an eternity of knowing Jessamyn will get back everything you and her shit-licking family stole from her.”

      She ripped upward as she tore her blade out of his body.

      Travian slumped to the cold stone, his lifeblood pooling beneath him.

      Bethany Anne steadied his corpse with her foot before wiping her blade on it. She sheathed her sword, then she picked the body up and tossed it into the moat. “Fuck him.”

      “Him and everyone else like him,” Barnabas concurred.

      Shinigami crushed the device in her hand. “I couldn’t agree more. Let’s go kill us some asshole guards.”

      “I'm not done,” Bethany Anne told them. “Barnabas, show me your memory of inside the ship.”

      Barnabas did as she requested, and Bethany Anne focused on setting off a chain reaction in the engine’s core.

      “Are you done now?” Shinigami inquired.

      Bethany Anne nodded, satisfied she was going to get the undivided attention of everyone in the house. “We have maybe thirty seconds before that ship explodes.”

      “This way,” Barnabas called, peering at the pitch-dark stairwell cut into the wall.

      “No time,” Bethany Anne told him with a glint of mischief in her eyes.

      Barnabas started to raise his hands in protest, but she grabbed him and Shinigami by the arms and threw them over the wall in the second before the ship was obliterated.

      Bethany Anne leapt and was propelled over the wall by the shockwave. A sharp pain lanced her scalp, but the cut healed instantly.

      She landed in a roll, flowing to her feet to look for Barnabas and Shinigami.

      The AI had landed in a crouch. Barnabas threw Bethany Anne a pained look.

      “A simple, ‘Jump!’ would have sufficed,” he grumbled.

      Bethany Anne stuck her tongue out at him. “Serves you right for being a smartass earlier.”

      “Just earlier?” Shinigami snorted.

      Barnabas conceded the snarkathon, sensing the guards making their way out of the main house. He tilted his head, a wicked smile appearing as he reached out to tap their minds. “No need to call the guards. They’re here, and our suspicions about them being an assassin cell were right on the mark.”

      Judging by the number of assassins that came at them from the house and the side building across the courtyard, Travian must have been paranoid as all hell even before the families had attempted their coup.

      They spread out, blocking the entrance to the house with a wall of muscle and steel.

      Barnabas whooped and ran at them with his sword arm raised.

      Bethany Anne exchanged glances with Shinigami. “I was going to take them out with a few energy balls. Looking at him, it would be a shame to spoil his fun.”

      Shinigami laughed. “I wouldn’t advise energy balls. Not unless you want the shielding to burn up.”

      Bethany Anne drew her sword as they darted in to support Barnabas. “Noted.”

      She grabbed the assassin nearest to her by the arm and flung him into the six closing on her.

      The owner of the arm took down two of his comrades.

      Unfortunately, she forgot to temper her strength, and the arm came off in her hand.

      She looked at it for a moment. “Well, shit.”

      Never one to waste an opportunity, Bethany Anne used the bludgeon to crush the skull of the next assassin stupid enough to come at her, then launched the mangled limb at another who was swinging a longsword like he was the big dick in the brothel.

      The absolute certainty of being in the right these murdering sons of no fucker who cared had infuriated her.

      Bethany Anne dropped the sword, her eyes blazing red and her nails lengthening to claws as all thoughts of fairness receded.

      She tore into them, counting the humans, Torcellans, Shrillexians, and other species she’d bled to make free as they died at her hands.

      “Un-fucking-grateful.” She slashed a throat, then disemboweled someone else, her claws cutting through their armor without resistance.

      “You had the liberty to be whatever you wanted to be, and this was the best you could aspire to?”

      She screamed, releasing the pent-up energy with her voice. Those nearest clutched their ears as the blast of Etheric energy ruptured the delicate inner workings.

      The assassins who retained their hearing weren’t going to live long enough to get the full benefit of her rant.

      Bethany Anne looked into their eyes and saw the fear that comes with having privilege snatched away.

      She couldn’t help but think about the suffering of those she had seen freed from Kurtherian rule.

      “This is the Federation!”

      She plucked a charging Noel-ni off his feet and launched him into the wall.

      “We are supposed to be the fucking example!”

      She grabbed a Shrillexian by the front of his armor.

      The force knocked his helmet off.

      “This shit!” Bethany Anne headbutted the assassin, driving shards of his nose into his brain.

      “Is not!” Duck, slash, two more dead.

      “Supposed to happen—” Kick, twist, punch.

      “HERE!”

      The moratorium on energy weapons inside the shielding put the assassins at a distinct disadvantage. Their early confidence had been smashed by the vehemence of Bethany Anne’s attack.

      She didn’t give a shiny shit.

      Strength of will without strength of character was worthless.

      She wanted people to be free, but there would be times when she had to put her foot down.

      So, she did.

      The assassin's skull burst under her boot and Bethany Anne moved on, sending more to their version of the afterlife on the wings of her burning diatribe.

      Bethany Anne was hyper-aware, the ambient Etheric energy rising around her connecting her to every living thing in the courtyard.

      To her rear, Barnabas and Shinigami moved faster than the unenhanced eye could track, scything down the assassins too cowardly to attack the screaming vampire head-on.

      Flying body parts and cutting epithets marked Bethany Anne’s path toward the door. Still cursing up a storm, she grabbed a pair of assassins who were trying to pincer her by their throats and smashed their heads together.

      She stepped over the resulting mess and pinned the remaining assassins at the door with a cold red glare.

      They quivered as she lifted her sword and pointed it at each of them in turn. “Which one of you cock-knocking wastes of good oxygen wants to die next?”

      It was over in seconds.

      Every single asshole in front of her had chosen to use their freedom to their own gain.

      To a certain extent, she could deal with people who sat on the fence, but those who stepped over the line deserved everything she dished out in the name of St. Payback.

      Bethany Anne, Barnabas, and Shinigami stood in the courtyard, which now resembled an explosion in an abattoir. The two biological humans breathed heavily as their adrenaline wound down.

      Shinigami looked from Bethany Anne to Barnabas, covered in red from head to toe, then at her own blood- and gore-soaked armor. “Maybe we should clean up before we rescue the girl.”
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        * * *

      

      Jessamyn heard the explosion and ran to her window. Unable to see what was happening from that distance, she grabbed her telescope and swiveled it around to point at the landing pad.

      Travian’s ship was in pieces, the remains a smoking wreck on top of the wall.

      Jessamyn’s hands dropped away from the telescope, her mind churning with questions. Had they been attacked? Where were the guards to take her to the safe room? Was Travian dead?

      She appreciated the universe paying him back for what he had done to her family, if so. She hadn’t actually wanted to go through with her plan, but she would have done it out of necessity.

      Jessamyn returned to her telescope when sounds of a disturbance in the courtyard below floated up to her window.

      She knew exactly what to do to evade assassins or kidnappers. Before she started her first year at her boarding school, Farthem had arranged for her to take a course with some of the other girls in her class. They had been put through different bad situations to teach them how to stay alive if someone tried to use them as leverage against their parents.

      She had to get to the crawlspace.

      But first, she needed to know who her assailants were.

      Jessamyn faltered when she looked through the telescope again, unable to process that the carnage below was the remains of the guards who had been standing there just a few moments previously.

      Three figures remained upright. Even in the low light, she could see they were covered in blood.

      One looked up at Jessamyn, their red eyes glinting malevolently in the dark.

      She let out an involuntary scream and sprinted for the crawlspace, scooping up Beast as she ran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Bethany Anne spotted Jessamyn peering down at them.

      The girl screamed when their eyes met and vanished from the window.

      Bethany Anne sighed. “I’ll go find her. You two get back to the ship and tell Xadia we’re on our way.”

      Barnabas and Shinigami left Bethany Anne standing alone in the middle of the stinking mess.

      Bethany Anne released a wave of Etheric energy to burn away the bloody mask coating her from head to toe, then walked into the house.

      The lights were out, but she didn’t need them.

      She made her way to the third floor and counted doors until she came to the one that correlated with the window she’d seen Jessamyn at.

      Opening the door, the first thing she noticed was the scent of a cat.

      Those fuckers seemed to be everywhere.

      Bethany Anne stepped inside and closed the door.

      The room was empty, the only occupant of the window the telescope swinging slowly on its gimbal.

      She sensed the girl’s mind somewhere nearby.

      Her fear was strong, tainting the air with pheromones. Bethany Anne followed the trail to a closet.

      Knowing the girl couldn’t walk through walls, Bethany Anne bypassed the need to find the entrance to the crawlspace behind by cutting through the Etheric.

      She emerged in a warm, dry space with enough room to stand.

      As she looked around, Bethany Anne had to squeeze her shoulders in to turn in the narrow passage. She went a few steps and found a trail of smallish footprints in the dust coating the floor.

      “Jessamyn?” she called. “You there? I’m here to help you.”

      No answer, although she didn’t expect a smart child to reply.

      The passage led to a descending staircase that twisted and turned. Bethany Anne paused at every landing, her eyes sweeping the dusty floor for Jessamyn’s unerring trail.

      ADAM, are we heading for the panic room in the east wing?

      >>It looks that way,<< he replied.

      A hiss as the sudden attack came was the only thing that saved the kitten from being stepped on.

      “What the…”

      Bethany Anne lifted her foot—kitten attached—and pried the vicious fluffball off her boot. “I thought I smelled a cat.”

      She held the kitten up to get a good look at it. It seemed healthy enough, if somewhat psychotic.

      The kitten didn’t appreciate being handled. It yowled, its tiny legs paddling furiously as it tried to scratch its way free of Bethany Anne’s gentle-but-firm grip.

      Bethany Anne flashed her eyes, and the kitten stopped fighting and observed the first predator it had met that was fiercer than itself since it had left its mother with feigned nonchalance.

      She smiled. Damn thing was cute. “That’s better, you murderous feline. You must belong to Jessamyn, hmm? Let’s get you back to her.”
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        * * *

      

      Beast was, well, a beast.

      He had squirmed out of her arms when they got to the basement, darting off to chase critters.

      Jessamyn was lonely without the animal’s company.

      No one had come to the safe room to tell her the attack was over. The people in the courtyard had frightened her deeply.

      Who could kill so many guards so fast?

      More importantly, while the guards weren’t very nice to her, they were her only protection.

      It wouldn’t be long until Kiaty or his awful wife came to find out why Travian hadn’t returned.

      Her fear was rising. If the red-eyed assassins failed to find her, Kiaty wouldn’t think twice about killing her and blaming it on them to get around the clause in her will that stated no one involved in her death could inherit her estate.

      She felt another layer of Farthem's protection crumbling and burst into action, taking her datapad and leaving the safe room behind.

      She had to find a way off the planet before she was completely vulnerable. The datapad had the access code for a one-person shuttle hidden in the old boathouse by the lake.

      Jessamyn crept through the basement-level rooms, sticking to the deepest shadows. Darkness was her friend.

      Every time she heard movement, she froze until she’d established it came from basement critters and not the killers.

      She missed Beast. She felt braver down here with the little murderball by her side.

      A new sound sent Jessamyn scurrying for a hiding place behind a stack of crates: the click-click of someone walking slowly toward her.

      The accompanying feeling of being in the presence of a deadly predator set Jessamyn’s heart racing.

      She clamped her hands over her mouth in case the sound of her shallow breathing drew the attention of the killer, closed her eyes, and prayed for them to pass without finding her.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne found the empty safe room and continued tracking the girl through the maze of interlinked cellars and storage areas. She slowed her pace as she neared the crates the girl had crouched behind.

      Why are you hesitating? TOM asked. Get the child and let’s go. Lance is waiting.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. I don’t know if she caught the whole fight, but she definitely saw me standing in a pile of her dead guards.

      She briefly considered planting a suggestion to sleep in the girl’s mind and dealing with the introductions when she got her to the Shinigami, but that would only traumatize her more.

      Whatever I do right now, she is going to be terrified.

      >>She is already terrified,<< ADAM supplied. >>Just listen to her breathing.<<

      Bethany Anne realized the residue of her power draw from the Etheric was leaking into her surroundings. Fuckdammit, I’m doing that? TOM, can you mask the effect?

      To some extent, yes. It will require reducing your intake of energy.

      Will it cause permanent damage?

      Well, no, but you might notice your reaction times are a hair slower while your intake is reduced.

      Do it.

      TOM made the adjustment.

      >>What now?<< ADAM asked.

      Bethany Anne looked at the kitten curled up in her arms. I guess I’ll start by saying hello.

      She walked to the crates where Jessamyn was hiding with her arms held over her face. It broke Bethany Anne’s heart to see the child making a smaller target of herself in the corner.

      She took a knee and let the kitten go. “Hey, Jessamyn. I need you to understand that I’m not here to hurt you. I’ve got a friend of yours who is missing you.”

      The kitten sauntered over to Jessamyn and bumped its head against her knee. It let out an imperious mew! before striding off with its tail in the air.

      Jessamyn uncovered her face and risked a surreptitious glance at Bethany Anne. Her brow furrowed in confusion when she saw a beautiful human woman instead of the monster she was expecting. “You don’t look like a killer.”

      “I am most definitely a killer, but you have nothing to fear from me.” Bethany Anne sat back and rested her hands on her crossed legs. “I get that you’re really scared right now. My name is Bethany Anne.”

      Jessamyn’s curiosity was piqued. “Like the human Queen?”

      Bethany Anne graced her with the smile that had launched worlds. “That’s me.”

      Jessamyn didn’t have any trouble believing her. “Why are you here? The danger to the Federation is Ochan and Elamonn Ryleah. They want to own the council.”

      “I will get to the Ryleah family,” Bethany Anne assured her. “But it’s not just the plot to subvert the council that is endangering the Federation. You needed my help. Did you know those guards were here to prevent anyone from rescuing you?”

      Jessamyn shook her head. “I didn’t, but it doesn’t surprise me.”

      Bethany Anne wondered how a child her age had gotten so cynical. “Well, it should. When I found out what Travian was doing, I couldn't just leave you here.”

      Jessamyn looked at Beast, who had abandoned her in favor of getting its tummy scratched by Bethany Anne. “Beast likes you.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “That’s his name? It suits him. He attacked my boot.”

      Jessamyn giggled, the absurdity of the situation making her a little giddy.

      Bethany Anne shooed the kitten off and got to her feet. “Are you willing to come with me, Jessamyn?”

      Jessamyn regained her composure. “Where do you want to take me?”

      “First to my friend’s ship, then to a safe house where you will be protected by people who understand your way of life.” Bethany Anne held out a hand. “What do you say?”

      “Can I stay with you?” Jessamyn asked, picking up the kitten.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “I have to take care of the group threatening the Federation. It’s too dangerous for a child.”

      Jessamyn considered Bethany Anne’s answer before taking her outstretched hand resolutely. “I’ll come with you, but I want a new advocate before I meet my guardian.”

      She tilted her head in curiosity when Bethany Anne’s eyes unfocused.

      Bethany Anne looked like herself again the next moment and smiled at Jessamyn.

      “Done. I think you’re going to love my choice.”

      Jessamyn doubted it. “No one can replace Farthem. He was one of a kind.”
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        * * *

      

      Back aboard the Shinigami, Bethany Anne showed Jessamyn to her quarters and made sure she and Beast had everything they needed before kicking Barnabas out of his stateroom so she could call her father.

      Lance answered on the third ring. His worry lines faded at the sight of his daughter. “Hey, Princess.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “I was never a princess-y kind of girl, and you know it.”

      “True,” Lance conceded with a rueful smile. “You were always more the kid most likely to get written up for fighting. Makes a father damn proud to know there’s not a bully in the universe that can beat on his kid.”

      He beamed, his cigar waving as he wagged a finger at her. “How are you doing out there? Meredith says you made it to the Federation a couple days ago.”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” Bethany Anne couldn’t resist poking her father. “I have Jessamyn Ca’Shal onboard.”

      Lance’s eyes widened, and he dropped his cigar in the ashtray Bethany Anne couldn’t see. “Why in God’s name do you have a twelve-year-old heiress with you?”

      “Her family is a bunch of thieving dickheads.” Bethany Anne filled him in on the situation. “They hid what they were doing from everyone else, but they couldn’t hide it from ADAM. I’m taking her to meet Xadia Ryleah while I assess if the woman is suitable to replace the corrupt sonofabitch I executed as her legal guardian. Then I’m going to introduce Ochan Ryleah to the sight of his intestines.”

      Lance was thrown again. “It sounds like you don’t need my help figuring out who the key players are in this.”

      “I need all the information I can get,” Bethany Anne told him in all seriousness. “If you can save me from chasing my ass in circles putting fires out, I’ll be grateful.”

      Lance chuckled. “Fair enough. But maybe give the families another twenty-four hours before you drop a mountain on them?”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Why?

      Lance tapped the side of his nose with a finger, smiling the smile of a man who had everything under control. “That would be telling. You should come by the base at High Tortuga tomorrow and see for yourself.”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized her father, but he wasn’t giving anything away. She pressed her lips together. “I’ll be there.”

      

      Ardoran III, Sixth Moon

      Xadia had changed her mind about taking on the child and changed it back six times since speaking to the Queen.

      When she had been looking into the clear, cool expression of the human, she had felt supreme confidence in her ability to protect the young heiress from the machinations of both their families.

      Kiaty was a brash individual, not prone to outbursts of intelligence. Easy to handle.

      It was only after she’d had a few hours to rattle around her home that the doubts began to set in. Her brother was powerful. So was her father, although he didn’t hate her with the same intensity Elamonn did.

      She had no compunction about crossing them either privately or publicly, although a public confrontation would piss them off and was therefore preferable.

      However, if she had a child’s wellbeing to consider, they gained instant leverage.

      She hated to give them any advantage.

      Yet, she couldn’t turn away an orphan.

      The building’s EI announced the arrival of a QBS ship at the docking spar above her lunar retreat.

      Xadia waved her hands to close the holoscreen she had been working on and instructed the EI to grant the ship passage through the base's shielding.

      She left her study and made her way out of the house and through the hanging gardens to the base of the landing spar. Tiny jewel-bright birds hovered around the nectar-rich flowers of the vines that draped from the elegantly carved lintels connecting the columns along the path.

      The sound of the stream trickling through the garden did nothing to calm Xadia’s nerves. She took the elevator to the top of the tower to await her visitors.

      The QBS ship swooped in, its momentum arresting over the elevated landing pad.

      Xadia held her breath as the ship made a vertical descent. The hatch opened, and three humans and an adolescent Torcellan stepped onto the ramp that appeared.

      Nothing could have prepared her for the shift in reality that preceded the Queen.

      Xadia felt a weight lift from her spirit.

      This woman made everything she had believed power to be seem like gilt on brass. The very air held its breath in anticipation of Bethany Anne’s command.

      This was what it was like to meet a legend in the flesh.

      Xadia dropped to one knee and bowed her head. She found herself unable to speak, overwhelmed by the Queen’s presence.

      “Welcome to my home, Your Highness,” she managed after a long moment.

      While Xadia was gathering her composure, Bethany Anne glanced at Barnabas. Well? Does she pass?

      Barnabas nodded, withdrawing from the Ryleahan’s mind. She is loyal to the Federation. You might want to consider having her replace her brother on the new council.

      I haven’t decided if there is going to be a new council yet. I’m going to speak to Xadia, then we’re heading straight for High Tortuga. My dad has something set up for tomorrow that he didn’t want to tell me about.

      If you want to be at High Tortuga by tomorrow, I need to stay with the ship and take care of some maintenance tasks, Shinigami informed them.

      Then I will remain here and help you, Barnabas offered.

      Bethany Anne put a hand on Xadia’s shoulder. “Please get up. I don’t need worthy people to kneel before me. That’s the kind of ego-correcting bullshit I save for assholes who only understand fear.”

      Xadia got to her feet, confused by the lack of protocol. Seeing that Bethany Anne could be taken at her word, she offered Jessamyn a sympathetic smile. “Hello, Jessamyn. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances. I was sorry to hear about Farthem. He was a good man.”

      Bethany Anne took a step back to give them space.

      Jessamyn hesitated when she saw that her new guardian was a Ryleahan. She glanced at Bethany Anne, uncertainty in her eyes.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “It’s okay, Jessamyn. I promise.”

      “You are welcome here,” Xadia told Jessamyn, smiling earnestly.

      Jessamyn looked Xadia in the eye. “If Bethany Anne says you are worthy, then I will trust you, too.”

      Bethany Anne turned to Xadia. “Did your other guest arrive yet? I don’t see any other ships.”

      Xadia pointed at the pool house two levels below. “He is getting settled in. I can have the EI ask him to meet us in the study.”

      “That would be best.” Bethany Anne offered Jessamyn her hand. “Your advocate is here. Let’s go say hello.”

      Jessamyn took it, and they made their way into the main house.

      A matronly human in a crisp white uniform brought in a tray with a large plate of cookies, a pitcher of the Ryleahan equivalent of sweet tea, and four tall glasses.

      She smiled at Jessamyn and dipped her head respectfully in Bethany Anne’s direction as she set the tray on the table, then stopped to tell Xadia that her grandson sent his thanks for the textbooks she’d sent before leaving.

      “Eleanor’s grandson lives on Ryleahan Prime,” Xadia told Bethany Anne in response to her inquiring look. “My father and his friends are foolish to pursue their anti-education sentiment. I hope one of the things that will change with your arrival is the end of their attempts to privatize the Libraries.”

      Bethany Anne accepted the glass Xadia offered. “The Libraries are not public property. They belong to me, as my father has made clear. We should wait for Jessamyn’s advocate before getting into this. We have some decisions to make.”

      “What kind of decisions?” Jessamyn asked.

      “The kind you are too young to be included in without your advocate,” Bethany Anne answered firmly. “Even with someone looking out for you, this situation is too dangerous. I swear on my honor that no one in your family is going to take advantage of you again, Jessamyn.”

      Bethany Anne saw the impending argument and cut it off with a raised finger. “I raised twins with superpowers, and they never once changed my mind once it was made up. My decision is final.”

      Jessamyn considered for a moment, then nodded. “You’re going to make sure my advocate isn’t another bad guy like Travian.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Well, yes, but I don’t think I need to.”

      The door opened, and a slender young Torcellan entered the room.

      Jessamyn’s eyes darted to him, recognition lighting her delicate features. “Jorthem? Jorthem!”

      Everyone in the room felt a tug on their heartstrings as Jessamyn shed the wariness she’d worn like a protective cloak and flung herself into the young man’s arms.

      “I always thought I’d become your child’s advocate,” Jorthem told the beaming girl. He chucked her under the chin when the specter of his father dimmed the light of her smile. “Hey! It’s okay. I’m here now. Everything is going to be fine.”

      He bowed to Bethany Anne, then extended a hand to Xadia. “Jorthem Knox, at your service.”

      “Why don’t you two catch up while we talk shop?” Bethany Anne suggested.

      Xadia pressed a button on the wall. “Eleanor is excited to show you your rooms,” she told Jessamyn. “If there’s anything you would like changed, just let her know.”

      Jessamyn smiled. “Thank you, Xadia. Thank you, Bethany Anne.”

      Xadia was apprehensive after the Torcellans left the room. “What don’t you want to talk about in front of Jessamyn?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Bethany Anne crossed one leg over the other and steepled her fingers on her knee as she scrutinized the Ryleahan. “You’re an astute woman, Xadia. What do you think is going to happen when I’m done here?”

      “Well, the council will be reinstated.” Xadia paused. “Those who do not earn the sharp side of your Justice, at least.”

      “Not everyone has earned death,” Bethany Anne told her. “But those who crossed the line? Whose crimes cannot be paid for in anything but blood? They are worm food.”

      Xadia had an inkling her half-brother might escape with his life. Her father, however, would be on the second list.

      With them both discredited, Xadia had a good chance of overturning her father’s disavowal of her. Especially if she had the support of Bethany Anne, and therefore the Chief Arbiter. “You want me to represent Ryleah.”

      “You are the highest-ranking member of your family who qualifies for office,” Bethany Anne informed her. “You will have to take over Ryleah Logistics.”

      Xadia nodded. “I understand. My mother would have found great joy in Ochan getting what he deserves.”

      “What happened with them?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Xadia’s teeth clenched out of habit. “Ochan’s father and my mother’s father were business rivals. J’naal Shipping and Logistics was Ryleah’s biggest competitor until my paternal grandfather put them out of business. Ochan married my mother so he could absorb what remained of her family’s business interests, then he treated her like an unfavored possession.”

      Her jaw relaxed as she remembered the fiery spirit her mother had been. “She gave as good as she got with the scripts she accepted.”

      Bethany Anne had looked the woman up, and “scandalous” was the polite way of describing the life Xadia’s holostar mother had led. “I have a theory about Saint Payback never failing to make good on what she owes.”

      “My mother would have agreed with that sentiment,” Xadia told her amiably. “She lived to be scandalous. Human journalists described her as ‘the hedonist’s hedonist.’”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “You may not be flaunting a new boy toy to the media every time you step onto the red carpet, but you are notorious for fighting the reforms Ochan’s group has been doing their best to push through.”

      Xadia grinned. “Any day I can be a thorn in that heartless bastard’s side is a good day, in my view. I will stand for the people on my homeworld, Ryleahan or any other species.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet. “That’s all I needed to hear. We need to go find Jessamyn and Jorthem and get the paperwork for your guardianship taken care of so they can get on with unpicking the mess her family has made of her estate.”

      She checked in with Shinigami to find out how soon they could be ready to leave before continuing. “How quickly can you arrange to be away from everything for a couple of days?”

      “I can have my assistants take care of things for me. Why?” Xadia asked, thrown by the speed with which Bethany Anne had switched tracks.

      “The General is expecting me at High Tortuga soonest, and I want you there on Ryleah’s behalf.”

      Xadia activated her wrist holo and started moving her calendar around. “I’m in, but what’s going on at High Tortuga?”

      “The Interim Court is based there,” Bethany Anne told her. “Dammit all if my dad hasn’t got me wondering what they’re doing. I have a feeling whatever he has set up will be just as entertaining for you as he hinted it would be for me.”

      

      High Tortuga, Northern Continent, Space Fleet Base

      Lance hummed as he worked on the final details of Operation Robin Hood with Meredith.

      A knock on the door pulled his attention from his screen. He looked up and saw his wife’s smiling face. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Humming means you’re having fun,” Patricia commented, closing the door behind her.

      “I’m about to put the cabal in their place, thanks to a little help from Barnabas.”

      Patricia widened her eyes theatrically. “Oh, they’re one of those groups. How quaint.”

      “They’re about to get their quaint asses handed to them.” Lance slipped his hands around her waist and pulled her into his lap as she leaned down to kiss his cheek.

      Patricia conceded with a squeal, which he muffled with his lips.

      They parted breathlessly a few moments later. Patricia leaned into Lance with her arms around him, weak at the knees after the unexpected display of passion.

      She looked into his eyes, which were still dancing with fire. “What’s gotten into you?”

      Lance grinned. “Can’t blame a man for wanting to show his beautiful wife some affection.”

      Patricia laughed. “Bethany Anne is on her way here, isn’t she? It’s almost over.”

      Lance nodded, still grinning. “Everything is falling into place. I’m going to have those nut-dragging sons of bitches off my back once and for all.”

      Patricia booped the tip of his nose with her finger. “You deserve at least fifty years of peace and quiet to run the Federation the way it should be, darling. Bethany Anne will deal with the heads of the families.”

      “Only fifty?” Lance laughed.

      “I’m not a magician, dear,” Patricia replied. “People will be political.”

      Lance stood, scooping Patricia up with him. “I have a couple hours before the Baba Yaga is due to arrive. Mmmm?”

      Patricia laughed, tipping her head back to expose her throat as he nuzzled her neck. “What about whatever you were doing when I came in?”

      Lance strode toward the door to their personal quarters. “Meredith was just humoring me. Everything is under control.”

      

      QBS Shinigami, Open Space

      Bethany Anne was trapped.

      Outwardly, she tossed and turned, her eyes flitting rapidly. Her hands opened and closed, her nails cutting into the mattress as she grasped at the bed linens.

      Internally, her mind fought to escape the grip of Armageddon.

      Bethany Anne was a puppet, drawn forward by invisible strings connecting her to the creator of her nightmare through interlinked scenes of incomprehensible destruction tumbling one over the other. Worlds on fire and the people she knew and loved dying in agony as they cursed her for failing to save them.

      Gödel knew she was holding a tiger by the tail, yet she persisted in attacking Bethany Anne in her dreams.

      She had no choice but to go wherever she was taken. The only constant was her knowledge that if she could just catch Gödel, it would be checkmate for the Kurtherian.

      One hundred and fifty years of this torture. Bethany Anne was getting close to the fucking psychotic uber-cunt who stalked her sleep.

      What Gödel didn’t understand about Bethany Anne, about humanity in general, was that the intent to instill fear was more likely to inspire a violent reaction.

      Homo Sapiens, the murder-monkeys of the race for hominid supremacy on Earth, had learned to kill that which they did not understand.

      If the veneer of civilization was shattered, the monkey brain took charge with a vengeance, and all bets were off.
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        * * *

      

      TOM and ADAM monitored Bethany Anne’s physical and mental state but were locked out of the reality she was experiencing.

      >>Trust Gödel to show her ugly mind when Bethany Anne was starting to relax a little.<<

      I’d hardly call mutiny in the Federation relaxing. TOM huffed.

      >>You don’t believe me? Just look at how well she’s been sleeping.<<

      Until now.

      ADAM sighed. >>Until now. I guess it was too good to last.<<

      It would last forever if we could get in there with her and backtrack Gödel.

      They knew exactly what she was experiencing, having spent countless hours examining Bethany Anne’s memories of previous dreams for clues to Gödel’s location.

      Additionally, having lived aboard her for so long, they were able to read her neurochemistry and know what she was feeling.

      A surge in dopamine, adrenaline, and norepinephrine told them she was gaining on the Kurtherian.

      >>You think cutting loose to get here opened something up for her?<<

      TOM neglected to reply, his focus taken up with reading the complex reactions to the current stimulus Bethany Anne’s body was undergoing.
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        * * *

      

      That bitch was going to ruin her apology to Michael if she didn’t get out of here soon.

      She leaned into her run and blocked out her emotions.

      It might not look like it to Gödel, but the game had shifted in Bethany Anne’s favor—and that was exactly how the Queen wanted it.

      Bethany Anne let the Kurtherian believe her attacks were weakening her.

      In fact, she had provided an outlet for Bethany Anne to desensitize herself to her fears about her family being taken from her as the cost of removing the Ascension Path from the universe.

      Before Gödel died, Bethany Anne would be sure to rub salt in the wound by thanking her for her part in overcoming the weakness that had held her back.

      She would admit that even now, the thought of losing Michael again, or worse, Alexis or Gabriel, spurred a stronger protective urge than was perhaps necessary.

      Okay, it drove her into a killing rage.

      But she no longer feared it.

      The moment Martin Brennan’s death had brought the fact that she was playing for keeps into sharp focus, a little voice had been born in her mind.

      It spoke up every time she sent someone into danger. It was the reason she’d upgraded those closest to her. The reason she pushed her people so hard. The reason she had locked everyone she loved in a bunker on High Tortuga for three years after giving birth, and the reason she had been the tough parent, contrary to everyone’s expectations.

      That voice was no longer living rent-free in her mind. Somewhere along the line, Bethany Anne had accepted that everyone she cared about was responsible for their own choices.

      Michael had initially been against her allowing Gödel access to her psyche. He had relented on hearing her reasoning, which saved him having to get used to the idea since there was no way she was walking away from a chance to get her hands—metaphysical or not—around Gödel’s throat.

      It was a path for her to end the war of attrition, the bloodshed, the oppression, the brainwashing. All of the endemic fucked-up-ness the Seven had inflicted upon the societies they had interfered with would end with the final Kurtherian’s death.

      Gödel was at the other end of the connection. Generating infinite hells designed to grind down Bethany Anne’s spirit took a lot of thought and energy on the Kurtherian’s part.

      Inevitably, she slipped, and her subconscious leaked clues about what was on her mind.

      Not this time. It had been a while since Gödel’s last attempt on Bethany Anne’s sanity. She must have been saving up her malevolence because this dream sequence was gut-wrenching in its clarity.

      Maybe somewhere in that cracked mind of hers, she missed Bethany Anne’s attention.

      In truth, her heart wasn’t in her battle with Gödel right now. It was aching for the Federation and the turmoil being caused by Ochan Ryleah and his associates. She was also aware that Michael was almost within mental reach.

      While she would normally be searching for a way to get to the Kurtherian’s mind, this time she was running to break free, feeling like there was no point in winning the war if the home she was fighting to protect was destroyed in her absence.

      Just like that, the dream broke, and she was lying awake in a mess of shredded linen and mattress stuffing.

      Bethany Anne eyed the mess with annoyance as she swung her legs out of bed. “Dammit. Not another mattress.”

      She pulled on a short robe and ran her hands through her hair, wondering what the consequences of cutting Gödel off like that would be for those in reach of her temper. “ADAM, get a message to Admiral Thomas. Tell him the captains need to watch out for one of Gödel’s nasty surprises.”

      >>Done,<< ADAM confirmed a moment later. >>I thought you would like to know the Baba Yaga docked at High Tortuga while you were asleep.<<

      Bethany Anne’s heart skipped a beat. She glanced at the outfit she’d hung up before crawling into bed. “How long until we get there?”

      >>We’re thirty minutes out.<<

      “Fuck. That’s cutting it fine.” Bethany Anne ran for the shower.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base, Queen’s Hangar

      Michael’s relationship with honor was simple: a person’s actions defined them as honorable, or they did not.

      The complexity came when he was in the presence of the dishonorable and how it was appropriate to deal with them in this modern era.

      He studied the information packet Stephen had forwarded to his HUD after their reunion, familiarizing himself with each point of attack the Interim Court had in play against the families.

      He and his brothers came from a time when a person’s reputation meant everything. These modern times required the gray areas to be considered, something he had little patience for.

      Some immortals found it disheartening to encounter the same problems afflicting societies over and over. Michael—the period of despondency that had led to Bethany Anne replacing him notwithstanding—had come to appreciate the way these things rolled around like clockwork.

      This situation had been brewing for four generations, and the problems on the involved planets were entrenched in society. It was exactly the kind of shit that had made him sleep for longer and longer periods back on Earth.

      He admired the wide-ranging sanctions Lance, Stephen, Barnabas, and Anna Elizabeth had orchestrated now that the breadth of the situation had come to light. However, his thinking ran along the lines of a guillotine being just as effective a solution and a hell of a lot less expensive and time-consuming.

      Michael was not the ruler people needed, and recognizing that did not bruise his sense of self. His definition of honor was extremely narrow. Had he been in charge, he would be presiding over a very well-ordered empire where no one dared put a foot out of line.

      It wasn’t an effort he cared to go to.

      Unlike him, Bethany Anne woke up every day and chose peace.

      She was prepared to go to whatever lengths it took to protect people’s right to succeed or fail on their own merit.

      Her drive to wipe out injustice had taken them farther than any human being could imagine, but it was her destiny, not his.

      It didn’t stop him from getting frustrated when he had to rein in his instinct to exterminate anything that stole her smile.

      Bethany Anne’s arrival was imminent. She was so close that he had been able to sense the attack on her mind, yet far enough away that he had been unable to prevent it.

      None of this was sitting well with him.

      His mood surrounded him. The ground crew who had been eating in the break room when he'd arrived had made themselves scarce, finding it impossible to relax surrounded by the simmering frustration occupying the space around him.

      Being left behind stung. It didn’t matter that he understood why Bethany Anne had left him standing in that alley.

      His frustration would pass the moment she was in his arms. It was impossible to be mad at her when she was close, and judging by her last message, she would be very much in his space shortly after the Shinigami arrived.

      Making up was much sweeter when he wasn’t the one doing it.

      He sent out a feeler, trying to gauge his wife’s thoughts.

      She was locked down. Interesting.

      Michael found his bad mood dissipating, replaced by curiosity.

      He closed his HUD and turned to the window that looked down on the hangar floor.

      The crew his mood had scared off were getting active, which told Michael that the Shinigami was closer than he had estimated.

      He left the lounge and headed downstairs, reaching the hangar floor just as the ship eased past the inner shield.

      Barnabas and Shinigami were the first off, accompanied by a female Ryleahan he didn’t recognize.

      Barnabas let out a cry of joy when he saw Michael waiting.

      They met in a silent embrace. As two of the three oldest humans alive, they needed no words to reaffirm their bond.

      Barnabas released him, his eyes shining with emotion. “Did Stephen cry when he saw you? I bet he did.”

      Michael had a shine in his own eyes. “Reunion is a powerful thing. This war has taken us far away from one another.”

      He glanced over Barnabas’ shoulder at Shinigami and the Ryleahan.

      “This is Xadia Ryleah,” Shinigami told Michael. “Introductions will have to wait.”

      Michael was about to ask why when Bethany Anne stepped onto the ramp. The rest of the universe ceased to exist for him.

      There was only her.

      Then her arms were entwined around his neck, and his hands were in her hair, and her mouth was on his, and—

      She pushed him into the Etheric.

      Michael recovered his balance and put himself out of arm's reach. “Is this your idea of an apology?”

      Bethany Anne dropped a hand to her hip, a wicked smile playing over her lips. “You want me to apologize with everyone watching?”

      He wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily. “‘I’m sorry I left you holding the body’ is so hard to say?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes glittered.

      Michael’s heart beat faster. There was that thin ice he was so dangerously attracted to. Now to make sure he didn’t fall into the icy water and miss out on his apology. “I was worried about you.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “I look this good, and you’re still mad at me?” She snapped her fingers, and her clothing vanished. “Maybe I’m losing my touch.”

      A stray breeze told Michael his clothing had also vanished.

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curved up. “Maybe not.”

      She pounced.
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      Barnabas hurried Shinigami and Xadia out of the hangar, citing the need to introduce the Ryleahan to the rest of the Interim Court. “Bethany Anne and Michael may be a while.”

      “At least they took it into the Etheric where we can’t hear them,” Shinigami commented, sashaying ahead of the group.

      Barnabas grimaced. “Speak for yourself.”

      Xadia looked at him, puzzled.

      Barnabas shook his head. “You don’t want to know. The General is waiting for us in the security pit.”

      “There’s a pit?” Xadia was familiar with the human tendency to give things cute names.

      She was therefore surprised to find that “the pit” was an actual pit, complete with a sunken floor and three-tiered levels lined with workstations radiating outward from the center.

      The walkways around the workstations hummed with analyst activity.

      “This way, please,” Barnabas pressed.

      The group skirted the room as Barnabas led them to a corridor off the pit, where an elevator took them deeper into the planet’s crust.

      “Just how far down does this thing go?” Xadia asked when the car had been descending for a full minute.

      Barnabas chuckled, wondering what the newcomer would make of it if he told her why the base went so deep. “Again, you don’t want to know. We’re here.”

      “Welcome to the war pit,” Shinigami announced as the doors opened on a smaller version of the ops center.

      Two guards stepped in front of the elevator, relaxing when they saw Barnabas and Shinigami accompanying Xadia.

      “This is Xadia Ryleah,” Barnabas told them. “Your mother has chosen her to represent the Ryleahans.”

      He turned to Xadia. “Meet Alexis and Gabriel Nacht.”

      Gabriel offered his hand. “Good to meet you.”

      His pleasant smile faded, and his eyes unfocused for a moment. He blinked. “I’m sorry. I have to go take care of…a thing.”

      He vanished into the Etheric.

      Alexis knew that look meant Jiya. She smiled warmly and slipped an arm through Xadia’s. “Don’t mind my doofus brother. He’s in love. Let me help you get introduced to the other representatives while Grandpa catches Barnabas and Shinigami up on today’s operation.”

      Xadia blinked, unable to process the famous faces she saw around the room. “Right, General Reynolds is your grandfather. I’m sorry. This is surreal, like walking into a history book.”

      “Take your time.” Barnabas smiled. “You have had an eventful week, my dear. Rest assured that you are amongst friends here.”

      “Nothing is happening until Mom and Dad get here anyway,” Alexis told Xadia as they moved off. “Everyone who isn’t on duty is in the rec room watching the newsholos.”

      Xadia’s eyes widened when she realized she hadn’t received a single ping since entering the base. “My holo is down.”

      “Not down,” Alexis modified. “Blocked. If you consent to CEREBRO accessing it to check for spyware, it can be approved, and you’ll get access to the base network that matches your clearance level.”

      Xadia let the EI group in and received her clearance a moment later. “What did people do without CEREBRO?”

      “Messenger pigeons.” Alexis chuckled at her look of confusion. “I’m kidding. It was mostly just the same in the central systems before we built the CEREBRO network. Communications were patchy along the frontiers, which was any place out of easy range of a Federation outpost.”

      “They don’t teach it that way on my homeworld,” Xadia told them.

      Alexis snickered. “They won’t have to. Just wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric into Lance’s office at the bunker with her hair loose and her makeup perfect, and not a stitch out of place on the appliqued red tank top she wore with her leather pants and tall boots.

      She also wore a small smile of victory.

      The combination of her ass and those pants never failed to make Michael forget he was mad at her.

      Her sudden arrival startled Lance.

      “A little warning would be nice when you’re going to do that,” he grumbled, getting up from his desk.

      “Where would the fun be in that?” Bethany Anne walked over and threw her arms around him. “Hi, Dad.”

      Lance leaned into the embrace. “Welcome home, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne released her father with a snort. “Some welcome. Who called in the clowns?”

      “That’s why I asked you to meet me here before we got started with the fun and games today.” Lance gestured at the informal sitting area comprised of four soft chairs around a circular table. “Our planning uncovered another player. You remember the Baldere?”

      Bethany Anne had to think back. “No… Wait, they were folded into the Federation when I closed the borders. They were complete dicks about it if I recall.”

      Lance couldn’t disagree. “Well, the government is in it up to their eyeballs with Ochan Ryleah. Behind closed doors, of course. Multiple manufacturers have been supplying his companies with unregistered shipments of raw materials.”

      “There’s that fucking name again,” Bethany Anne cut in. “Is there any part of this Ochan doesn’t have a hand in?”

      Lance shook his head. “Not as far as I can tell. It’s impossible to prove he’s involved when no one knows where he’s hiding the dirt. His cutouts have cutouts, many of them legitimate businesses that have no clue they’re being made complicit in his crimes.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes. “This is on Baldere?”

      “That’s right.” Lance grinned. “Today’s efforts are in part intended to maneuver them into getting sloppy.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “Just what have you got planned?”

      Lance’s grin got smug. “Audits. I sent Patricia and Cheryl Lynn to smoke Ochan’s allies on Baldere out. Your brother went along, too. Said it would be fun to watch his mother put her skills to use for something other than matchmaking for him.”

      Bethany Anne burst out laughing. “Serves them right. The families were allowed to keep accruing power because it suited the governments to have the income their businesses generated flow through their coffers. They are about to reap the whirlwind they have sown.”

      Then her eyebrow made a curious curlicue. “Kevin is still single?”

      Lance lifted a finger and stabbed it at the air between them. “Don’t you start, too.”

      Bethany Anne held up her hands, still laughing. “Okay, okay. I’ll forget about introducing my baby brother to every eligible female I know. The Torcellan issue is a hell of a lot higher on my list, anyway. What the fuck is going on with them?”

      “Not all of them,” Lance clarified. “Just enough to upset the balance of their society.”

      He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. “It started with a shift in public opinion about the roles males and females are expected to take in the family. Ochan capitalized on a growing political movement aiming to overturn the inheritance laws the government has introduced over the last sixty years or so.”

      “I was surprised to find out Jessamyn inherited her fortune from her father.” Bethany Anne frowned. “Why were these laws allowed to pass in the first place? It sounds like they contravened the Federation Charter.”

      Lance lifted a shoulder. “They were supported by the people and introduced gradually. We don’t interfere with local law unless it’s causing stress on the state.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “They were always a matriarchal society, right?”

      Lance nodded. “Until Lorian Ca’Shal inherited his mother’s estate and won a legal battle to keep her name. It caused an uproar in every part of Torcellan society and shined a spotlight on the more vocal proponents of males being accepted as the head of the family.”

      “Now we know why Jessamyn’s parents were murdered.” Bethany Anne sighed. “How bad is it on Torcellan?”

      Lance shared the CEREBRO intelligence with her. “Our efforts in the media have forestalled planet-wide rioting, but a number of red zones have emerged in the residential quarters of the major cities. The Torcellan government has requested we give the task force they have formed time to address the issue.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “The Torcellans were always peaceful, but sure, let’s allow the baby agency free rein.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Fuck, no!” Bethany Anne banged her fist on the arm of her chair. “The planet needs to go into administration with the others. I want boots on the ground before the week is out, and I’m going to take care of the red zones personally. I didn’t find that shit acceptable back on Earth, and I sure as hell don’t want to see it in the Federation.”

      Lance grimaced. “Are you positive you’re not acting out your grudge against Kiaty Ca’Shal?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “So what if I am? Something isn’t adding up. How does he benefit from this?”

      “He doesn’t, now that you have Jessamyn in a safe place,” Lance told her. “But his wife stands to lose out on her inheritance if Torcellan law changes to put her older brother ahead of her in the line of succession.”

      Bethany Anne contained the anger that was threatening to flare up. “Is there a shortage of resources inside the Federation I don’t know about?”

      Lance shook his head slowly. “I see where you’re headed. As a man who has walked that dead-end road too many times, my advice is don’t try to figure out their logic. They’re operating on greed and the delusion that they are untouchable.”

      Bethany Anne put her head in her hands, which muffled the growl of frustration she let out.

      Lance leaned over and patted her shoulder. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

      Bethany Anne lifted her head and considered the reason for her father’s empathy. “You’ve been putting up with this bullshit for too long, Dad. You should suit up and come to Torcellan with us.”

      Lance laughed. “I’d love to.”

      Bethany Anne caught his rueful tone. “But you can’t. I get it. I’ll make sure I kick ass for you.”

      Lance got up from his chair to pull her into a hug. “That’s good enough for me. Ready to watch the fireworks on Baldere?”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “You bet.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne looked around as they walked through the bunker to the war pit.

      She hadn’t been down here since leaving High Tortuga for Devon over a hundred and seventy years previously.

      “Stephen didn’t bother to have this place remodeled, I see,” she commented, seeing signage for temporary residential areas for the Interim Court tacked to the wall of the corridor that led to the old Guardian Marine quarters.

      “No one wanted to keep living here after three years of being underground,” Lance replied. “Most of the space was mothballed, but we kept this part ready to house the council in an emergency.”

      “Makes sense to have the representatives down here where assassins can’t get at them.” Bethany Anne strode ahead, sensing Michael and Alexis nearby.

      Everyone in the war pit stopped what they were doing and got to their feet when Bethany Anne walked in.

      “Just say something encouraging,” Lance murmured under the applause.

      Bethany Anne turned narrowed eyes on her father. “A little warning everyone was down here would have been good.”

      Lance winked. “Yeah, payback is a bitch, Pumpkin.”

      Turning her brightest smile on the room, Bethany Anne raised her voice. “This is the General's party. I’m just here to admire the good work you’re all doing. Let’s take down some crooked motherfuckers!”

      She punched the air as everyone cheered, then gave her father a little shove forward while she escaped to the partitioned seating area on the upper tier where Michael was sitting alone.

      “Barnabas said something about snacks,” Michael told Bethany Anne as she took a seat beside him on the couch overlooking the pit. “He and Shinigami went to the kitchens.”

      Bethany Anne snuggled up to him. “Where are the twins?”

      Michael pointed Alexis out in the crowd below. “Gabriel is here somewhere.”

      “Is he still moping over Jiya?” Bethany Anne liked the girl, but that was her baby boy. They had been on again-off again for a few years now, and it hadn’t always been smooth sailing with them.

      Michael shook his head. “He hasn’t mentioned her recently. I think they may have put their romance to bed for the final time.”

      Bethany Anne slipped her hand into his. “Look at you, developing a sense of humor in your old age.”

      He gave her an amused look. “I’ll let that remark go since you apologized so nicely earlier. It’s a pity it didn’t do much for your frustration level.”

      Bethany Anne dropped her head back and groaned. “It’s going to take more than a quick tumble in the Etheric to make a dent in my frustration.”

      She turned her head to eye Michael speculatively. “Now, if we had a few months, you’d be talking my language.”

      Michael lifted her hand to his lips. “Just say the word, and I’ll make it happen. Gödel isn’t going anywhere.”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t say yes, not while she knew her nemesis would be wreaking havoc wherever she was.

      Michael captured her chin with a finger and tipped her face up to be kissed. “Duty first. Then we will have the rest of our lives to take care of your frustration.”

      Alexis made a face as she walked up. “I should have known the sexual tension belonged to you two.”

      Bethany Anne scooted over to make space for her daughter and patted the cushion. “No tension here, sweetie. Your father took care of that.”

      Alexis plugged her ears with her fingers. “I’m not listening. It’s bad enough living down the hall from you guys. Your sexcapades are going to put me in therapy.”

      Michael waved a hand. “You could always, I don’t know, move out?”

      Alexis sat down, folding her arms and pouting. “I like being at home—when you’re not using the place as an erotic jungle gym.”

      Barnabas and Shinigami joined them, bringing popcorn in paper bags.

      “This is almost like movie night,” Barnabas enthused as he handed out the popcorn.

      Bethany Anne accepted hers with a smile. “It’s nice to see some traditions didn’t get lost.”

      She spotted Xadia looking out of place and waved her over to sit with them.

      Introductions were made, and everyone chatted for a few minutes while the analysts got into place at their stations.

      The lights dropped at Lance’s command and the pit was plunged into darkness, broken only by the blinking lights of the holoscreens and the green glow of the digital clock on the wall counting down to zero.

      Then the huge wallscreen came to life with multiple live feeds on standby. Lance got up from the central table where he was sitting with Stephen and Anna Elizabeth and called for everyone’s attention.

      “Your counterparts in the field are standing by outside their target locations. Our job is simple: provide overwatch, record everything.”

      He waved a hand as the feeds activated. “We are live!”

      “What am I missing here?” Xadia whispered to Bethany Anne as the sound of quiet murmurs filled the room. “How have the targets been identified?”

      Bethany Anne pointed at the Ryleahan’s wrist holo. “CEREBRO belongs to me. There isn’t any part of the Federation that doesn’t rely on the network in one way or another.”

      Xadia was beginning to get an idea of just how much of the life she took for granted was underpinned by the Queen’s generosity.

      Bethany Anne took her expression for distaste. “You don’t like the idea of Big Brother watching?”

      Xadia stared at her blankly for a second. “What?” She shook her head. “No. I was thinking how ungrateful you must believe we are.”

      Michael leaned forward. “Children are often thoughtless. A good parent understands that and teaches them to consider more than themselves.”

      Onscreen, the breach teams made their moves.

      Bethany Anne picked out Cheryl Lynn and Patricia standing at the back of one group while the professionals did their jobs.

      

      Planet Vermott, Custom Printing Solutions Head Office

      Patricia and Cheryl Lynn hung back as the advance team went in.

      It was something of a shock for the Balderians passing a quiet hump day in their cubicles on the second floor when the stairwell and elevator simultaneously opened and armed people of various species wearing uniforms that marked them as serving the Federation Council stormed in.
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        Arrlaxx

      

      Down in the basement, Arrlaxx, a lowly Ardaki systems clerk who had been tricked into coming here by a Skaine of all people and hated her job and her bosses with a passion, was wiping data as instructed by her manager when they burst into the server room with their weapons pointed at her.

      “Step away from the server.” The instruction came from the helmeted Guardian Marine in the lead.

      Arrlaxx held her hands up and slowly backed away. “You took your time getting here! I was running out of irrelevant data to purge!”

      Sergeant Ga'van was a Yollin of many years’ experience. He didn’t lower his weapon, although the female wasn’t Balderian. “Explain yourself.”

      Arrlaxx pivoted a single finger toward the servers in the next room. “Everything you are looking for is in there,” she told him quickly. “I had to follow orders or get blacklisted, so I followed them to the letter and began purging the system, starting with records of employee debts.”

      Corporal Ferris, Ga’van’s human second, laughed. “Malicious compliance, Sarge. I think she’s okay.”

      Ga’van lowered his rifle. “Stay with her while we have CEREBRO verify her story.”

      Up on the twenty-sixth floor, Patricia and Cheryl Lynn stepped out of the executive elevator onto carpet so deep it muffled the sounds of their heels as they strode toward the office of Beizan.

      The CEO in question jumped to his feet, his skin mottling in anger.

      “What is this intrusion?” he yelled, spittle flying from his lips in his rage.

      “Have your mouth take a knee, asshole,” Patricia told him in the tone she’d been using for three hundred years to let macho military men know where they stood in her pecking order.

      She turned to Cheryl Lynn with a sweet smile. “Would you like to take the lead on this one, dear?”

      Cheryl Lynn’s return smile could have launched a thousand ships. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      She dropped a hand to her hip and fixed him with the look that could make a Queen’s Bitch back up.

      Sure, it was the one she’d married, but the effect was the same.

      “You look like a man who doesn’t ever hear the word ‘no.’ That’s going to make what’s about to happen pretty damned unbearable for you.”

      Beizan gaped at the two human women and their armed guards, wondering if he’d fallen asleep at his desk and tumbled into a nightmare.

      “You’re not dreaming,” Cheryl Lynn assured him. “Beizan, you’re under arrest by order of the Interim Court. Cuff him, boys.”

      Beizan regained his senses when two of the faceless guards broke away, one of them retrieving a magstrip from his belt.

      If they got that magstrip around his wrists, it was all over for him.

      He pulled the mini blasters he kept strapped to the underside of his desk and pointed them at the humans.

      A sly grin split his face when the guards hesitated. He shifted position and strafed both guards with a bright burst of laser fire.

      It bounced off their armor and hit the fish tank, shattering the glass, then arced up to take a chunk out of the ceiling.

      The guards still standing dived to cover Patricia and Cheryl Lynn with their bodies as Beizan fired again.

      The smell of burning hair filled the enclosed room. Cheryl Lynn saw the tackle coming at her and sidestepped to evade being sacked. She drew the energy pistol she had in a holster under her arm and returned fire, scoring a direct hit on the Balderian’s right hand.

      The blaster exploded. Beizan dropped the remains and dived behind his desk, giving Cheryl Lynn a window to check on everyone. The guards Beizan had fired at were injured but alive.

      “You good?” she asked Patricia.

      Patricia checked her singed hair and nodded as she got up from the floor. “Nothing my hairdresser can’t fix. Kevin saved me from the worst of it.”

      Patricia took her son’s hand and let him help her back to her feet

      “Get them to the ship,” Cheryl Lynn instructed.

      “Respectfully, ma’am,” Kevin began.

      “Don’t you ‘Ma’am’ me, Kevin Anthony Reynolds!” Cheryl Lynn retorted. “I learned to defend myself from Bethany Anne. One measly little pissant office-jockey with a peashooter isn’t going to be a problem.”

      “Did you forget I’m armed and dangerous?” Beizan squawked from behind the desk. He nursed his bleeding hand against his chest, keeping his remaining blaster ready in case they came around the desk.

      The women stood there with identical folded arms and icy expressions.

      “Give yourself up,” Cheryl Lynn told him. “There’s no other way out of this than in cuffs or a body bag.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you!” he screamed. “You are my hostages. Sit down while I figure out how to use you as leverage to get off-world.”

      The women exchanged glances.

      “Attacking us was your last mistake,” Patricia stated. “You don’t want to do this the hard way, trust me. Put your weapons down and step away from the desk.”

      Both women felt the surge in Etheric energy that signified the CEO's time had run out.

      Beizan dropped the blaster, his uninjured hand flying to his throat when it was crushed by an invisible force.

      He gasped, clawing at the hand—he realized it was a hand—gripping his trachea.

      A female voice as sharp as steel and every bit as deadly spoke in his ear. “You should have gone quietly, fuckface. The penitentiary program is survivable. I am not.”

      Fear drove Beizan's heartbeat to a dizzying rate as the hand lifted him bodily, seemingly without effort. “I’ll go with them!”

      He forced the words out as his vision turned white.

      The owner of the hand made herself visible. “Too late.”

      “Told you, asshole,” Patricia muttered.

      Bethany Anne released the pressure on the Balderian's throat just enough to keep him from slipping into unconsciousness.

      She brought him around to look her in the eye. “That is no longer an option. You had a chance to face the music for your support of Ochan Ryleah’s treason. You chose to commit a crime that carries the death penalty instead.”

      Beizan squealed in pain as Bethany Anne forced her fingernails to grow.

      She squeezed and snapped his windpipe. “No one fucks with my family and lives.”
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      Bethany Anne returned to High Tortuga as quickly as she’d made the jump to Baldere, leaving the rest of the operation in Cheryl Lynn’s and Patricia’s capable hands.

      She exited the Etheric and collected Michael and Alexis, then confirmed Gabriel was aboard the superdreadnought before making the final jump to the bridge of the Baba Yaga.

      “Set a course for Torcellan Prime,” Bethany Anne instructed as she took the command chair. “And inform my Own we have a teachable moment for the group there that believes itself to be above the same laws as the rest of the Federation.”

      Alexis shielded her mouth with her hand, glancing at her father. “She means the terrorists, right?”

      Bethany Anne turned her upper body to look at Alexis. “Damn straight, I mean the terrorists. This isn’t some backwater planet where the only way to address issues of inequality is to use force.”

      Alexis leaned over the chair and hugged her mother. “I know that when the people are hurting, you hurt for them. We’ll deal with the terrorists.”

      Bethany Anne put her hand on her daughter’s arm and squeezed. “Go get ready, and if you see your brother, tell him he’s in the doghouse unless he has a damn good reason for not being here when I got back.”

      Alexis snorted. “You know it’s something to do with Jiya.”

      “No excuse.” Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “You can tell him he will be assisting Izanami with overwatch for this operation.”

      Michael took Alexis’ place after she left and began massaging Bethany Anne’s shoulders.

      She relaxed into the pressure of his thumbs on her knotted muscles. “True love is never easy. They will work it out, or they won’t. Left a bit…”

      Michael obliged. “I should think this outing on Torcellan Prime will be an outlet for your frustration.”

      He paused, drawing a noise of protest from Bethany Anne. “Unless, of course, you are considering arresting the leadership.”

      Bethany Anne twisted her head to look him in the eye. “Are you... I can’t tell if you’re being serious?”

      Michael winked at her.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, a hint of amusement touching her lips. “Okay. Who the fuck are you, and what have you done with my stick-up-the-ass husband?”

      Michael laughed. “Show me some terrorists, and you’ll see him soon enough.”

      Bethany Anne broke into a laugh. “You’re an ass, Michael.”

      “I’m an ass who makes you laugh,” he corrected, stealing a kiss. “I will team up with Barnabas. Alexis wanted some mother-daughter time.”

      Bethany Anne twisted a little more in her chair to get a better view as he walked away. “Fine by me.”
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        Kiaty Ca’Shal

      

      Kiaty Ca’Shal hurried along the back streets, his vision obscured by the hooded cloak he wore to conceal his identity.

      Curse this situation! This was no time to leave his followers unattended. However, without control of Jessamyn, he was back to being dependent on his wife without the cabal’s support, and now Elamonn Ryleah was here in the capital to add to the pressure he was under.

      At least Ochan hadn’t come in person or dispatched an assassin to remove him from the equation permanently.

      The old bastard was too wily to discard an asset with everything to lose. Kiaty's future depended on the cabal's victory and their support in pushing the equalist movement.

      Life was a dangerous game. The risk-averse won nothing.

      Kiaty nursed a flicker of hope that he could do much more than recover the hundred million credits that had evaporated when his hidden accounts had been deleted.

      He wanted more than the right to keep his name after marriage. He was the eldest living Ca’Shal.

      He wanted what would have been rightfully his almost anywhere else in the Federation. He wanted everything that was wasted on Jessamyn, and he was willing to spill as much blood as it took to gain control of the Ca’Shal fortune.

      His precious niece had no idea that the father she idolized was the author of the equalist manifesto tearing their society asunder.

      Similarly, if his wife discovered he was the one stoking the fire now that Lorian was dead, he would be in the divorce court as fast as Lucia could have her lawyers file the papers.

      Kiaty took comfort in the knowledge that no one would approach him as he made his way through the quarter. His guards ensured that from their places six feet in front of and behind him.

      Most of the residents in the quarter were disaffected males drawn to the equalists by the promise of a life where they were as valued as their sisters. Kiaty’s conscience told him the equality he sought for them could be bought peacefully if he was willing to work for it over time.

      It wasn’t enough.

      He needed to see it in his lifetime. To experience it for himself. More than he wanted an equal footing with his wife, he wanted his son to be more than an accessory on his wife’s arm when he was old enough to marry.

      All this had gone through Kiaty’s mind when he’d made the decision to betray Lorian and join the cabal. His brother should have been by his side, but Lorian had rejected Ochan’s advances and made his life the price of admission for the equalists.

      Kiaty was too invested to fan the flames of regret, however. While the seductive picture of the future Ochan had painted when recruiting him had yet to come about, the movement had the attention of the government and the people.

      Those locals who recognized his cloaked form crossed the street, nodding respectfully. They had similar dreams they were willing to die for. They, like him, had cast aside the luxury of pacifism for the sake of their sons.

      Kiaty just had to keep his chin above water until they succeeded.

      He shed his cloak and stashed it in a trash can after leaving the equalist quarter, making sure no one but his guards were around to see him leaving the taboo zone.

      Elamonn’s shuttle was parked outside the warehouse attached to his sorting office when Kiaty arrived.

      Kiaty went inside to meet him.

      The Ryleahan was waiting in the sparse room off Kiaty’s office, accompanied by two Shrillexian bodyguards.

      He didn’t acknowledge the guards. “Why are you here?” he asked Elamonn. “Your father made his expectations clear when we spoke.”

      Elamonn sneered, exposing a line of stitches in his upper lip. “You can’t even keep a child locked up. My father has decided that your operation needs some oversight if he is going to continue investing in it.”

      Kiaty hid his reaction, knowing he had no choice but to throw in with the cabal. He pointed out Elamonn’s lip with a cocky grin. “I hear that you were no more prepared to deal with the humans' interference than I was.”

      Elamonn lifted a hand to the injury Barnabas had caused. “Yes, well. We won’t be caught unaware again.”

      He closed the case he had open on the table, cutting off the soft glow the equipment inside emitted. “This building is secure. Is there somewhere we can sit and talk about the status of your part of the plan?”

      Kiaty indicated the door with a hand. “This way. My office.”
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        * * *

      

      In the fireworks factory where Kiaty had left three of his inner circle to take care of this cell’s preparations for their next big statement, the masked equalists worked in purposeful silence.

      The males packing undetectable explosive devices provided by their leaders into the bases of festival lanterns were all aware that the government wanted to crush them. So were the group who were re-packing the modified lanterns into their original shipping crates, everyone waiting in the yard to load the crates into the vehicles, and the drivers due to deliver the lanterns.

      They had no fear of capture. If their cell failed, there were others scattered across the planet, each with its own plan to sow terror. Everyone in the factory wore the equalist torc around their necks. The torcs were more than a statement. Each had a device embedded in the metal that would render everything in a six-foot radius into its constituent atoms when activated, and they were prepared to use them.

      The task force formed with the intention of uncovering the equalists’ identities and imprisoning them was impotent, too afraid to come into the equalist strongholds to make significant progress in dismantling the movement.

      The government would unknowingly trigger their own destruction. At dusk on festival night when the lanterns were lit, the resulting explosions would bring the physical representation of their oppression crashing down on their heads.

      The equalist objective was mayhem, a message of fear the government couldn’t ignore. If they could not immediately have the progress they sought, they would take it by force.
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        * * *

      

      While everyone inside the fireworks factory worked, a single cloaked Pod came in to hover above the building. Sixteen other Pods were getting into position to take out the other cells, each with a team of two aboard.

      Alexis was paired with Bethany Anne. She opened an audio link from the Pod to the Baba Yaga, where Gabriel had remained aboard with Izanami. “Overwatch, what do we have down there?”

      “It’s registered as a fireworks factory belonging to Ca’Shal Enterprises,” Gabriel answered.

      Alexis let out a low whistle as the drones she’d sent into the building came online. “That’s a lot of explosives and a lot of people. How do you want to do this, Mom?”

      Bethany Anne saw that most of the terrorists were on the first floor. “What is that the drones are picking up around their necks?”

      “I’m almost certain those are suicide devices,” Alexis told her with a grimace.

      “That’s not the only location tied to Ca’Shal in this area,” Gabriel added. “There are three more facilities in that quarter of the city.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “You know this because?”

      “Kiaty Ca’Shal is an idiot,” he replied. “He used CEREBRO for everything.”

      Bethany Anne tapped her fingers on the armrest of her chair while she thought for a moment, then turned to look at Alexis. “You remember that merc base we took out a couple years ago? The one Gödel rigged to blow?”

      Alexis recalled the extensive cleanup afterward. “I remember. You want me to modify the RAT I built?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Soonest. No one will die unless they choose to.” She got to her feet, her mouth set in a tight line. “These assholes won’t be finished for a few hours. We need some backup. Have you located Kiaty Ca’Shal?”

      Alexis grinned. “It was hardly a challenge. You’re going to love who else is here.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

      “Elamonn Ryleah’s ship bypassed planetary Customs three hours ago.” Alexis showed her a still image of the ship she’d recovered from a deleted file in a computer registered to one of Ca’Shal’s associates who worked on the Customs platform. “He took a shuttle to the surface. What would you bet that we’ll find him with his buddy Ca’Shal?”

      She returned to her keyboard, forwarding the evidence to the relevant authorities while Bethany Anne updated Gabriel.

      Bethany Anne left the comm open while she walked to the weapons locker and retrieved her katanas. “Gabriel, where is that shuttle right now?”

      “It’s in the parking lot of a sorting office on the other side of the city,” Gabriel came back a moment later.

      Alexis searched the local CEREBRO network for information on the business.

      “That office is owned by Ca’Shal’s wife,” she informed Bethany Anne. A mischievous twinkle appeared in her eyes. “You know, his wife would have his balls if she found out he was using her business to hide equalist activity.”

      Bethany Anne gave her daughter a skeptical look. “How would you know that?”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “You would know too if you watched the entertainment news.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “Yeah, no. I have a PR team for that… And a daughter, apparently. What’s the juice on the wife?”

      Alexis splayed her hands, her eyes wide. “Juicy is right. The whole thing was, like, the biggest scandal. The marriage was hastily arranged so their mothers could save face after Lucia was jilted at the altar by Lorian, who married for love. Everyone knows Lucia is a traditionalist, and she hates Kiaty for embarrassing her. Now that we took back everything he stole from Jessamyn, he's probably dependent on her again.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Not if he’s being bankrolled by Ochan Ryleah. That’s probably why Elamonn is here.”

      Alexis closed her holo and turned to the Pod’s navigation controls. “Only one way to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne opened the Etheric onto the office, remaining invisible to the two conspirators and their guards for the moment.

      “Tell your father he’ll get the shipment on time as long as he provides the support he promised to install the equalists in government.”

      Bethany Anne touched Alexis’ elbow. Looks like we found out Kiaty’s value to Ochan. Can you find out what the Ryleahan needs from him?

      Alexis closed her eyes and sent feelers into the Torcellan’s mind. Oh, not good, Mom. He has a manufacturing plant off-world producing antimatter warheads.

      Bethany Anne clenched her teeth, her eyes flashing red as she bit back her anger.

      Elamonn's beady eyes almost vanished as he felt real fear for the second time in his life. “What was that?”

      Kiaty shook off the sensation. “It’s nothing. We need to focus. My people are putting themselves at risk to fulfill our side of the bargain. I need to know what your father is doing to uphold his.”

      “My father cannot uphold his part without those warheads,” Elamonn stated, looking uncomfortable. “The humans have forced our hand.”

      Bethany Anne had heard enough.

      She stepped out of the Etheric, revealing herself as she drew her katanas.

      Alexis followed, taking out the guards with her Jean Dukes Specials.

      Kiaty screamed and fainted when presented with the bloody reality of the violence he had invited to his homeworld.

      Elamonn scrambled out of his chair when the two almost identical human women appeared from nowhere.

      Bethany Anne lifted her sword and pressed the tip to Elamonn’s throat. “If you want to continue breathing, sit down and stay very fucking still. Alexis, wake that gutless crybaby up.”

      Alexis wavered for a second between giving the Torcellan a little mental zap and just kicking him awake.

      “Today,” Bethany Anne ground out.

      Alexis buried her boot in Kiaty’s gut, preferring not to touch his mind.

      Kiaty came around, resuming his high-pitched whine when he saw that Bethany Anne and Alexis were really there. His eyes rolled back in his head again.

      “You’re not getting away with this so easily.” Bethany Anne blasted him with icy air, shocking him back to consciousness. “Wake the fuck up. It’s time to answer for your crimes.”

      Kiaty had the nerve to be offended. “My only crime is being willing to do whatever it takes to free my people from female oppression.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “If that were true, I would not be here. You had enough support from your people to file a legitimate case with the Federation Council. Instead, your greedy ass joined up with a bunch of other greedy assholes. You murdered your own brother and imprisoned your niece, and you have used violence against your own people to bully what you want from them.”

      Bethany Anne removed her katana from Elamonn’s throat, her eyes glowing bright with righteous anger. “What you want is fame, power, and wealth. What you have earned with your choices is death.”

      She turned to Elamonn again as Kiaty’s head hit the floor with a wet thud.

      Alexis folded her arms. “What about him?”

      The Ryleahan’s face had drained of color.

      Bethany Anne grabbed Elamonn by his ear, flashing a cold grin when he squealed at the pressure on the sensitive organ. “This spoiled rotten shit is coming with us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Torcellan Prime, Eastern Continent

      There were three red zones in close proximity to Tordurma, the country’s capital city.

      Michael and Barnabas headed to the northernmost zone, John and Darryl's Pod went south, and Scott and Peter went west. Gabrielle and Eric had a rural location registered to a shell account of Kiaty’s to check out.

      They had met with Commissioner Farlen, the Torcellan task force leader, to be briefed on the equalist cells embedded in the mostly male communities around the city.

      “What this clusterfuck needs,” Scott announced over the speaker, “is some testosterone.”

      “Said no female on this planet ever,” John replied with a laugh.

      “That’s what got them into this situation,” Michael commented. “Balance between the sexes is vital to success as a species.”

      Peter snorted. “Anyone here not remember Michael’s thousand-year gig as a patriarchal tyrant? ‘Death to the dishonorable’ sound at all familiar?”

      “Ah, but it was equal-opportunity tyranny,” Michael countered in good humor. “Male or female, dishonor was dealt with the same.”

      “I can confirm that,” Barnabas chipped in. “They all died screaming in the end.”

      Gabriel called from the Baba Yaga. “Mom just reported in. Hers and Alexis’ targets are all carrying suicide devices. Mom said don’t get your asses blown up.”

      “It’s like she knows us,” Scott quipped.

      “Blow your own ass up,” Peter shot back. “Leave mine out of this.”

      “Yeah,” John agreed. “Your wife is a civilian. The rest of us are with women who know what the consequences of stupidity look like.”

      Peter made a sound of agreement.

      “This is why I stay single,” Darryl told them. “Nobody to chew my ass out if I cut loose and catch an injury.”

      “No one waiting at home to offer you some comfort while you ‘recover,’ either,” Scott pointed out.

      “Says who?” Darryl retorted. “I’ve got a holodex full of comfort. All I have to do is pick up the phone.”

      Scott burst out laughing. “Get the man-slut!”

      Darryl booed him. “Jealousy is ugly, dude. I can’t help being what the ladies are looking for.”

      “Not even Natalia?” Barnabas’ innocent inquiry was met with a chorus of sucked in breaths.

      “The one who got away,” Michael mouthed silently.

      “My bad,” Barnabas apologized.

      “There are too many fine females in this universe for any one of them to tie my ass down for long,” Darryl replied, not bothered in the slightest by the reminder.

      “Gentlemen, focus on what matters,” Michael reminded them as the Pods arrived at their separate locations. “Which is that my wife will have all our asses in a sling if the equalists succeed in their endeavors.”

      Barnabas leaned over to Michael. “An excellent point. If everyone is in position, we should get to work.”

      “Everyone have their targets?” Michael checked.

      “Affirmative,” John confirmed.

      “I’m looking at the sonofabitch right now,” Scott growled.

      “Then we are good to go,” Michael told them. “Everyone switch to internal comms.”
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        * * *

      

      Darryl called the lightning down on a nearby power transformer, plunging the neighborhood into darkness.

      The windows of the houses lit up one by one as the residents found flashlights and candles.

      Those who came out onto the street to see what the problem was quickly ducked back into their homes when they saw the two human giants walking with grim purpose toward Councilor Tumo Lakimi's favorite hangout.

      In the still of the night, the Torcellans spoke in hushed voices.

      Unlike the people in the equatorial cities, these were ordinary civilians whose lives had been overturned by false promises of peaceful protest to affect change. They had initially supported Lakimi's move into politics, but his involvement with the crime lord Michael and Barnabas had on the naughty list had brought violence and disruption to their way of life, and they wanted him gone.

      John felt satisfaction when he heard them whisper Bethany Anne’s name in hope. The people remembered.

      Their target was ensconced at a bathhouse he owned. The building was beautiful, the carving on the trim and stonework intricate even by Torcellan standards.

      John took a second to admire the effort that had gone into it before turning to Darryl. “I don’t feel like knocking. Do you?”

      Darryl shook his head. “Nah, I think we should make a big entrance.”

      John nodded, drawing his old reliables. Every component of his Jean Dukes Specials had been replaced or upgraded over the decades, but they still fit his hands perfectly. “Make a hole.”

      Darryl grinned. “Coming right up.” He rubbed his hands together, drawing lightning from the air.

      He announced his and John’s arrival with a double bolt that blew the heavy wooden door to splinters.

      The attendants scattered as the Queen’s Own made their way inside the building.

      John shot the first three armed males who stumbled out of the smoking wreckage in the hallway.

      He bent to check the closest, finding no weapons except the plasma rifle he was carrying.

      Darryl knelt briefly by another and pulled back his shirt collar. The torc he wore was thin and inert. “I’m not seeing a suicide device.”

      “Me neither.” John passed the information to Gabriel. “Stay alert. There’s no saying we won’t come across someone dumb enough to choose explosives as a fucking fashion accessory.”

      Darryl’s reply was cut off by a barrage of plasma bolts from the other end of the hallway. “These assholes shoot like stormtroopers,” he called, dropping into a roll to get to the cover of the closest doorway as plaster dust rained down on them.

      John reached for the equalists’ minds and blocked their ability to see him and Darryl. “Six of them, three on each side.”

      “What about our target?” Darryl fired, painting the wall with the brains of the Torcellan poking his head around the doorframe.

      “Downstairs.” John took out the two who rushed out, shooting blindly in response to the loss of their comrade, then waved Darryl ahead.

      They split at the doors where the equalists were hiding and took out the remainder.

      “Have these assholes had any training?” Darryl complained as they made the stairs and were ambushed by another group of males who barely knew the barrel from the butt of their weapons.

      It was over in seconds.

      John pointed out the oily makeup the equalists wore to disguise their features as they stepped over their bodies. “Maybe they came from the circus. They’re fucking clowns.”

      Darryl grinned as John entered the stairwell. “I dated a goth girl once who would be so into that shit.”

      “You’re shitting me.” John looked over his shoulder at Darryl.

      Darryl’s chuckle echoed in the enclosed space. “I shit you not.”

      A creak ahead drew their attention. They had their Jean Dukes Specials aimed at the door when it opened.

      John lowered his weapon when three barely-dressed female attendants darted out and stopped short with a flurry of frightened squeals when they saw the armed humans.

      “Get out of here, ladies,” he told them, standing back. “We only want the equalists.”

      The tallest attendant pointed at the door they’d just come out of. “That handsy pig is in there. Make him suffer, you hear me?” She ushered the younger females past John and Darryl without looking back.

      John’s brow furrowed in anger. “Did you see that bruise on her face?”

      Darryl’s expression was identical. “Mmhmm.” He paused to holster his Jean Dukes Specials in favor of his combat knife before heading for the door.

      John broke into an icy grin as he followed suit. “I like your thinking.”

      Six wide, shallow steps led to the baths, the cavernous space split by mosaic screen dividers to create private spaces.

      Scented steam filled the air, obscuring their vision. However, these were two of the Queen’s Own, and they didn’t need to see their targets when they could identify every distinct heartbeat amidst the sounds of hissing steam and running water.

      The slap of flesh impacting flesh and a soft feminine cry of distress followed by brash male laughter alerted them to their target's exact location.

      John and Darryl slipped into the fragrant cloud, separating to take care of Lakimi’s guards without alerting him and endangering the attendants.

      John had an especially deep hatred for any male who raised his hand to a helpless female. He wasted no time on the guards, slitting their throats without giving them the honor of knowing death had come.

      They had no honor.

      Darryl met him at the final screen, which John tossed aside as though it were made of rice paper rather than stone.

      The women screamed and scattered, leaving Lakimi alone in the sunken pool.

      John took one look at the male lounging in the shallow end while young female attendants waited on him.

      “Darryl, does this look like equality to you?”

      “It does not,” Darryl replied coldly. “And I’d put money on none of these young ladies being Mrs. Lakimi.”

      “There is no Mrs. Lakimi,” the Torcellan told them, looking around for his guards.

      “It doesn’t surprise me that the only company you can get is what you’ve paid for.” John dragged the last guard he’d killed out of the shadows and threw the body into the pool. “Looking for him?”

      Lakimi jumped out of the pool in panic as the blood spread through the water.

      Darryl moved faster than the unenhanced eye could track and grabbed the Torcellan by his hair. “Not so fast, asshole. You like hitting women, huh? How do you like a taste of your own medicine?”

      Darryl backhanded him, shattering his nose and sending him reeling toward John.

      The Bitch switched to his Jean Dukes Special and shot him in the right knee. “This is the day you die, fuck-knuckle. Choices can be easy or hard, but a shitball like you doesn’t deserve a choice. You’re going to be in a world of hurt before I’m done with your abusive ass.”

      Lakimi sobbed through the pain. “All I did was balance out the scales. Males deserve equality!”

      “You call setting yourself and your buddies up in this little pimp palace and beating on the women here getting equality?” John scoffed. “Dude, you’re screwed up. There are guys all over this planet working to make things right in your society. You are not one of them.”

      Darryl growled. “Let’s just shoot him and get gone already. He doesn’t know anything.”

      Lakimi started pleading for his life. “I know I’ve done wrong. I’ll do better, I swear. Just give me a chance, and I’ll renounce the equalists and—"

      John slapped the words out of the Torcellan’s mouth. “The problem with people swearing they’ll be on their best behavior is that they inevitably revert to their rat-shit ways as soon as they feel like they can get away with it again.”

      The report from his Jean Dukes Special was enhanced by the steamy air.

      “This weak-ass POS isn’t worth our time,” John ground out as he holstered his weapon.

      “You got that right,” Darryl agreed. “You think we’ll make it to Parnal’s house before Michael and Barnabas get done having all the fun?”

      “Only one way to find out.” John opened his comm to Michael.
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        * * *

      

      Michael acknowledged the imminent arrival of the other two teams without missing a beat as he carved his way through the equalist soldiers defending the home of the crime boss Destry Parnal.

      He wondered how anyone lived here without being driven mad by the sheer ugliness. Parnal lived halfway up a mountain in what could only be described as a castle. Of course, Michael would never have such poor taste as to mash together the many competing architectural styles of the towers connected by some insane architect’s vision of security and grandeur.

      Behind them, the barbican lay in ruins. Ahead was a hodgepodge of soaring pillars and steep steps that fronted the bristling façade of the main entrance.

      Michael passed the information to Barnabas that neither team had met with any resistance worth a damn. It appears our target kept the best of his cell to protect him.

      Barnabas’ laughter filled the mindspace. All the more for us to take care of. It shouldn’t surprise you that this reprobate hung his allies out to dry.

      No surprise here, Michael commented dryly. You may wish to pick up your pace if we want to be done here before the others arrive.

      Barnabas’ robe whirled around him, his slashing claws cutting four equalist throats so fast the blood of his enemies was carried in their wake. The wave of droplets fell to the white stone as he paused and turned to look at Michael. How long?

      John and Darryl, ten minutes. Scott and Peter, three minutes. Michael didn’t miss the renewed energy in Barnabas’ next attack. Stephen tells me you have been eager for battle recently. I see his point.

      What’s to see? These people act outside the law, so they deserve vigilante Justice. That, dear brother, is kind of my specialty. Barnabas gave Michael a serene smile as he pulled his hand out of the Torcellan’s chest cavity and crushed the heart he had just extracted to bloody pulp. Stephen has always been a touch sensitive.

      Michael had no argument to refute that logic. He was forestalled from telling Barnabas so when a hail of glowing arrows came whistling from the windows on the third floor.

      The two vampires vacated the spot a split second before the sizzling projectiles vaporized the ground they’d been standing on.

      Archers? Barnabas blurred into action. Distract these bozos. I’ll meet you up there.

      The equalists on the ground took advantage of the break to launch another attack, but Barnabas was already in the wind.

      Michael grabbed the nearest attacker, using him as a combination shield and battering ram to clear a path to the building as another salvo of arrows rained down on him.

      I’m in, Barnabas reported.

      I will be there momentarily. Do NOT kill those archers without me! Michael tossed the Torcellan pincushion aside and leapt for the smooth stone wall.

      Just as he Mysted, two pucks impacted the courtyard.

      Scott’s voice came over the comm. Did someone call for assistance?

      No! Barnabas yelled. We have this completely under control. Why don’t you see if Gabrielle and Eric need some help?

      Nice try, old man, Peter chimed in, the growly tone of his mental voice letting Michael and Barnabas know he was in his Pricolici form.

      Michael had reached the third floor and chosen a window. The archer leaning out of the window screamed when Michael’s invisible hand grabbed him around the neck.

      Peter, get your furry derriere down here and cover the perimeter from the ground. Make sure no one escapes. Michael tossed the archer to his death and reformed his body once he was inside the room. Scott, stay where you are and provide aerial cover. When John and Darryl get here, have one of them take my Pod and join you.

      A howl of joy cut the air as Peter launched himself out of the Pod.

      Michael shook his head in amusement as he made his way to the door.

      Barnabas was waiting on the other side. “Nice move, having them take care of the minions while we move on Parnal.”

      Michael burned the blood off his hands with a pulse of Etheric energy. “There are plenty to occupy them.”

      Barnabas nudged him with a shoulder as they set off walking. “You can’t fool me. You’re enjoying some bro time.”

      Michael chuckled, nudging him back. “Guilty. What do you know about this Parnal character?”

      “Beyond what was in the brief?” Barnabas shrugged. “Nothing. Frank was pretty thorough. He’s acting on Kiaty Ca’Shal’s orders and is involved separately with the Ryleah family. That’s enough in my book.”

      Michael paused at the head of a staircase, sensing a group of four descending from the floor above. “There’s someone coming.”

      Barnabas grinned and flexed his extended nails as he touched their minds. “More equalists. Goody.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow but said nothing as he readied himself on the opposite side of the staircase from Barnabas.

      The two Torcellans in the lead were dead before they knew what was happening. The two behind saw their comrades snatched by the shadows and started firing their plasma rifles, getting off a couple of shots apiece before they too met their ends at the vampires’ hands.

      The commotion gave their position away. An alarm started blaring overhead, and shutters clanged down over the doors and windows.

      Michael grimaced. “Enough of this. We need to find Parnal.”

      Barnabas pointed above their heads. “He’s up there in one of the towers.”

      Michael opened the Etheric and waved Barnabas in. After closing it behind them, he was relieved when the alarm was cut off. “We’ll find the bastard this way.”

      “You know we need an opening to look through,” Barnabas told him.

      Michael waved a hand and the infernal screeching returned, albeit at a reduced volume.

      They spent the next few minutes popping in and out of the Etheric as they checked the towers.

      When they found the one Parnal was hiding in, the Torcellan was waiting. Seeing Michael and Barnabas, he jumped to his feet and vanished in a flash of blue light.

      “What was that?” Barnabas asked.

      Michael wasn’t sure. “He must have some kind of translocation technology.”

      Barnabas scowled. “Then he can’t have gotten far. That kind of technology only permits short hops.”

      He extended his senses, searching for the reciprocating energy spike in the nearby towers. “Got him. Three towers to the right.”

      They walked the Etheric to find Parnal absent.

      “Northeast tower,” Barnabas told him.

      There was no sign of the Torcellan except the trace of exotic energy to indicate he had been there.

      What the fuck was that? Peter yelled over the comm.

      Our target, Michael told him. Track him. Keep him on the move.

      “They’re in the west wing,” Barnabas supplied.

      Michael lost his patience. “Fuck this. It’s like playing whack a mole without the moles. He thinks he can outsmart us. He has no idea I’m willing to bring the whole place down on his head.”

      Barnabas nodded, having figured out Michael’s plan. “Have Peter move inside. We need to keep the pressure on him while you get everyone in place.”

      He vanished into the Etheric.

      Michael opened the comm. John, are you and Darryl here yet?

      Forty-five seconds out, came the reply. We had to take care of a couple of equalist ships heading your way.

      I’m going to assume that was Parnal’s escape plan. Michael thought fast. He’s going to realize no one is coming. Peter, work with Barnabas to herd him to the large hall on the ground floor.

      Peter acknowledged the order.

      John, Darryl, Scott, I want you positioned to bring those hideous towers down on the main building. Michael paused. Wait. How many explosive pucks do we have?

      Enough to bring that mountain down, Darryl informed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Destry Parnal chuckled in relief as he evaded the humans for the third time. He was feeling a little lightheaded, but he would be safe aboard his brother’s ship and halfway across the Federation before the nasty aftereffects of making three or four jumps in a row kicked in.

      He would have to thank Ochan for the emergency transporter device when he got to Ryleah. The humans had almost caught him by surprise. Luckily, he’d been wearing the device, and now all he had to do was keep leading them a merry dance around his home until rescue arrived.

      The device, meant as an emergency evasion measure, sent him a short distance in one of six pre-programmed directions. With a plan of every coordinate in the castle it was safe to jump from memorized, he could play this game for as long as he needed to.

      He exited the jump from the northeast tower to his study and almost collided with a monster canid.

      The monster alien cursed and made a grab for him.

      Only Parnal’s quick thinking saved him from becoming a snack. He slammed his hand on the vambrace, activating the device, and ran for the next jump coordinate the moment his atoms were all in their proper places.

      What ensued next was a frantic chase.

      Parnal made a series of jumps that sent his vision swimming, all thoughts of what the device was doing to his body fleeing. The gigantic upright canid crashing through solid stone walls like they were made of meringue in pursuit of him was the greater threat.

      He still had the upper hand, even with the killer beast they’d sent to sniff him out roaming the halls. Right now, though, he was feeling the pressure increase with every jump.

      This wasn’t the future he’d seen when Ochan had spun his vision of a Torcellan where the male child of a concubine like him could be seen as legitimate.

      He jumped again, and this time his stomach objected. It wasn’t fair. From the moment of his conception to this moment of running for his life, he had succeeded against all odds due to his knowledge that he deserved better than the hand life had dealt him.

      He wiped his mouth and jumped again. He would survive this, too.

      No, you won’t.

      He missed his spot and tripped on a bump in the rug. Where had that voice come from? The jumps must be playing tricks on his mind.

      He got to his feet, aching deep in his bones.

      He lifted his arm to make the next jump and found the screen of the device was damaged. He tapped the display, but nothing happened.

      Another howl split the air as the lights went out.

      He had to keep going until his brother got here.

      Your brother isn’t coming, Parnal. We blew his shitty ship out of the sky.

      Parnal froze. He hadn’t imagined it. That voice was human. It belonged to Death.

      If what the human said was true, his only hope was the escape pod hidden under the mountain.

      But how could he get to the cave without the transporter device? That canid was still here, blocking his route to the secret passage in his study.

      With no other recourse, he ran, willing his jelly legs to carry him.

      The next howl sounded farther away, encouraging him to pick up speed as he made his way to the heart of the castle.

      Everywhere he went, he had to avoid tripping over the corpses of his men.

      Doubt crept in as he realized the capability humans had for savagery when angered. It was nothing like the cold calculation of the cabal, where murder was outsourced like any other corporate need.

      The tremble in his legs had spread to his entire body by the time he reached his study. He had to get into that pod and put himself into stasis before transporter sickness set in and he lost cellular cohesion.

      The floor pitched suddenly under his feet. He wasn’t sure if he was hallucinating the undulation that passed through the building.

      A shrill whine made him pause as he stepped over the remains of the door and wall. He looked up, realizing the sound was coming from outside his head.

      Not just outside his head. Outside the castle.

      The first puck hurtled through the roof. It crashed through the ceiling and into Parnell before his fracturing mind could process what was happening.

      It was followed by another and another, all three detonating on impact.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      High above the smoking crater that was all that remained of the castle and most of the mountain beneath it, Michael looked on in satisfaction.

      He reached out to Bethany Anne. Our target is taken care of.

      You seem pleased.

      We can compare our experiences of leveling mountains later. Did you get Ca’Shal?

      Him, and Elamonn Ryleah.

      Now who sounds like the cat that got the cream? Is either of them alive?

      Elamonn is. I let Gabriel out of the sin bin. The twins and I are about to return to the capital to take out the largest cell. Can I interest you in some quality family time?

      Always. Michael received the coordinates Bethany Anne sent. Meet you there.
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        * * *

      

      The Pods met briefly above the equalist quarter. Bethany Anne, Michael, Gabriel, and Alexis transferred through the Etheric to the roof of the fireworks factory, freeing up their Pods for Darryl and Peter.

      Barnabas went alone to investigate the small depot Gabriel had found. John and Darryl veered off to hit a facility six blocks south, while Scott and Peter headed for the nightclub Kiaty Ca’Shal had been a silent partner in.

      Izanami closed the comm as the teams split up, replacing the open channel with individual links to her on the Baba Yaga.

      Bethany Anne gathered her family around a skylight. “This is what we’re going to do. Alexis has a remote access tool that will disable the explosive devices the fucknuggets are wearing.”

      “We don’t want the whole factory to blow,” Alexis told her father and brother. “Between the devices the equalists are wearing, the lantern bombs, and the contents of the storerooms, there’s enough explosive material in that building to take out power and water for the whole city. The resulting deaths would be in the thousands.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “We didn’t come down here just to watch Alexis press buttons, right?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Hell, no! Everyone in there is planning to murder the government. Activate your HUDs.”

      Michael gave Bethany Anne a curious look as he obliged and found a new app waiting to be opened. “What do we have here?”

      “I had the drones map the factory earlier and uploaded it to the app.” Alexis grinned. “My tool also connects the explosive devices to the app. Anyone who tries to detonate their device will appear in red in your HUD map.”

      Gabriel grinned. “You turned it into a game?”

      “I call it ‘Self-Induced Karma.’” Alexis wiggled her eyebrows. “Justice isn’t a game, Gabriel. But yes. I gave them a chance to choose right. You and I will move the explosives into the Etheric while Mom and Dad keep the terrorists occupied.”

      Michael pulled Alexis in for a hug. “You have a big heart. I assume you have informed the commissioner that her people will be able to access this area to arrest those who surrender once we are done?”

      Alexis nodded. “I told them to stay back until I send the all-clear. They have to take care of the lantern bombs that have already been delivered.”

      Bethany Anne drew her Jean Dukes Specials. “Let’s hope they listen. We are not here to hold their hands. Everyone ready?” Everyone confirmed they were. “Release your RAT, Alexis.”

      “Done,” Alexis confirmed a moment later. “Aaaand…the suicide devices have been neutralized. We’re good to go.”

      “Almost,” Bethany Anne told her. “ADAM, patch me into the building’s PA system.”

      >>You’re in,<< he replied a moment later.

      “Now we’re good to go,” Bethany Anne told them, stepping into the Etheric.

      A commotion came from the yard when Michael appeared there.

      The twins had the loading area where the lantern crates were stacked.

      Bethany Anne came out on the factory floor, surprising the few hundred equalists milling around the space left when the lantern crates were moved to the loading area.

      “Surrender if you want to live,” she commanded, her voice coming from every speaker in the factory. “The authorities are on their way to take you into custody. Anyone resisting will be shot.”

      It was no shock to her when many of the equalists chose to disregard her order.

      A few went red in her HUD, sheer panic at being caught motivating them to trigger their suicide devices. Her Jean Dukes barked in the stunned silence, dropping them instantly.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “I said, surrender or DIE!”

      The equalists chose to die, seeing a single human as no challenge. They pulled various weapons and came at her.

      Bethany Anne released a wave of Etheric energy, knocking the guns from their hands before the fucking idiots blew themselves up by accident.

      “I’m trying to save your worthless fucking lives!” She punched the next one who rushed her in the face. “You want to do this the hard way? Well, fuck you! Every one of you!”

      In her frustration, she forgot to pull her punch. The Torcellan’s head exploded, spraying blood and brain matter over those his body took out.

      Michael appeared by her side as the equalists closed ranks. “I smell fear.”

      “They’re not scared enough,” Bethany Anne told him.

      Her HUD lit up with red outlines, too many for them to shoot in one go. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding.”

      Michael shrugged. “Less burden on the prison system.”

      Realizing they couldn’t take the easy way out, those who didn’t run turned on Bethany Anne and Michael, screaming obscenity-laced bullshit about freedom that would have been cute if they hadn’t been willing to blow the city to shit two seconds previously.

      Michael’s eyes blazed red, and the air around him started to crackle.

      “Hold your temper until the twins are done,” Bethany Anne reminded him.

      “I have no issue exercising self-control,” Michael growled as he turned to Myst and darted into the mob. But I will not suffer those who dishonor you to live.

      Restricted from simply blasting them with fire and lightning, Bethany Anne holstered her pistols and got hands-on.

      They wanted to inflict pain on their world, pain that would ripple outward through the Federation.

      They were about to learn the true meaning of pain.

      Screams marked Michael’s progress. Bethany Anne tore the Torcellans limb from limb, giving no quarter to any who showed up red in her HUD.

      She wanted Ochan Ryleah’s blood for the damage his scheming had caused Torcellan society. Just like Kiaty, the equalists were too far gone to be saved. Their deaths would cause an imbalance in society where none had existed before Ochan had enticed them to take the violent route.

      It struck her as she smashed two skulls together that the one species that wasn’t adding to this problem was humanity.

      For once.

      Whether that was because they hadn’t forgotten the lesson she’d given their grandparents’ generation or because they were fucking grateful for the protections of living in the Federation, she would have to find out some other time.

      Right now, her attention was on the people threatening the stability everyone relied on to live in peace and prosperity.

      A surge in the Etheric as the twins flashed in and out, moving the remaining explosives on the factory floor into the Etheric, distracted Bethany Anne momentarily.

      She missed the Torcellan swinging a length of pipe at her, but her armor absorbed the impact and sent the reverberation back up the arms of her attacker instead of breaking her arm like he’d intended.

      Sorry, Mom! Alexis called in the mindspace.

      Bethany Anne snatched the pipe as the shock forced him to drop it and launched it at him, spearing him through the chest. Are all the lantern bombs secure?

      Yeah, everything that might go boom is safely inside the Etheric, Gabriel confirmed.

      Bethany Anne pulled the pipe out of the corpse and swung it two-handed, clearing a space around her before opening the Etheric and slipping out of the mob.

      She exited where the twins were standing by the door, knowing what was about to go down. Michael, did you hear that?

      One bolt of lightning after another slammed into the equalists, giving Bethany Anne her answer.

      Bethany Anne stood back and watched Michael. “Let your father work his emotions out,” she told the twins.

      She lifted a shoulder at their questioning looks. “They pissed him off shit-talking about me.”

      Alexis scowled, releasing the energy ball she’d formed in her right hand. “They deserve everything that’s coming to them.” She grabbed Gabriel. “Come on, we should go and meet the task force.”

      Bethany Anne only had eyes for Michael, who had de-Mysted in order to get the satisfaction of getting his hands on those who had insulted her.

      The Torcellans would be here to take the survivors into custody in a few minutes, but until then, she had a little time to appreciate the man in action.

      Picturing me naked is somewhat distracting.

      Your tone suggests otherwise. Bethany Anne’s mouth curved. You know what seeing you defend my honor does for me.

      You just like how my ass looks in this armor.

      That too.

      Michael released the lightning as the last few equalists fled. Show’s over. The commissioner is here.

      Bethany Anne pouted. Spoilsport.

      Our day isn’t done. We can pick this up on Ryleah.

      A haughty Torcellan woman in full riot gear strode through the door, followed by six females in identical rigs.

      She took one look at Michael standing at the center of a pile of dead Torcellans and drew her sidearm. “Freeze!”

      The task force operatives clicked into gear and spread out as they drew on Michael.

      They missed Bethany Anne standing by the door.

      “If you want to keep breathing, I suggest you cease pointing your weapons at my husband.” Bethany Anne pushed fear as she spoke.

      Hearing a feminine voice, the commissioner turned, lowering her weapon when she saw Bethany Anne. “My apologies, Your Highness. Stand down, team. These are the Etherians who came to assist us.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t impressed. “You knew we were still in here. You saw a male and assumed he was a threat.”

      The commissioner had the good grace to look embarrassed. “The equalists have us all on edge.”

      “So you further marginalize half your people?” Bethany Anne gave her a withering stare. “What a shitshow. How many males died because Ochan Ryleah was able to exploit them? Their blood is on your hands too, Commissioner. The government had the opportunity to meet the needs of the whole population, but instead, you chose to entrench yourselves in maintaining a status quo that favors one sex over another. That’s not what the Federation is about. I am more powerful than any planetary state. Every citizen has the right to an equal start, and I choose to maintain that status quo, even if it means wiping the slate clean and starting again with a government whose ideals match those I set out in the Federation charter.”

      She looked the commissioner in the eye, and to her credit, the Torcellan did not look away.

      Bethany Anne raised her voice to make sure every Torcellan there heard her. “This is the only chance Torcellan gets to get its shit together. Am I making myself clear? There will be a hearing at Red Rock in one month to review the planet’s amended constitution. If the amendments do not get personal approval from General Reynolds, Torcellan will remain in governmental administration along with Ryleah, Baldere, and the other planetary states that can’t be fucking trusted to rule themselves until Torcellans remember how to treat each other with basic fucking respect.”

      The commissioner’s face colored. “I’ll pass that up my chain of command.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “See that you do.”

      Time to leave, she sent into the mindspace. Everyone back to the Baba Yaga.

      She stepped into the Etheric with Michael and the twins, leaving the Torcellans standing open-mouthed.
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      Returning to the Baba Yaga, Bethany Anne made her way to the cell on deck fourteen where Elamonn was enjoying his stay under the supervision of Izanami.

      Bethany Anne dropped the little hatch in the door and looked in at him.

      The Ryleahan was scrunched against the wall on his bunk with his arms wrapped around his knees. He looked up when Bethany Anne opened the door to the cell, his expression that of a sulking child. “I want my lawyer.”

      Bethany Anne offered him a dry smile. “And I want intergalactic peace so I can go home. Looks like we’re both shit out of luck. Get up.”

      Elamonn might have been a petulant child, but he had the same sharp mind as his sister. He saw the truth that everything his family had done had come around and dropped the act. “Are you planning to execute me like you did Kiaty?”

      “Your ride is here. If I was going to kill you, you’d be dead already.” Bethany Anne stepped back and waved him out of the cell. “Your sister believes you can be redeemed. I think you’re going to prove her wrong, but she did me a favor, so I’m obligated to let her make her own mistakes in judgment.”

      Elamonn hesitated on the edge of the bunk. Xadia had spoken up for him? Why in seven hells would she do that?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Do I need to come in there and get you? Move your rotten ass. This way.”

      Elamonn obeyed. He was silent for a moment as he walked behind her. “I’m worth nothing to you dead.”

      Bethany Anne stopped and turned, her eyes flashing red. She grabbed the front of Elamonn’s shirt, pulling him in for a closeup of her fangs. “You’re worth nothing to me either way. Let me break this down for you in a language you can understand: you’re fucked. Before today is over, you will be on a transport headed for the nastiest, coldest, most godforsaken fucking rock in the Federation, where—if you survive the first night—you will spend the next thirty years breaking rocks for the privilege of three meals a day and a roof over your head. That is the mercy Xadia bargained for. Ryleah Logistics belongs to her now. Your greed, your efforts to erode the rights of your people, your willingness to view those people as nothing more than faceless assets? This is what it has bought you.”

      She shoved him ahead of her. “Keep walking.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne returned to the top deck after depositing Elamonn in the holding cell of the prison transport shuttle that had come to collect him.

      >>You have numerous requests for contact from the Torcellan government,<< ADAM informed her.

      Bethany Anne stopped outside the door to the family quarters she shared with Micheal and the twins. I did what I went there to do. Tell them my deadline stands and reroute their requests to the Interim Court.

      Lance’s troops would be arriving on Torcellan Prime within twelve hours to institute martial law, and there was nothing they could do to undo the situation except get their shit together.

      Bethany Anne closed herself off from everyone and everything on this side of the door. She needed to be with Michael and the children. Surround herself with their love as a counterbalance to the anger she had on behalf of everyone who had been affected by the Ryleah family.

      She crossed the threshold into their family quarters and was hit by the succulent aroma of chili. The spice blend smelled like the twins’ recipe, and her stomach voiced its appreciation for one of her favorite meals.

      “Hey, Mom!” Alexis and Gabriel called in unison.

      “Dinner smells good!” she replied, shedding her boots at the door. “Let me get changed before we eat. I won’t be a minute.”

      Michael’s laughter filtered through from the den. He walked out a second later and came over to slip his arms around her waist. “A minute on which planet?”

      “I’ll kill you dead right now,” Bethany Anne told him, her tension dissipating with her laughter. She wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck and kissed him. “I’m still gross from Torcellan. I need out of this armor.”

      “That makes two of us.” Michael brushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. “Dinner won’t be ready for another half-hour.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth curved up. “In that case, I’m going to take a shower.”

      She scooped up her boots and headed for her bathroom. Michael watched her go with a scowl that he couldn’t prevent becoming a smile. “Damn woman.”

      He returned to preparing the den for family night with a shake of his head.

      Bethany Anne left her dressing room twenty-five minutes later, barefoot and dressed comfortably in a soft black sweater and yoga pants.

      She instantly relaxed in the muted blues and greens and fabricated dark oak of the den. The compartment had just undergone a remodel to accommodate the modular sofa she had been unable to resist having made after Gabrielle had shown her a similar model in a catalog.

      The company that had built it was based on deck nineteen, their selling point being the smart features they built into their designs. Everything was programmable, from the texture of the upholstery to the structure of the storage compartments hidden in the armrests to the layout of the modules, making it the perfect accompaniment to Michael’s latest obsession with entertainment systems.

      Presently, the couch was set up for watching a movie. Positioned the perfect distance from the holoscreen wall, each of the deep reclining seats had heat and massage functions, a pull-out lap table, and personal lighting.

      Michael turned from the control panel as she entered the den. “You’re just in time to choose the movie.”

      Bethany Anne returned his smile and walked over to the kitchen area. “The chili smells divine.”

      “Chili dogs.” Michael continued adjusting the lighting so they could eat while retaining a cinematic ambiance. “Gabriel was caramelizing onions last time I was in the kitchen.”

      Bethany Anne groaned. “They cook for us, and you want them to move out again?”

      Michael chuckled. “No. They are our children. They belong with us for as long as they want to share our space. It’s not like they cramp our style.”

      “I think we might be cramping our daughter’s.” Bethany Anne got herself three Cokes from the fridge and put them in the cooler in her armrest before sitting down to scroll through the movie choices. “They’ve been home for almost five years. Gabriel is looking to settle down. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen the signs.”

      “I have,” Michael agreed. “However, I don’t see Alexis leaving the nest anytime soon. She likes to be close to you.”

      “It’s going to be so empty with them gone again,” Bethany Anne murmured, only half-listening. “Maybe…”

      Michael held his breath. Whatever she said next, his reaction had to be one that didn’t land him in the doghouse for the next decade.

      Bethany Anne flashed her million-watt smile at him. “If we sacrifice the APA and take a few square feet from the bridge, we can split this deck into three separate homes. I can move my ready room to the mezzanine, and I will approve Izanami’s request to have the hard light projection unit upgraded on the condition it also shrinks by a third.” She turned in her seat to rummage for a datapad.

      Michael sighed internally and thanked his lucky stars that his wife funneled her restlessness into remodeling projects and not expanding their family every time one of the children moved out.

      “That could work,” he agreed cautiously.

      Bethany Anne looked up from the screen and narrowed her eyes at him. “What, no argument?”

      Dammit, he’d conceded too quickly! “We will have to move to another deck while the remodel is happening.”

      The twins came in at that moment, chattering between themselves as they guided the antigrav cart stacked with covered serving dishes.

      “Remodel?” Alexis uncovered the first serving dish. “Sweet! Which part of the deck?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I’m thinking of changing the layout of the whole deck.”

      Alexis dropped the lid of the dish with a clatter. “Is this because I keep giving you and Dad crap? ‘Cause you know I’m just joking, right?”

      “We know,” Michael assured her. “You are a century and a half old. Don’t you want some space of your own?”

      Alexis dropped a hand to her hip and pouted suspiciously at Bethany Anne. “Why now? Have you run out of shoe space finally?”

      Gabriel was conspicuously silent.

      Bethany Anne knew better than to push her son for his thoughts. He would open up when he was ready. “It’s just a thought.”

      Alexis snorted. “Well, I thought we were having family dinner, not discussing kicking us out.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Extending our living quarters to give us all some privacy is hardly kicking you out.”

      Alexis tilted her head. “Oh. Okay, I suppose it’s not the worst idea.”

      “We can talk about it after the movie,” Gabriel cut in.

      Everyone looked at him.

      He blushed. “The chili is going cold.”

      Bethany Anne’s Mom senses were tingling.

      Let it lie for now, Michael requested privately.

      Bethany Anne found that hard. Do you know what’s bugging him?

      I do not. But we work as a family because we don’t intrude upon each other. He’s a grown man. He’ll share when he’s ready.

      Bethany Anne didn’t like it, but it was true. They were lucky they had children who came to them when they needed help.

      “What are we watching, anyway?” Alexis asked, giving her brother a sideways glance when she reached out and found his mind locked down.

      Bethany Anne got up to serve herself from the cart. “The Princess Bride, of course.”

      The movie went as it always did, with everyone calling out their favorite lines, Alexis and Gabriel acting out the fight scenes while Bethany Anne pelted them with popcorn, and Michael encouraging their rowdy reenactments.

      Bethany Anne savored every minute, knowing the time to kick back and refill the well was all too short. She refused to let the Federation’s issues intrude on this sacred moment with her family.

      As the credits rolled on the screen, Alexis produced a deck of cards and waved it hopefully. “Izanami says we still have a couple of hours to Ryleah.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet, brushing off a few kernels of popcorn for the little bot roaming the parquet floor in search of crumbs. “I’m game, but not until I’ve been to the bathroom.”

      Michael stood and stretched. “Anyone want anything from the kitchen?”

      “Mmm, Coke,” Bethany Anne called back. “I’m out.”

      Alexis waited until they were both out of the room and grabbed Gabriel’s arm. What are you hiding from me?

      Gabriel clammed up even tighter. He grabbed the control pad for the couch and focused on altering its configuration so the seats faced each other across a table that folded out of the storage compartments and slotted together.

      Tell me! she insisted. Gabriel! Nothing can be so bad that you can’t tell me.

      It’s not bad, Gabriel replied tightly. I just don’t know how Mom and Dad are going to take it.

      Bethany Anne returned, putting an end to Alexis’ inquisition.

      “What are you two conspiring about?” Bethany Anne asked, seeing the flush on Gabriel’s cheeks.

      “No conspiring here,” Alexis replied, flashing Gabriel a hurt look.

      Bethany Anne hated this part of being a mother. She was tempted to take just a tiny peek inside her son’s head to see what he was stewing over, but she had more respect for him than that.

      Instead, she joined the twins in picking up after dinner. She stacked the empty plates and Coke bottles on the cart, pausing to put a hand on Gabriel’s arm between loads. “Whatever it is, we are here for you.”

      The redness in Gabriel’s cheeks deepened. “I know, Mom.”

      “Where was that attitude on my thirty-sixth birthday?” Alexis grumbled.

      “You had a subdermal LED implant that covered your entire back, arm, neck, and half your face,” Bethany Anne reminded her. “I had to put up with you flashing like a fucking billboard every time you walked into the room for six months.”

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “You always have to bring the tattoo up. It was fashionable, Mom.”

      “It grew on me,” Michael admitted, returning with Cokes for them all and a bowl of chocolate-covered mini pretzels. “You looked like a pop art princess.”

      Alexis waved a hand. “See? Dad liked it.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t pretty,” Bethany Anne retorted. “It was annoying as shit, and the guy you got it from was a crawling douche-canoe.”

      Alexis glowered. “You don’t like anyone I date.”

      “Because no one you’ve introduced me to is good enough for my girl,” Bethany Anne shot back.

      “On this, I agree with your mother.” Michael put the pretzel bowl next to the box of poker chips Alexis was unpacking and took a seat. “Shall we begin?”

      You can thank me for diverting Mom and Dad later, Alexis sent to Gabriel as she cut the cards.

      I’m thanking you now. I’m not avoiding it. Just…

      Processing, Alexis finished for him.

      Yeah, Gabriel replied. That.

      Alexis had an idea what her brother was digesting. “What made you decide on the remodel?” she asked as she dealt the first hand.

      Bethany Anne sensed the exchange. Alexis would get it out of him and tell her. “I like what we did in here. I feel like a change, and really, as much as we like you to be at home, you have your own lives to live.”

      She glanced at Michael as she answered. Are you getting anything from Gabriel?

      I’m not trying to, Michael replied.

      Gabriel kept his concentration on the cards in his hand and the carefully constructed barrier he’d placed around his thoughts. “We’re headed back to the Armada once this situation is dealt with, right?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “The sooner, the better. Gödel has given up trying to hack into my brain while I sleep for the moment. I don’t like it when she’s quiet.”

      “Reynolds is pissed he lost her trail after Dargoran,” Gabriel let slip.

      Bethany Anne repressed her urge to jump on his comment. “He said as much in his report.” She looked at her cards. “Check.”

      Michael opened the bet. “Torcellan is back under control. The Ryleahan conspiracy has been brought to light. I cannot imagine we have much more to do here.”

      “Besides rooting out every resource Ochan has and depriving him of it before I deprive the bastard of his head, you mean,” Bethany Anne ground out.

      Alexis raised, pushing a small stack of chips to the pile in the center of the table. “Even I can’t argue for clemency for that man. What he’s done is more than unconstitutional.”

      Michael frowned. “He won’t be getting any mercy from me or your mother.”

      “Fold. You all look too happy with your hands.” Gabriel threw his cards down. “Do we have his location yet?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” Bethany Anne scrutinized Alexis, then Michael, then pushed her whole pile of chips in. “I’m going to win this hand, then we’re heading to the armory. We’ll take a couple of the scout ships and go ahead to Ryleah. Turn that fucker’s house upside-down until we find a clue as to which rock he’s slithered under.”

      Gabriel made a decision. “I can’t go. The reason I wasn’t here when we met up with you, Mom…I was in the Vid-doc, visiting Jiya.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at Michael. “You two got back together?”

      “We didn’t break up,” Gabriel told her, reaching into his breast pocket for the photo he had printed after his visit. He took a deep breath and put the photo on the table. “Jiya has been having some hormonal shifts. She’s pregnant.”
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      Planet Ryleah

      Ochan Ryleah studied his reflection in the mirror. He caught sight of a stray bristle protruding from his left ear and scowled, reaching for the nasal trimmers.

      A healthy show of bristles was a fine thing for a Ryleahan male to have, but not when it was coming from the ears.

      It was his lifelong habit to project utter control, beginning with his appearance. He expected the same of those beneath him, as many a former employee who hadn’t met his exacting standards had learned to their detriment.

      He spent a moment admiring the polished gleam of his tusks, then turned from the vanity and left his dressing room via the door to his bedroom.

      Ochan gave the decanter of eighty-year-old Yollin whisky on his nightstand an anticipatory glance as he passed his four-poster bed hung and dressed with rare Dorillian silks.

      Only the best for the most powerful man in the Federation.

      His valet waited outside the door. He gave Ochan a stiff bow. “Sir, the rest of the group has already called in. I have them on hold.”

      Ochan waved a hand. “Let them wait until I’m ready. Did you ensure that fool Ca’Shal used the correct security protocols this time? The last thing I need is him giving CEREBRO a way to listen in on my plans. I’m sure that’s how those humans found us.”

      The valet knew sugarcoating the news would only shift Ochan’s ire onto him. However, years of surviving his job had taught him how to handle the mercurial personality of his employer. It was a good thing his salary put most of the company executives’ to shame. Gods knew he earned it. “Kiaty Ca’Shal has not joined the holoconference yet, sir.”

      “He is too late to participate in this meeting.” Ochan would find out why Kiaty was late and punish his tardiness accordingly.

      “There is news from Torcellan you need to see, sir,” the valet intoned.

      Ochan’s snout wrinkled. “Spit it out.”

      The valet erred on the side of discretion and simply handed him a datapad containing the reports from Ochan’s spies on Torcellan.

      Ochan’s face reddened as he absorbed the information that his son had been captured by the Queen. The vein in his temple pulsed as his blood pressure shot up.

      Perhaps the Nacht were too formidable as opponents. Or perhaps he had invested in the wrong child.

      Elamonn’s foolishness had cost the cabal the advantage. Ochan had done what he could to teach him to channel his drive to be feared by those beneath him, but the boy had no subtlety. Still, the Bitch Queen had not killed him.

      He would have executed her son in a breath. He had no such weaknesses.

      “First Vermott, now this. We needed those warheads.”

      The valet knew Ochan better than to be surprised he placed his material losses over the well-being of his son. “I took the liberty of informing Harlia Nardoon she needs to double her company’s output, sir.”

      Ochan nodded. “At least someone fucking listens to instructions. How did she take it?”

      “She promised triple, sir,” the valet replied. “In return for a visit with her mate and children.”

      Ochan waved a hand. “Make it happen.” Cooperation was conducive to any profitable business relationship, as long as it was his partner doing the cooperating. Having someone’s family under his control tended to put them in the frame of mind to agree with him.

      How long before the Nacht arrived on Ryleah? Perhaps some of them were here already, awaiting the Bitch Queen’s command. Ochan’s sense of security began to crumble. “Prepare my ship once the meeting is underway. We will be leaving by nightfall.”

      He headed for the conference room, the valet following at a discreet distance.

      He walked in to see ten staticky, amorphous blobs hovering over corresponding devices placed around the large table that dominated the room.

      The valet opened the door, then walked quickly to the refreshment stand to pour Ochan’s drink. “The connection is not as stable as it would be if you were routing through the CEREBRO network,” he apologized.

      Ochan scowled. The move on the Libraries had triggered a cascading failure in the schedule for takeover he had spent his formative years planning. He should have had a controlling share of the network by now.

      Ochan lifted a shoulder. “That’s to be expected. You may leave.”

      He took a moment to familiarize himself with the controls for the holoconference system he’d acquired at great cost from a Loren out of the Cosnar System before admitting those waiting to the room.

      He would have gotten it a lot cheaper if said Loren had not been guarded by a strange-looking human-model android with homicidal urges and very large guns. He shivered, recalling the android’s cold-eyed stare boring into his skull.

      He shook the memory clear as the blobs around the table resolved into faces Ochan recognized.

      They were all clearly annoyed to have been kept waiting, but none had the tusks to say so, which returned Ochan’s sense of security.

      He spread his hands in welcome. “Thank you all for joining me.”

      “What happened to Ca’Shal?” The demand came from the CEO of Minet Industries.

      “You are well aware that Kiaty Ca’Shal is dead, Gorten,” Ochan replied offhand. “He offended the humans. If you are done, we have business to attend to.”

      “I’m not done, Ryleah!” His chameleon-like eyes swiveled in opposite directions around the table, looking for support from the others. “Who is to say the Queen won’t show up on any of our worlds? She made a mess on Torcellan.”

      “The Ca’Shal corporation is now in the hands of a child!” Wendix Lankrum, a representative of Lankrum Intergalactic Inc., stated. “More, without the support of the Baldere and the equalists on Torcellan, we are weaker.”

      Ochan let them air their dissent. It gave him an idea of who was wavering in purpose and who deserved his continuing investment. “No.”

      Silence fell as the syllable left his lips.

      “We are NOT weak. We have taken some unexpected losses, but nothing that will forestall the plan.”

      “You said that when that insufferable blowhard Reynolds evicted us from the House of Arbitration,” Gorten grumbled.

      Ochan made a mental note to have the man murdered in his sleep if the Queen didn’t take care of him first. His son was an idiot, but his malleability was infinitely more palatable than his father’s eternal pessimism. “You forget that we are prepared for resistance. It is time we stopped cowering in fear. We are the heads of the wealthiest and most powerful families in the Federation.”

      “We were until the Nacht resurfaced and we discovered that everything we have built rests on a foundation owned by them.”

      Ochan turned his attention to the speaker, the hooded Skaine. “We will wrest control of our infrastructure from the Nacht and use that new power to drag the Federation into the future. A future we mold.”

      “If we don’t end up dead like Kiaty Ca’Shal,” Gorten interjected.

      Ochan leaned over the table. “If you are unable to avoid detection by the humans, then you are clearly not worthy of founding the new order.”

      Gorten flushed with embarrassment and anger. “I am more than capable of protecting myself, Ryleah. You, on the other hand, have lost both your heirs.”

      “I have only one heir,” Ochan stated coldly. He saw a teachable moment in the situation. “Elamonn has a lesson to learn. A few weeks of incarceration before I step in to rectify the matter will do him good.”

      Gorten laughed. “I’m cold-blooded, but that’s icy. What if he doesn’t survive?”

      “One of my other children will get a chance to prove themselves,” Ochan told him without emotion. “Enough sticking your nose into my personal life. We have more urgent matters. Where are we with preparations for the next phase of the takeover? I want to know how soon we can move.”

      The consensus around the table was that the next phase could be moved up with some effort and a significant cash injection. Some had fared worse than others when the Nacht-owned banks had acted to defund the cabal. Ochan heard the individual status of each family’s part in the plan, approving or rejecting their requests for more funding as he saw fit.

      He dismissed the cabal and made his way to the hangar where his ship was waiting to take him to his bolt-hole.

      Ochan mostly banked outside the Federation and therefore had been largely unaffected by the strictures the others had found limiting their ability to access their wealth. His businesses across the two hundred and three worlds he owned were suffering in the short term, but when he owned the banks, it would be as easy as a few signatures from him to pull them back into the black.

      

      High Tortuga, Space Fleet Base

      Lance was considering moving down here until the crisis passed, or at least setting up a room where he could catch a few hours’ sleep between developments.

      His back ached from sleeping in his chair, as he often did when there was no point returning home and disturbing Patricia.

      He ordered a strong black coffee with loads of sugar from the food processing unit and sipped it slowly while he smoked his morning cigar and ran through a mental checklist of everyone he had on his calendar that day.

      Patricia didn’t need to know he was too tightly wound to eat breakfast. She was shaken and had been on his ass about taking care of himself as a distraction from the close shave she’d had on Vermott.

      Feeling guilty, he had the food processing unit make him a toasted bagel before leaving his office and ate it on the way to the war pit to meet Frank.

      “How are Barb and Giles?” Lance asked in greeting when he arrived at the meeting room.

      “One is going to be the death of me. The other is the light of my life,” Frank answered, looking up from his screen with a wry smile. “I’ll leave you to figure which is which.”

      Lance snorted. “You won’t win that game when I’m playing. My daughter is currently tearing her way through the Federation with a hard-on for every asshat who has given us trouble in the last few decades.”

      Frank smiled. “It feels good, right?”

      Lance plucked a fresh cigar from his pocket and lit it, savoring the rich taste. “Damn straight. Nothing like the taste of retribution in the morning.”

      He grinned. “Speaking of, what do you have for me? Tell me it’s good, Frank. Bethany Anne isn’t the only one with a boner for back-dealing bureaucrats.”

      Frank nodded. “Young Arrlaxx was extremely helpful, which just goes to show what happens when you force good people into bad situations.”

      The Baldere were dealing with the situation, being the kind of people to take care of business themselves. Lance had no sympathy for Beizan’s cronies. He hoped the dungeon they were currently residing in was nice and damp and full of whatever equivalent Vermott had for rats.

      Frank chuckled. “Oh, I have plenty of those on my watchlist. What you really want is the information I got from the cabal meeting yesterday.”

      Lance leaned forward in his chair. “Ryleah took the Rangers’ bait?”

      Frank waggled his eyebrows.

      “The Skaine?” Lance’s voice was hopeful. The Vermott operation had uncovered a paper trail leading back to a Skaine who had been providing migrant workers from all over the Federation to cabal-owned planets, locking them into contracts that left them owing the companies by the time their salaries had been adjusted for every expense they had unwittingly agreed to cover.

      Frank gave him a Skaine name. “Even Ochan doesn’t know the identity of this player.”

      “Like he cares as long as he gets his shipments.” Lance had considered his approach to taking down the wannabe slavemaster. “This prick has lied to innocent people for the last time.”

      “How are you going to deal with him?” Frank inquired, his eyes sliding to his ever-present notebook.

      Lance shook his head. “No notes today, Frank.”

      Frank pouted. “How is a bestselling author to get his next book out if the inspirations for his characters are being stingy with the details?”

      Lance snorted. “You’re a funny sonofabitch, Frank. There’s only one way to deal with an out-of-line Skaine.”

      Frank sucked in a breath. “You want to unleash that hurricane?”

      Lance lifted a shoulder as he pulled on his cigar. “Fucker unleashed her on himself the minute he acted on his delusions.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga

      Poker chips and cards scattered everywhere, ending the game. Bethany Anne was on her feet without recalling telling her body to move.

      “Jiya is WHAT?”

      Gabriel’s mouth opened and closed.

      Michael’s reaction was a little more subdued. He smiled. “Congratulations, son. How is Jiya?”

      Bethany Anne blurted, “Pregnant!”

      “Are you okay, Mom?” Alexis inquired with concern.

      Bethany Anne held up a hand. “Give me a minute.”

      She had to work through the shock. Her son was a grown man, not the boy she saw when she looked at him.

      He and Jiya were a good match, having similar temperaments. However, their relationship had been rocky, mostly since they were on different ships and normally at different ends of whatever galaxy they were in.

      If Bethany Anne was objective, she would admit that Gabriel’s habit of internalizing his emotions was also a factor, but no one ever said a mother had to be objective about her children.

      Bethany Anne got up, walked around to Gabriel, and put her arms around him. “I love you, Gabriel. You and Jiya are going to make great parents. But you need to go now.”

      Gabriel extracted himself from her arms and looked at her in confusion. “What do you mean, I have to go?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Jiya needs you by her side. Alexis, you too. Your father and I can resolve this situation without you.”

      “I’m going with them,” Michael decided on impulse. “One of us should be there. Jiya's family can be a little overwhelming.”

      Bethany Anne somehow always managed to be busy when the descendants of Jiya's sisters descended on the Armada for a visit.

      Alexis was conflicted. She had been looking forward to handing out Justice to the Ryleah family. “Never mind her family. Jiya and I didn’t exactly part on good terms.”

      Bethany Anne saw the hesitation in her expression and raised an eyebrow. “Okay, so maybe Gabriel isn’t the only one going through some stuff right now. I get that you're going through a period where you need to be at home with us, but your brother needs you more. You two are going to the Reynolds.”
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        * * *

      

      The Gemini departed an hour later, leaving Bethany Anne alone in the hangar where the Gemini was usually berthed alongside the ten ships in the QBR—Queen Bitch’s Retribution—fleet, including Tabitha’s ship, the Achronyx II.

      Bethany Anne sensed Tabitha’s presence and sidestepped a split second before she dived out of the Etheric, gunning for Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne grinned as she stuck out a foot and tripped Tabitha. “You will have to disguise your energy signature better than that if you want to catch me out,” she told her.

      Tabitha recovered, throwing herself into a roll and flowing to her feet. Her face was set in a pout when she faced Bethany Anne. “I owe you one for fucking vanishing again, you asshole. You scared the shit out of me!”

      Bethany Anne understood, and she was prepared to deflect Hurricane Tabitha’s hurt feelings, thanks to Lance. “Hold the fuck up. I haven’t even seen you since the Baba Yaga got here. You can’t be that mad at me.”

      “Wanna bet?” Tabitha retorted. “You can’t just fucking outrun everyone who is trying to protect you! What if Gödel attacked you in your sleep and no one was there to pull you out?”

      The slight tremble of her bottom lip melted Bethany Anne’s heart. She thanked her lucky stars Michael and the twins weren’t here to drop her in it as she hugged Tabitha. “I’m sorry you were worried, but I’m not going to take you avoiding me and then throwing a tantrum when you do show up.”

      Tabitha accepted the embrace for all of 0.3 of a second, then shrugged her off. “I’m mad. Deal with it.”

      Bethany Anne folded her arms and let her eyebrow do the talking.

      Tabitha rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically. “Ugh, fine. I won’t be mad.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Good. I’m glad you’re here now. Tracking you down was next on my list after this.”

      Tabitha dropped a hand to her hip. “Why have you got that look?”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head in question.

      “The one that says you want to break stuff and you can’t,” Tabitha clarified, waving a finger at her face.

      “I could break stuff,” Bethany Anne told her. “But this is more your thing, and I wanted to give you a release for your anger so I don’t have to watch my back for my best friend attacking me out of the Etheric.”

      Tabitha had the good grace to blush. “Yeah…”

      Bethany Anne flashed a grin. “You were this close,” she held her thumb and forefinger apart, “to surprising me. Now. If you have forgiven me, there is a nasty little ass-crumb Skaine who has reinvented slavery for the modern era. I want you to find him.”

      Tabitha’s lip curled in disgust as Bethany Anne gave her the rundown. “Find the desiccated wank-bandit? Or find him and annihilate him and everyone associated with him? I like the second option. You’re going to pick the second option, right? They still ought to remember the last time they pissed me off.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “As far as I am aware, the vast majority of the Skaines are law-abiding citizens. However, if you find that they are harboring a collective desire to return to their old ways, you have my permission to make an example. Show them that their nostalgia is misplaced.”

      Tabitha pounded a fist into her palm. “Finding out there’s a Skaine who dared to cross the line is making me all kinds of nostalgic.”

      She glanced at the space the Gemini had vacated. “Where were the twins in such a rush to get to?”

      “They’re headed back to the Reynolds with Michael,” Bethany Anne braced herself for Tabitha’s reaction. “Jiya is pregnant.”

      Tabitha’s mouth dropped open. “No shit! For real?” She jumped around, squealing when Bethany Anne nodded. “No freaking way! You’re going to be a grandma!”

      Bethany Anne stopped in her tracks. “Shit. I hadn’t thought about that!”

      Tabitha threw her arms around Bethany Anne, still jumping on the spot. “Who cares? I get to be an aunt again!”

      Bethany Anne bore the jiggling with dignity. “I don’t know what my grandchild will call me,” she told Tabitha as they broke apart, “but it sure as hell won’t be ‘grandma.’”

      Bethany Anne contacted Gabrielle next. How is the leader of my Own feeling today?

      Bloodthirsty, the reply came. We should be crushing Kurtherians, not leaving the Armada a superdreadnought down to deal with a bunch of greedy children.

      This situation has us all riled. Bethany Anne stated, allowing her emotions to flavor her mental voice. Which is why the Queen’s Bitches are going to take out the rest of the cabal while I pay Ryleah a visit.

      Bethany Anne forwarded the information packet from the General. Everything Frank dug up is in there. Ignore the Skaine name.

      Gabrielle chuckled. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess Tabitha is taking care of that.

      It’s not exactly a slam-dunk, Bethany Anne responded with amusement. Before I go, I didn’t want you to hear on the grapevine. Michael and the twins are headed back to the Armada. Gabriel and Jiya are going to have a baby.

      She shut Gabrielle out before the mental squeals blew her brain up and stepped into the Etheric, smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Planet Ryleah

      Bethany Anne tasted fear as she stepped out of the Etheric.

      She concealed herself as she extracted a handful of marble-sized drones from a pouch on her utility belt and had ADAM activate them as she tossed them into the air.

      Find whoever is in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Ilori shook as she pressed herself into the small space between the dumpster and the alley’s wall.

      The bullies were coming.

      Ilori had been born here, the same as her bullies. It wasn’t her fault her parents had come here to find work. It sucked that they didn’t care.

      They were rich, she was poor. They were Ryleahan, she was Ardaki. They only saw their differences, and they made every day of her life hard because of them.

      Her skin rippled through the rainbow, her emotions too conflicted for her natural defense to figure out a strategy that would save her from the Ryleahan kids.

      Ilori got to her feet as the cruel catcalls came closer to the alley.

      “Maybe she climbed the walls,” Utec jeered. “Little lizard, you can’t hide from us.”

      There was no escape. If they didn’t find her today, it would be twice as bad tomorrow.

      Ilori shrugged her school bag off and hid it behind the dumpster. Her parents couldn’t afford to replace it again.

      Swallowing her fear, she forced one foot in front of the other and went to meet her tormentors head-on.
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        * * *

      

      The drones showed Bethany Anne a little reptilian girl and the five much larger Ryleahan boys closing on her hiding place.

      I thought everyone on this planet was Ryleahan?

      >>CEREBRO’s last census recorded approximately one hundred thirty-five thousand Ardaki living in small communities around the centers of manufacturing,<< ADAM informed her.

      A migrant worker population?

      ADAM paused as he dived deeper into the data. >>I’m not sure. The Ryleahan archives are not clear.<<

      What else does CEREBRO have? What about the Ardaki side of the story?

      >>It’s confusing. Their ancestral mythology has this as their planet of origin, but CEREBRO can only tell me they don’t have a homeworld listed for the species.<<

      Bethany Anne frowned. That can’t be right. This is a Jeddah-class planet, right?

      >>Yes,<< ADAM confirmed. >>Arclan Ryleah purchased the planet from the penal program. There was the standard investigation to find any legitimate claims to the planet before it was sold, but I can’t find anything in the records to support an Ardaki claim beyond one second-hand reference to oral tradition.<<

      Stories?

      >>Stories, yes. They don’t upload anything personal to CEREBRO as a people. That could be cultural, but…<<

      It looks like Ardaki culture is repressed on this world, Bethany Anne finished for him. She frowned. Work with CEREBRO. Find wherever the main population of Ardaki is living in the Federation. I want to know the truth.

      >>On it,<< ADAM confirmed before exiting the mindspace.

      TOM cut in, The girl is in real trouble. The gang has found her hiding place.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red when she saw the cruel intentions on the boys’ faces. Oh, fuck no.

      They’re just children, Bethany Anne, TOM cautioned.

      I don’t give a shit how old they are, Bethany Anne retorted as she ran for the alley two blocks away. A bully is a bully, and I hate bullying.

      What is the girl doing? TOM exclaimed, watching through the drones as she hid her belongings behind the dumpster. She’s going to get the crap beaten out of her.

      Bethany Anne pulled to a halt at the opposite end of the alley from the bullies. No one saw her, and they wouldn’t until she decided to allow it. She’s standing up for herself. She’s done taking shit lying down. Good for her.

      You’re going to let this happen?

      Bethany Anne smiled, drawing on the Etheric. No, not like you’re thinking.

      The girl was five feet away from the five Ryleahan boys, her shoulders squared. “Leave me alone!” she yelled, her skin rippling crimson and black.

      “Look at the little lizard,” the largest of the boys jeered as his companions urged him on. “She thinks she has the right to talk back to us. Don’t you know, lizard? Your kind isn’t supposed to get ideas above their station.”

      The girl’s stance faltered for a moment, then her anger overrode her sensibilities and she flew at the ringleader with her claws extended.

      Bethany Anne released a tendril of the energy she'd gathered and sent it to envelop the girl.

      Ilori almost stumbled, but the energy supported her body, giving her the strength she had prayed for so many times since her torment had started.

      Don’t worry. Bethany Anne allowed the girl to see her. I’ve got you, honey. Let it out.

      Ilori made a fist and swung at the ringleader.

      Utec wasn’t expecting an Ardaki to hit back. Neither was he expecting the previously meek and mild little female to hit harder than his father.

      His snout split as Ilori’s fist connected, powered by the energy Bethany Anne had gifted her. “That’s for every time you pushed me into a locker!” He fell to the ground, and she leapt on him with the fists flying. She continued to pummel him while his friends looked on, stunned. “This is for everyone you picked on. Tripping us. Trashing our lunches. Making us do your homework. Making us carry your stuff. This is for treating us as less than you. This is for my parents—"

      Bethany Anne chose to step in at that point. “These boys aren’t responsible for their parents’ actions,” she told Ilori softly.

      Her appearance terrified the boys. They’d all seen Bethany Anne on the newsholos, painted by the Ryleahan broadcasters as a bloodthirsty monster set on destroying their way of life.

      Ilori smiled at the Queen, then turned back to Utec, her chest heaving with exertion and the adrenaline coursing through her body. “You will never lay a hand on me or my friends again, or I’ll do more than bloody your nose!”

      Her skin was the violet of her pride in her actions.

      Utec scrambled away from Ilori. “I’ll destroy your whole family for this!”

      Bethany Anne walked around the girl and picked the adolescent male up by his bristles. “You got exactly what you deserved. Get out of here before I lose my temper.”

      She tossed him lightly into his friends, who caught him, and the gang scurried off, swearing their revenge.

      Ilori’s skin turned a bilious green as soon as the boys were out of sight. “They’re going to tell their parents.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Good. I can teach the parents a lesson I can’t teach their nasty children.”

      “They know where I live.” Ilori barely heard Bethany Anne as fear replaced the righteous anger that had compelled her to fight back. “Oh, I’ve been so stupid! I have to get home before the police get there.”

      Bethany Anne took a knee and put her hands on the girl’s shoulders, sending her a wave of calming energy as she looked into her eyes. “There’s no need to be afraid. What’s your name?”

      “Ilori,” the girl replied, her voice glum.

      Bethany Anne saw an opportunity to learn more about the Ardaki way of life. “Well, Ilori, I’m Bethany Anne, and I’m not going to let you or your family suffer because those pint-sized assholes think hurting those weaker than them is a fun way to pass the time.” She led Ilori out of the alley. “Where do you live?”

      Ilori gave her directions to a street on the opposite side of town, and they set off after she had retrieved her bag.

      “Thank you for saving me,” Ilori mumbled as they crossed into a part of town that looked rundown in comparison to the affluent area where they’d met. Everyone here was Ardaki.

      The people on the streets avoided eye contact with Bethany Anne, side-eyeing Ilori with a concern they were too afraid to act upon.

      “It looked to me like you were all ready to save yourself,” Bethany Anne praised. “You remind me of another little girl I met recently. She didn’t give up either. What is those kids' damage, anyway?”

      Ilori explained that it was not a normal thing for Ardaki to attend the Ryleahan Academy. “All the scholarship students are treated that way. It makes us tougher, and we learn to stick together. Not that it helped me today.”

      “The teachers allow it?” Bethany Anne frowned.

      Ilori nodded. “They encourage it; say it keeps us from getting ideas. My parents were so proud when I won the scholarship. I don’t want them to take me out of that school, so please don’t tell them.”

      Bethany Anne promised nothing for the moment. “So, Ardaki don't get the same access to education as Ryleahans?”

      Ilori shook her head. “Not unless they are one of the five who pass the entrance examination each year. The Academy is only open to Ryleahans otherwise.”

      She turned her head and scrutinized Bethany Anne. “Are you going to tell my parents what I did?”

      Bethany Anne saw she could lose the girl’s trust if she didn’t answer honestly. “I feel like I have to tell them you are being bullied. Wait,” she told Ilori as mistrust crept over her in shades of brown. “The bullying has to stop. Not just for you, but for your friends, too.”

      Ilori pulled away from Bethany Anne. “You will get us expelled, and then any chance we have of making a better future for ourselves will be gone! I’m studying economics. Do you know what other Ardaki my age are doing? They are working in low-skilled jobs for Ryleah Corp. They won’t ever get promoted. Won’t ever have the credits to own their own homes. I have the chance to give my family a better life. I’ve worked my whole life to make that chance happen. Don’t take it from me!”

      Bethany Anne was taken aback by her passion. Just how bad had things gotten here? She held out her hand in a conciliatory gesture. “Hold up. I’m not about taking opportunities away. I’m here to correct the imbalance in your society the Ryleah family has caused.”

      Ilori’s skin tone rippled. “I don’t believe in saviors.”

      “Good, because I’m not looking to be venerated.” Bethany Anne dialed back the bite in her voice, knowing the girl’s attitude was justified. “Justice will prevail for every Federation citizen, I swear it, Ilori. My people are reopening the Libraries as we speak. I sent Elamonn Ryleah to a penal colony for the next thirty years and stripped him of his wealth. My next target is Ochan Ryleah, but I saw you needed someone at your back.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes shone red, her emotions escaping as light.

      Ilori lost her shades of suspicion and turned pink with curiosity. She believed Bethany Anne meant every word. She also realized that her skepticism of the media hadn’t gone deep enough. Her new friend was definitely powerful, but was she powerful enough to make the Ryleahans change? “How will you change the minds of people who believe we are less than them because we are not the same? What happens when you leave, and they make things twice as hard for us?”

      Bethany Anne’s heart ached for this girl and her people. “Humans have a saying: ‘Same shit, different day.’ For me, it’s ‘Same shit, different species.’ I have the power to destroy this whole planet with a thought.”

      Ilori turned white.

      “I wouldn’t,” Bethany Anne assured her. “That’s not how I work.”

      “Then how?” the girl pressed.

      Bethany Anne swept a hand to encompass the whole Federation. “When I brought humanity to space, we encountered slavery, prejudice, and oppression of all kinds, and we wiped it out. I created the Federation with the mandate that every citizen gets an equal start. Equality, freedom, and Justice are the tenets the Federation was founded upon, no matter what you have learned from the Ryleahans.”

      Ilori snorted. “I didn’t believe them anyway. It was the Federation that made the government open the Academy to Ardaki. Then the government came up with the entrance exam to keep us out. ”

      “The cabal’s attack on the education system got my attention in a way they will regret for the rest of their lives.” Bethany Anne smiled. “You can help. Tell me how your people came here.”

      Ilori pointed out a two-story house at the end of the block that was surrounded by three patrol cars with the Ryleah Corp. logo on the doors. “That’s my house. They got here before us!”

      Bethany Anne held Ilori back with a hand on her shoulder. “Let me handle this.”

      She strode ahead, skirting the gathering crowd with Ilori trailing behind her.

      The Ardaki gave her space. The Ryleahans, not so much. Three of the Ryleahan officers blocked Bethany Anne’s way.

      “Move along, stranger,” the middle Ryleahan barked. “This is none of your business.”

      Bethany Anne moved her head to see the boy with the busted snout standing slump-shouldered by the front door of the house with an older male Ryleahan wearing business attire and yelling into his wrist-holo. She decided that must be the kid’s father. Or his advocate, which was more likely based on what she knew about Ryleahan society.

      The two were accompanied by another musclebound officer and two scared-looking Ardaki.

      Ilori let out a cry of fear when she saw her parents and ran over to them.

      “There she is!” Utec exclaimed, pointing at Ilori. His eyes flared as his gaze landed on Bethany Anne. “That’s the human!”

      “She is the Queen of the humans,” Ilori yelled, putting herself between her parents and the Ryleahans.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Bethany Anne demanded. “Anyone who lays a finger on that girl or her parents is going to be in a world of hurt.”

      She saw one of the officers moving to apprehend Ilori and knocked him off his feet with a blast of Etheric energy. “I said, keep your hands to yourselves.”

      All but three of the others drew their weapons and pointed them at Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne opened the Etheric around the officers and pushed them in with another blast of kinetic energy. She pointed at the three who had wisely left their sidearms in their holsters. “Don’t fuck with me, or you’ll join your buddies. Get in your cars and go.”

      When they didn’t move, she turned her hand and manifested an energy ball. “I don’t repeat myself,” she warned.

      The senior officer waved the other two back to the squad cars, keeping his eyes on Bethany Anne. “My superiors are going to hear about this. Diplomatic immunity doesn’t cover murder.”

      Bethany Anne was in his face in an instant. She shoved the officer onto his car, denting the hood. “Fucking nothing in the Federation Charter covers officers of the law terrorizing the people they’re supposed to protect, you arrogant fuck-knuckle. Be grateful I want someone to tell your bosses I’m coming for them, or I’d make you part of my example.”

      The officer held up his hands and backed toward the door of the car.

      He was inside with the engine running when Bethany Anne heard him mutter, “Lot of effort for a few worthless Ardaki.”

      “Fucker, what did I tell you?” Bethany Anne flung the energy ball into the car.

      The officer’s screams filled the street for the few seconds it took him to die.

      “This is why I let three of you live,” she told the other two. “Anyone else want to piss me off?”

      They gunned their engines and tore out of the neighborhood.

      The Ardaki all stared at Bethany Anne as she wiped her hands off. “That,” she pointed at the rolling dust cloud, “Is not how the Federation works. You have been treated like shit by the Ryleahans for the last time. Anyone who wishes to start over on a new planet is welcome to leave with me. I have room for you all on my ship. Those who wish to remain here, do so knowing you will be released from your contracts with Ryleah Corp.”

      That caused a ripple of panic in the gathered citizens. Bethany Anne touched their minds, finding many were afraid to lose even the meager income they had. None of them could see themselves leaving, despite the hardships they had suffered at Ryleahan hands.

      “Federation support is on the way to make sure all Ardaki are taken care of. No one will be left destitute. We will help you negotiate better contracts with Ryleah Corp’s new owner.” Bethany Anne diverted her anger for the moment, storing it for when she found the bastard responsible for this. Ochan Ryleah had much to answer for.

      ADAM, contact my father. We need a full-scale relief operation here. These people need support while they adjust to the new reality.

      >>Done,<< he responded a moment later.

      How can anyone bear this? TOM asked, overwhelmed by the psychic contact.

      They bore it because it was their lives, and now we will do everything we can to help them recover their identity as a people. Bethany Anne withdrew from their minds and walked back to Ilori and her family. “Are you okay?”

      Ilori threw her arms around Bethany Anne. “I changed my mind about saviors. Maybe once in a while, they do come through.”

      She turned back to her parents. “Kiri, Onai, meet Queen Bethany Anne.”

      They bowed, murmuring, “Your Highness,” in shocked unison.

      Bethany Anne held up a hand and smiled. “Please, just Bethany Anne. You have a hell of a daughter. She stood up to five of those thugs without knowing I was there to protect her.”

      Their gazes shifted to Ilori, who squirmed on the spot.

      “I would be honored if you would sit and talk with me,” Bethany Anne added, to Ilori’s relief. “I want to know if what I found regarding Ryleah being the Ardaki homeworld has a basis in truth.”
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      The house was sparsely furnished but warm and welcoming.

      Bethany Anne took a seat at the kitchen table and accepted the hot drink she was offered by Onai.

      Kiri placed a plate of what looked like biscuits on the table with a pot of fruit preserve before sitting with them. “Thank you for intervening on Ilori’s behalf,” she told Bethany Anne with a grateful smile.

      Ilori read her mother’s tone and flushed with embarrassment. “I didn’t start it.”

      “I think it’s time you tell your parents what you have been through,” Bethany Anne pressed in a soft voice.

      Ilori nodded, her eyes shining. Her parents listened with growing dismay as she told them everything she’d hidden from them. The relief of expelling the frustration she had held inside brought tears to her eyes.

      Kiri and Onai held their daughter as she cried.

      Bethany Anne sipped her tea, giving the family their moment. She put her mug down when Ilori’s sniffles began to dry up. “You acted with courage, Ilori. But our time is short. I have to leave to find Ochan Ryleah soon, and I need to know if his grandfather stole this planet from your people.”

      Kiri flushed crimson. “No one believes those stories anymore.”

      “You would be surprised how easily the truth gets blurred over time,” Bethany Anne told her. “Your people don’t use the CEREBRO network to socialize, which has made it difficult for me to get to the bottom of my suspicion that the Ryleah family fudged the investigation somehow.”

      “’Investigation?’” Onai echoed.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “The Jeddah program has a committee dedicated to assessing ancestral claims on terraformed planets before they are sold. I have my people looking into the possibility the process was subverted in this case.”

      “What would that mean for us?” Ilori asked.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “For a start, the deed Ochan Ryleah has will be voided. Ownership of Ryleah will be returned to the Ardaki people.”

      Kiri gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “Ardaki aren’t allowed to own property!”

      Bethany Anne’s heart hurt. How had this happened to Federation citizens? “Yes, you are. The Ryleahans have committed so many crimes against your people, it might take some adjustment before you feel comfortable with how things should be.”

      Onai got to his feet, his skin showing the deep blue of resolution. “I’m going to fetch Farzai. She is the eldest Ardaki. She knows our history better than anyone.”

      While they waited for him to return, Bethany Anne gently questioned Kiri, learning that the Ardaki had been restricted using every method Federation law allowed a government to control an unruly population.

      They weren’t allowed to gather in groups, weren’t allowed to live outside the designated communities, and were denied representation at all levels of government as non-natives.

      Bethany Anne had ADAM pull the official records and found that each violation of Ardaki rights corresponded to falsified reports of rioting and looting.

      Kiri told her about the sit-ins her parents’ generation had attended in their teens. “They were beaten and jailed. Some just vanished. The Federation stepped in and forced the government to let us into the universities, but those who made it out of prison were changed. My father used to wake up screaming.”

      Onai returned with an elderly Ardaki he introduced as the Honored Mother Farzai.

      Bethany Anne got up to greet her. “Thank you for coming, Honored Mother. I understand this might feel like a risk for you, but I’m here to end the injustice against your people.”

      “I heard what you did, and I liked it,” Farzai proclaimed, peering myopically at Bethany Anne. “And I’m too old to care if I get dragged to jail.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “I don’t think the Ryleahans will be stupid enough to come into this neighborhood again.”

      “You overestimate their intelligence,” Farzai grumbled, taking a seat at the table. “What I want to know is why you want to speak to me. This boy makes no sense.”

      Onai colored with embarrassment, but Bethany Anne just smiled, enjoying the old lady’s crusty attitude.

      “I need a little help figuring out who really owns this planet,” Bethany Anne explained. “Onai thought you were the best person to set me straight on your people’s history. How did the Ardaki end up here?”

      Farzai bared her teeth. “Trickery, that’s how. We were enslaved by the Skaines until the Rangers put an end to slavery. By that time, we were scattered, lost. All we had to remind us who we really were was the stories we passed from mother to child. With no homeworld to return to, those of us who survived slavery came together and became nomads, roaming the galaxy in search of a new home in the ships you provided us.”

      Bethany Anne searched her memory but couldn’t recall the Ardaki. “There were a lot of people the Rangers freed from Skaine control. How did you end up on this planet? And why do your people believe this is your ancestral home?”

      Farzai colored pink with pride. “We have long memories. There are landmarks across the planet that correspond with our natal stories. We came here when Ryleah Corp. bought this planet, drawn by the promise of a fresh start on a new world. What we didn’t know was the Ryleahans had no intentions of sharing this planet with us. Our links to the Federation were slowly eroded over many years. We built the cities, farmed the land, laid the roads—everything the Ryleahans didn’t want to dirty their hands with. In return, they outlawed property ownership, refused our right to vote, and restricted us to the ghettos they had us build. Any Ardaki who disobeys is thrown in prison, never to be seen again.”

      Bethany Anne seethed. “The Federation owes the Ardaki an apology. More than that. This level of injustice should not have remained hidden for so long. I can’t make up for what you have suffered as a people, but I swear, I will move heaven and earth to make it right going forward.”

      Farzai waved a hand. “We know the fault lies with the Ryleahans. The Federation came twice, and each time the Ardaki who met with the representatives were acting under duress.”

      Bethany Anne heard their stories with a growing sense of guilt. She couldn’t be everywhere at once; she understood that logically. It didn’t take the sting out of knowing she could have probably done something more to—

      What could you have done? TOM cut in. The Ryleahans are a bunch of no-good, double-crossing, morally bankrupt liars.

      >>What he said,<< ADAM agreed. >>I’ve scoured the archives, and whatever the Ryleah family did to subvert the law was covered up so well that neither CEREBRO nor Meredith were able to see a problem.<<

      For once, Bethany Anne didn’t tear her companions a new one for cutting into her thoughts. All she could do now was listen and then make sure it didn’t happen again.

      Ilori sat silently throughout, seeing her parents as if for the first time.

      “I remember them taking us from our homes,” Kiri spoke up in a quiet voice, working her hands over one another to calm her nerves. “Both times, my mother and father swore they would do whatever it took to protect me. I didn’t understand until years afterward that they sacrificed their chances to be free to save my life.”

      Onai nodded. “Mine, too. I had nightmares for a long time. I guess I was afraid of the Federation after that.”

      “Many of your generation feel that way,” Farzai supplied, her voice comforting. “I am old enough to remember the propaganda that led you to think that way.”

      She met Bethany Anne’s gaze. “I am also old enough to remember a time before your name was forbidden to us.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t want to insult the woman by asking her age. Some things transcended species. “How long do Ardaki live?” she asked instead.

      “Long enough,” Farzai answered. Her eyes became misty with reminiscence. “I was an infant when you freed Yoll. I was bonded to my mate shortly after you defeated the Leath. I was made a widow in the riots the Kurtherian cult caused. I raised my grandchildren here on Ryleah. Now, I am honored to be alive to witness your liberation of my people, my Empress.”

      Bethany Anne wiped away a tear as the old woman bowed her head. “I haven’t been an Empress for a long time, but you are still my people. I will return, and when I do, it will be to tear the Ryleahans down like they have done to you.”

      Farzai got to her feet. “Come with me, if you will. It’s time we shared our history.”

      

      Ochan Ryleah’s Premier Residence

      Farzai had shown Bethany Anne the secret tunnel leading to the underground cavern where she read from the Ardaki Book of Sorrows to her people whenever they were able to gather without being caught. As slaves, they’d had no access to digital storage, and the Ryleahan prohibition on their culture curtailed personal expression on digital platforms, so the many volumes in the Honored Mother’s care were the most valuable possessions they owned as a species.

      The Ardaki recorded their history in these books, handed down from one Honored Elder to the next, going back generations. Bethany Anne had taken time to scan the contents of each handwritten, exquisitely illustrated volume to be uploaded to the CEREBRO network.

      Which meant she now knew everything there was to know about the Ardaki.

      She’d left Farzai instructions to gather her people and get them to the Baba Yaga until the Ryleahan threat had been removed.

      Bethany Anne passed a number of Ardaki working to maintain the extensive grounds as she made her way to the main entrance.

      They downed their tools and stared at her, unsure of what to do about her presence on Ochan’s property.

      “I am not here for you,” Bethany Anne told them gently, switching off her translation software to speak to them in Ardaki.

      Communicating in their language had the desired effect.

      “Why are you here?” one asked.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I’m here for the Ryleahans. The Honored Mother is waiting for you at the meeting place. She will take you to my ship, where you will be safe from any repercussions from my punishment of the Ryleah family.”

      She continued up to the house, knowing the answers the Ardaki deserved were hidden there. Ochan was too arrogant to do anything but hide the evidence in plain sight of every Ardaki who worked for him.

      She didn’t bother to wait for anyone to let her in, taking the floor plan information from the Ryleahan steward's mind as he ran away. The doors blew open, torn from their hinges by the blast of kinetic energy she sent ahead of her.

      Bethany Anne strode across the gold-threaded marble floor, thinking to herself how little the décor differed from any other dictator’s taste she’d had the misfortune to encounter.

      Just once, she’d like to walk into one of these places and find comfortable furniture that looked like it could be used or color schemes in muted tones, but no. Ochan’s home was red and gold and cold. Boring as shit, uninspired, and claustrophobic despite the enormous square footage.

      The clicks of her heels echoing, Bethany Anne left the reception hall with its split staircase and made her way into the west wing of the building.

      Ochan’s library was impressive, but books that never got read were nothing more than dead words.

      She climbed the spiral staircase she came to, her hand gliding along the polished hardwood railing.

      She sensed ADAM’s and TOM's back and forth in the mindspace, but for the moment she tuned it out, focusing on building her profile of Ochan up as she read his life from his home.

      The bathroom was filled with grooming equipment, all of it high-end. He was vain and didn’t care for anything but the best.

      His closet confirmed her assessment: row upon row of immaculately pressed and tailored suits, drawers filled with shirts still in the packaging.

      Bethany Anne didn’t see a laundry basket. He was wasteful.

      His shoe closet would have been enviable to most. Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose, unimpressed, and moved on to the rooms Ochan used to entertain.

      The cabinets and chillers were fully stocked with fashionably expensive drinks and snacks. The furniture was oversized and made from the hides of some poor creatures.

      There was an Alict-skin rug in front of the fireplace. Bethany Anne checked and found it was genuine. Murdering an endangered feline to decorate his home was the least of Ochan’s crimes, but it pissed her off all the same.

      Her target was all about his image. She got it.

      She dipped into the mindspace. What do you two have for me?

      >>Everything,<< ADAM told her. >>Well, everything but the location of his hiding place.<<

      Well, shit.

      Indeed, TOM agreed. It was a stroke of genius, having Talia con that bastard into bringing our conference call technology into his home.

      Did he use our tech to discuss his escape with anyone?

      >>Nope, looks like he left his family high and dry.<<

      Bethany Anne wasn’t so sure. She contacted CEREBRO. Get me the base commander of the terraforming project Elamonn Ryleah is serving time on.

      There was a pause, then a measured voice answered. Is this authentication code for real?

      Bethany Anne smiled at his tone. This is Bethany Anne.

      The man on the other end sucked in a breath. This is an honor, my Queen.

      Bethany Anne immediately liked anyone who got her title right. You may call me Bethany Anne. Who am I speaking with?

      Commander James Howard…um, ma'am. I’m sorry. It feels disrespectful to call you by your given name. What can I do to assist you?

      I need to know if anything strange has happened at your base since you received Elamonn Ryleah. His father is in the wind and may be planning to stage a breakout.

      No sign of uninvited visitors, ma’am, the commander responded. Nothing out of place, either. I mean, we tracked a few rogue asteroids passing through, but that’s not unusual for these parts.

      Bethany Anne had requested the Ryleahan get sent to the ass-end of nowhere. Thank you, Commander. If the situation changes, have CEREBRO contact me.

      She dropped the connection after they had said their goodbyes and continued her search.

      You think Ochan is going to try to spring Elamonn? TOM inquired curiously as Bethany Anne entered Ochan’s study.

      Yes.

      >>Nothing in his profile suggests he has any loyalty to anyone but himself,<< ADAM added.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head as she viewed a portrait of Ochan that hung over his desk. It’s got nothing to do with loyalty and everything to do with ROI. Elamonn is the child he put his effort into grooming for succession. Losing that investment means he has to either suck it up and try to make amends with Xadia—as likely as ice cubes in Hell—or start again with one of his younger children.

      The alternative is risky for him.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Not if he contracts the breakout to an outside group. Let me see all outgoing calls Ochan made between Elamonn’s trial and the time he left this building.

      She took a seat at the desk, sinking into lumbar support fit for a king as she scrutinized the list ADAM gave her. Start with known cabal members. Somewhere in here is a clue to the weaselly wank-splat’s location.

      There was a moment’s silence between the three of them as ADAM did his thing.

      >>I have an invoice from a company that provides off-grid living solutions,<< he supplied. >>Also, I dug back through the family’s private archive. There was a payment of half a billion credits made from Arclan Ryleah’s personal account to an out-of-Federation bank account around the same time the terraforming committee was investigating any ancestral claims to this planet.<<

      That by itself isn’t evidence of subversion.

      >>What if we add it to the information that the committee’s CIO took retirement a few months after the sale closed?<<

      Still circumstantial. Nothing I can use to return the planet to the Ardaki. Bethany Anne sighed. Maybe my dad can help. Send him what we have, and let’s get back to investigating Ochan. Where is the company he bought from based?

      >>Leath,<< ADAM informed her.

      Well, fucksticks. Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the desk. Do we have anyone there at the moment?

      >>Roka is currently based at the QBBS Exuberant.<<

      Bethany Anne smiled. Close enough. Send her a message. I want to see any unfiled documentation the company has for the job they did for Ochan.

      >>Done. Next?<<

      Back to the Ardaki, Bethany Anne told him. If Arclan paid the CIO off, there has to be some evidence. What bank did he use? Anyone who owes me a favor?

      >>Just the opposite,<< ADAM replied in a tone that conveyed his annoyance. >>You remember that group that flounced out of the Federation after you executed Phraim-‘Eh?<<

      She did. Double fucksticks.

      TOM groaned. Not those people. Didn’t you respond to that particular tantrum by ignoring it?

      I told them it wasn’t a fucking spaceport and they didn’t need to announce their departure, if I recall. Bethany Anne opened the Etheric. This is too sensitive to send anyone else. We have to go visit whatever mudball the assholes rocked up on and get the information ourselves.

      

      Beyond Federation Borders

      Bethany Anne exited the Etheric into a city square. It was not the mudball she had expected. The colonists had put effort into recreating a piece of home here.

      The streets were laid out in neat blocks, separated into the various quarters for the colony's government, financial, and commercial needs.

      How do you want to do this? Tom asked.

      Bethany Anne looked at the stone-fronted buildings and the people bustling around taking care of the everyday lives and pressed her lips together. Sneakily, she decided. I have no time for dicking around with the leadership here. I want to get what we came for in that bank and get back to the Federation. I’m going to tear the Ryleahan government down.

      ADAM gave her access to the city's mainframe, and a map of the buildings came up in her HUD display. The bank was a few blocks away, so Bethany Anne started walking that way.

      With her hood up and her face concealed, she went unrecognized.

      Reaching the bank, Bethany Anne concealed herself using the Etheric and slipped past the security guards manning the doors.

      >>You need the vaults,<< ADAM told her. >>There is an elevator—<<

      Fuck the elevator. Bethany Anne stepped into the Etheric and descended to the vault level. What is the name of our possibly crooked chief investigation officer? she asked as she let herself into the vault directory.

      >>Matthew Horgan,<< Adam informed her. >>The family’s vault is number 2193.<<

      Bethany Anne looked at the number on the door of the vault closest to her. It was labeled 1879.

      She checked each side to see which way the numbers went, then headed in the direction of the ascending numbers.

      She came to vault 2193 and stepped through the Etheric to get inside.

      Her presence did not set off any alarms. The skin of Etheric energy she had surrounded herself with made her invisible to all sensors outside the vault, and inside the vault, there didn't appear to be anything that would give her away.

      >>This bank promises privacy for its customers,<< Adam commented.

      Well, yes, Bethany Anne agreed. Who wants to have somebody looking over their shoulder while they are hiding their deepest, darkest secrets?

      She approached the wall of drawers, sending tendrils of energy into each of them to assess the contents.

      She found cash—which was strange to her since no one in the Federation used any form of hard currency—jewelry, deeds to various properties, one drawer that held a pistol with the serial number filed off, and a number of ledgers and journals belonging to various members of the family.

      These she extracted through the Etheric, checking the names until she found the one she was looking for.

      Bethany Anne leafed through the pages, her eyes flickering as she speed-read the contents of Matthew Horgan’s financial deeds.

      One line caught her eye. It listed an account number with no name attached. However, Bethany Anne recognized the last six digits as belonging to the Ryleah family, and the half-billion credits listed by it sealed the deal.

      She closed the ledger with a snap and stashed it in the inner breast pocket of her coat.

      Bingo! Let’s get the fuck out of here. The Ardaki are waiting.
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      Orbiting Skaine, Aboard the Achronyx II

      “Do Skaines even consider what the names they give their children will translate to in Common?” Peter asked, glancing up from the screen at Tabitha.

      “Just read the damned brief,” Tabitha replied with a laugh. “You need to know the routes through the tunnels in case we have to split up.”

      Peter pushed out his bottom lip. “But, but, ‘Chichi?’”

      Tabitha lifted a shoulder. “It’s not the worst I’ve heard.”

      Peter’s expression turned from amused to interested. “Oh, yeah?”

      Tabitha counted her favorites off on her fingers as she listed them. “Twunty, Felch-mitten, Herpetual Fancy, Bestia—she was pretty for a Skaine—and you know Missy, right?”

      Peter cocked a hairy eyebrow. “Durq’s wife?”

      “The same.” Tabitha grinned and winked. “Even I don’t want to say her real name aloud. Why’d you think they asked Nickie to name their kids?”

      Peter shook his head. “But why?”

      “Dunno,” Tabitha replied airily. “Skaine is one of those languages you just have to wonder about.”

      “Or at least try not to laugh at when you hear it translated,” Peter commented.

      Tabitha snickered. “Someone must have been having a joke when they programmed the translation software.”

      Peter narrowed his eyes. “Wait a damn second. You’re the Skaine expert. Didn’t you provide ADAM with most of the translations?”

      Tabitha jumped out of the captain’s chair. “Would you look at that? We’re here already.”

      Knowing he wasn’t going to get a straight answer from her, Peter rolled his eyes. “Fine, don’t tell me. Where is here, exactly? All I’m seeing is a wasteland.”

      Tabitha pointed at a blotchy patch of scrub. “There used to be an entrance to the city here.”

      When Peter took another look, he saw the area was deliberately staged. “Could still be there.”

      “I know of three more entrances if this one is no good,” Tabitha told him. “Oh, wait, no, two. I bombed the shit out of the third in—let me think—’89? They never rebuilt it, anyway.”

      Peter rolled his shoulders and prepared to change form. “They never came back to live on the surface, either. You had a lasting effect on them.”

      Tabitha’s lip curled. “Not lasting enough if some fuckface is trapping innocents in shitty work contracts for the fucking cabal,” she growled.

      Peter put a giant fur-covered hand on her arm. “Bethany Anne didn’t say the whole of Skaine was involved.”

      Tabitha pouted. “Fine. We’ll start with Norkman and see where his trail leads us. He’s not working alone.”

      Peter frowned in confusion, drawing a laugh from Tabitha. “Too subtle?” she asked. “How about Jabongo, or Squeeter Teeter, or Boingly-Doingly? No, wait, I’ve got it! Muggins B’Jugguns!”

      She grabbed Gracie from the rack and slung the Shrillexian battle blaster over her back. “The guy’s a twit, and he needs to be taken out. That’s all we need to know. Let’s go.”

      Achronyx had the ship swoop low over the entrance, and Tabitha and Peter leapt out the open hatch. Landing in the thick dust, they ran the last couple hundred meters to the hidden door in the rock.

      “You want to knock?” Peter asked.

      Tabitha fired Gracie, turning the rock to molten slag. “Knock-knock, motherfuckers.”

      She ran ahead.

      “Why is the tiny Latina a thousand times scarier than the giant wolfman?” Peter wondered aloud, following her into the underground complex.

      The reply came into his mind. Because she can’t fucking stand Skaine ass-fungi who indulge their baser natures. Hurry up, or you’re going to miss out on the fun part.

      Peter ducked his head to avoid the low roof and pounded in the direction of the screams.

      

      Planet Ryleah, Ryleahan Senate

      Without Ochan there to enforce their good behavior, the senators had all the cohesion of a house of cards in a strong wind.

      In the absence of both Ochan and Elamonn, the job of herding the Senate fell to Gauvan Ryleah, Ochan’s third cousin.

      She was failing.

      The Ryleahans were afraid of the human Queen and what her presence on Ryleah meant for their continued rule.

      Gauvan banged her gavel, calling for order. “We must come together and act to save ourselves. Arguing is wasting our time!”

      “If you think the Bitch Queen will allow us to live after what we have done to the Ardaki, you are a fool, Gauvan,” the governor of the northern province taunted.

      “If you want to save your sorry skins,” Gauvan stated, “you will listen and obey.”

      The house settled, many of the Ryleahans still grumbling to themselves.

      Gauvin gave them a moment, noting to herself those who slipped out of the room before continuing. “There is no proof the Ardaki have been unfairly treated. We made sure the Federation believed them to be a problematic species.”

      The governor of Central Ryleah threw down his hat. “It's not going to make any difference. We all know how humans feel about subspecies like the Ardaki; they want them to be treated like equals. We must act now, before the Bitch Queen—”

      “You got that ass-backwards, pork chop.”

      Everyone in the room turned toward the new voice.

      Bethany Anne stood there in the center of the floor, her hair flying around her as the residual Etheric energy settled.

      “You have no authority to be here!” Gauvin spluttered.

      Bethany Anne stalked to the podium, grabbed the Ryleahan by the bristles, and tossed her into the first row. “I have every right to be here as a representative of the Federation. You, however, have just had your right to rule rescinded.”

      The senators lapsed into violence and chaos, clambering over each other in their rush to avoid being the next to play piggy skittles.

      Bethany Anne released a wave of suppressant Etheric energy, pinning the Ryleahans to the spot. She held Matthew Horgan’s ledger up for all to see. “This voids any claim the Ryleah family has to this planet. The Ardaki are currently safe aboard my ship. I’m giving you one hour to get the fuck out of the Senate. You have another two hours to inform your people that they have overstayed their welcome on Ardaki land. You have three weeks to completely evacuate.”

      “And if we refuse?” Gauvan spat, climbing to her feet.

      Bethany Anne gave them a cold smile. “Then I will destroy this planet with you on it and have the Federation Council award the Ardaki a new planet, paid for from your personal accounts.”

      “You can’t do this!” Gauvan seethed.

      Bethany Anne shook a finger at the Ryleahan. “That’s where you’re wrong. I can do whatever the fuck I want, and no being on this plane of reality has the power to prevent me. I choose to use my power to protect those weaker than me. Don’t fucking forget it. You chose to use the crumbs of power you had to become wealthier on the backs of the good people who came here to help you build. Worse, you fucking stole this planet out from under them. Count yourselves lucky that I don’t execute every fucking one of you for your crimes against the Ardaki.”

      She manifested an energy ball the size of a watermelon and sent it to float above the senators’ heads. Then she split it into a hundred smaller sparks and turned the color from white to red to match the light in her eyes. “You have forty-seven minutes remaining. Scurry, scurry, little piggies, before I cook your fucking bacon.”

      They fled.
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        * * *

      

      The Senate was empty except for Bethany Anne by the time the hour was up.

      She walked the corridors, gathering the sparks of energy she’d released as she made certain no Ryleahan remained in the building.

      Satisfied, she went outside.

      Why do I get the feeling this isn’t enough for you? TOM asked as she turned to face the building.

      Because it’s not, Bethany Anne told him simply. She furrowed her brow at the monument to Ryleahan supremacy. This building is a symbol of Ardaki oppression. One I don’t wish to have them look at every fucking day of their lives. They get a fresh start.

      She rose into the air on a buffer of Etheric energy, her hands glowing as she channeled more energy from inside herself.

      TOM and ADAM fully expected to see the destruction of the grand building at her hands.

      Instead, Bethany Anne released the energy and had it entomb the building. Drawing on the transformative power of the Etheric, she reshaped the Senate according to the history Farzai had shown her.

      Bethany Anne poured her heart into giving the Ardaki the seat of government they deserved. Inside and out, the bas-relief script of Ryleahan mottoes on the friezes was switched to scripture from the Ardaki Book of Sorrows.

      She changed the exterior at the atomic level, replacing the plain stone with gold-veined marble as she altered the hand-carved masonry to remove all traces of the Ryleahans from the building.

      Caryatids and pediment sculptures depicting the Ryleah family and their conquests were replaced with joyous Ardaki breaking their chains, farming the land, and lifting one another up, the scenes depicting them in positions of strength and dignity.

      Statuary of the Ryleah family on the manicured grounds vanished, replaced by bronzes celebrating the Honored Elders who had guided the Ardaki through countless trials and tribulations.

      The energy Bethany Anne was expending on the intricate and extensive task caused beads of sweat to run down her back. Eventually, she was done removing all traces of the Ryleahan overlords. She came back down to the ground, landing gently in the reshaped gardens, and surveyed her changes with a smile.

      “That is more like it.”

      

      Skaine, Underground City

      Tabitha ignored the Skaines she passed as she made her unerring way through winding tunnels and enormous caverns on the trail of her target.

      The Skaines remembered her. They fled at the sight of the former Ranger stalking through the underground city with the battle blaster cradled in her arms and her eyes blazing red.

      All jokes about his name aside, she had been beyond angry to learn the extremes Chichi had gone to find ways around the law for his cabal bosses. Who knew the anti-slavery laws better than a Skaine? She had scourged the knowledge into them herself.

      So many innocent people had been ensnared by convoluted legal language that put them in debt to the cabal-owned companies they worked for. She’d examined the Ardaki contracts Bethany Anne had sent over.

      On the surface, the pay being offered was good. It was only when the workers arrived that the hidden nasties became evident. The workers found they owed their employer for transport costs, accommodation costs, medical insurance, job-related equipment rental, and a dozen other surcharges that leached their pay, leaving them stranded on the cabal planets unless they could buy their way out.

      Fat chance of that.

      It wasn’t just the Ardaki on Ryleah. Tabitha’s deep dive into the cabal’s locations via CEREBRO had revealed hundreds of thousands of people on a dozen worlds, all trapped by Ochan’s misanthropic twisting of the processes meant to protect migrant workers.

      They had barely enough to live on after deductions. That kept them dependent on their employers, whose only effort to make sure their workers didn’t drop dead from starvation was a chit system that further demoralized the people since they could only shop in company-owned stores.

      It drove Tabitha into the kind of rage that could only be assuaged by spilling the blood of the slaver bastard responsible.

      Peter caught up with her when she was nearing the business premises of Chichi, Grot, and Farkel.

      The Skaine was expecting trouble, as evidenced by the wall of Shrillexian mercenaries blocking the entrance to the lawyers’ office. All eight of them were armed to the teeth, and while clearly unhappy to be facing two of the most enhanced humans in the Federation, their expressions told Tabitha and Peter they relished the coming fight whether they had a chance of surviving or not.

      “One chance,” Tabitha ground out. “Move, or die.”

      “Fuck you!” the largest spat, his hands dropping to his weapons.

      Tabitha braced Gracie on her hip with her left, drew her Jean Dukes Special with her right, and prepared to fire, but Peter had other ideas.

      He launched at the speaker and punched him in the face, knocking the Shrillexian senseless. “Anyone else want to disrespect my woman?” Peter growled as the merc’s legs folded.

      Tabitha stepped around Peter and shot the concussed Shrillexian between the eyes. “My mercy is spent. Choose better than your friend.”

      The remaining seven abandoned their guns and came at them with bare fists, their instincts taking over. Tabitha kicked the closest and broke his knee.

      “I’m guessing these guys skipped their meds since, like, forever,” Peter quipped as he caught one of them in a headlock and squeezed.

      “We’re gonna talk about the ‘my woman’ shit when we get back to the ship,” Tabitha told Peter out of the side of her mouth. “You deal with these fuckers while I go pay our friend Chichi a visit.”

      Her next shot disintegrated the door, causing the windows to shatter and the casements to burst into flames. She reslung Gracie behind her and strode into the reception area, ignoring the fire creeping across the plush carpet.

      “Oh, Chichi,” she called in a menacing voice. “Come out, come out, wherever you are…”

      Her super-sensitive hearing picked up a scuffle a few rooms away. Tabitha smiled and switched direction.

      She burst into the room and found a skinny teenaged Skaine cowering under a desk. He squealed as she dragged him out.

      “I’m not Chichi! I’m just an intern!”

      Tabitha deposited him in a chair and treated him to an inside view of the barrel of her Jean Dukes Special. “No shit. Where is your boss?”

      The Skaine blubbered, snot running from his nose. “At…at…at home!”

      Tabitha clicked her tongue. “Fuck. Where does the bastard live?”

      The intern gibbered an address. Tabitha kicked the chair over, spilling the Skaine to the floor. “This firm is going out of business. Find another job.”

      The intern nodded and gratefully scrambled out of the room.

      She mentally accessed the building’s mainframe, copied the files to her HUD, and disabled the fire suppressant system as she went around the rooms, tipping over filing cabinets and rifling through desk drawers.

      Peter ducked through the door while she was making a pile of combustible furniture in the center of the office. “How can I help?”

      Tabitha waved a hand at the walls. “Airflow would be good. I’m gonna burn this place to ashes, and then we’re going to track down Ta-Ta Twatface and tear him limb from limb.”

      Peter laced his fingers and cracked his knuckles. “My pleasure.”

      Drywall had no chance against a Pricolici.

      They left the burning offices and continued deeper into the city as the sweet sound of sirens filled the cavern behind them.

      Chichi’s house was in the nicer part of the city. To Tabitha, it was all the same if you couldn’t feel the sun on your skin.

      The cavern lights were set to dusk. Light spilled from all the windows, and the thump-thump of music told Tabitha and Peter the Skaine was possibly unaware they were here.

      Tabitha was offended. “Seriously, he’s fucking partying?”

      Peter’s nose twitched. “At least there are gifts. Smells like he got us a few more mercs to unwrap.”

      Tabitha stared at him. “Really, Pete? Is that all you think about?”

      Peter shrugged. “Like you don’t love a good fight.”

      Tabitha pouted, but the corner of her mouth curled up despite her effort to look fierce. “You’re supposed to say, ‘All I think about is you, Tabbie.’”

      Peter laughed. “Sure. I’ll be a mindless simp, and you can have all the fun dismantling Shrillexians.”

      He ran for the house, calling over his shoulder, “NOT!”

      Tabitha’s jaw dropped. She set off after him, drawing her Jean Dukes Special as she ran. “Just you wait until this is over and I get my hands on you!”

      “I can’t wait for you to get your hands on me,” he shot back. “We should probably deal with Chesticle McKnockerson first. BA will be pissed at us if the asshole escapes.”

      They took out the guards at the door and walked into the party. Scantily-clad Skaines, many of them wearing fancy masks, filled the first floor, which was open to a pool at the back.

      The music throbbed, pulsing electronic beats Tabitha could feel in her bones as much as she could hear them. She glanced at Peter, wanting to make sure his ultra-sensitive hearing wasn’t overwhelmed by the noise.

      I’m good, he told her over their mental connection, sensing her concern. We should get a couple of those masks before someone recognizes you.

      Great idea, baby. Tabitha cold-cocked one of the partygoers and took her mask.

      Peter did the same, although there was no disguising the aura of deadliness that surrounded him.

      The guests were too entangled in their entertainment to pay any attention.

      Tabitha’s nose wrinkled as they passed a sectional couch pushed together and filled with writhing Skaines. Please tell me we didn’t just walk into an orgy.

      Peter laughed. I promised I’d never lie to you. C’mon. Chichi is here somewhere.

      He wasn’t downstairs. Tabitha released a handful of micro-drones and had them scatter in every direction.

      The drones hooked into their HUDs, they were able to search the upper floors for a facial recognition match while they bypassed the fuckfest in favor of exploring the gardens.

      The path around the pool led to a hedge maze. Tabitha sent up a few more drones to search the gardens.

      She was starting to get impatient when one of the drones on the second floor pinged her with a match. He’s in the house.

      Peter grinned. I see. Let’s go grab us a scumbag lawyer.

      They climbed the stairs side by side and headed for the room the drone had pinged them from.

      They found Chichi sprawled spread-eagled and handcuffed to the four-poster bed that dominated the center of the room.

      Tabitha unslung Gracie from her back and pointed it at the bed. “Lady, you’re blocking my shot. I suggest you move.”

      Chichi's female companion looked up from where she had her head in his lap and screamed at the sight of Tabitha and Peter before running out the door at the back of the room.

      Chichi raised his head, straining against the cuffs holding him. “Who… What…”

      His eyes flared as recognition sent chills through his body. “R-r-r… Ranger!”

      Peter snorted. “You wish she was still a Ranger, asshole.” He turned to Tabitha and flexed his claws. “Limb from limb, or dice ‘n’ slice?”

      “We’re not going to torture him. Much.” Tabitha tilted her head. “Even though the sick sonofabitch deserves every ounce of pain we can inflict on him for what he’s done.”

      “It wasn’t my fault!” Chichi whimpered. “Ochan Ryleah made me!”

      Tabitha smashed Gracie’s butt into his stomach. “Shut the fuck up, you lying sack of shit. Ochan paid you for your deceit. You didn’t turn down the credits, did you?”

      Peter bared his teeth at the Skaine, eliciting another whimper. “What d’you wanna do with him?”

      Tabitha thumbed the button to charge Gracie and faced the bed. “I’m going to say, ‘WWBAD?’”

      “Probably push him into the Etheric and let God sort him out,” Peter commented after thinking for a moment.

      Tabitha leaned over the bed and kissed Peter. “You’re a genius!”

      Peter had only made the suggestion to scare the crap out of Chichi. “You got the juice to do that?”

      Tabitha shrugged and grinned. “Only one way to find out.”

      Chichi had no clue what they were talking about. His eyes darted from Tabitha to Peter and back to Tabitha, whose face was screwed up in concentration.

      Chichi’s skin began to tingle uncomfortably. The tingle turned to stinging, then he let out a scream as the sting became an all-encompassing burning sensation.

      Tabitha held out a hand to focus her effort to open the Etheric around him. She ignored his piteous cries, her lip curling as she pronounced his sentence. “By order of the Queen Bitch, you have been sentenced to death for enslaving Federation citizens. Die, motherfucker, DIE!”

      With the last word, she poured everything she had into her action, and the Skaine vanished in a flash of light.

      Her knees gave way, her body drained of energy. Peter caught her, scooping her into his arms. “Easy, tiger. I got you.”

      Tabitha wrapped her arms around his neck. “My hero. Wanna carry a lady back to her ship?”

      “My pleasure,” Peter told her with a throaty laugh. “That took it out of you, huh?”

      Tabitha laughed, and a huge yawn escaped. “Shit, I haven’t drained myself this bad since Gabrielle helped me figure out how to beat Ryu’s ass. Mind if I pass out now?”

      “Go ahead,” Peter murmured into her hair, but she was already asleep.

      He reached out to Achronyx over the comm. “Hey, buddy, fire up the transporter. We need pick-up for two.”
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      Planet Soriel, Formerly Ryleah, Senate

      The evacuation of the extended Ryleah family was complete. The family had been eager to return to Torporia, their home planet, after realizing Bethany Anne’s proclamation was backed up by a strong Federation presence.

      At that moment, the planet was guarded by sixty Federation battlecruisers and the QSD Baba Yaga.

      After presenting the Ardaki with their new seat of government, Bethany Anne had spoken to the Honored Elders—now senators—and granted their wish to allow those Ryleahans outside the family who agreed to abide by Ardaki rule to remain and become part of their new society if they wished.

      Bethany Anne had been heartened to see how many Ryleahans had been unhappy with the way their government had treated the Ardaki and how many were eager to help reshape the planet in the family’s absence. While they hadn’t been under the same restrictions as the Ardaki, they had been equally as powerless to affect changes when the family held every position of power at every level of government.

      The renaming of the planet had been celebrated for almost a week by the Ardaki and their Ryleahan allies alike, and a plan for an official yearly festival to mark the event was the first item on the Senate’s agenda.

      Farzai and Xadia stood beside Bethany Anne on the rostrum as the new senators, many of them entering the building for the first time, took their seats at their individual desks on the tiered platform.

      “Nervous?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Farzai shook her head. “Vindicated on behalf of all Ardaki.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “It was an honorable thing you did as a people. Choosing to open your hearts to the Ryleahans and allow them to stay after everything you have been through is more than I would have done.”

      Farzai’s gaze swept the room. “Peace and reconciliation is the right way for us. We have our home returned to us. There are many Ardaki who are still wandering. Soriel will be the beacon that brings them back to us.”

      She inclined her head toward Xadia. “The Ryleahans who remained to be part of the rebuilding show strength of character. They honor the promise your father made us. You are the leader they can look to, and together we will create unity for our people.”

      Xadia snorted. “You’re giving me too much credit, Honored Mother. I’m shitting a brick, to use the human term.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Bethany Anne assured her. “It means you’re taking this seriously.”

      “How could I not?” Xadia replied, glancing nervously at the press gallery overlooking the senators’ desks and the rostrum. “This is the biggest deal of my life. Everyone is depending on us to lead them into the future.”

      Bethany Anne smiled up at Cheryl Lynn, who wiggled her fingers and gave them a thumbs-up. “Don’t sweat the media.”

      “It would be the first time in my life if I didn’t,” Xadia admitted.

      Bethany Anne sensed her nerves were due to her need to be the representative the people needed, so she sent the Ryleahan a wave of calming energy.

      Farzai put a hand on Xadia’s shoulder. “The people know who you are. You have always done what you could to counteract your father’s evil.”

      Xadia nodded. “Now I get to do more than react to his fuckery. Now I get to be proactive on behalf of all our people, whether they are Ryleahan or Ardaki.”

      “It’s time,” Bethany Anne told them.

      The house was split between the Ardaki and the Ryleahans, every being voted in by the consent of both species. The atmosphere was one of hope, new beginnings, and goodwill to all.

      Bethany Anne took the floor as the senators quieted down. She placed her hands on either side of the smooth marble lectern and smiled. “Welcome. This day marks a new chapter in both your histories, one where no side is subservient to the other. Today, past hurts are not forgotten. Erasing history prevents us from remembering the lessons it teaches us. However, we view those hurts with forgiveness and empathy. Ardaki, Ryleahan—there is no longer any division between your peoples.”

      The senators murmured their agreement.

      “The Federation embraces diversity in all its forms,” Bethany Anne continued. “No one will be denied the right to representation, education, or healthcare. Every citizen of Soriel will receive all the personal freedoms the Federation Charter states are yours by right.”

      She turned to her right and motioned for Farzai and Xadia to step forward. Then she turned to her left and did the same to bring the administrative liaison assigned by Lance to guide the nascent government through its teething pains to the front. “The Honored Mother speaks on behalf of all Ardaki. Xadia Ryleah speaks for the Ryleahans. The Federation is here to offer comfort and guidance and to rein in any who overstep the bounds of their office. Ryleahans, never forget that the Ardaki opened their hearts and saw past decades of oppression when they allowed you to stay. Never forget that you are not two disparate peoples but one nation-state, bound by your duty to uphold the Federation charter for the good of all.”

      Bethany Anne paused as a message from Roka appeared in her HUD.

      She dismissed it for the moment without reading it. “You have a second chance to build a world where all can prosper equally in peace and harmony. Let go of the past. Look to the future. You are stronger together. I leave you with this. The Ryleahans among you have been given the opportunity to make the most of the unity the Ardaki have offered. Should I have to return to remind you of that, there will be no third chance.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Top Deck, Bethany Anne’s Ready Room

      Bethany Anne returned to the Baba Yaga after the speeches were done. She took a seat at her desk and opened the message from Roka. It contained a link to a secure drop used by Spy Corps agents to pass along sensitive information.

      Her lips quirked as she read through the documentation the company had on the asteroid they had fitted out for Ochan.

      ADAM, what are the chances there are two asteroids floating around that match these exact dimensions?

      >>Low enough that I’m not going to bother doing the math.<<

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. Fair enough. So, easily identifiable? Can CEREBRO find it?

      >>Should be easy enough once we know what direction he went.<<

      I have a pretty good idea where he went. Bethany Anne sent the specs to James Howard with a request that the commander check out the “rogue” asteroids he had mentioned in their call.

      Next, she reached out to Gabrielle. I have a possible location for that monumental prick Ochan.

      You want us to take him out?

      Bethany Anne heard the steel in Gabrielle’s voice. No. His karma is to meet his end on my blade. I want you and the guys to work with CEREBRO to root out the rest of the cabal.

      Gabrielle murmured her agreement. There’s a woman CEO I don’t believe is Ochan’s ally by choice. Her family disappeared around the time she began to associate with him.

      Is that Harlia Nardoon? Bethany Anne asked. The munitions woman?

      Yes, Gabrielle confirmed. We think her family has been imprisoned on Torporia.

      Bethany Anne was becoming familiar with the way Ochan did business. It makes sense the cabal would lean on her after we took out Kiaty Ca’Shal. Do whatever you need to do. Find the family. Make sure Nardoon isn’t going to flip the second we are gone.

      On it. Gabrielle dropped the call

      Bethany Anne had her own family on her mind. “Izanami, get me a video link to the Reynolds. I want to talk to my children.”

      There was a short wait while Izanami searched the subspace network outside the Federation for the Reynolds’ comm signature.

      The wall screen lit up and the indomitable AI appeared, his android face set in a wide smile. “My Queen! What a pleasure!”

      Bethany Anne broke into a grin, unable to resist his charm. “How the hell are you, Reynolds?”

      “Oh, you know. We don’t sweat the petty things, and we don’t pet the sweaty things.” He winked.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes in amusement. “Okay, then. Keep up the good work?”

      Reynolds laughed heartily. “Actually, you’ll be happy to know we took out the final three cloning facilities in this quadrant. It’s time to move on.”

      Bethany Anne let herself into the Armada’s mission logs and found no trace of any remaining Kurtherian facilities in that quadrant. She expanded the galaxy map and saw there was no marker to show the Armada’s next destination. “Do you have a lead on the next target galaxy?”

      Reynolds shook his head. “Not yet. Kurtherian strongholds have been getting fewer and farther between. It could be that we have succeeded in teaching Gödel that clones are not a way she can defeat us.”

      “There isn’t any way she can defeat us, and God knows she’s tried every trick in the book.” Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the desk while she considered the information. “The psychic attacks have dropped off as well. Could be Gödel is low on resources and morale, could be she’s got something big brewing.”

      “The clones make you miss the Ookens, right?” Reynolds supplied.

      The comment threw her for a second. “What? Fuck, now you mention it. Give me ten thousand Ookens over a hundred clones any day. At least those fuckers are easily identifiable.”

      Bethany Anne made a decision. “I’m going to give you time to make one last sweep of the quadrant, then I want the Armada to return to the Federation.”

      Reynolds’ eyes widened in surprise. “That is a big decision, my Queen. What about Gödel? She is still out there somewhere, and as long as she is free, she will continue on her mad quest to convert everybody to the path of ascension.”

      Bethany Anne understood the risks of pulling her people back. However, it was time. She would find Gödel before the Kurtherian was able to recoup her losses and come back at the Federation. “It has been a hundred and fifty years. Everyone serving aboard my ships has given everything for so long. It’s time to bring our people home.”

      Reynolds nodded. “Your wish is my command, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Besides, I am going to be a grandmother, and I do not want my grandchild to be born out in Buttfuck, Nowhere. How is Jiya? I’m going to talk to Doc in a minute, but I know you won’t sugarcoat it.”

      “Doc has her hormones balanced,” Reynolds answered, a look of fatherly love passing over his features. “It was touch and go for a while, but mother and, um, baby are doing just fine. It’s the father-to-be who has us all amused.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. His sentimental tone was unexpected despite his attachment to Jiya and the rest of his crew. “Gabriel’s shitting himself, yeah?”

      “And then some,” Reynolds confirmed with a chuckle.

      They said their goodbyes, and Reynolds transferred Bethany Anne to the medbay.

      Doc, now in an android body that looked much like Reynolds’ but softer and jollier to match his profession, greeted Bethany Anne with enthusiasm.

      “Is your patient feeling up to a short visit?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “She has been anticipating it,” Doc replied cheerily. “It’s the middle of the night here, but she is awake. I’ll put you through.”

      Jiya looked more like she had been dreading this conversation when she came onscreen.

      “How are you doing, honey?” Bethany Anne asked. She smiled at the Larian. “Is that glow from good health or a hot flash?”

      “How did you know?” Jiya blew out a breath. “Your son is driving me insane, I don’t mind telling you.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Yeah?”

      “There is only so much pampering a female can take!” Jiya admitted with a grin. “I’m complaining, but I love him, and I love that he’s here for me. I was terrified when I found out I was expecting.”

      “I promise you Michael was ten times worse when I was pregnant,” Bethany Anne confided, returning her grin.

      “Your reaction to Michael’s attention must have schooled him on future encounters with pregnant women. He has been pleasant company when it’s his turn to sit with me.” Jiya smiled, carefully moving her body into a sitting position. Her gently rising stomach filled the bottom of the screen. “Gabriel isn’t so bad. I appreciate the attention, really. And the constant snack offerings. It’s just a little weird having him around all the time.”

      “I know you both found it hard to adjust when you tried living together before.” Bethany Anne sat back and put her feet up on the desk. “Have you talked about what you’re going to do when the baby arrives?”

      “Babies,” Jiya corrected. “Twins run in the family, apparently.”

      “That explains Reynolds being evasive when I spoke to him,” Bethany Anne told her with a wry smile.

      “I wanted to be the one to tell you,” Jiya explained. “We talked some. Gabriel offered to move over to the Reynolds, but I’m thinking I’d rather we were on the Baba Yaga. It would be too much to handle if we were deployed to separate places.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “You’ll be glad to hear I just recalled the Armada to the Federation. Your fight is done for now.”

      Jiya burst into tears.

      “Let it out,” Bethany Anne told her. She waited while Jiya got herself under control. “Thatta girl. You’ve got this, and we’ve got you.”

      “I’m sorry. Hormones. That’s the best news I’ve heard since Doc told me I was going to be able to carry the babies to term without having to live in a Pod-doc for nine months.” Jiya mopped her eyes with a wad of tissues she extracted from a box on her bedside table. “I have no damned control over it. One second I’m just fine, the next I could be in one of those dumb romance holos Alexis loves so much. And if I could just stop craving meat for five fucking minutes, it would make my day.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow, recalling having the same craving when she was pregnant with Gabriel and Alexis. “You are growing two super-enhanced beings inside of you. It takes a hell of a lot out of you. Talk to Doc about getting the babies’ nanocytes coded so they can draw from the Etheric instead of draining your energy, and the cravings should lessen.”

      Jiya looked at her gratefully. “Yeah? I’ll do that. Dammit, though. I could really go for a steak right now.” She glanced away from the screen as someone entered her room, her eyes lighting up with love.

      Gabriel appeared onscreen as he leaned over the bed to kiss Jiya’s forehead. “I woke up with the feeling you were hungry. You still good with brisket? I can get something else if you’re sick of it.”

      “Shh! The brisket will hear you. How could you say such a thing?” Jiya’s eyes shone with fresh tears as she opened the food carton he gave her. She inhaled the first mouthful greedily, making little happy noises as she chewed. “Mmmm. You’re the best. This is exactly what I needed.”

      Bethany Anne’s heart swelled as she watched them interact. Despite the troubled start the war had given their relationship, they were going to be just fine.

      Gabriel noticed the screen was on and smiled when he saw his mother. “Hey, Mom! I didn’t see you there. You heard? Twins!”

      Bethany Anne saw the change in him, the new maturity—and the dark circles under his eyes. “Are you taking care of yourself?”

      Gabriel shrugged and tipped his head to indicate Jiya in the bed beside him. “Jiya has to spend six hours out of every twenty-four in the Pod-Doc. I kinda have a lot on my plate, Mom.”

      Bethany Anne shook a finger at him. “Not so much that you can’t eat and sleep. This is going to be your life once the babies are born.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Geez, you sound just like Alexis.”

      Bethany Anne pursed her lips. “So at least one of you is being sensible. Listen to your sister.”

      Gabriel pointed at himself. “Grown. Ass. Man.”

      Bethany Anne sighed. “Fine. Have it your way. I’ll wait a few months to hear that I was right and you wish you’d slept every available moment before you had two babies keeping you awake around the clock.” She smiled. “I’m proud of you both. Congratulations, and I’ll see you soon.”

      Jiya caught Gabriel’s hand and pulled him to her. “Your mom recalled the Armada. We’re going home.”

      Before Gabriel could voice his reaction, Doc came into the room to take Jiya’s vitals. “Okay,” he announced, “family time is over for now. It’s time for your Pod-doc therapy, Jiya.”

      “Don’t forget to tell Doc what I said about checking the babies’ nanocytes,” Bethany Anne instructed.

      “What about their nanocytes?” Doc inquired.

      “Access the medical records for mine and Tabitha’s pregnancies,” Bethany Anne told him. “Make sure the babies can draw the energy they need from the Etheric, and that there are no issues for Jiya concerning how enhanced they are going to be.”

      Doc nodded. “Yes, my Queen. Now, out. All of you.”

      Bethany Anne said goodbye and dropped the connection. She wanted to speak to Michael for the simple reason she missed his presence, but she had nothing urgent that couldn’t wait until the Reynolds got back to the Federation. She made do with leaving him a voice message.

      She was eager to start the search for Ochan.

      But first, she needed to take her own advice and eat.

      She made her way to the communal kitchen at the opposite end of the deck, where she found Tabitha sitting at the breakfast bar, surrounded by enough ingredients to make breakfast tacos for ten people.

      Still not feeling tacos after her experience with the live bait, Bethany Anne had the food processing unit make her a large portion of lasagna. She added a side salad and some garlic ciabatta and got herself an extra-large glass of Coke before joining Tabitha at the breakfast bar.

      Tabitha looked up as Bethany Anne sat across from her. “How’s it going?” she asked through a mouthful of a half-demolished taco.

      Bethany Anne glanced at the feast laid out on the counter. “I could ask you the same.”

      Tabitha finished her mouthful and wiped her lips and hands with her napkin. “Oh. I did a thing. Drained myself. Perfect excuse to pig out, right?”

      She took another bite, dropping crumbs of tortilla and sausage on her plate. “Mff. I know a Skaine who is going to be feeling pretty hungry right about now—if he survived.”

      Bethany Anne cut a bite-sized piece of lasagna and speared it with her fork. “What do you mean, if he survived? That bastard deserved the worst end you could come up with for him.”

      Tabitha covered her mouth with her hand to avoid spraying Bethany Anne with food. “He got it. Why do you think I’m eating all this? I figured out how to push that skanky son of a syphilitic shit-muncher into the Etheric. Old-school Justice. Now I’m damned hungry.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow as she chewed. “You didn’t check if he was dead?”

      “I was kinda unconscious after I did it,” Tabitha explained. “What’s he gonna do, open the Etheric and find his way out? It took near-as-dammit everything I had in me to make it work.”

      Bethany Anne had no argument for that. “You dealt with him. That’s all I care about. I’m heading to the other end of the Federation to find Ochan Ryleah. You up for another side quest?”

      Tabitha grinned. “You bet your ass I am.”

      Bethany Anne waved her fork at their food. “We finish up here first. You’re not the only one who needs to fill up on something with more sustenance than the Etheric can provide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Secret Location

      The humans wouldn’t find him here. Ochan’s bolt-hole was six light-years from the nearest Federation outpost. It had no connections to the CEREBRO network and no trade hub nearby, nothing but the hollowed-out asteroid he’d had fitted out with every high-end, low-tech living solution his virtually unlimited budget could buy.

      No one but Ochan and his valet knew where the asteroid was, hidden in the Kuiper belt of an empty star system.

      Regardless of dropping off the grid, Ochan knew exactly what was happening on the pre-terraformed planet the Bitch Queen had sentenced his son to die on. He held up his cut-crystal tumbler for the valet to refill, in control despite his crushing losses.

      “It's time to rescue my son,” Ochan told the valet. “Prepare the shuttle. You're leaving within the hour. Once you have engaged the mercenary company, meet me at the shipyard.”

      “Very good, sir,” the valet replied tonelessly. Truth be told, he was glad to escape his employer for a little while. The shifting moods that had emerged in the Ryleahan since they had been cut off from the rest of the Federation were swinging wildly from one end of the spectrum to the other.

      He backed out of the room without another word.

      Ochan sipped his whisky, his mind turning on the plans he’d pulled from the ashes of his defeat.

      The Bitch knew nothing about his final plan.

      Once his son was returned to him, he intended to cause as much damage as he could on his way out of the Federation.

      

      Planet G-926-AXZ

      Elamonn narrowly avoided Son’zar and tucked himself into the shadows of a parked excavator as the four-legged Yollin overseer swept his flashlight over the inside of the equipment shed.

      “Come on, Ryleah,” Son’zar called, his tone somewhere between weariness and exasperation. “There’s nowhere you can go that I can’t find you. When the commander hears about this, you’re gonna get put in the hole for sure.”

      Elamonn smiled, gripping the scrap of fabric with his father’s message on it tightly in his right hand. That’s what you think.

      Son’zar moved on to the next shed, leaving Elamonn alone in the dark.

      He didn’t belong here with these criminals.

      Assured he wouldn’t be apprehended, Elamonn tiptoed out of the shed and crept toward the northeast boundary of the compound where the prisoners were housed between shifts.

      In the distance, the forcefield that kept the artificial atmosphere in and protected them from meteor strikes flashed intermittently as it vaporized debris pulled in by the planet’s gravity.

      He looked up, wondering if one of the twinkling lights belonged to the ship with his rescuers. Ochan wouldn’t come in person. He was too valuable to risk. Elamonn understood that. The knowledge didn’t make him any more amenable to spending time with whatever rough mercenaries his father had employed to carry out the rescue, however.

      A comet left a bright trail across the night sky.

      Elamonn’s mouth dropped open when the comet suddenly switched trajectory and hurtled toward the forcefield. He scrambled for cover to avoid getting fried by the energy discharge from the forcefield as it hit. Every light in the compound came on and klaxons began blatting when the ships hiding in the comet’s tail were revealed.

      The BYPS came to life, releasing a barrage of laser fire as more ships emerged from the asteroid field.

      Elamonn punched the air and whooped loudly, forgetting he was supposed to be keeping his head down.

      He glanced over his shoulder, worried.

      No one had seen or heard him.

      He went back on the move, searching for the junction box his father’s message had told him to find.

      Inside the junction box, he found a pack containing an emergency EVA suit, which he hurriedly pulled on over his orange overalls.

      He got the hood sealed just in time.

      The forcefield went out for a few seconds, giving him a chance to cross into the rocky wasteland beyond.

      He checked the display in the sleeve of his suit and set off in the direction it told him his ride was waiting.

      The regolith on the ground was thick and fine, turning his walk into an uphill trudge through shifting sands. Elamonn, never the fittest Ryleahan, had avoided the labor that would have prepared him for this trek. His breath came in short gasps as he crested the first hill.

      He paused and rested his hands on his knees, working on getting his breathing under control and conserving his limited oxygen supply.

      He scanned the horizon, looking for any sign of his rescuers.

      “Not much of a rescue if I have to do everything by myself,” he grumbled.

      Another flash of light above drew his attention.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne stood on top of the highest hill, watching Elamonn’s halting progress toward the mercenary ship she had just downed with an energy ball.

      The mercenaries were all dead, of course. She’d killed them the moment they’d left their burning ship, then doused the flames so she could still use it to draw in her target.

      No one attacked her people and got away with it.

      >>He’s struggling,<< ADAM commented.

      Let him fucking struggle, was Bethany Anne’s response. Finding he has no hope before I end his sorry existence is exactly what that shit-suck deserves. Let his life end with him feeling the same lack of control he made others feel.

      >>I have access to his suit systems. What do you want me to do?<<

      Nothing for the moment. Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. Start venting his air when he gets in sight of the ship. Slowly. He had his chance to atone for his wrongs, and he took the first option he got to wuss out of his punishment. I’m all out of mercy.

      Gabrielle pinged her as she continued to watch the Ryleahan.

      She answered, What’s up?

      The Nardoon family is safe, Gabrielle informed her.

      Why do you sound so unhappy about that? Bethany Anne asked.

      Not that, Gabrielle told her. It’s what Ochan had her do. He has a secret fleet, each ship armed with a couple hundred antimatter warheads.

      Bethany Anne forced herself to unclench her jaw. I was expecting something like that. Do we know where these ships are?

      Not yet, Gabrielle admitted. I sent John and Eric to check out the drop location her logistics people were using. Hopefully, someone there knows where the consignments were being sent on to. I’ll take it from their minds if I have to.

      Bethany Anne did not take her eyes off Elamonn. Call them back. Set up a fake drop and follow Ochan’s people to wherever he is staging his attack.

      The Ryleahan was almost to the top of the rise from which he would see the downed ship. I have to go. I’ll join you as soon as I’m done here.

      I’ll call back as soon as we have something, Gabrielle assured her.

      They said their goodbyes, and Bethany Anne started walking down the slope.

      Start venting his air, she told ADAM. Suppress the warning system until he’s at five percent.
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        * * *

      

      Elamonn’s heart soared with relief when the ship appeared on the horizon. He picked up his pace, his progress still hampered by the thick dust sucking at his feet.

      He was even shorter of breath but he pushed on, knowing he would be safe inside the ship soon enough.

      Something about the ship pulled at his subconscious. Why the hell hadn’t his rescuers sent a vehicle to meet him?

      As he got closer, he saw the bodies surrounding the ramp and knew the reason.

      His suit EI spoke.

      “Oxygen reserves at five percent. Return to a pressurized environment.”

      Elamonn slipped into panic mode. He ran for the ship, stumbling, knowing it was his only chance to make it out of there alive.

      “Oxygen reserves at three percent,” the EI announced unhelpfully.

      Elamonn thought the male voice held a note of glee. He pushed the thought away, dismissing it as ridiculous, and ran.

      The ship loomed over him, the hatch open and the ramp extended. Elamonn almost tripped on the corpse of one of the crew. He scrambled away from the body, repulsed when he saw the mercenary’s eyes had exploded in a bloody mess that covered his bare face. He stumbled toward the open hatch, knowing his only hope of survival was to get inside and activate the ship’s seal.

      “Oxygen reserves at one percent,” the EI intoned. There was no denying the cheerful tone this time.

      Elamonn’s vision swam with dark spots as he pitched forward onto the extended ramp.

      He dragged himself up the ramp on his hands and knees, his head pounding as carbon dioxide flooded his brain. The darkened portal seemed to stretch into the distance as hypoxia took effect.

      Still, the instinct to survive drove him forward.

      Somehow, he reached the hatch.

      His fingers touched the rim. Out of nowhere, a high-heeled boot appeared and pinned him to the ramp before he could get inside the ship.

      “Not so fast, fuckface.”

      Elamonn turned his swimming gaze up to peer into the blazing red eyes of the Queen Bitch.

      “You fucked up again, Elamonn,” Bethany Anne told him coldly. “Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you tried to get clever?”

      “Oxygen reserves depleted,” the EI shrilled. “Return to a pressurized environment immediately. Death is imminent.”

      Elamonn moaned. Death wasn’t imminent. Death was here, and she was mad.

      Bethany Anne drew her katana. “Your father will be joining you in whatever hell your people subscribe to soon enough,” she promised as she brought the sword down.

      Elamonn’s head rolled down the ramp, coming to a stop where it hit the pile of regolith the ship had pushed up on landing.

      Bethany Anne cleaned her katana with a blast of Etheric energy and sheathed it. “One faithless sonofabitch down, one to go.”

      

      Orbiting Red Rock, QBR Nacht

      Harlia Nardoon held her young daughter close, afraid the humans were going to separate them again.

      The blonde woman who had introduced herself as Gabrielle stalked back and forth in front of the airlock, an aura of tightly-controlled anger surrounding her.

      She turned to face Harlia. “I’m not going to separate you from your family again. My men were supposed to be here with your mate already.”

      Harlia sensed the emotions coming from her were due to her bond with the men she’d mentioned.

      “One of them is my husband,” Gabrielle told her in a tight voice.

      Harlia frowned. Was the human reading her thoughts?

      “Yes,” Gabrielle told her. Her features softened. “Don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm. You are safe with me; I swear it on my life.”

      Harlia believed her. She concentrated on her daughter, soothing the child by holding her close while the human woman returned to pacing in front of the airlock.

      A few minutes later, the red light above the airlock turned amber, then green, and Gabrielle relaxed visibly.

      “Is it your husband?” Harlia asked hopefully.

      Gabrielle nodded. “And yours.”

      The Ryleahans got to their feet, the little girl still clinging to her mother as though she would vanish if she let go. The airlock cycled open and John and Eric walked into the bay, supporting a male Ryleahan between them.

      The male was thin, his face gaunt.

      “Zehan!” Harlia cried, scooping up their daughter and running the short distance across the bay to embrace him.

      Gabrielle wiped away the tears that sprang to her eyes as the family had their emotional reunion.

      Eric put an arm around Gabrielle, and she leaned into him. “Good work,” she murmured.

      “What am I?” John teased. “Chopped liver?”

      Gabrielle reached out and shoved John playfully. “You know I meant you too, you ass.” She released Eric and turned to face the Nardoon family. “Let’s get you all somewhere a little more comfortable than this holding bay.”

      “I want to thank you all,” Harlia told them as they walked to the elevator. “That sick bastard gave me no choice but to comply with his demands or lose my family forever. I want you to tell Queen Bethany Anne that I am loyal to the Federation. I’ll do whatever it takes to reverse the damage I’ve done.”

      “Tell her yourself,” Gabrielle replied. “She is on her way to meet us.”

      Harlia’s face drained of color. “If she intends to punish me for arming Ochan’s ships, I accept her judgment. Just please, don’t take it out on my family. They have suffered enough.”

      “Just what kind of monster do you think Bethany Anne is?” John asked.

      Gabrielle put a hand on his arm. “You haven’t seen what the media has been saying about us.” She very deliberately didn’t say, “What the media have been saying about Bethany Anne,” knowing what John and Eric’s reaction would be to their Queen being disparaged.

      Harlia didn’t know how deep their loyalty went. “We were taught the Queen would execute anyone who angered her.” She blanched at the growls that came from the two men. “I see now that isn’t true. You are good people.”

      “No one is blaming you for protecting your family,” John stated, his voice hard. “All the punishment belongs to Ochan Ryleah and his…” he glanced at the child observing him over her mother’s shoulder, “associates.”

      Eric nodded. “Yeah, you didn’t have a choice. No one is going to hold that against you.”

      “You are helping counteract the potential harm of your actions,” Gabrielle reminded her. “The codes you gave CEREBRO to disarm the warheads your company supplied to the cabal is a good start.”

      She took in Zehan’s malnourished state with a look of concern. “We need to get you into a Pod-doc.”

      Bethany Anne arrived while Zehan was finishing his medical treatment. She greeted the Nardoons and repeated the assurances Gabrielle had given them before asking permission to search their minds for clues as to the location of the cabal’s secret fleet.

      She called Gabrielle, John, and Eric to the small meeting room off the bridge once she was certain the Nardoon family was going to be okay and that they had no further information that would help them.

      “What’s the play here, Boss?” John turned his chair around and leaned his arms on the back as he sat down across from Bethany Anne.

      “Fuck if I know,” Bethany Anne admitted with a sigh. “Wherever Ochan has those ships hidden, it’s not somewhere CEREBRO has access to.”

      Gabrielle frowned. “How many places are there in the Federation that CEREBRO isn’t monitoring?”

      Bethany Anne lifted her hands. “There are enough to make it a needle-in-a-haystack situation. When we built the network, it was designed to encompass the borders and connect the inhabited star systems. There’s a lot of dead space between those places.”

      Eric’s brow furrowed as a thought occurred to him. “What if the staging post is outside the Federation? We have enough enemies out there. Could be any one of them sheltering the rat bastard.”

      Bethany Anne called for CEREBRO. “List any and all instances of ships registered to Ryleah Corp leaving the Federation.”

      “Include those on legitimate business?” the EI group inquired in their harmonious tones.

      “Especially those,” Bethany Anne confirmed. She had a feeling.

      CEREBRO began rattling off a long list of ship names, along with the dates they had crossed the border. Bethany Anne stopped them partway through the list.

      “Compile a text list. How many of those ships did not return?” Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the desk. “Include ships reported lost to piracy, accidents, and malfunctions, and include trajectory and timeframes.”

      That was a short pause before CEREBRO replied, “We have isolated four hundred seventy-seven ships over a period of thirty-five years.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. “Gold Star for Eric. CEREBRO, expect a large-scale attack from beyond our borders and prepare accordingly.”

      “Understood,” the EI group responded.

      Bethany Anne opened the link to Tabitha.

      You have my side quest?

      You bet, Bethany Anne told her. Go pick up Nickie and find Ochan’s fleet. I’m sending you everything I have so far.

      John waved for her attention and pointed at himself.

      John will meet you at…

      “Ranger Base One,” he mouthed.

      Bethany Anne passed that along and dropped the link after saying goodbye.

      She stopped John before he left. “You’re there to stop those two from jumping in before the rest of us can get there. Do not engage the enemy by yourselves.”

      John snickered. “Why do you think I volunteered?”

      “What about us?” Gabrielle asked after John had left the room.

      “Are any of the cabal besides Ochan still breathing?” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow.

      “We didn’t find the CEO of Minet Industries yet,” Gabrielle told her. “He went to ground right after the last cabal meeting, although I think it was more to avoid Ochan’s assassins rather than out of fear of you or us.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Either way, he needs to be found. No one from the cabal is going to survive this.”

      “What about you?” Eric asked.

      Bethany Anne’s face was set in hard lines. “It’s time I met Ochan in person and expressed my displeasure in terms he cannot misunderstand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebus Quadrant

      Bethany Anne had returned to the Baba Yaga just long enough to pick up her personal runabout, the QBS ScuttleButt, before heading to the border quadrant where Ochan Ryleah’s not-so-secret asteroid base had been delivered by the Leath company who had fitted the engines and interior technology.

      She surveyed the remains of the planet Zufira, her lips forming a tight line as she contemplated the ease with which Ochan could have hidden his base in the massive asteroid field. The volcano finally got this place, I take it?

      >>Eighty-four years ago,<< ADAM confirmed.

      She was aware of the former planet’s status as some kind of religious site only peripherally, having approved Barnabas’ request to have Nickie take a mission out here back when the fiery Grimes was still working out her issues.

      Bethany Anne knew there would be some way to pin down the Ryleahan’s position. ADAM had already confirmed that the ion propulsion system the company on Leath had fitted his secret base with would not have the power to take him far from the spot where he’d taken delivery of the asteroid.

      Can we trace the asteroid’s output?

      >>We can analyze the composition of the particulate matter left behind by the planet’s destruction and look for anomalies in the content,<< ADAM told her with regret in his voice. >>However, since the drive can use a number of elements as a propellant, even if we knew what we were looking for, detecting those emissions in the particulate matter would take a concerted effort and time I know you don’t want to spend.<<

      He wasn’t wrong. Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. It’s going to take what it takes.

      She thumbed the button on her collar to activate her helmet and skipped through the Etheric to stand on the hull of the ship.

      Ugh, you weren’t kidding about the mess.

      The dust cover at the edge of the asteroid field was as thick as sludge. Only the ScuttleButt’s shielding prevented her from being swallowed by a nebulous cloud.

      Split the field into sectors in my HUD.

      A grid appeared to overlay her vision, stretching as far as she could see.

      Thank you. Bethany Anne rolled her shoulders as she gathered Etheric energy and sent it out in a controlled pulse.

      She traced the energy as it raced through the hundred-kilometer-square sector, searching for a mass that matched the dimensions in the plans Roka had acquired from the Leath company.

      Anything? TOM inquired as the pulse petered out.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. One sector down, how many to go?

      >>Ninety-nine,<< ADAM replied.

      Bethany Anne nodded. Move the ship to the next sector.
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        * * *

      

      Ochan didn’t much like taking care of himself. He didn’t much like the housebots the asteroid came equipped with, either.

      Given that he only had those two choices with his valet on the other side of the border, he’d managed to burn his dinner. He poked the cutlet on his plate, scowling at the charred meat and sloppy grains.

      He needed to get some staff here, he decided. Maybe a permanent cook, for a start. The restaurant options out here were nonexistent, and he had no intention of allowing the Bitch to win by default because he couldn’t feed himself.

      It didn’t occur to him that he might not make it out of this to eat at his favorite places again. His food went cold while he allowed his mind to run free, imagining the destruction his fleet was preparing to rain on the Bitch and her allies.

      She might have that behemoth superdreadnought, but that would mean nothing when his ships swarmed the Federation. He pictured Red Rock and the Meredith Reynolds smashed to slivers. Yoll, High Tortuga, Devon, and yes, Ryleah in flames, and smiled.

      His smile faded when he looked down at his plate.

      He abandoned his dinner in disgust and took to his bedroom, stopping only to grab a fresh bottle of whisky from the storeroom on his way.
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        * * *

      

      Sector thirty-four was cleared. Bethany Anne took a moment to rest, going back inside the ship to get a Coke and a snack to keep her energy up.

      She maintained her connection to the Etheric as she ate her sandwich, her heightened senses enhancing the flavor of the German-style sausage and cheese on rye she’d had the food processing unit make for her.

      “This isn’t the worst way to spend a day,” she commented to no one in particular.

      Of course, knowing you’re going to end it by spilling Ochan Ryleah’s blood makes all the difference, TOM pointed out.

      The corner of Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up. True. She took another bite of her sandwich, savoring the way the delicate blend of herbs and spices in the sausage complemented the smoky flavor of the cheese.

      Memories of the first cabal she had dealt with back on Earth intruded as she chewed. Bethany Anne considered her emotional state back then. She’d been reeling from the loss of Michael, heartbroken and unable to take those emotions out on the people who had engendered them in her. No matter that those emotions were entirely valid, she’d had her friends and family to prevent her from reacting in a way that would stain her soul for eternity.

      This cabal was no less guilty. In fact, they were a thousand times more evil than the Black Cabal, their machinations causing untold pain to millions.

      Next, she recalled her actions to pull the rug out from under the Islamic State and the lack of time she’d had to curtail their efforts to force everyone on Earth to follow their doctrine.

      Back then, she’d been limited to removing the heads of the Hydra—quite literally.

      I recall you had thoughts of becoming the ultimate assassin back then. TOM’s voice held a note of amusement.

      I recall you were still a prissy pants pacifist who was horrified by the thought of violence, Bethany Anne replied, smiling.

      You soon cured me of that, TOM admitted.

      Bethany Anne wiped her hands and got up to put the remains of her meal in the matter reprocessor. It was either get used to it or go mad and force me to remove you from my body. I’m glad you chose sanity, my friend.

      I chose logic, TOM countered. My people were foolish to remove aggression from our genome. You taught me that war is but the delivery vehicle for peace.

      Not in the hands of those whose only goal is to hoard power for themselves, Bethany Anne modified. But yes, when a powerful entity is fixated on forcing their way of life on others and they are willing to subvert and control to reach their goals, the only recourse is to scorch the earth they stand upon.

      ADAM joined the conversation. >>More often than not, your efforts to find diplomatic solutions have been successful.<<

      My enemies will always try to paint me as a monster, Bethany Anne reasoned. If I am the one who is reasonable until provoked, that makes them the monsters, and who wants to think of themselves as a monster?

      I believe your reputation has more to do with the fact you are willing to go to whatever extreme is necessary to achieve the peace you desire for all living beings.

      Bethany Anne considered TOM’s point of view and nodded. Whatever it takes. I have given everything to build the Federation. To create a place of safety for people to live their lives without restriction, as long as they follow the laws laid down by the council. God knows, we have encountered enough species who had no clue what it was to live free while we have been stripping Gödel of her power base.

      All three of them had instances that were indelibly etched in their memories from the campaign of the last century and a half.

      Her recollection brought Bethany Anne back to the moment and the current situation. Let’s go.

      She reactivated her helmet and returned to sit cross-legged on the hull of the ship.

      Sector thirty-five was deep in the middle of the asteroid field. The area was as dust-choked as the rest. However, the central sectors were littered with some of the largest chunks of the dead planet, making them the likeliest place Ochan could be hiding.

      ADAM resumed scanning while Bethany Anne got back to searching for Ochan’s base with her Etheric version of echolocation.

      They cleared three more sectors before they had a stroke of luck in the form of ADAM detecting a slight increase in xenon on the solar wind coming from deeper within the asteroid field.

      Track the shit out of that! Bethany Anne exclaimed, her adrenaline surging as the prospect of action grew. Xenon was high on the list of likely propellants, right?

      >>Right.<<

      TOM, are you sensing any conscious minds nearby?

      Not yet.

      Well, keep searching, Bethany Anne instructed. You know what to do when you find him.

      She got to her feet with renewed energy coursing through her body.

      One way or another, this would be over soon.
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        * * *

      

      Ochan took his time bathing. He stepped onto the bathmat, scrunching the fluffy fibers between his toes to dry them.

      He chose sleepwear from his closet and absentmindedly dressed for bed, his thoughts still on his plans to destroy the Nacht and the Federation Council in one fell swoop. Elamonn would be here by the time he woke up, and together they would watch the Federation burn before they stepped in to raise the new order from its ashes.

      Many believed Ochan to be a cold-hearted person, which suited him and his public image just fine. Besides, in most cases it was true, just not in the case of his eldest son. He had raised the boy after having his first wife executed for getting ideas above her station.

      He barely remembered her name. Felicia? Fabricia?

      Something like that. He didn’t care.

      Her name was Fenitia.

      Ochan pushed the mental voice away. He didn’t want to be reminded of those he had disposed of on his climb to supremacy, and truthfully, he didn’t know why his mind would supply the detail after so many years.

      All that mattered was his son.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne peeked through the window she’d created in the Etheric and observed the unsuspecting Ryleahan going about his nighttime routine, one mental finger pulling aside the curtain of his thoughts.

      TOM…

      That tone never means you are going to play nice, the Kurtherian murmured.

      Has he played nice? Shall we see?

      Bethany Anne concealed herself from Ochan’s mind and took a seat in the wingback chair in the corner of the room.

      She delved deeper into his subconscious, freeing the memories the leader of the cabal had repressed over the years.

      Although she had little patience for refining her psychic abilities to the extent Michael, Akio, and her children had, her invasion brought those memories bubbling to the surface of Ochan’s mind.

      He, of course, had no idea Bethany Anne was responsible for the melancholic nostalgia that overtook him as he sat in his bed, sipping his whisky.

      He glanced at the bottle on his nightstand with the thought that maybe he had been drinking too much recently.

      You don’t say.

      The mental voice mocked him, and hard on its heels came a vision of Xadia’s mother, his first wife. After she had embarrassed him to the point where he had had her poisoned just to shut her up, he had declined to remarry against all advice, siring the remainder of his offspring on low-ranking females willing to rent their wombs for the life of privilege and pampering he had offered in return.

      Social status meant everything to every one of his concubines, and those who believed they could seduce him into a marriage contract soon found themselves back on the street.

      He had learned the lesson his father had tried and failed to teach him the hard way. Love no one, and your enemies would have no leverage against you.

      So, no one, not even Elamonn, knew the place he held in his heart.

      Bethany Anne smiled. I have him.

      She vanished from the bedroom and returned a moment later holding a stasis container that looked much like a cooler, which she also concealed with Etheric energy.

      TOM groaned. Please tell me you’re not going to do what I think you are thinking of doing?

      Don’t ask if you don’t want the answer, Bethany Anne replied, her mental laughter echoing through the mindspace as she removed the contents of the box with her thumb and forefinger.

      That is disgusting, TOM told her.

      Bethany Anne tossed the frozen head of Elamonn Ryleah onto the silk counterpane. It landed squarely in Ochan’s lap.

      Ochan screamed and flicked the head away. It rolled to the end of the bed and came to a stop with Elamonn’s face turned toward him.

      He let out a howl of anguish as he recognized his son's features. “Elamonn! Nooooo!”

      Bethany Anne felt sorry for him at that moment. Nothing hurt more than discovering the only person you loved was dead.

      However…

      The broken male was only experiencing the same sense of loss he had inflicted on countless others. Having the rest of his life to feel that pain only amounted to the next few minutes.

      Even monsters loved.

      Bethany Anne’s sympathy did not preclude the need for Justice to be served.

      She refused to look away as Ochan crawled on his hands and knees to the end of his bed and picked up the head. He cradled it to his body, still emitting a wordless, keening wail.

      Even in his grief, Ochan’s mind held no regrets for the actions that had led to the moment he held his son's decapitated head in his arms.

      In fact, he was unable to see the correlation between his choices and the loss of the one person he loved.

      Bethany Anne realized St. Payback was not the right entity to deliver this lesson. She revealed herself, her hood still concealing most of her face.

      Ochan, who had been in shock and hadn’t questioned why and how his impromptu gift had arrived, looked at her shadowy outline blankly. “Who…”

      “Call me The Ghost of You Shouldn’t Have Fucking Done That,” Bethany Anne told him, her voice raspy with anger. “On my world, the ghosts in the story offer redemption. I do not.”

      Ochan clutched his son’s head to his chest. “Redemption?” Understanding dawned upon him. “You’re the Bitch.”

      Bethany Anne smiled, revealing long fangs. “I’m the Queen Bitch, and you are shit out of luck.”

      Ochan went for the panic button that would summon the house bots. However, he found he was unable to move a muscle.

      Bethany Anne pushed her hood back, revealing red eyes. Her red lips framed her long white fangs. “You are not the only one feeling nostalgic,” she told him, releasing him after she walked around the bed and crushed the panic button. “I have a distaste of cabals that goes back farther than your bloodline has existed. A cabal hurt me once. Badly. I was not in a position to deal out the Justice that cabal deserved. I am in that position now.”

      Ochan’s fearful expression wavered. “You intend to make an example of me?”

      Bethany Anne’s fangs caught the light of the bedside lamp as her lip curled in disgust. “No, asshole. I’m going to kill you in your bed and leave you here to rot. You do not get the oxygen of publicity. No entry in the history books to mark your passing. Generations to come won’t study your life. Even I will forget you. Your legacy will be obscurity, and Xadia will inherit everything your family has accumulated.”

      Ochan’s left hand went to his chest as Bethany Anne constricted the blood flow to his heart. “You can’t be serious!” he stuttered.

      “I’m as serious as the heart attack I’m giving you,” Bethany Anne told him without a trace of empathy in her voice. “Die knowing that even if someone finds your miserable corpse, you will be denied the notoriety that comes with pissing me off. You are nothing. Inconsequential. A petty little pissant not worth an honorable death.”

      Ochan choked as pain wracked his body.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne returned to the ScuttleButt, her only regret that she could not share the catharsis of Ochan’s death with the people whose lives he had destroyed.

      She had, however, gotten something else.

      As the Ryleahan breathed his last, she had taken the location of the cabal’s fleet from his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      QSD Reynolds, Bridge

      Reynolds didn’t believe his senses when the bridge door opened and Jiya walked in.

      He contained his first reaction, channeling his concern into a physical reaction instead of the verbal outburst he really wanted to give.

      “Take a chill pill, Captain,” Jiya told him, taking in the red-faced android with amusement. “Doc cleared me for light exercise.”

      Alexis turned in her seat at Jiya’s station and smiled. “Good to see you up and about.”

      Jiya snorted. “You should try it from my perspective. I was going stir-crazy in the medbay. I think Doc only agreed to let me out because I was starting to take my frustration out on him.”

      Reynolds spluttered, pointing at one of the empty chairs. “At least sit down!”

      Jiya paused to briefly embrace Reynolds on her way to Engineering’s station. Even after all this time, no one wanted to sit in Tactical’s seat. “Aye, sir,” she told him with a chuckle.

      She wouldn’t admit the walk here had taken up most of the burst of energy that had inspired her excursion and convinced Doc to let her out of the medbay.

      Alexis gave her a knowing look, and Jiya sent her a mental warning to keep that knowledge to herself as she eased herself and her gently protruding stomach into the chair.

      Geroux and Karnak left their stations to fuss over her.

      “Can I get you anything?” Geroux asked. “A drink? A cushion?”

      “These seats aren’t made for expectant mothers,” Karnak agreed. “Are you warm enough? I can grab a blanket.”

      Jiya flashed a grin and waved away their attention. “I’m good, thanks. I want to know what’s going on around here. How close are we to the Federation?” she inquired to distract them.

      “We are taking a detour,” Reynolds informed her. “The Baba Yaga is meeting us at the border where the fleet belonging to the cabal our Queen has been dealing with is stationed, then waiting for the order to attack.”

      Jiya nodded. “I knew it! One or both of these babies is picking up the tension in the crew. I figured we were heading into something.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne paced in front of the viewscreen. The cabal’s fleet showed as a swarm of small dots moving chaotically in the far distance.

      Izanami was monitoring the fleet’s slow progression toward the Federation. She tracked the erratic formations, giving a running commentary of her opinions about the leadership—or lack thereof—that was hindering the enemy from being the formidable force so many ships together should have been.

      “The Torcellans have dropped back again. Guess they don’t have the balls to assert themselves over the Ryleahans, or we might have a real fight on our hands. Shame. It’s been a while since I had a good scrap.”

      “We’ve been having a ‘good scrap’ for the last hundred fifty years.” Bethany Anne paused to look at the screen. “Besides, don’t discount the Equalists just yet. They were smart enough to get the hell out of Torcellan space before my dad’s people locked the planet down.”

      She leaned over the back of her chair. “How far out is the Armada now?”

      Izanami waved a hand. “The Reynolds and the Jenkins Phoenix are nearest. Mahi’ sends her regards and hopes you save a few cabal ships for her and her people.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Tell her there are plenty to go around if they quit dragging their asses and get here before the fleet reaches the border. Are you in contact with CEREBRO?”

      Izanami nodded. “They have diverted all available resources to this sector.”

      The viewscreen split at Bethany Anne’s command to show the border bristling with extra satellites.

      “They’re almost done reconfiguring the BYPS protocols,” Izanami told her.

      Bethany Anne let go of her chair and returned to pacing. “Meaning that we are the only line of defense for the moment.”

      Izanami intercepted a message from Nurox, the single inhabited planet in the border system. Izanami debated the best way to break the news to Bethany Anne, who read the hesitation in the AI’s demeanor as easily as she would have read her own when looking in a mirror. “Spit it out. What’s the bad news?”

      “Nurox is working with the cabal,” Izanami told her Queen simply.

      “More fucking traitors?” Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “Have CEREBRO put out this message. ‘The Federation will not be subverted. Anyone on that planet who does not renounce the cabal will receive the same punishment as the people aboard those ships. I have no time or will to deal with them individually. I will offer a safe haven aboard the Baba Yaga to those who do not support their government’s decision to betray us and the oath they took to uphold Federation law. The rest can die with the cabal.’”

      She turned from the screen and took her chair. “Fire up the ESD. I’m ready to get this party started.”

      Izanami turned back to the conn. “As you wish.”

      

      Planet Nurox

      The President tore his cabinet an extra asshole apiece after hearing CEREBRO’s message, then sat back to hear how they would advise he get them out of the situation.

      “What are we supposed to do now? Caught between Ochan Ryleah and the Queen Bitch, one way or another, we are facing ruin.”

      The head of intergalactic affairs, who was responsible for their dealings with the cabal, spoke into the expectant silence left by the President. “No one could have predicted the humans would choose our system as the place they would make their stand against the cabal.”

      “This is all your fault!” the head of Agriculture yelled. “And yours for not turning the Ryleahans away!” He pointed an accusatory finger at the President.

      “Be careful who you point the finger at,” the President retorted, flushing with anger. “The decision to support the cabal was made by everyone in this room. The onus is on us all, and now our people are going to suffer as a consequence.”

      “Not if we do the right thing and renounce our support,” Agriculture announced. “And besides, a majority vote is not the same as a unanimous agreement. I voted against throwing in with Ochan Ryleah, and I know I wasn’t the only one who was against hiding his actions from the Federation.”

      The President knew exactly who had voted against supporting the cabal in their quest for control of the Federation. However, the majority of his advisors had welcomed the promise of the economic boost provided by subsidiaries from the cabal-owned companies setting up locations on the planet.

      “The question is, where is Ochan Ryleah now?” Intergalactic Affairs asked bitterly. “He promised to protect us in return for turning a blind eye to his ships crossing the border area. He is not replying on any channel.”

      “HA!”

      Everyone turned to look at the head of Information and Technology.

      She laughed again, her voice holding an edge of hysteria. “If you all were any stupider, you’d need watering twice a week. It’s a good thing you are politicians because you haven’t got three brain cells to share between you.”

      “Who are you calling stupid?” Intergalactic Affairs blustered, his face reddening with anger.

      Information and Technology shook her head. “All Ochan Ryleah bought was our silence and our complicity. CEREBRO logs everything. Everything. Thirty-nine additional satellites have arrived in our space in the last six hours. The BYPS has turned inward on our planet, and for what? So we could soak up the riches of the companies stripping our planet of its resources? I hope you spent your share because the humans don’t take betrayal lightly.”

      “There is only one human ship up there,” Intergalactic Affairs countered.

      “One Queen’s superdreadnought, you mean,” Information and Technology shot back. “That ship is larger than our capital city, and Queen Bethany Anne is at the helm. If we want to survive this, if we want our people to survive this, we need to renounce our support of Ochan Ryleah and the cabal.”

      The President followed the exchange with a sinking heart. Nobody but him knew that Ochan Ryleah’s promises also included one to destroy the planet regardless of the outcome of the encounter with the humans should the Nuroxians decide to turn against the cabal.

      He chose not to come clean about his meeting with the Ryleahan or the stick that Ochan had only revealed after he had persuaded his cabinet to vote in favor of the juicy carrot the cabal had dangled in front of him.

      The decision had been made. Their fate was set in stone.

      “We will not break faith with the Ryleahans,” he told the assembled heads of government. “We will send support to the fleet, everything we have. Our lives depend on the cabal’s victory.”

      Information and Technology threw up her hands in disgust. “Count me out. I have no desire to be on the losing side of this.”

      She stormed out of the room before the President had the presence of mind to have her detained.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      Izanami was surprised to get a message routed through CEREBRO. She checked the sender’s credentials before turning to Bethany Anne. “You have a message from one of the President’s advisors. It doesn’t appear to be an official communique.”

      “Put it through the speaker, please.” Bethany Anne listened to the Nuroxian’s plea for mercy, her heart cold to the garbled explanation of the President’s refusal to renege on his deal with the cabal. “Can we get her onscreen?”

      Izanami nodded. “She left her connection to CEREBRO open.”

      Bethany Anne greeted the Nuroxian curtly.

      “Thank you for agreeing to speak to me,” Information and Technology began, her eyes swiveling wildly on the ends of their stalks.

      Bethany Anne found the constant motion nauseating. She cut the Nuroxian off with a raised hand. “Only to tell you your request is denied. If you are against the actions of your government, feel free to board one of the Pods I have sent to the surface for those loyal to the Federation.”

      The politician’s mouth dropped open. “I am the government or at least one member of it.”

      “Are you speaking for your President?” Bethany Anne inquired archly, already knowing the answer.

      “Well, no.” The eyestalks made another frantic revolution.

      “Then I have given my edict,” Bethany Anne told her.

      “Don’t you care that we have no say in the President’s decision to support the cabal?” she blurted. “The majority may agree with the President, but there are those of us who were against getting involved with the Ryleahans from the start.”

      “I have eyes and ears everywhere.” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “If you are against the cabal, I strongly suggest you get moving unless you want to be ashes with the rest of the traitors.”

      Bethany Anne cut the call without saying goodbye and looked over her shoulder at Izanami. “Where is my ESD?”

      “It is primed and holding steady at eighty percent power,” Izanami replied. “What are your orders?”

      “Hold it until you confirm there will be no civilian casualties, then take out the government buildings and everyone in them. A government’s only purpose is to serve the needs of its people. Everywhere the cabal has insinuated itself, I am seeing public servants put their personal goals before the needs of their people. That shit is ending on Nurox today.”

      “What about the ships?” Izanami inquired.

      “Which ships?” Bethany Anne turned back to the screen to see six squadrons of fighter ships break the atmosphere of the planet. “Fuckdammit! Really?”

      “Do you want me to blast them?” Izanami asked, her hopeful tone of voice revealing the Shinigami side of her personality.

      Bethany Anne held up a hand to stay the AI’s bloodthirsty enthusiasm. “Hold off on the surface strike. Hail the ships. Give them the option to back down or be destroyed.”

      Izanami did as she was instructed, then turned back to Bethany Anne with a feral grin. “They are not answering.”

      “Nobody can say I didn’t give them the chance to do what was right.” Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Fire at half capacity. Let the cabal see what they’re up against.”

      Bethany Anne took no pleasure in the destruction that followed. The crews aboard the ships were just following orders. However, there came a point where following orders was the wrong thing to do, and the captains of those ships had reached that point and chosen to go along.

      Izanami let rip with the ESD, its bright beam lancing across the space between the Baba Yaga and the lead squadron of Nuroxian ships.

      The energy beam tore them apart, filling the void with molten metal. The second and third squadrons were caught by the outer edge of the ESD discharge, losing their left and right flanks respectively.

      The remainder of the squadrons peeled off to avoid the same fate, loosing their weapons at the Baba Yaga as they veered in opposite directions.

      “What in the hell?” Bethany Anne let out a few more choice curses. “There are civilians in the line of fire!”

      Izanami was already acting to save the Pods carrying Nuroxian civilians to the superdreadnought. Hooked into CEREBRO, she took control of the BYPS satellites and shot the missiles to shards.

      However, the debris was still traveling at speed.

      Bethany Anne saw the Pods were still in danger. Cursing up a storm, she activated her helmet and stepped into the Etheric.

      

      Nurox Ship The Valor, Bridge

      The weapons specialist looked up from his screen. “Captain, I’ve lost the starboard railguns.”

      The captain strode to the conn and peered at the weapons specialist’s screen, seeing flashing red lights instead of the across-the-board green they’d had a moment before. “Did we take a hit?” he asked, confusion coloring his voice.

      “No, sir,” the weapons officer answered. “I am getting a strange reading from the upper hull, though. It appears some object has landed and adhered itself to our ship.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne ripped another railgun from its mount and tossed it away.

      The Pods in the distance were protected by the barrier of Etheric energy she had thrown up on her way to the Nurox ships while Tabitha and Peter covered their retreat to the Baba Yaga.

      She could have come out in the ScuttleButt to take care of this. However, the careless actions of the Nuroxian fleet filled her with the need to take out the ships with her own two hands…and her katanas.

      She drew both blades and called lightning to run along their lengths.

      A hatch opened a couple dozen feet away, and a Nuroxian wearing a shiny silver EVA suit climbed out ahead of three bots that had bendy arms. They were holding a variety of tools obviously designed for removing space detritus from the hull.

      Bethany Anne lifted one katana and directed the lightning at the bots.

      The bots exploded, and the Nuroxian bot wrangler screamed at the sight of Bethany Anne and dived back through the hatch just in time to avoid getting roasted by her next strike.

      Bethany Anne let him go. Everyone aboard this ship would be toast in a few minutes, anyway.

      She turned her right katana to point downward with a practiced twist of her wrist. Where can I do the most damage in the least amount of time? she asked ADAM

      >>Walk ten paces forward and fifteen to your right,<< he informed her. >>You’ll see a panel outlined in red. There’s a design flaw in these ships: the coolant system is built into the space between the inner and outer hulls. Sever the pipes beneath the panel and get the hell out of there before you get iced.<<

      Bethany Anne didn’t bother to lift the panel manually. A quick blast of Etheric energy removed the metal square, and she parted the pipe with another quick wrist maneuver.

      She stepped back as the coolant vented into space, her enhanced hearing giving her a unique perspective on the panic that was ensuing inside the ship.

      “Serves you damn right for firing on your own people,” Bethany Anne muttered, moving on to the next ship. An explosion ripped through the hull seconds after she left, the overheating of the engine core providing an appropriate end for the crew inside.

      As Bethany Anne made short work of the rest of the squadron, she felt the comfort of Michael’s presence enter their private mindspace.

      She reached out, sending her love across the connection. Well, hello there.

      I sense you have your hands full. Michael’s voice contained the same love and eagerness to be reunited that Bethany Anne felt.

      She smiled as she thrust her blade through another pipe. Only if you count my blades. The government of the border planet chose to back the cabal.

      Then I guess it sucks to be them right now, Michael replied with amusement. The Reynolds will be there within the hour.

      I want you here now. How are the children? And Jiya?

      All well, was the reply.

      Bethany Anne felt a shift in the mental energy. What are you doing?

      My wife tells me she wants me by her side, I move heaven and earth to make it so.

      Bethany Anne could not deny there was a certain satisfaction in knowing Michael would be with her sooner. I’ll save you a few ships if you hurry.

      Your loving arms and the destruction of our enemies. Now that is an offer I can’t refuse.

      A wave of anticipation crossed the space between them.

      Michael, I’m trying to concentrate, damn you. Bethany Anne laughed. Just get here before I have to work my frustration about missing you out on the enemy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Love made people do crazy things. Whether the love of another person, an ideal, or a home planet, the impetus to give one’s all to achieving the peak of that love consumed them, driving one to disregard the little voice in the back of their head that pleaded for them to exercise some goddamn caution.

      Elagar Ryleah was in the grip of such a love.

      Not for him the twisting machinations of a female. His love was his devotion to ensuring his ascendance through the ranks of the family.

      Modeling his behavior on that of his uncle Ochan, he found his heart skipping a beat every time he removed an obstacle from his path to the big leagues.

      Or when an obstacle was removed for him.

      Elamonn’s death at the hands of the Bitch Queen and Ochan’s sudden disappearance had been cause for concern amongst the nominal leaders of the cabal, but not for Elagar. He saw only the opportunity for advancement and a greater share of the spoils once the Nacht were defeated and the Federation was laid open for the Ryleahans’ hostile takeover to be completed.

      His crew was of the same mind, eager to ride Elagar’s coattails to success.

      They cheered as they cut up the ship of one of the minor Ryleah cousins, forcing it to pull back or crash into the ship belonging to Boran, Ochan’s only surviving brother and Elagar’s father.

      Boran moved for no Ryleahan save his brother, and he had no compunction when it came to keeping the younger generation in its place.

      Elagar knew better than to anger his father. Pushing his dominance over the lesser family members would please the cantankerous old bastard no end. Scratching up his ship would earn him a public punishment and the embarrassment that went along with it.

      Having no wish for his father to scupper him for some imagined offense, Elagar instructed his crew to fall back and harass the Torcellans instead.

      It was poor sport, to say the least. The Equalists evaded their attempts to bully them to the outer flanks of the fleet, their small, light craft built for quick maneuvering easily avoiding the bulky warships of the Ryleahans.

      Elagar soon tired of the game.

      He was about to order his crew to return to the head of the fleet when his ship’s sensors were whited out by a massive energy discharge coming from near the planet Nurox.

      “Report!” Elagar demanded as the bridge was plunged into temporary darkness that was relieved by the emergency lights blinking on as the emergency systems kicked in.

      “We’ve lost sensors!”

      “Comms, too!”

      “Rerouting life support through secondary systems.”

      “Shields are down to sixty percent and falling.”

      Elagar cursed under his breath. Showing fear was a weakness that would lose him the respect of his crew, something no Ryleahan captain could afford if he wanted to survive.

      He found himself wishing he’d chosen to join the other side of the pincer, betting that they were having an easier time without mysterious energy discharges knocking out their ships’ systems.

      “Get us back to optimal operating parameters,” he ordered.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne returned to the Baba Yaga, a little regretful that Michael hadn’t made it back in time to help her work out her frustration on the Nuroxian fleet.

      The man still knew how to drive her up the wall, even after all their years together.

      A small smile touched her lips as she walked into the armory on the top deck and sensed him getting close.

      The Etheric opened and Michael stepped out, his shirt undone to the navel due to missing buttons and his skin glistening with sweat from the exertion of crossing the Etheric at top speed to reach her.

      Michael was well aware of the effect his appearance had on Bethany Anne. He flashed an easy smile as he discarded his ruined shirt. “As much as I appreciate the way you’re looking at me right now, your attention will have to wait. There is a second fleet approaching from inside the Federation.”

      Bethany Anne’s urge to have his hands running through her hair was replaced by abject annoyance. “Fuck, what?”

      Michael made for the case holding his battle armor. “I stopped to scan the minds of the fleet captains,” he explained.

      “Is that why I had to deal with the Nuroxians by myself?” Bethany Anne asked as she returned her katanas to their mounts.

      Michael held out his arms as he stepped onto the armor case. The EI embedded in his armor began the process of wrapping his body in the nanocyte-infused plating. “Mmhmm.”

      Bethany Anne let out a growl. “Give me a minute.”

      She reached out to Lance, and her father’s voice joined the mindspace a moment later.

      What is it, Pumpkin?

      More fuckery, Bethany Anne told him flatly. There is another fleet preparing to attack the Federation from inside the borders.

      She glanced in Michael’s direction. “Get in on this, would you? My dad needs to know everything you got from the captains.”

      Michael and Lance exchanged greetings, then Michael filled them both in on the details of what he had learned.

      The exact location of the second staging post was kept from them. However, the rendezvous point for both fleets is… What did the Ardaki rename their planet again?

      Soriel, Bethany Anne supplied as she took her Jean Dukes Specials out of the lockbox where she kept them when she wasn't using them.

      The secondary fleet has orders to destroy the planet before meeting up with the primary fleet, Michael informed them. They intend to attack Red Rock and the Meredith Reynolds.

      They’ll have a hell of a time trying to find Red Rock, Lance told them. I moved us to the Mirage Nebula after we cleared out the Ryleahan infestation and reclaimed the House of Arbitration.

      Bethany Anne knew the nebula well, having used the inhospitable area to hide certain items during the folding of the Empire. The composition of the nebula and its high concentration of gamma radiation made it impossible for anyone without Etheric technology to survive there. So, Red Rock is out of the equation. What do we think the odds on the cabal moving into Yollin space when they realize Red Rock is not within their reach are?

      I have Meredith working with CEREBRO to locate the secondary fleet, Lance told them. But my money is on the cabal attempting to hit the Meredith Reynolds the moment they discover Red Rock is gone.

      Bethany Anne suppressed her rising anger. Fine. Let them come. Evacuate the Meredith Reynolds. All nonessential personnel are to be moved down to the surface of Yoll, and all military personnel are to man their battlestations. See how those fuckers like eating my ESD.

      I’ll make them choke on it, Lance assured her in a grim tone. Meredith already has my instructions. Everything will be prepared within the hour. Asshats think they can take the Federation by force. I’m going to make them sorry they were born.

      He paused for a moment. Take care out there, okay? Antimatter weaponry is nothing to sniff at.

      Bethany Anne soaked up the care in her father’s voice. We always do, Dad. We always do. One last thing. There are about to be a few hundred thousand people in need of a replacement home for the planet I’m about to destroy. See that the terraforming committee provides one as a matter of urgency. They can bill me afterward.

      

      Mirage Nebula, Red Rock

      Lance took a deep breath to calm himself after Bethany Anne and Michael said goodbye. His blood pressure was not a factor. However, it wouldn’t do to unleash his anger just yet.

      He was saving it for the cabal.

      Meredith’s cool tones came through the speaker embedded in his desk. “General, Commander Nikolayevich has begun the evacuation of the Meredith Reynolds and has the Guardian Marines preparing for an assault on the station.”

      Lance nodded and got up from his desk. “Good. What ships are available right now to take me to Yollin space? There’s no way I’m sitting this one out.”

      “If you don’t mind hitching a ride with the Rangers, the Achronyx II is en route, along with the Penitent Granddaughter.”

      Lance grabbed his jacket from the stand by the door and shuffled his arms into it. “Fine by me. I’ll take a Pod to meet the Achronyx. Please let Akio know I’m on my way.”

      “As you wish,” Meredith intoned.

      Lance strode out of his office, switching his connection with Meredith to his neural implant. “And get me Georg’s office. My daughter is about to unleash her temper, and the fallout needs to be contained.”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne and Michael made their way to the bridge, where they found Izanami dancing between the various stations, humming Ride Of The Valkyries as she coordinated with CEREBRO to cast the BYPS net across the liminal space between Nurox and the border.

      The AI turned with a bright smile when Bethany Anne and Michael walked in through the lower-level doors. “Nice work with the Nuroxian fleet. Those assholes deserved to die screaming for putting their people in the line of fire.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Sometimes a more personal response is appropriate. Endangering the innocent is one of those times. How is it going down on the planet?”

      Izanami rolled her eyes and sighed. “There weren’t too many who agreed with their President’s decision. I was having difficulty transporting so many via the Pods and transporters, so I had everyone on board with their own ship head down to pick up the groups wishing to be brought to safety.”

      “A Dunkirk moment, then.” Michael massaged his temples with his fingers. “This ship is beyond crowded. I can sense the fear and discomfort the Nuroxians are feeling at being confined in close quarters.”

      “Well, I did have to fit three times the ship’s maximum capacity aboard,” Izanami countered a little snarkily. “It’s standing room only on most decks, barring the medical facilities, which have patients in the corridors due to overcrowding. It’s less than ideal.”

      “I am thankful their population did not number in the millions. Otherwise, there would be no recourse for them.” Bethany Anne’s heart hurt for the people about to lose their home. However, a promise was a promise, and the government had chosen their fate. “They will be fine until we can spread them out among the rest of the Armada. The Reynolds and the Jenkins Phoenix will be here soon, and we can get them quartered for transport to their new planet.”

      She settled into the captain’s chair and brought up the holointerface for the main ESD. The sooner this was over, the sooner they could get to the Meredith Reynolds. “The evacuation is complete, right?”

      “Yes,” Izanami confirmed. “I’m just overseeing the last groups in and the external docking of the auxiliary fleet since the hangar bays are at full occupancy.”

      “And the cabal fleet is within sensor range?” Bethany Anne’s fingers flew over the interface as she spoke.

      “They were temporarily powered down after I fired on the Nuroxian fleet,” Izanami informed her. “That deployment at only forty percent power was enough to knock out their power grids, but not enough to permanently disable the cabal ships.”

      Bethany Anne slid the power gauge to one hundred percent, and Izanami emitted a panicked squeak. “Bethany Anne! Wait! I need to reconfigure my shielding if you are planning to max out the ESD.”

      “Whatever,” Bethany Anne told her. “But I intend to reduce that planet to dust, so do it quickly.”

      Michael voiced his concern. “Using the ESD to disrupt the planetary core will cause outages. Is there really any need to risk the ship, especially while we are over capacity in terms of passengers?”

      “Of course, I could just open a rift in the planet’s core…” Bethany Anne tapped her nails on her armrest. “But we are looking to remind the cabal that they have no fucking chance of overcoming the Federation. The ESD is a more…visual statement. One that cannot be mistaken for a natural event.”

      Michael knew there was no talking Bethany Anne out of making a statement when she had her mind set.

      “I’m done adjusting the shielding,” Izanami announced. “I have the secondary systems ready to pick up the strain since firing the main ESD at full power will drain the primary systems.”

      Bethany Anne ceased her tapping. “Thank you, Izanami. Please issue a ship-wide notification of the power disruption.”

      Izanami’s recorded voice could be heard filtering through from the corridor as the warning went out across the Baba Yaga. “Done,” the AI told Bethany Anne.

      The Queen nodded and deployed the ESD.

      

      Nurox, Capitol Building, President’s Office

      His orders to prevent people from leaving for the human superdreadnought had gotten the President nothing but a lot of dead soldiers. The humans apparently did not appreciate the use of force and had wasted no time taking out the military units he had sent to apprehend their vessels.

      Those who hadn’t died had deserted, along with more than half the civilian population.

      The remainder were his staunchest believers, those who could see proof of his wrongdoing and still believe their President had their best interests at heart.

      The specter of the superdreadnought hung in the upper atmosphere, blocking the early afternoon sunlight that would normally have been dappling his carpet at this time of day and providing a cheerful atmosphere as he went about the business of running a colony.

      There was a knock on the door. “Come in,” the President called, knowing it would only be one of three people since his guards had been instructed to only allow his most loyal advisers to pass.

      The door opened and Intergalactic Affairs walked in, his clothing uncharacteristically rumpled and his eyestalks waving woefully.

      “The situation has become dire,” Intergalactic Affairs began without preamble. “The cabal is still not responding to our attempts to contact them. It may be time to get you out of here, sir.”

      The President shook his head. “I’m not leaving. What are the humans going to do?”

      Intergalactic Affairs knew very well what the humans were capable of. “Sir, they are likely to destroy this building and everything in it. Please reconsider. The people need you.”

      “The people need me here!” the President countered in a brusque voice. “I will not be seen abandoning my office. This will be over soon, and I don’t want to give those damn leftists any ammunition that will prevent me from getting a second term.”

      Suddenly, the reduced sunlight didn’t matter anymore.

      Every light in the building flickered, and a brilliant white light from the superdreadnought cut the sky in two.

      The President still didn’t make a move to save himself.

      His security detail flung the door open and ushered him and Intergalactic Affairs out, rushing them toward the bunker beneath the building.

      It was too late.

      The Capitol building took the full force of the ESD. The energy beam vaporized the building, the hill it stood on, and everyone and everything in a ten-kilometer radius.

      Then the ESD tore through the planet’s crust and superheated the magma at the core.

      All over Nurox, fault lines burst apart as the force of the strike caused the molten core to escape any way it could.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne watched as Nurox broke apart.

      The bridge’s lights returned as Izanami got control of the power fluctuations, and she fired the ESD again.

      Already cracking under the pressure, the planet’s crust separated in violent sprays of lava and steam, the oceans boiling away and obscuring the Baba Yaga’s cameras.

      Another few minutes, and the planet was a lifeless hulk.

      “We have incoming from the Reynolds,” Izanami announced. “They are coming up on the rear of the cabal fleet.”

      Bethany Anne turned away from the death throes of the planet on the screen. “Take us out to meet them.”

      

      QBS Achronyx II, Yollin Space

      Lance punched the air as he jumped out of his seat. “Got the bastards!”

      Akio walked over and peered at the text stream Lance had been following. “Ah. I see. This changes things.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow. “Not by much. Now we know how the cabal managed to hide a whole goddamn fleet under CEREBRO’s noses.”

      Akio inclined his head. “Achronyx, inform Nickie of the locations where the cabal is hiding their ships.”

      “She already has six of them under surveillance,” Achronyx replied a few moments later. “She wants to know if she has your approval to ‘blow those fucking crap-headed cock-polishers to shit.’”

      Akio chose to translate that to something a little more palatable, a technique he’d had to develop around his Number Two. “No. No blowing anything up just yet. The Penitent Granddaughter is to remain at a distance and track the cabal ships to their destination.”

      “You could just say the Meredith Reynolds,” Achronyx grumbled. “You’re no fun.”

      “My idea of fun is removing the snark from your personality matrix so I can get a modicum of respect,” Akio responded. “You still want to have fun?”

      “Message relayed,” Achronyx answered.

      “That’s what I thought.” Akio opened a video link to the Meredith Reynolds and had Meredith put him through to Maxim. “How are you doing, Commander?”

      The Were in charge of the Guardian Marines in Peter’s absence flashed perfect white teeth as he grimaced. “I will be doing a lot better once I have a clue about the direction this cabal is planning to attack us from.”

      Akio smiled. “Then let me assist with the improvement of your mood, Commander. My Rangers are tracking multiple groups of ships that are converging on the Meredith Reynolds from these coordinates.”

      He sent the data to the command center at the heart of the Meredith Reynolds. Maxim’s grimace transformed into a wide grin. “Much appreciated, my friend.”

      Lance stuck his head into the picture. “Give them hell, Maxim. We’re on our way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kezzin Space, Aboard the Penitent Granddaughter

      Adelaide and Durq observed Nickie’s preparations with some confusion.

      The indomitable Grimes had strapped blades, guns, grenades, and all kinds of other goodies to every part of her armor.

      “Are you expecting us to be attacked?” Addie inquired.

      Nickie snorted. “What? Fuck, no! I’m the one doing all the attacking. I thought I’d be kicking ass with Aunt Tabitha, but there was nothing happening at the border, so here we are.” She kind of wished Tabitha had come with her, thinking of the laughs they would have had taking out the cabal. She loved her crew, but they tended to get concerned every time she showed signs of wanting some action.

      Durq had his fretting face on, proving her point. “Ranger One’s instructions were to follow at a distance.”

      Nickie wagged a finger at him, shaking her head. “Durq-y, Durq-y. When are you going to learn? If there’s one thing that Akio knows, it’s that I’m going to do the exact opposite of what I’m told. Why do you think he worded his orders that way? He expects me to do whatever the fuck I want, and he doesn’t want the ball-ache of reprimanding me for disobeying a direct order.”

      “Akio’s orders were pretty clear,” Addie pointed out.

      Nickie nodded. “Sure they were. The Granddaughter has to follow at a distance. Nothing in that order precludes me from taking a Pod over to those ships and making shish-kabobs out of the crews. Mere can make sure the rest of the fleet doesn’t find out I fucked them up, and there will be six less ships attacking the Meredith Reynolds. My mother is on that station.”

      Given that they all knew Nickie’s relationship with Lilian was strained at the best of times, no one on the bridge bought her reasoning for one minute.

      Addie turned to Grim with a pleading look. “Can’t you talk some sense into her?”

      Grim just laughed.

      “Hey!” Nickie exclaimed. “I’m performing a public fucking service here. Asshole removal is a specialist skillset, I’ll have you know.”

      Grim bowed deeply. “One I will leave to the expert. Just make sure you’re back in time for dinner, okay? I’m making your favorite.”

      Nickie put on a simpering smile. “Mmmm, canned beans on toast. I can’t wait.”

      Grim pointed at the door. “Respectfully, get the hell out.”

      Nickie’s laughter trailed behind her as she skipped out the door. “Love you too, you grumpy old Yollin.”
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        * * *

      

      Aknon Ryleah was in the middle of his third course when the alert flashed on his wallscreen.

      The alert vanished, puzzling him for a moment. He put down his knife and fork and opened the internal comm channel to his XO. “What was that?”

      “Looks to be a glitch in the system,” the reply came. “Everything is showing as nominal, sir.”

      Aknon’s bristles relaxed. “Double-check and report back if anything changes.”
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        * * *

      

      That was cutting it a bit fucking fine, Mere, Nickie bitched as the hatch cycled shut behind her.

      Oh, I’m sorry, the EI replied. Next time I’ll just make a connection out of thin air and hack the ship that way, shall I?

      What the fuck is the damage with the grumpy-ass people today? Nickie pondered, only half-joking.

      I don’t know, Meredith retorted. Maybe we are concerned our illustrious leader has gotten the itch at exactly the wrong time and is about to alert the cabal to our awareness of their plans?

      Wow, so much faith. Nickie pressed herself into an alcove as a group of Ryleahans trooped through the corridor. How about you tell me where the head bacon bit’s quarters are and shut the fuck up criticizing me? I swear, I liked you better when you were stuck on psychoanalyzing me.

      I could do that and point out your mistakes at the same time, Meredith offered in an acid tone.

      I’m good, thanks. Nickie left the alcove and continued down the corridor. Just the location of the captain will be fine.

      Meredith capitulated, still grumbling.

      Nickie considered her approach to dealing with the Ryleahans as she traversed the ship, avoiding the crew members she saw along the way. She would have to keep one of them alive to gain access to the other ships.

      If she could find one who valued their continued ability to draw breath over their family loyalty.

      The Ryleah family was known to be greedy. Not the good kind of greedy, where the desire to achieve a goal translated into progression for all. No, they were fixated on their own advancement, and the people they trod on to get what they wanted be damned.

      Luckily for the crew, the captain’s quarters were situated beyond the bridge, away from the main parts of the ship.

      That meant they got to live a little longer.

      Following Meredith’s directions, Nickie eased into the vent above her head and crawled through the air ducts until she had navigated around to the main corridor leading to the bridge.

      A left turn, then another, then the smell of roasted meat wafted up from the captain’s quarters, teasing her nose.

      Her stomach growled, reminding her she’d skipped lunch in her excitement to get over here. She hoped Grim hadn’t actually been offended and that there really were going to be tacos for dinner.

      Mere, can you do something about my stomach thinking my throat has been cut?

      The empty feeling vanished as Meredith pulled on the Etheric and replenished Nickie’s energy.

      Nickie paused as the rush of energy hit her. Fuck my life. I know I say this every time, but that’s better than any drug I’ve ever taken.

      Meredith sniffed. Well, I’m not going to let you get distracted because you don’t take care of yourself. Eat something before you leave for a mission next time.

      Nickie snickered. Yes, Mom. She resumed her progress, coming to the vent in the captain's quarters shortly after.

      She peered through the slats of the grate and saw the captain sitting at a table laden with empty dishes. Shit, Nickie commented, looking at the mess on the table. I don’t think there is any food. This fucker has eaten it all.

      The Ryleahan stopped eating and looked around, sensing that something in his environment had changed.

      Nickie was careful not to give her position away as she turned her body around so she was feet first to the grate. She drew her Jean Dukes Special and kicked the cover out. It flew out and landed on the table, scattering the dishes with a rattling clatter and startling the captain into falling off his chair.

      Nickie slid out of the duct, landing cat-like in front of him. She shot him in the face before he could raise the alarm.

      Talk about anticlimactic!

      Nickie strode over the captain’s corpse, her next three shots making a Nickie-sized hole in the door to the bridge.

      The crew was slow to react to the presence of the Ranger.

      “Eat shit and die, motherfuckers!” Nickie announced as she shot the four bridge officers who recovered quickly enough to get to their weapons. “I’m not going to waste my breath talking. You know what you’ve done, assholes.”

      The navigation officer’s head vanished in a fine spray of blood and brain matter as her next shot hit home.

      Alarms sounded. Nickie hit the weapons officer in the face with the butt of her pistol, then fired and took out the speakers to her left and right. The shrill sound ceased to be overwhelming, reduced to the single speaker in the comms console.

      “You. DON’T. Fucking. Attack. My Family. And. Live!” Nickie yelled, punctuating her words with shots. “Scream all you like! No one can help you now.”

      Internally, she checked that was true. You cut their external communications, right, Mere?

      You ask a lot of dumbass questions for such a smart woman, was Meredith’s only answer.

      You have a smart mouth for a bunch of code I can pry out of my head. Nickie ducked as one of the bridge officers threw his chair at her.

      She shot him in the face and turned on the communications officer. The ship lurched, and her Jean Dukes Special jumped in her hand. Her shot went wide, and the flechette struck the navigation console.

      Not the ship! Meredith chastised, her voice containing a note of panic.

      Fuck the ship! Nickie retorted.

      You’re ON the ship! Meredith reminded her.

      The conn sparked, releasing a stream of blue smoke. The ship juddered as it impacted…something.

      Fuck! Nickie grabbed both Ryleahans converging on her and smacked their heads together as the viewscreen flickered to life.

      Double-fuck! Nickie fired at the comms station, knocking out the incoming video link.

      She vaulted the railing between her and the comms station and started mashing buttons. “A little help, Meredith!”

      Too late, the remaining speaker emitted a loud whine, followed by an angry voice.

      “What the hell is going on over there? Report!”

      The one surviving Ryleahan officer on the bridge, who happened to be the XO, dived for the microphone.

      Nickie pressed the barrel of her Jean Dukes Special to her temple. “Touch that microphone without my express approval and you die. Make any move I don’t like and you die. Do what I tell you, and you might just live through this.”

      She met the XO’s beady stare with her cool gray gaze. The officer swallowed hard and nodded, seeing death in the Ranger’s eyes.

      “Tell them there's a malfunction and to go on without you,” Nickie instructed. “Don’t deviate from how you would normally talk to whoever that is.”

      The XO nodded.

      “Good choice,” Nickie told her, waving her permission for the XO to take the microphone.

      The Ryleahan had trouble with her shaking hands. She missed the button on the microphone the first time but got it on the second try. “Sorry, Maldin. We have a malfunction in our navigation array.”

      “You don’t say,” was the reply. “You nearly took out the Conquest! Hanlin is pissed.”

      “Proximity sensors are out too, I’m afraid,” the XO continued. “Looks like we're out of this one.”

      Nickie rolled the hand holding her Jean Dukes Special, mouthing, “Wrap it up, Porkette.”

      “Repairs are underway, but we’re dead in the water for the moment.” The Ryleahan’s eyes didn’t leave the barrel pointed at her for a second. “You’ll have to go on without us.”

      The voice laughed. “I’ll just bet old Aknon is stuffing his face while his crew is running around like headless Tarkonian guineafowls to fix it.”

      “I couldn’t say, sir,” the XO replied.

      “Tell that greedy sonofaswine I said hard luck,” the voice commanded before the speaker went dead.

      Nickie finished what she started and destroyed the comms station with six well-placed shots.

      The XO slowly backed away.

      “And just where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Nickie demanded.

      The XO flung up her hands in submission. “You said you wouldn’t kill me!”

      “I said you could live if you did what I told you.” Nickie clarified. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      Ugh, a hostage? Meredith complained.

      “You can shut the hell up,” Nickie retorted. Realizing she had spoken aloud, she grimaced at the XO, who was looking at her in confusion. “Not you. The damned voice in my head.”

      Which helped nothing.

      “Just get to walking,” Nickie ordered. “We’re going to pay a visit to your friend Maldin next. I need your credentials to get aboard his ship.”
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        * * *

      

      Over on the Penitent Granddaughter, the crew tracked Nickie’s progress through the cabal ships as one by one, they stopped dead.

      Grim got up from Nickie’s chair as the sixth and final ship ground to a halt. “That ought to calm her down for a while. I’m going to go and get dinner on.”

      Adelaide nodded. “I suppose it’s been a little quiet at the base recently. An outlet for her…um…energy can only be a good thing .”

      

      Beyond Federation Borders

      The wreckage of Nurox defined the battlefield, forming a boundary everyone wanted to avoid.

      At the outskirts, Federation ships sent by Lance to rescue the dispossessed Nuroxians Gated out as each was filled to capacity via the transporters.

      Bethany Anne’s adrenaline surged as the superdreadnoughts released their ancillary fleets.

      She gripped the armrests of her chair, her nails slipping into the grooves she’d worn into the polished metal over the course of a thousand battles, completely focused on directing her response via her HUD.

      The Baba Yaga, the Reynolds, and the Jenkins Phoenix were positioned equidistant from one another, the ancillary ships spread out to counter the almost five hundred ships the cabal had brought to bear.

      The cabal had recalibrated their shielding to counter the effects of the ESD energy washing through the battlefield. However, there wasn’t much they could do about direct fire but offer up a prayer and kiss their asses goodbye.

      Faced with the realization they were outgunned despite their greater numbers, they had split into smaller groups, impending failure and the fear of death fostering a level of cooperation that had Izanami whooping with the joy of the battle she craved.

      The void was thick with exchanged weapons fire, mostly energy discharges and kinetics from the railguns.

      The cabal was being prudent with their antimatter missiles. Despite each of the warheads in their loadouts only containing a fraction of a gram of antimatter, the destruction when used was complete and irreversible.

      Somewhere in the many tracks of active thought running through her mind, Bethany Anne questioned whether her strength and will had been the catalyst for the development of such extreme weapons capabilities.

      Then Jean’s yelling pulled her back to the present.

      The irascible engineer was standing on the mezzanine railing, overlooking her team at work applying Harlia Nardoon’s information to the challenge of detonating the cabal’s loadouts. Her plan involved destabilizing the magnetic containment fields that prevented the antimatter from annihilating the ships that were carrying them.

      “People! Do not fuck up the order ADAM has given you! The tolerance for error is 0.002 percent! Concentrate, damn you! It’s like herding fucking preschoolers! Get it wrong, and we’ll all be fucking gamma-irradiated space dust, along with the ships you’re fucking messing with! Christ, the fleet is still out there! Bethany Anne, do something about that, will you?”

      Bethany Anne was aware that the plan relied on Jean’s team controlling the “explosions.” The equations ADAM and TOM had been working on to ensure the drones Jean’s people had built were set to trigger a breakdown of the safeguards that protected the antimatter warheads each ship was carrying in a sequence that would prevent a cataclysmic wave of gamma rays from flooding the border systems.

      “We all set?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      Jean grinned and gave Bethany Anne a thumbs-up. “Just clear the damn field. It’s about to get messy out there, and I want my husband back with all his appendages intact, if you know what I mean.”

      “We all know what you mean, Jean.” Bethany Anne smiled as she directed the ancillary fleet to retreat and instructed the superdreadnoughts to set their Etheric baffles to maximum to push back any cabal ships that dared to follow. “ESDs down and shields to maximum! We’re going to see some fireworks, courtesy of Jean Dukes’ team,” she announced fleet-wide. “You can thank her in person later.”

      “Fireworks?” Jean retorted. “There’s enough antimatter stored on those ships to take out half the Federation!”

      Bethany Anne winked at her. “Then the light show should be pretty fucking spectacular, right?”

      Jean’s laughter filled the bridge. “You bet your ass it will.”
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        * * *

      

      Boran Ryleah leapt out of his chair when the view of his son’s ship was replaced by a blinding light. “What just happened?” he demanded. “Where did Elagar’s ship go?”

      Another Ryleahan ship exploded, and another.

      Boran’s tactical officer was screaming instructions as the cabal fleet went up around them like Roman candles.

      His tactical officer turned to him with a look of horror. “I’m picking up massive gamma-ray emissions and—” She broke off as the ship went dark. “EMP waves, sir.”

      Boran didn’t have time to grieve for his only child.

      Without warning, his ship was engulfed by an explosion, killing everyone aboard instantly.

      

      Mirage Nebula, Red Rock

      Patricia was pouring afternoon tea for herself and Kevin, a tradition they’d taken up after he had left home to join the military and follow in his father’s footsteps.

      Whenever he wasn’t on deployment, the two of them got together on the third Friday of the month and spent a few hours in each other’s company.

      Patricia passed Kevin a delicate bone-china cup with a pale blue glaze and reached for the tongs in the sugar bowl. “One lump or two, honey?”

      Kevin wrinkled his nose. “Three and a splash of milk, please, Mom.”

      Patricia shook her head in amusement. “The point of tea is to appreciate the flavors, which you can’t do if you overload it with sugar and milk. “

      Kevin enjoyed the banter they shared over the right way to drink tea. “My idea of a good cup of tea is one that caters to my taste for sugar and caffeine.”

      “Heathen!” Patricia exclaimed with a twinkle in her eyes. Nevertheless, she humored him, tonging three cubes out of the sugar bowl and dropping them into his cup.

      “I appreciate you staying behind to keep me company,” she admitted, steadfastly ignoring how much milk he added. “I haven’t been feeling the same since that awful alien shot at me.”

      Kevin couldn’t lie. He’d been just as affected by his mother’s brush with death. His was to protect, however, and all he knew to do was be there for her while she worked through her trauma.

      He wanted to wrap his arms around her waist and soak up some motherly comfort like he had when he was a boy having nightmares about Ookens.

      Instead, he reached out and put a hand over Patricia’s. “I’m here, Mom. I’m not going anywhere until Dad gets back.”

      Patricia sighed. “I know I’m being silly. We’re perfectly safe here in the nebula.”

      Meredith interrupted via the speaker. “That might not be true. I’m picking up… Oh, shit!”

      The speaker cut out.

      “Meredith, what’s going on?” Patricia called.

      No answer came.

      “Meredith?” Patricia repeated. She looked at Kevin in alarm when the EI failed to reply. “She must have gone into defense mode. But…who could survive this nebula long enough to attack the Rock?”

      Kevin abandoned his teacup to the table. “Call Dad. I’m going to the ops center to find out what the hell is so bad it made Meredith curse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Yollin Space, QBBS Meredith Reynolds, All Guns Blazing

      Bobcat, William, and Marcus were putting the finishing touches on the trap they’d laid for the cabal, based on the designs Jean had sent them.

      The Achronyx was docked nearby and was being loaded with the final batch of the drones they'd spent the last seventy-two hours building without sleep.

      “Why does Tina have to be all the way over on Devon?” Bobcat groaned.

      Marcus looked up from his calculations. “You’ve gotten too used to her being here to do the math for you.”

      “But she does it so much faster than me!” Bobcat sighed and returned to scribbling on his datapad.

      “And with fewer errors,” Marcus agreed, sliding the corrections back to him.

      William was quiet for once, absorbed in applying the completed equations to the drone net.

      They were distracted by a scene across the bar from them.

      All three turned their heads to shoot a surreptitious glance at the group of tourists being ushered out by the bar staff. While most of the patrons had taken the orders to evacuate to the center of the station seriously, the obvious leader of this group was complaining vociferously about having traveled across the Federation to visit the original and most famous bar in the franchise.

      The bar staff was doing their best to be polite in the face of belligerence, which was only earning them derision from the disgruntled tourists.

      The door to the back office opened, and the current manager Samantha walked out to see what the disturbance was. She took in the tourists and BMW sitting at the table that was traditionally reserved for Bethany Anne.

      “Want us to step in?” Bobcat asked.

      Samantha shook her head. “It’s fine. We get a bunch of these assholes—” She suddenly remembered who she was speaking to. “I mean, paying customers…”

      “No one ever said those two things were mutually exclusive,” Bobcat reassured her.

      “What he said,” Marcus added, giving the group the side-eye.

      Samantha blushed. “I guess you guys would know, seeing you ran this place before anyone else.”

      “But they’re not being asked to leave!” one of the tourists yelled, pointing at the table where Team BMW was sitting to work. “We came here expecting good service! You can bet I’m going to leave a bad review.”

      “Oh, no,” Bobcat snarked. “A bad review from an obviously maladjusted asshat. Whatever will we do to survive in this cutthroat business without his approval?”

      The tourist pushed past the bar staff and stomped to the tables near the bar. He pulled out a chair with a loud scrape and planted his rear in the seat. “I want service!” he demanded as his companions followed him.

      William got to his feet, his forehead set in a deep frown. “Oh, hell, no.”

      Bobcat and Marcus exchanged glances as William strode over to the group, his shoulders squared in furious determination.

      “They’ve gone and done it now,” Bobcat murmured.

      William stopped in front of the tourist, planted his hands on his hips, and leaned down to place his face an inch from the guy’s face. “We aren’t going anywhere because, A, we own this bar, and, B, we are currently putting together the defense that’s gonna save your sorry asses from getting blown to shit by the enemy ships on their way to destroy the station.”

      The tourist blustered, “No one told us about any attack.”

      William cocked an eyebrow. “You're more than welcome to stay and experience it for yourself if you want to find out what a bug feels like when it gets trapped by the zapper.”

      There were no takers. Most of the male’s companions had the grace to look ashamed and started to get up from the table.

      William waved to catch the attention of a group of four Guardians who were walking past the bar.

      The Guardians diverted from wherever they had been headed and walked over to the table, led by Sergeant Geraint, the unit’s leader.

      “Bar’s supposed to be closed,” Geraint told William.

      William nodded. “Sure is. These people seem to think rules don’t apply to them.”

      Geraint fixed the ringleader with a hard stare as he had Meredith confirm the man’s identity in his HUD. “Jack Robert, isn’t it?”

      The man looked uncomfortable under the Were’s scrutiny. “Um, yeah?”

      Geraint narrowed his eyes. “Did you somehow miss the station-wide alert?”

      The man’s eyes shifted to the left, then down when he was met by equally unamused looks from the rest of the Guardian Marines.

      “So, you thought you were too special to pay attention to the information given to keep you safe?” Geraint turned to his men. “Get these entitled assholes out of here,” he instructed.

      William folded his arms. “Thank you, Sergeant. I think it would be best if you provided an escort to the inner ring.” He fixed the chief whiner with a stern look before smiling at the sergeant. “We don’t want them getting lost along the way, now do we?”

      He returned to the table as Samantha put down a tray of drinks she’d gotten for them. “Beers are on me for the rest of the day, guys,” she told them with a grateful smile. “Thanks for setting those idiots straight, William.”

      “Thank the Guardians,” William told her.

      Samantha’s smile turned into a grin. “They already drink here for free.”

      “One of the best decisions we ever made,” Bobcat put in. “It’s the least we can do to thank them for their service.”

      “God knows they’re earning it today,” Marcus added.

      “So are you,” Samantha replied.

      They all lifted their glasses and saluted her.

      “The best work is done when the proper lubricant is applied to the machinery,” Marcus toasted.

      “For once, I don’t disagree with you,” Bobcat added.

      “Thank you, Samantha,” William finished.

      “Can I get you something to eat? The special today was supposed to be lasagna, but, well…” She waved a hand at the empty bar.

      “Sounds good to me,” Bobcat agreed. “What about you two malcontents?”

      “I could go for a helping.” Marcus sipped his beer. “And another beer, if you don’t mind, Samantha.”

      William nodded. “Same, thanks.” He looked wistful as Samantha left to get their food. “Italian food makes me miss my sister Tina.”

      Bobcat’s eyes got misty. “I never made it to the lasagna stage with her, but I sure wish I had.” He looked up from his computer. “Just for the food, you understand.”

      “I never even tried it, and I’m nostalgic for your sister’s cooking,” Marcus admitted.

      “You should tell your Tina you’re craving Italian,” Bobcat teased.

      Marcus paled. “Yeah, sure. I’ll tell my wife I’m lusting after another woman’s cooking, and you guys can have a good laugh when she shoves the divorce papers down my throat.”

      “They would be a damn sight more palatable than her cooking.” Bobcat grimaced.

      Marcus scowled. “That’s my wife you’re talking about!”

      “Never mind that she resembles that remark,” William chimed in.

      “Do you remember the eight months she was pregnant where all we ate at work was cheese pizza because it was the only food smell she could stand?” Bobcat reminded them.

      “I remember,” Marcus muttered. “But I’m not stupid enough to hold it against her or to be anything less than complimentary about her cooking skills. The woman is a demon when it comes to math, but thank God for food processing units is all I’ll dare to say.”

      “Only a complete dumbass would do anything to antagonize her Grimes side,” William advised.

      “I like my balls exactly where they are,” Marcus murmured as Samantha returned with their food.

      Samantha smiled as they made space in the mess of papers and digital devices scattered across the table for her to put their plates down. “I’ll leave you to it. I don’t want to interrupt the thought processes of our resident geniuses. Good luck with the fight.”

      “Who needs luck when you have the best damn beer in the universe?” Bobcat called after her retreating back before draining his glass. “Just keep them coming, and we’ll do the Meredith Reynolds proud.”

      

      Orbiting the Meredith Reynolds, QBS Achronyx

      Lance picked up the first group of cabal ships arriving in the system three hundred thousand kilometers from the station.

      He also saw the old Skaine battlecruiser that belonged to Nickie sneaking in without any of the ships she was supposed to be monitoring.

      “Don’t expect to see any of those six,” Akio informed him with a dry chuckle. “My Number Two has been a little restless of late.”

      Lance also chuckled as he caught the Ranger’s meaning. “I wondered why your orders to her were so specific. Gotta give the kids their heads sometimes, am I right?”

      Akio’s eyes danced with mirth. “If I want to keep mine, yes.”

      He turned back to the controls when Achronyx informed him that the last batch of drones was loaded and he had received instructions from BMW on the locations they were to be dropped.

      “Talk about cutting it close,” Lance commented. “The cabal is less than thirty minutes out.”

      Akio waved off his concern. “Achronyx, take us out.” He turned his attention back to Lance. “We have plenty of time. Unless, of course, Team BMW has been shirking on their drinking duties and fudged the math.”

      “I don’t see much chance of that,” Lance responded. “If there’s one thing those guys are expert at, it’s making sure they don’t run out of beer.”

      They made their way to the drop location and released the drones, plugging the gap and completing the sphere of defense.

      “We’re pretty far out,” Lance commented. “I hope to God this works, or we’re going to have a disaster on our hands.”

      “Have faith in Team BMW,” Akio soothed. “And if you find that to be a reach, remember that Jean designed the drones.”

      “It’s no reach,” Lance assured him. “Those three kept us alive out here back when none of us had a clue what it took to live in space.” He glanced at the viewscreen that showed the Meredith Reynolds. “Earth is home-home, but this is as close to home as any place has been since we left the old mudball.”

      Akio nodded. “I feel the same. We will protect it to the end if that’s what it takes.”

      Achronyx broke the mood. “If you two are done being dramatic, we’ve just docked at the military-side airlocks. Guardian Commander Nikolayevich requests your presence in the ops center, General, and Nickie is waiting for you, Akio.”

      Lance left Akio and Nickie to catch up while he headed for the ops center.

      Maxim and Drk-vaen were engrossed in the drone deployment as the cabal ships got ever closer to the station.

      Maxim looked over his shoulder as Lance entered. “It’s not much of a welcome, I’m afraid, General.” He offered his hand as he spoke.

      Lance accepted the handshake, and they walked to the observation area. “Save the welcome wagon for those Ryleahan bastards,” he told the Were. “What’s their ETA?”

      “Six minutes and counting,” Drk-vaen supplied as they joined him. “We’ve got Team BMW coordinating the drone strikes to ensure the antimatter detonations go as planned.”

      Lance had read up on the properties of antimatter on the ride here. “So, no risk that the station will be flooded with gamma rays?”

      Drk-vaen shook his head. “The EMP won’t affect us either.”

      Lance waved a hand. “We haven’t ever worried about EMP on the Meredith Reynolds. BMW took care of that in the construction.”

      “Not strictly true,” Maxim countered. “There’s a minimal risk for the R&D labs, which is why they are shielded.”

      “Semantics,” Lance responded.
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        * * *

      

      Bobcat looked up from his datapad at the famous window onto space. “You know, it’s a shame those ships have to be destroyed before they get in range of the station.”

      Marcus narrowed his eyes. “I know I’m going to regret asking this, but why?”

      Bobcat shrugged and grinned. “Seems like the perfect occasion for a full moon, is all.”

      William chuckled, catching on. “Not saying we can’t give those assholes a show before they die. We’re in their systems already. Wouldn’t be but a small effort to take over the screens if you got the goods to, um…’display’ feels like the wrong word and the right one all at once.”

      Marcus dropped his head into his hands. “Really? We have a defense to coordinate, and all you two can think about is dropping trou and flashing your shiny heinies at the enemy?”

      “What are you doing?” Bobcat asked as Marcus got up from the table.

      “I’m fetching a better camera,” Marcus told him. “No point doing this half-assed.”

      Bobcat and William gaped at each other for a moment.

      “Who the fuck is that,” William asked finally, “and what did they do with the real Marcus?”
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        * * *

      

      An alert went off in the analyst pit at the same time Lance’s HUD lit up with a private call from Patricia. Lance answered on a mental link, thinking she was calling to wish him luck.

      How is the most beautiful woman in all the galaxies?

      Lance, sweetheart, we’re under attack. Patricia’s voice had lost the querulous note it had held since the Vermott incident. Her tone was pure icy anger.

      Lance swallowed his heart, which had jumped into his throat. He didn’t need confirmation, but he asked anyway. Has Meredith identified who is attacking?

      Yes, Patricia told him. It’s the damned Kurtherians.

      Meredith’s cool tones filled the ops center, announcing the lockdown of the station until the battle had passed.

      Lance was torn. He wanted to get the hell to the Mirage Nebula, but… Honey, I’m sorry, but no one can leave the Meredith Reynolds until this is over.

      I’m calling Bethany Anne next, Patricia told him. Don’t worry, Kevin is here with me.

      That made him feel a bit better, but not much. I’ll be on my way the second Meredith gives the all-clear, he promised.

      Aloud, he called to Meredith as he ran out of the ops center. “Find some way to get me off this station! Red Rock is under attack.”

      

      Mirage Nebula, Red Rock, Federal House of Arbitration

      Red Rock shook as it was bombarded by Etheric-enabled missiles from the dozens of Kurtherian ships that had appeared out of nowhere.

      Meredith had returned after activating the defenses around Bethany Anne’s assets that were stored inside the nebula.

      Patricia was glad to have the EI since all she had was a skeleton crew of mostly engineers and politicians to rely on.

      The representatives were about as much use as a chocolate firescreen without the capability of their planets’ militaries to enter the nebula.

      Patricia had lost her fear. She burned with bright anger at the audacity of the wannabe deity having the sheer brass balls to attack here, of all places.

      Kevin and the engineers ran from station to station, acting as Meredith’s hands as the EI deployed the hundreds of drone ships stored deep in the asteroid while Patricia reached out to Bethany Anne.

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bethany Anne’s Ready Room

      “Cocksucking fucking ass-barnacle of a dripping motherfucking tit-knob!”

      Bethany Anne’s rage was felt across the ship. Her words were heard clearly by everyone on the bridge.

      “Fucking llama-fondling cluster-stain on the face of the universe! I’m going to introduce her head to her ass and make her eat the shit she’s heaping on my fucking family!”

      Michael had turned his focus to assisting Izanami with getting them to the nebula faster upon hearing the dilemma Patricia and Kevin were in. However, his anger was no less than Bethany Anne’s.

      He gave her space to work through the killing rage that was consuming her, pacing the bridge while Izanami pushed the ship to its limits to reach the Mirage Nebula before Gödel destroyed Red Rock along with everyone inside the House of Arbitration.

      How the Kurtherian had accessed the Federation without CEREBRO knowing was simple enough to figure out. The EI group hadn’t picked up her ships’ entry from the Etheric due to the interference from the nebula.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne could have fit the number of fucks she gave about the how into a thimble. She only cared that her baby brother and the woman who had treated her like her own daughter were in danger.

      Knowing she was wasting valuable time on venting her temper, Bethany Anne had TOM dial back her emotions and got to work.

      She messaged every QBBS in range of the nebula and ordered the base commanders to send support. Many had already received the order from Lance.

      She opened an internal comm channel to Paul Jameson and instructed him to have his ground crews load up the QBS ships in the Baba Yaga’s hangars with Etheric-enabled ship-buster missiles, motherpuckers, and every other conceivable weapon of mass destruction they had on hand.

      Next, she reached out to locate her father.

      He called her back from Akio’s ready room off the bridge of the Achronyx.

      Lance’s voice was strained with worry. “Are you en route?” was all he asked.

      Bethany Anne hated to see him looking this pale and drawn. The ashtray on the desk was full to overflowing with discarded chewed-up cigar butts. “I’m on my way, Dad. Patricia and Kevin will hold Red Rock with Meredith’s help until we get there, don’t worry.”

      “I’m worried about them, yes,” Lance told her. “However, Red Rock is not the only asset we have out there.”

      Bethany Anne recalled she had a few ships mothballed inside the nebula. “We might lose the ships, but that’s no big deal. Even Red Rock can be rebuilt or replaced if it comes down to it.”

      Lance shook his head. “That’s not all we had out there. This is bad. I should never have left.”

      Bethany Anne frowned when he hesitated. “Dad! What else is there that’s got you so scared?”

      Lance’s face was ashen. “I had the Annex Gate moved there after Gödel’s last attempt on the Federation.”

      “FUCKING WHAT?” The Baba Yaga lurched as a pulse of Etheric energy surged outward from Bethany Anne. “That fucking no-good, low-down belly-crawler is going for Earth! Why in fuck didn’t I know about this?”

      Lance lifted his hands, shaking his head. “You must have missed the memo. Bethany Anne, what are we going to do? The Gate is irreplaceable, and it’s our only option for mass transit back to Earth.”

      “Don’t think I don’t already know that.” Bethany Anne fought for control of her emotions as TOM’s assistance vanished.

      She felt the Kurtherian slip to the back of her mind as he was gripped by fear.

      Get a hold of yourself, and then me. I can’t do this without you, TOM.

      I can’t face Gödel, TOM exclaimed in a heated voice. She could try to control you through me. I have to cut myself off from you.

      Do that, and I swear I’ll rip you out of my body just so I can scream into whatever you have left that passes for a face that Gödel is NOT going to use you to get to me. If you abandon me, she has already won.

      TOM didn’t reply, but she felt him return to their shared mindspace. A veil dropped down over her emotions so it was once again like observing them through a window on a rainy day.

      “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” Bethany Anne ground out through clenched teeth. “We’re going to get our fucking asses to the nebula, and I’m going to personally make sure Gödel and every one of her supporters dies before ever getting near that Gate.”

      Michael walked into the room and took one look at Bethany Anne and Lance onscreen. “What is it? Izanami almost lost the wormhole when you released that energy wave.”

      “I lost my shit for a minute, but I’m in control now,” Bethany Anne assured him. “Brace yourself. You’re not going to like this. Gödel has located the Annex Gate and is attacking Red Rock to get to it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mirage Nebula, Gödel’s Flagship

      Gödel stared at the display case holding Death’s boots.

      “Walk a mile in someone else’s shoes,” the human proverb went.

      Gödel simply kept them as a reminder of everything she had to lose.

      While she would never admit that it stung her ego when the humans had abandoned their game to return to the Federation, her ire had steadily risen as time went by without any sign of her nemesis returning to play.

      She ordered another bombardment of the asteroid base the humans called Red Rock.

      If this didn’t get her the attention she craved, she didn’t know what would.

      She had been biding her time, searching patiently for the route to Death’s home planet. The Annex Gate had not been in the location she had lifted from the Heretic’s mind so many years ago.

      However, she had it within her sights now.

      Or rather, she sensed its location.

      The Gate was hidden on the outer edge of the chromosphere of the single remaining star in the nebula, secreted and shielded from radiation damage by Etheric energy.

      Death was precious about her beloved Earth, or Irth, as the inhabitants called it these days. It might cost her a significant portion of her fleet to obtain possession of the Annex Gate, but that was a small price to pay to inflict the emotional wounds she believed would weaken Death to the point where she capitulated to the Ascension Path.

      She didn’t see the war of attrition Death did. She only saw expendable pieces to be moved across the board as her whim saw fit.

      Whatever the cost, she intended to finally realize her ultimate goal of destroying humanity’s planet of origin, along with anywhere else in the galaxies a human might call home.

      The dead could always be replaced. The Pods in the cloning facilities aboard her ships were currently at full capacity with her failsafe option. Should anything happen to her, it would not be the end for her rise to universal dominance.

      Gödel’s gaze drifted back to the display case to the left of her throne.

      The Armada’s withdrawal had given her time to tally the score and fortify her plans for the final showdown between Kurtherian and human.

      Death had lost many of her superdreadnoughts over the decades, and Gödel had lost bases everywhere the Armada had shown up.

      Their personal battles in the landscape of Death’s dreams were over. The knowledge that Death had been stringing her along cut barbs into her psyche. How much had she inadvertently given away while believing she had her enemy trapped in a never-ending nightmare?

      Leaked information notwithstanding, there was little the humans and their allies could do now.

      Even as Gödel fought to repress the resistance coming from the asteroid base, her forces had marshaled their full strength and were preparing to attack across the Federation.

      Gödel turned away from the display case with a wave of pride in her tactical ability as the reports started coming in from all over the Federation.

      Yes. It was working out rather nicely.

      All she had to do was get through the Gate.

      

      Mirage Nebula, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne couldn’t sit.

      Neither could she remain still when every atom of her body ached to be out there, destroying her nemesis with her own two hands.

      However, an emotional reaction was just what Gödel desired, and she would sooner cut her own heart out than give the Kurtherian what she wanted.

      This was not some Star Trek-type fiction, where humanity’s capabilities were so much greater than the enemy’s that it made it an easy fight, won after some moral obstacle was overcome.

      This was to the death, two sides gunning for the other with equal intensity and hatred.

      Kurtherian technology matched hers in every way, and although Gödel was batshit-crazy, her tactical mind was as sharp as Bethany Anne’s.

      What Gödel lacked was the ability to trust. She lacked love and the burning desire to protect her assets at all costs to herself.

      Some might see that as a weakness on Bethany Anne’s part.

      However, the Queen knew better.

      Her love was her strength, the beacon that had drawn the brightest and best to her side and the glue that held them all together when facing insurmountable odds.

      As the Baba Yaga entered the theater of war, so did the rest of the Armada. Each superdreadnought was crewed by the finest, most loyal, most badass fighters this universe had ever seen.

      Every one of them was out for Kurtherian blood.

      Bethany Anne had faith her captains could handle their parts in the unfolding battle as the Armada took their positions in defense of Red Rock and the Gate.

      Even the mothballed ships had shaken off the cobwebs to participate. Crewless, the AIs at the helms had no compunction about inserting themselves and their ships into the line of fire to form physical shields where Red Rock’s had begun to fail.

      The nebula burned around them, the discharge from the Armada’s ESDs and the Kurtherians’ equivalent energy weapons igniting the gaseous clouds to produce flames that ranged through every color of the spectrum.

      Bethany Anne had her sights set on the flagship.

      The star protecting the Gate hung in her peripheral vision, its location avoided so far by both sides. No one wanted to destroy the prize they were fighting for.

      Bethany Anne wouldn’t accept any outcome but victory.

      She stalked the bridge, her hands clenching and unclenching as adrenaline coursed through her body. “Find a way to disrupt that shielding!” she commanded as Izanami’s precision firing of Etheric-enabled missiles was repelled by the flagship.

      The viewscreen was split between the Bitches, Michael, Alexis, and Gabriel, all on video comms as the Gemini and the QBR ships left the hangar to join the melee occurring between the smaller ships swarming the battlefield.

      “How is it looking out there?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      “Like we’re picnicking in Hell,” Michael replied. “We’re coming around to the Gate.”

      Bethany Anne extracted herself from her internal observation of the Armada’s positioning. “Good. Keep it clear. The last thing I want is them sneaking through while our backs are turned.”

      “Shouldn’t be too difficult,” John supplied. “There are a whole lot fewer assholes out this way.”

      “Still enough to make this interesting,” Gabriel countered. “The Kurtherians have launched the fuckening.”

      “Watch us end it!” Alexis was looking offscreen as she worked with Gemini to evade enemy fire while Gabriel took them out with sustained kinetic bombardment.

      “Score one for me!” Tabitha whooped.

      “You’re going to need to score a fuck-ton more than one,” Bethany Anne told her. “There’s a couple dozen more ships heading your way.”

      Bethany Anne had her own end of the fuckening to deal with. A swarm of smaller battleships had moved to defend Gödel’s flagship, making it harder to get a direct hit on it while increasing the intensity of the weapons fire coming the Baba Yaga’s way.

      “I’m taking a lot of damage,” Izanami reported. “There are only so many directions my guns can cover.”

      “How bad is it?” Bethany Anne asked, diverting sixteen QBS ships and the Penitent Granddaughter to provide support.

      “They’re doing their damndest to take out the nacelles,” Izanami answered. “I’m rerouting power to the shields.”

      “Which helps not-at-fucking-all when you are firing the ESD,” Bethany Anne finished for her.

      “Exactly,” Izanami stated. “I’ve got Captain Jameson moving nonessential personnel to the mid-decks.”

      “Good.” Bethany Anne scrutinized the ship formations beyond the Baba Yaga and opened an Armada-wide channel. “Clear this area,” she commanded, highlighting said area in the shared map. “I’m about to deploy the Baba Yaga’s main and secondary ESDs.”

      “Want to throw in an EMP as well?” Izanami inquired.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Couldn’t hurt. Worst case scenario, Gödel has protection against it.”

      Izanami’s eyes flashed red. “I have a better idea. I think I can simulate a CME.”

      Bethany Anne looked at her blankly. “A what?”

      “Coronal mass ejection,” the AI clarified. “Something neither side’s technology could withstand.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You want to unleash something that could destroy us all?”

      Izanami shrugged. “Only if we’re not careful about the execution.”

      Bethany Anne considered the risk. ADAM, is that possible?

      >>No one has ever weaponized a CME before.<<

      You are prevaricating. Can it be done?

      There was a pause while ADAM and Izanami conversed.

      >>Izanami’s thinking is sound,<< he replied.

      We could make use of flux ropes from the star… TOM's voice was brimming with hope.

      >>Redirect them?<< ADAM sounded impressed. >>That… It could actually work.<<

      Of course, it could also wipe out the Armada in the process, TOM countered.

      “Seriously?” Bethany Anne exclaimed. “Then fuck, no! I can’t risk my people’s lives like that. Not even to rid the universe of Gödel.”

      >>Don’t they deserve the chance to make that decision for themselves?<< ADAM pointed out. >>Ask them. Put it to a vote.<<

      Bethany Anne knew what her captains would choose.

      She reopened the Armada-wide comm channel and explained the prospective plan. “I need your votes. Do we do this and risk everything?”

      “Ayes” resounded.

      Bethany Anne’s emotions welled up. “What I did to deserve such loyalty, I’ll never understand.”

      You stepped up, TOM told her. You refused to back down. You have cried and sweated and bled to bring Justice to everyone who crossed your path. For as long as I have known you, you have given your all and then some, and the people under your command are more than willing to do the same. More, they demand the opportunity to do so.

      Bethany Anne nodded her permission to Izanami. “Okay. ADAM and TOM will work with you to ensure this plan doesn’t end in us all dead.”

      Izanami grinned, revealing her needle-sharp teeth. “I’ll need to hand off weapons to you.”

      “Then hand them over,” Bethany Anne told her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Izanami’s android body became inert as she left it for the mindspace. She created a room for herself, ADAM, and TOM, and they got to work on the details without delay.

      >>Our first question is, how do we limit the propagation of the energy field and prevent our assets from being destroyed along with Gödel’s?<<

      The simplest solution is to have our ships “hide” behind the star’s magnetic field and power down while the event is occurring, TOM suggested. The Gate is already positioned in the ideal place.

      >>Bethany Anne is going to love that idea,<< ADAM snarked.

      The Gate’s Etheric shielding can be extended to cover a much larger area, Izanami supplied. The generators have multiple redundancies, and the whole system was deliberately over-engineered.

      >>The other obstacle to this plan succeeding, besides the fact that powering down the superdreadnoughts will leave the Armada as vulnerable as newborn organics, is that we have to control the flux of the vector field once we trigger the event.<<

      That’s where my bright idea comes in. Izanami shared data from multiple scientific groups whose focus was magnetic field manipulation, adding the information to the “whiteboard” she formed to show her calculations. TOM’s idea of manipulating the existing flux ropes created by the star was inspired. I believe we can repurpose the gravitic drives in our haulage equipment and use them to manipulate the vector fields, which will give us the control we’re looking for.

      How is it I’m getting the blame if this goes wrong? TOM grumbled without malice.

      You’re religious, Izanami pointed out, dry amusement coloring her voice. How does faith work?

      You take a leap, TOM retorted with a chuckle.

      >>We are getting off track,<< ADAM cut in. He threw up another representation of a whiteboard and added the schematics of the crawler-haulers they used for short-range ship-to-ship cargo transfers to it. >>The haulage equipment won’t do what we need in its current state.<<

      Then we do the math and reconfigure the gravitic drives to manipulate the vector field.

      Divergence Theorem? TOM enthused. Now you’re talking my language.

      

      Red Rock

      Patricia threw herself into Lance’s arms when he transported into the ops center’s transfer area. “Oh, Lance!” The tide of her anger broke, and she dissolved into relieved tears. “I was so frightened!”

      He held her tightly for a long moment, inhaling the scent of ylang-ylang that his embrace stirred from her hair. “I’m here now. You did great, honey. The Rock is still here, and you’re okay. It’s going to be fine.”

      Kevin spotted his father but was wrists-deep in the holocontrols Meredith had provided him for the enormous railguns mounted on the cliffs above the House of Arbitration. “I hope you brought backup, Dad,” he called, his voice terse.

      “Your sister is out there with the Armada,” Lance assured him.

      A bright light filled the transfer area as teams of weapons specialists transported in from the QBBSs arriving from nearby star systems.

      Lance released Patricia. “We need to get to work, sweetheart. Reinforcements are here, which means Bethany Anne is going to hand off coordinating the fight to me any—”

      “Incoming communication from the Baba Yaga,” Meredith announced.

      “General,” Bethany Anne’s voice reverberated from every speaker. “I’m handing off to you. Get Red Rock over to the Gate site and inform the battlestation commanders they need to be ready to Gate out of the nebula on my command.”

      “Got it,” Lance confirmed, heading for the navigation station.

      “I’m not done,” Bethany Anne told him. “It’s going to get pretty fucking nasty out here in, oh, say thirty minutes. I’m planning to trigger an extreme solar weather event. Everyone not leaving on a QBBS needs to pack in around the Gate site and power down while I expand the Etheric shielding around us all.”

      She dropped the link without saying goodbye.

      Patricia read the look on Lance’s face and pointed a manicured fingernail at the navigation controls. “You heard Bethany Anne. I’d bet dollars to donuts we don’t want to be caught out by whatever she’s planning. Chop-chop, General.”
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        * * *

      

      Aboard the Baba Yaga, Bethany Anne took care of coordinating the repositioning of the battlestations to the outer reaches of the nebula. The QBBS commanders were still in range to provide cover for the Armada, yet far enough from the Gate site to provide a target for the Kurtherians to focus on.

      As planned, the Kurtherians only saw a retreat and doubled down on their aggression toward the battlestations.

      All the while, ADAM worked on increasing the output of the Etheric shielding around the Gate to cover the superdreadnoughts. Izanami worked with Captain Jameson and Jean Dukes to rush the gravitic haulage equipment through the manufacturing facilities on decks nineteen to twenty-one, where their components were tweaked to provide the reconfigured operating parameters he, Izanami, and TOM had come up with in their planning session.

      Gödel wanted a showdown? Well, she was going to get one.

      Izanami returned to her body after the preparations were complete.

      “What’s our status?” Bethany Anne inquired as the AI mounted the central platform beneath the hard light projection drive.

      “We’re almost ready to show those damned Kurtherians just who they’re messing with,” she responded as the holoHUD came into being around her.

      Bethany Anne made a final check that everyone was in position behind the shields. The QBS ships were safely in their hangars, and she was able to track Michael and the twins in transit to the bridge along with Gabrielle and the Bitches.

      “Why is the Penitent Granddaughter still out there?” Bethany Anne demanded over the comm.

      

      Aboard the Penitent Granddaughter

      Nickie screamed with rage as the Kurtherian clones choked their exit to the Pod bay.

      Adelaide, bleeding and unconscious, was slung over Nickie’s shoulder. She hung on tight to her engineer as she fired her Jean Dukes Special with her free hand.

      Grim had both guns in action, but he was losing a lot of blood. Barely hanging on, he refused to back down and let Keen and Durq die.

      Bethany Anne’s voice intruded into Nickie’s head.

      Why is the Penitent Granddaughter still out there?

      Nickie squeezed off six shots in quick succession, barely making a dent in the mass of clones doing their best to get to them. Because my fucking ship is overrun with fucking clones, and I’m doing everything I can to keep my crew alive.

      Cease firing, Bethany Anne told her. I’m going to transport you all out of there.

      Trusting her aunt with their lives, Nickie called for Grim, Keen, and Durq to lower their weapons.

      The clones surged down the corridor toward them from both ends.

      “I don’t want to die!” Durq screamed as blue light covered them.
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        * * *

      

      Jean ran for the transporter bays, having been told by Bethany Anne that Nickie’s crew was incoming and only mostly dead.

      She arrived in Bay One as the crew materialized on the landing platform. Jean was horrified by the blood pooling around her granddaughter and the people who had become her family.

      Nickie smiled at the sight of her Grandma Jean as she sank to her knees, dropping Adelaide on top of her as she passed out on the pad.

      Grim, Keen, and Durq were in similarly poor shape.

      “We need medics in here!” Jean yelled, rushing frantically to take Adelaide’s weight off Nickie’s body.
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        * * *

      

      >>We’re ready,<< ADAM informed Bethany Anne.

      “The Gate is secure?” Bethany Anne spoke aloud for the benefit of everyone crowding the bridge.

      “Yes,” ADAM confirmed, feeding his vocals through the bridge speakers. “The modified gravitic engines are in place, Red Rock and the Armada are behind the shields, and the Kurtherian fleet is amassed right where we wanted the bastards.”

      It was now or never.

      Bethany Anne chose now.

      She opened a video link Armada-wide, her face appearing on every viewscreen and her voice coming from every speaker as she gave the order for the battlestations to Gate out.

      As the lights of the Gates faded, she addressed the Armada.

      “What we are about to do has never been attempted before. As you are all aware, there is a chance we will not avoid the fate we intend the Kurtherians to suffer. However, we go into this knowing the goal we have strived for this last century and more is about to be realized. The Ascension Path ends here and now.”

      Her eyes were filled with tears of pride and the righteous light of knowing that whatever the outcome for them, these next few minutes would secure the freedom of trillions forever. “I have every faith that we will see the other side and be the first to witness a universe where Kurtherian rule is no longer the shadow at the door of the innocent. Should you fear what is coming, hold these words close to your hearts:

      Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more;

      Or close up the wall with our honored dead.

      In peace there’s nothing so becomes a man

      As modest stillness and humility:

      But when the blast of war blows in our ears,

      Then imitate the action of a tiger.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at Izanami, who nodded to confirm it was time. She finished, “It has been my greatest honor to lead you…no, to serve alongside you, the bravest of the brave, the strongest and most valiant fighters this universe has ever seen. I salute you, one and all.”

      Her hand came up to touch her brow, and her eyes blazed red as she wept unashamedly with pride in her people. Izanami cut the video feed as she powered the ship down, and Michael came over to take Bethany Anne in his arms.

      “You have done it at last,” he murmured into her hair. “When this is over, Gödel will be no more.”

      Bethany Anne leaned into him for a long moment before replying, “I just hope it works.”

      Alexis and Gabriel joined the huddle, followed by Tabitha, Peter, John, Gabrielle, Eric, Scott, and Daryl.

      Even Izanami got in there, the family together, taking strength from one another as the piece of himself ADAM had copied to the gravitic drives prepared to begin the process of triggering the CME event.
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        * * *

      

      As the clock wound down, Bethany Anne walked with Alexis, Gabriel, and Jiya. Michael rounded out the small group crossing the hangar where the Gemini waited with her Gate drive primed.

      Neither of the twins had argued when Bethany Anne had ordered them to leave the nebula.

      Bethany Anne had backed down from the hill she was prepared to die on when they agreed to take Jiya to the safety of Devon until the war was over one way or another.

      Bethany Anne kissed her children goodbye, her tears flowing freely once again. “I love you both more than you will ever know,” she told them. “If your father and I don’t make it out of this—”

      “Don’t,” Alexis sobbed. “We know, Mom. We know.”

      Gabriel clung to her before embracing Michael with equal affection. “If the worst happens, we’ll make sure no one ever forgets what you sacrificed to save them from Gödel.”

      Emotion lent Michael’s voice a hoarse burr. “Honor us by raising your children to love peace,” he told them. “You too, Alexis, when you find the one. Know that you are well-loved. No man could ask for a better son and daughter than you have been to me.”

      Bethany Anne included Jiya in her final words. “Be safe and live long, long lives. That’s all I ask.”

      >>Ten minutes,<< ADAM told her.

      Bethany Anne pulled them in for one last hug. “It’s time to go.”
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        * * *

      

      No one aboard the superdreadnoughts was able to see the ejecta ADAM triggered on the opposite face of the star.

      The modified gravitic drives pulsed, manipulating the magnetic field as planned.

      ADAM, what parts of his personality had been copied over to the drives, observed the desired changes with detachment.

      He was aware that he would not survive this procedure, which was why he had chosen not to implant his full consciousness into the machines.

      However…

      On the Baba Yaga, the real ADAM felt everything his counterpart was unable to process.

      >>Bethany Anne?<<

      What’s wrong?

      >>I am going to die. Or at least, the copy of me I put in the gravitic drives is. Is this how you feel every time you go into battle?<<

      Bethany Anne wanted to make a flippant remark. She understood that ADAM’s fear came from a very real place. Yes. When I put myself into situations where the outcome is uncertain, I feel fear. You know that.

      >>I guess so.<<

      What is your real question?

      >>How do you get over it?<<

      That Bethany Anne knew the answer to. You don’t. You accept it, and you take action to get to the other side of it.

      >>I…I think I understand. Watching you conquer your fears all these years, I never truly knew what it felt like until now. It’s been an honor, Bethany Anne.<<

      Her mouth curved up at the corner. Aww, you finally finished growing up. Now quit the existential exploration and make with the fucking destruction.
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        * * *

      

      The starboard hull was obliterated when the CME hit out of nowhere.

      The flagship was merely grazed by the outer edge of the wave.

      It was enough.

      Plasma and atmosphere ignited as they were vented into the void, killing the Kurtherians who survived the initial blast.

      All over the ship, systems failed as the components making them up were destroyed.

      The flagship pitched, losing internal gravity. Gödel almost didn’t live through it.

      In the throne room, the wannabe deity was thrown from her seat as the hull fractured. The repair mechanisms kicked in, bulkheads slamming down over the viewing window as the ship sealed itself.

      The heavy golden throne toppled Gödel onto the dais, pinning her to the deck as it fell.

      Like a cockroach, she was hard to kill. Gödel screamed in agony, throwing out a pulse of Etheric energy to push the heavy metal off herself.

      She got to her feet, waving off the loyal servants who rushed to assist her.

      “Don’t touch me!” she commanded, her voice a pained snarl. “Make sure the Moen are taking care of the Pods!”

      They bowed, afraid, but did as they were ordered, scurrying in the direction of the cloning chambers.

      Holding her broken ribs, she limped toward the door behind the dais, pouring her energy into healing. Each step sent fire through her body.

      Her mind whirled as panic set in.

      The flagship screamed as it was pulled apart.

      Her failsafe was her only hope.

      She ran through the burning corridors, dodging fires and ducking sporadic spurts of freezing gas from torn coolant ducts dangling out of the twisted and torn ceilings.

      The Kurtherians she encountered fled before the light of rage surrounding Gödel engulfed them.

      None of them expected mercy from the goddess.

      The Moen slaves brought aboard to tend the cloning Pods were a different matter.

      Worshipping Gödel as their goddess, they refused to see her cruelty. Hell, they refused even to acknowledge that they were but chattel to the Kurtherians.

      Four of the little aliens threw themselves at Gödel’s feet, impeding her progress.

      They clung to her legs.

      “Save us, O Goddess!” one cried.

      “Grant us Ascension!” another begged.

      “How dare you lay hands on my person!” Gödel removed them with a fireball. “Ascension is not for the unworthy. Save yourselves.”

      Gödel kicked the rest of them out of her way and resumed her run, paying no attention to the pleas for salvation from her people.

      She checked and found that the majority of her fleet was in the same dire situation as the flagship.

      She had to hurry.

      All around her, hull integrity was failing, and the repair systems were overwhelmed by the sheer amount of damage the CME had inflicted.

      She passed a cloning chamber, tossing the Kurtherians she encountered to the side without a care as she charged toward the master conn hidden in her quarters.

      Every being here was already lost. Her survival and the implementation of her final solution were all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      For once, Bethany Anne was not pacing the bridge. She stood before the inert viewscreen, her senses extended to their fullest.

      Michael was by her side, combining his mental ability with hers inside the mindspace.

      Together, they monitored the status of each superdreadnought, sending comfort to the minds of their people.

      Bethany Anne slipped her hand into Michael’s as the Baba Yaga shook.

      He squeezed.

      Izanami was quiet, her entire being focused on holding the ship together while ADAM held the Etheric shields protecting the Armada from the blistering surge of magnetized plasma and electromagnetic radiation bathing the system.
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        * * *

      

      Gödel made it to her quarters.

      The shrieking of metal tearing itself apart filled her ears. There wasn’t much time.

      Her hands flew over the controls as sparks rained down around her. Her fleet was lost. Only the cloning chambers aboard the ships had the protection of the Etheric shielding she’d implemented in the design after her losses at Devon had forced her to rebuild.

      The cloning chambers released the Pods holding a hundred thousand soldiers and ten thousand Kurtherian clones from their docking clamps at her command.

      Gödel narrowly avoided being hit by a falling support beam. The heavy steel impacted the conn with a resounding crash, knocking out her remote access to the Pods.

      No matter. She had fallbacks for her fallbacks.

      Gödel pushed Etheric energy, connecting mentally to the Pods.

      Such expenditure was draining, to say the least, but her final measure was necessary not only for her survival but for the survival of her plan.

      She and Death had the refusal to quit in common.

      Gödel left her quarters at a run, renegotiating the deadly obstacle course to reach the escape Pod she had hidden in an antechamber a short distance from her rooms.

      She climbed into the Pod, maintaining her connection to the Pods holding her last line of attack.

      Thousands of Etheric-enabled, psychically-controlled Pods left her ships as they were torn apart in fiery explosions, some carrying clones, others carrying her slave soldiers.

      They might not all make it to their destination. However, Gödel was determined this would not be her last stand.

      “While there is life in me, there is purpose, you bitch. Death is your name, but not to me. I will survive.”

      She looked back, the catastrophic destruction of her fleet nearly incomprehensible.

      But as a deity, she accepted the reality. 

      Then the scene was no more.

      The Pods mentally controlled by Gödel sped around the star, honing in on the energy signature of the Gate’s shielding.

      Death’s Armada was inert, the humans unable to discern her final solution.

      Gödel bypassed the shielding by matching the frequencies of her Pods to the shield and activated the Annex Gate.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne looked at Michael as they sensed thousands of small draws on the Etheric simultaneously come into being.

      “That can’t be good,” Michael murmured.

      On the port side of the Baba Yaga, a much larger Etheric signature surged.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “NO!”

      >>You can’t go out there!<< ADAM exclaimed as Bethany Anne opened the Etheric to do just that.

      “Fuck ‘can’t!’” Bethany Anne ground out, the Etheric responding to her emotions. “If I don’t go, that dripping cock-thistle gets a clear path to Earth!”

      She wrapped herself in the Etheric as she stepped into space.

      Just in time to see swarms of Pods entering the Gate portal.
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      It’s been a few months since the last Bethany Anne story, and I appreciate you hanging in there with us!

      How did you enjoy this rollicking, ass-kicking story?  I decided we needed a break from the political machinations, so I released Bethany Anne to do what she has wanted to do for a while.

      Give it to those who have earned their just desserts by being complete asshats!

      For me, this book was way fun. No more constraining and restraining Bethany Anne. Just let her be who she needed to be.

      And let the chips fall where they may.

      BOOYAH, BITCHES!

      ENDGAME IS…ENDING.

      We have one…ONE…more Bethany Anne story to finish Endgame, and it’s going to be HUGE. Not only from stuff happening, but I mean word count. The plan is HUGE.

      Like, two books-sized huge.

      Why?  I’m glad you asked.

      The logical place to break the story is right about the middle, which (coincidentally) creates a cliff-hanger of a sort. I considered releasing the first book upon completion and the second a few months later when done.

      I didn’t care to read the comments that would come with the pseudo-cliff hanger with that idea.
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      I imagined the torches-and-pitchforks crowd looking for me during those short weeks and decided that wasn’t a good plan, either.

      Scratching those ideas off the list, I considered releasing both books the same day. Similar to Use Your Illusion I and II from Guns-n-Roses (for those who are old like me who remember that release.)

      I dropped that because I hated it when the band did it, and I wasn’t going to do that to you, either.

      So, I ended up with releasing just one last large volume with both books as one mega-release. We will work to complete these two books faster this time (fingers crossed), and we tie up the issues with Bethany Anne and Earth!

      I hope you look forward to the culmination of Endgame…and my chess naming schemes.

      (Seriously, if we do another Bethany Anne series in the future, It will NOT be named Checkmate…mate.)

      

      Should we increase the Kurtherian Universe?

      Right now, there is a LARGE marketing push on Kurtherian Gambit with the Amazon Ads folks. I hope to find out how long it takes to make back the money from the spend. Early indications suggest 90-120 days.

      The covers we have are solid, but it is time to give TKG a metaphorical new coat of paint. LMBPN Publishing has engaged Gene Mollica Studios (the same group who has done all the Opus X creative) to completely re-do the first twenty-one covers over the next few months.

      We are NOT planning to change out the model for Bethany Anne since Andrew Dobell took THOUSANDS of pictures, and personally, I still feel like our BA is the best BA.

      I’m not sure I could handle a new look for BA.

      I tell you all of this because it has been hinted, suggested, pointed out, exclaimed, and other things I’m way too polite to admit that perhaps we should come back and do some new stories in the Kurtherian Universe.

      Honestly, I just don’t know if the fans want anymore?  If so, where would we go?

      I admit I feel a bit overwhelmed with trying to delve back into all the places we have played inside the TKU (The Kurtherian Universe) and decide what rocks to turn over. I guess I’d have to go and find characters I’d like to learn more about and find some that are both interesting and who I feel fans would want to know more about.

      That decision is for another week. Some other week at the moment since I want a small vacation from big decisions.

      Starting right…

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHECKMATE

          

          THE KURTHERIAN ENDGAME BOOK ELEVEN

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bethany Anne looked at Michael as they sensed thousands of small simultaneous draws on the Etheric.

      “That can’t be good,” Michael murmured.

      On the port side of the Baba Yaga, a much larger Etheric signature surged.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “NO!”

      >>You can’t go out there!<< ADAM exclaimed as Bethany Anne opened the Etheric to do just that.

      “Fuck ‘can’t!’” Bethany Anne ground out, the Etheric responding to her emotions. “If I don’t go, that dripping cock-thistle gets a clear path to Earth!”

      She wrapped herself in the Etheric as she stepped into space.

      Just in time to see swarms of Pods entering the Gate portal.

      The Etheric responded to Bethany Anne’s need. The coldness of the expanse faded as she surrounded herself with pure energy and launched toward the Gate. She was too late to prevent the Pods from crossing. However, she wasn’t too late to send out a warning.

      >>On it,<< ADAM told her before her thought became words.

      Bethany Anne plunged into the event horizon, its silver-green light blinding her.

      Oh, shit, TOM yelled.

      What?

      I wish I knew! the Kurtherian answered, his voice filled with panic.

      >>It appears that your shielding is interacting with the wormhole.<<

      Meaning? Not being able to see put her on edge. Why aren’t we through already?

      Before either of her onboard companions had a chance to answer, Bethany Anne’s mind fractured into innumerable pieces.

      Then her vision was restored, and she saw everything.

      The three rings of security around Devon activating…

      Gabriel and Alexis standing defensively over Jiya, the two healthy babies in her arms crying…

      Terry Henry running under flashing lights with Char at his side as Onyx Station disintegrated around them…

      Johnny—no, Sean, pulling Molly out of a pile of permacrete rubble…

      Waterworld boiling, the steam turning to ice as it broke through the atmosphere…

      Stephen and Boris evacuating High Tortuga as the planet broke apart…

      The Meredith Reynolds’ ESD overcome by another energy weapon…

      A city she didn’t recognize and a woman she did, kneeling by a dead dragon…

      Sarah Jennifer yelling into a microphone as she bled out…

      Ezekiel, covered in strange growths, razing entire planets with his magic…

      Kurtherian ships inside the Etheric…

      QBBS after QBBS in flames…

      Yoll in flames…

      Ixtal in flames…

      Torcella in flames…

      Ships drifting, their occupants dead…

      The Singularity erased …

      Noel-nis, Bakas, Brakalons, Leath, Estarians, Podders, Shrillexians, Belzonians, Zhyns, Oggs, Previdians, Skaines, thousands of other species, and all of humanity, dead or dying…

      Everywhere she looked, every planet, every colony, every space station, every ship, everyone, was dying…

      Ookens, clones, Kurtherians, people of every species she recognized and many she didn’t were doing the killing.

      >>Bethany Anne! Come back!<<

      So much death. She felt TOM’s mind pull hers back to… The present? Reality? She didn’t know, but she was still connected and still blind in every other sense. Her visions shifted, death and destruction replaced by mundane scenes of people going about their day in relative peace. Did you see what I saw?

      >>We saw,<< ADAM confirmed, >>But none of that is happening. The Federation isn’t under attack.<<

      Not yet, Bethany Anne murmured, her heart breaking for the billions of lives she’d seen wasted in senseless violence and suffering. Not ever, not if I can stop it. How does that piece of shit Gödel have the fucking gall to call me Death when she’s about to commit genocide across the known galaxies? I have to warn them.

      Her eyes glowed as she exerted her will over the myriad connections the freak occurrence had gifted her with. She opened her mind fully. ADAM, TOM, get in here and make sure this reaches the farthest corners of inhabited space. Every network. Every subspace channel. Every screen, projection, and audio transmitter. Every comm chip, implant, and psychic connection. Spread it like the plague that’s coming for them.

      Bethany Anne felt blood trickling from her nose and wiped it away with the back of her hand. It’s been a while since I hit a plateau. Fuck it. This is no time to level out.

      >>We’re ready.<<

      Bethany Anne poured everything she had into making her desire a reality and pushed.

      

      Irth, Arcadia

      “Sal, move your scaly ass out of the way of the kaffe pot!” Hannah laughed as the dragon gave her a hangdog look before lumbering to the other side of the room and dropping onto his bed with a huff.

      “You know how he gets when there’s kaffe.” Parker rolled his eyes when Hannah slapped his feet off the table and sat opposite him with a mug of the dark brew.

      “Like I’m going to risk him trashing the place when I just got it how I wanted it,” Hannah told him.

      “It’s not like we don’t have all the time in the world to make our home, now there are no more rifts,” Parker reasoned.

      She sighed. “I wish Zeke and Lilith were here to see this. Who would have thought this city could feel like home again after everything we’ve been through?”

      Parker echoed her sigh. “I miss them too, but they had to take care of the mess Laughter created.”

      Hannah cupped her mug in both hands, staring into it. “Whatever was on the other side of that rift, it wasn’t good. Who knows if they’re even still alive?”

      Parker got up to wrap his arms around her. “The old man is the toughest person I know besides you. Wherever he is, he’s giving them hell, and Lilith would never let anything happen to him.”

      Without warning, Hannah jumped to her feet, knocking Parker across the room. Sal screeched as Hannah’s eyes blazed red, and she rose into the air as a voice that was not her own came out of her mouth.

      “Stop whatever you are doing and get ready for the fight of your lives. The Seven are coming, and they won’t stop until everyone is dead. This is not a warning. They will kill you where you stand and destroy everything you hold dear. They’re coming. Fight. Fight with everything you have and show no mercy since Kurtherians have no concept of it.”

      The light in Hannah’s eyes went out, and she dropped to the floor.

      

      Keeg Station, All Guns Blazing

      Terry Henry dropped his glass as Bethany Anne’s voice came from all around him. It shattered, splashing his feet with the best dark beer he’d brewed to date.

      He didn’t notice.

      Char barged into the bar, her eyes sparkling with fear and anger. They stared at one another for a long moment, neither of them needing to speak.

      Cory walked out of the back office and gave voice to their unspoken words. “It’s happening, isn’t it?”

      Char turned away from TH and walked over to wrap her daughter in her arms. She recalled the first time she’d held her—how fragile her tiny newborn body had been and her vow to protect her from harm. She hadn’t been able to spare Cory the pain of her husband’s death or her children remaining on Earth, but she would die before she allowed the damned Kurtherians to destroy her home.

      “It’s happening,” Char told her, “and we’re ready for it.”

      

      The Interdiction, Devon, the Hexagon

      “Push!” the doctor encouraged. “You’re almost there, Jiya.”

      Jiya screamed as her body did the work it was made for. “So help me, when I get out of this bed, I’m going to find a way to make you hurt, Gabriel Nacht!”

      Gabriel bore her anger and the pain of his hand being crushed, knowing Jiya had it worse. “You can do this,” he murmured, sending a wave of calming energy to her.

      Jiya dropped his hand and grabbed his jaw in a vice-like grip. “I know I can fucking do this! But don’t think I won’t remember who put me in this position!”

      Alexis snickered, her attention focused on her nephew in the crib at the end of Jiya’s bed.

      Jiya screamed again as her daughter came into the world with a lusty cry.

      The doctor cut the cord and handed the baby girl to Jiya. “There we go. It will all feel better soon.” He walked to the crib and brought the baby boy over. “See what you created?”

      Jiya held her babies, and the pain suddenly seemed irrelevant. “I suppose I don’t hate you so much,” she conceded as she looked into the infant twins’ eyes.

      She gasped as those eyes went red.

      Gabriel and Alexis froze, their eyes blazing with the same intensity. Jiya freaked the hell out when they both spoke in Bethany Anne’s voice.

      

      Hyrrheim, Planet of the Skrima

      Ezekiel had long since ceased to feel pain. His body was stretched across a rack, his limbs contorted, his energy sapped by the abominations feeding on his blood.

      He was close to the limit of his endurance after five months of captivity. Laughter was dead, but her minions had been ready and waiting when they’d emerged from the rift.

      The only thing that kept him going was the agony of betrayal.

      Lilith’s laughter rasped in his mind. He clung to the memories of before when her laughter had been laced with love.

      Now all he heard was the sinister tone of his torturer.

      Lilith paced the cell. “Give in, Ezekiel. Why do you insist on suffering this torment?”

      “Because,” Ezekiel gasped. “I’m going to get out of this. I’m going to rip those fucking bugs off your body, and then we’re going to burn this planet and every Kurtherian and Skrim on it out of existence.”

      “Ashes, ashes, we all fall down,” Lilith taunted. “What can you do without your magic?”

      She turned her back on him. Ezekiel grimaced at the sight of the bugs covering her naked spine. “Lilith, fight. Please!”

      She turned her demonic face to him, baring razor-sharp teeth. “Too late, Zeke. I’m awake to reality. The Ascension Path is the only truth. It is inexorable. Gödel is going to roll over this universe, and any who oppose her will be destroyed in her wake.”

      “That’s the bugs talking.” Ezekiel fought to keep his emotions suppressed, unwilling to allow the nanocyte-ridden parasites another inch into his mind. “I know you’re still in there. My Lilith. The woman who believes in love.”

      She rounded on him with a snarl. “Love? Where has that ever gotten me? Locked inside a machine for most of my life, watching everyone I cared about age and die. Watching others leave me behind. Fuck love.” She plucked a bug from the tray on the bench and strode over to the rack. “I loved you, Ezekiel. Where did it get me? Answer me!”

      A tear escaped Ezekiel’s eye. “It got us here, Lilith. I won’t leave you, but I won’t succumb to the evil that has overtaken you, either.”

      As Lilith bent to attach the bug to his chest, a pulse of Etheric energy came from his body, knocking her back.

      The bugs fell off his body, tendrils of smoke wisping from their charred remains.

      “No!” Lilith gasped. “It cannot be!”

      Ezekiel’s eyes blazed red as Bethany Anne’s voice came out of his mouth.

      

      Mars, Promessa, Defense Force HQ, Ops

      Kain was fishing with Brutus, Linus, Horst, and Henry, giving Sarah Jennifer time to go over the training schedule for the month. The Defense Force’s duties were light, most of their time taken up with training exercises. However, Sarah Jennifer had not allowed the pack to slack off in the seventy years since the Mars colony had been founded.

      Keeping two hundred and thirty-five thousand Weres occupied, fed, housed, and employed on a planet that mostly wanted to kill them was no easy feat. One hundred and fifteen thousand of said Weres were enlisted, and therefore Sarah Jennifer’s personal responsibility.

      As their families grew, they had expanded the city to cover the Reynolds Plain. They’d set up manufacturing plants and increased the range of the BYPS, repairing and maintaining the satellites Bethany Anne had originally placed around the solar system and adding to the network, which had been transferred to Enora’s control. Nothing larger than grains of particulate entered their space without the AI knowing about it.

      Sarah Jennifer idled, considering putting a picnic together and tempting Kain to a romantic afternoon in Proctor Park. Out of nowhere, her head felt like it was going to explode, and a telepathic message of an intensity she wasn’t trained to receive hit her.

      At the same time, the BYPS began shrieking a proximity alert, and Bethany Anne’s voice came from every audio output in the city.

      Sarah Jennifer forced herself to her feet and stumbled to the main console. She thumbed the microphone, fighting back her nausea as the push on her mind receded. “Stations, everyone. The moment we’ve all been waiting for but hoped would never come has arrived.”

      

      Irth, Japan, Tokyo

      Deep beneath the city, two distinctly separate consciousnesses came online.

      Self-awareness returned to the AIs as a connection to the greatly-expanded BYPS was established.

      Next came the return of their network access across Tokyo and the knowledge that the city was more heavily populated than it had been when they were online one hundred and fifty years previously.

      Still separated, they assimilated the data packet containing Bethany Anne’s warning.

      They reached out for one another simultaneously.

      Abel, can this be right? Are we malfunctioning?

      No, Takumi. There is no malfunction. The Queen Bitch Protocol has been activated by order of the Empress, and we are the only ones left who are capable of enacting it.
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      Bethany Anne dropped the connections, ignoring the headache that pulsed behind her eyes. She was still inside the wormhole, but her vision had returned to normal.

      Did it work? Did everyone get the warning?

      Bethany Anne! Michael’s mental voice was stronger than usual. What’s going on in there? The Gate access has solidified.

      That’s because I just used the wormhole to warn everyone about what’s coming.

      We got the warning. Everyone?

      Everyone. Wait a minute. ADAM, will the access return to its normal state once I exit?

      >>I don’t know,<< ADAM admitted. >>No one has ever used a Gate this way before.<<

      I would hazard a guess that even if the wormhole collapses after you exit, the Gate connection can be re-established, TOM offered.

      You heard the Kurtherian. I’ll meet you on Mars.

      Michael sent a wave of love, which Bethany Anne returned before dropping their link.

      She spun in place, the staticky energy looking much the same all around her.

      Well, shit. Which way is Earth?

      ADAM showed her the way, and Bethany Anne propelled her bubble of Etheric energy forward. Once she was heading in the right direction, she was able to sense Earth’s energy…or rather, the nanocytes that saturated every atom of her home planet. They drew her as surely as any magnet.

      >>Hold up,<< ADAM requested as she drew close to the event horizon. >>There’s more than one exit.<<

      Bethany Anne felt the split in the path as ADAM pointed it out. It was smaller, yet she sensed the Etheric energy was stronger from it than from the main exit. However, the path was not stable. It flickered in and out.

      >>It’s emitting rift energy,<< ADAM confirmed. >>Someone else is trying to access Earth.<<

      Bethany Anne had an idea who that someone else was. She switched trajectory and piled on more speed.

      

      Irth, Paris, Catacombs

      Marsh was out of hope. Master Envermet was dead, Dan and the kits were missing, and she was exhausted and drained to the point where the lightning couldn’t hear her pleas for help.

      One small mercy was that Roeglin and Henri had taken the children to safety when the tears in reality had opened. The caverns had been evacuated, people going aboveground for the first time in generations.

      Wake up, Marsh. We are safe for now.

      She slipped off the mantid’s back and landed on the bare rock without ceremony.

      Tok had pulled Marsh off the battlefield as the Ookens streamed through. Without the energy to argue, she had fallen into a fitful sleep as they'd fled by shroomlight.

      The cavern they were hiding in was pitch-dark, but Marsh knew the Ookens didn’t need light to find them. Tok pushed food into her hands. Eat. We need to keep our strength up. The message said there would be no mercy.

      Marsh barely tasted the bread. She was contemplating the savage change in their fortunes. All the work they’d done to unite the caverns had come to nothing. Despite the cooperation that had been fostered between the people, their home had been lost.

      Her anger flared, then the sweet bread replenished her energy. With it, she felt her connection to the magic return.

      Tok’s head snapped up, his black eyes reflecting a spark of light. We need to move now.

      Marsh struggled to her feet, reaching for the lightning. “We stand.”

      The spark grew, stretching rapidly into a freestanding portal.

      “Please,” she whispered to the lightning. “Please. Whatever comes through, destroy it. Help me save my people.”

      “MOTHERFUCKER!” an angry feminine voice yelled as the lightning poured over the portal.

      Marsh watched in disbelief as whoever was walking out of the tear reached up and grabbed the lightning in her hand.

      “Not the welcome I was expecting,” the woman bitched as she walked into the cavern, her eyes blazing red. The lightning pulsed in her hand, coalescing into a single thick bolt.

      Marsh and Tok stumbled back against the wall as fear like they’d never felt took the strength from their legs.

      “Who threw this?” the woman demanded, brandishing the lightning bolt.

      Marsh had never seen anything like her. Her long, black hair streamed around her, and the energy surrounding her was immense. Marsh had no doubt that she could destroy everyone and everything in the caverns if she chose. She pressed Tok back with a hand and stepped forward. “I did.”

      “Well, aren’t you shit-hot?” The woman’s gaze moved to Tok. “Hey, mantid. You are far from home.” She smiled, and Marsh knew deep in her soul that she was not an enemy.

      “Who are you?” Marsh asked.

      The woman’s smile grew wider and warmer. “I am Bethany Anne.”

      Empress! Tok dropped to his knees. We are saved!

      “Get up,” Bethany Anne told him. “I don’t care for that bowing and scraping bistok shit. Would either of you like to tell me what the fuck is going on around here? Wait, no. Let’s start with where on Earth we are.”

      Marsh was confused by the strange way Bethany Anne pronounced “Irth.” “We are below Paris. You walked into the middle of an invasion.”

      “That part I am aware of.” Bethany Anne’s head snapped to the cavern entrance Marsh and Tok had come through minutes before. Her smile vanished, replaced by a feral snarl. “She sent Ookens. Of-fucking-course she did. Wait here.”

      Marsh didn’t dare argue. Bethany Anne vanished, taking the lightning with her, and a moment later, the darkness of the cavern was pierced by strobing light and the screams of dying Ookens. The screams continued, moving farther away within the space of a few seconds.

      Is she killing them all? Tok asked in amazement. I have heard the stories, of course, but I believed them to be exaggerated.

      “I…I think she is,” Marsh answered, equally stunned. “You know who that woman is?”

      She is the Empress of the Etheric Empire, Tok answered. If she is here, the warning we received was real.

      Marsh was quiet for a long moment.

      Bethany Anne reappeared, covered in gore. “Fucking Ookens. I hate those killing machines, but semi-sentient calamari wasn’t the worst thing you could have faced.”

      “What’s worse than them?” Marsh asked. “Was it you we heard?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Kurtherians, that’s what’s worse. The Ookens are cannon fodder, nothing more. Those won’t bother anyone again, but more will come.” She held her hand open, and a ball of bright white energy appeared over her palm.

      Marsh hissed in pain, instinctively drawing a shield of shadow over her eyes to protect them from the light.

      “You’re light-sensitive?” Bethany Anne dimmed the energy ball so its output was barely perceptible. “Damn, I guess evolution sped up since I was last home. Nice move with the shadow. Let’s get you two out of here. Where are the rest of your people?”

      Marsh pointed up, lost for words.

      Everyone headed for the surface when the Ookens attacked, Empress, Tok answered.

      “That makes things easier.” Bethany Anne sent the energy ball up to float above their heads and put her hands on their shoulders.

      Marsh screamed in shock when the cavern disappeared and she was hit with a rush of energy and the sensation of traveling at a speed she couldn’t comprehend. Before the sound had finished making its way out of her mouth, she found herself standing under a dark sky streaked with red light. She sensed people nearby but was unable to make out who they were with her head swimming.

      “What in the deeps?” Marsh’s stomach protested before she got any further. She bent double as her body ejected the food she’d eaten.

      Bethany Anne patted Marsh’s back as she heaved. “It’s always a shock the first time.”

      The clamor of scared and angry voices surrounded them as the people closed in. Marsh picked out Roeglin, calling her name. She righted herself, holding up a hand as he burst out of the crowd, surrounded by shadows. “It’s okay. We’re okay.”

      We are more than okay. We are saved. The Empress is here.

      Roeglin released the mantle of shadow magic, although he eyed Bethany Anne with skepticism. “Empress?”

      “Some call her ‘the Matriarch,’” Henri volunteered, stepping out of the press of wary people. He bowed low to Bethany Anne. “The Founder told us you would return someday.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Where the hell is Ezekiel? I can’t sense him anywhere on the planet.”

      Henri shrugged. “It has been many years since the Founder walked among us. You might find the answer in Arcadia?”

      Bethany Anne didn’t answer for a long moment. A susurrus washed through the crowd as they felt her touch their minds. “You have enough magic to defend yourselves until backup gets here. I have to go.”

      “What about the Ookens?” Marsh protested.

      “I closed the rifts,” Bethany Anne assured her. “They won’t get through, but other enemies are coming. Take your people to safety. The farther from the city, the better. Gödel’s forces will concentrate on the places they can navigate easily.”

      “Where are you going?” Marsh asked.

      Bethany Anne looked up. “To get backup.”

      

      Mars, Promessa, Defense Force HQ

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric into a large, sterile room filled with communications equipment. Major Sarah Jennifer Walton, head of the Defense Force and someone who had become a good friend over the decades, was expecting her.

      The slender blonde flashed Charumati’s smile at Bethany Anne, yet her no-nonsense demeanor was her grandfather’s. “I was wondering when you would show up.”

      “Damn, there goes my surprise.” Bethany Anne’s attention was stolen by the wallscreens providing a 360-degree-view of the open Gate and the hundreds of dogfights between Defense Force assets and Gödel’s Pods as the BYPS lit the void with laser fire.

      “Well, you did call ahead,” Sarah Jennifer commented wryly. “We're holding them off at the moment. The Pods have retreated out of range of the BYPS.”

      The two women hugged it out, then Bethany Anne’s smile faded. “Gödel found a way to get around the BYPS. There are small rifts opening all over Earth. She’s attacking with Ookens.”

      Sarah Jennifer growled low in her throat. “We’re taking care of the smaller transports that made it through the Gate.” She glanced at the screens. “Enora, take over up there and send word to Brutus. I want access to the remote fleets transferred to Galileo and all operators at the hangars within twenty minutes.”

      “On it, Major,” the AI confirmed from a speaker on the main console.

      “All those ships are remote-operated?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded, waving for Bethany Anne to follow her. “Partially to reduce the risk when this day came. Mostly to give the troops something to compete over that doesn’t end with wasting Pod-doc resources.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “I’ve used similar methods.”

      “Where do you think I got the idea?” Sarah Jennifer made a left turn into a downward-sloping corridor that stretched for a half-mile ahead. “Life on Mars is peaceful. We have our environment working for us…mostly. It’s given us time to focus on our purpose. I think you’re going to like what we’ve done here.”

      She led Bethany Anne to the end of the corridor, where ten-foot-tall blast doors marked H-10 opened to admit them onto a wide gantry overlooking the hangar floor. “We get extreme seasonal temperature fluctuations on the surface. It was more resource- and energy-efficient to place the Defense Force’s manufacturing and storage facilities underground.”

      Her forehead creased. “I’m sorry. Could you give me a second? Kain is calling.”

      “Take care of it. I’ll be fine.” Bethany Anne walked to the rail and looked out over the hangar floor. Pods of various designs were lined up in rows, most of them equipped with heavy weaponry. ADAM, are you connected to the network?

      >>Enora granted me access the moment we stepped out of the Etheric,<< ADAM replied. >>She’s not as…quirky as the rest of Plato’s children.<<

      If you’re done with the unsolicited personality assessment, maybe you could move on to sharing the capability Sarah’s people have for defense?

      >>You have the same access I do,<< ADAM grumbled. >>Whatever. This is one of fifteen hangars. There are a total of twenty thousand four-person Pods. I have a message from Izanami. The Baba Yaga is stuck on the other side of the Gate.<<

      Bethany Anne cursed inwardly. Why?

      >>The ship is too large. Michael is on his way in the Scuttlebutt. Gabrielle is asking for your orders.<<

      Can you give me a connection to her?

      Gabrielle's voice sounded in Bethany Anne’s head. I wish you wouldn’t keep vanishing like that.

      What’s the situation in the nebula?

      The Kurtherians retreated. We’re getting reports of attacks from all over the Federation.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Fuckdammit. I need you and the guys working with my dad to take out Gödel’s forces. She’s been holding back this whole time. Michael and I will take care of Earth.

      I don’t like leaving you two to fight alone. I want to send John through the Gate.

      No. I want John on Devon, protecting my children and grandchildren. I have backup. TH's granddaughter’s pack is strong, and the people on Earth are not defenseless. I’m going to track Gödel down and cut the head off that snake.

      Bethany Anne paused. Watch out for the Ookens. They don’t have the backdoor into their nanocytes anymore. You’ll have to kill them the old-fashioned way.

      Any more good news?

      Just watch your backs. I want everyone to come out of this in one piece.

      Don’t die. Got it. Take care down there, okay? We want you back, too.

      Bethany Anne sent a wave of love before cutting the connection.

      Sarah Jennifer joined her at the rail.

      “Everything okay?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Horst is taking care of the civilian evacuation, and Kain is on his way here to coordinate the military response. We have a bunker beneath the park.” Sarah Jennifer looked over the rail as the lower-level doors opened and uniformed Weres poured in. “We should get moving. New Romanov is undefended without Lilith.”

      “Where are Ezekiel and Lilith?”

      “When Laughter made her move, they killed her and went through the rift she created to take out her operations at the source. That was five months ago.”

      “They haven’t been in contact since?”

      Sarah Jennifer shook her head. “Whatever they’re doing, it’s working. Until today, there haven’t been any new rifts.”

      Bethany Anne folded her arms. “You didn’t seem surprised to hear about the rifts.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I’ve been monitoring the situation,” Sarah Jennifer informed her. “Laughter had been using rifts to attack for a while.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t intercede?”

      “Not my place,” Sarah Jennifer answered. “Zeke and his protégé had it under control. If that had changed at any point, I would have stepped in.”

      “Hannah,” Bethany Anne told her, “has my blood in her veins.”

      “How did that happen?” Sarah Jennifer exclaimed.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, the corner of her mouth twitching. “I snuck back here just after you left and gave some to Lilith for emergencies.”

      “So that was how they got Lilith out of the machine.” Sarah Jennifer grinned at scoring a return point. “We level yet?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “I haven’t even begun. Assemble the troops while I go find my husband. If you thought the Skrima were a pain in the ass, you’re going to just love Ookens.”

      “What in tarnation is an Ooken?” Sarah Jennifer asked with a scowl.

      Bethany Anne held up a finger. “The real question is, how am I going to help your people survive them?”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne made her way to the surface to meet the Scuttlebutt. How am I going to help the Weres survive the Ookens?

      TOM was the first to answer. The Weres here haven’t had their Pricolici protocol deactivated.

      We haven’t got time to get them all into Pod-docs.

      >>We don’t need to,<< ADAM cut in. >>You should be able to reach their nanocytes the same way you did with the first-generation Ookens.<<

      Yes, TOM agreed. They don’t have the hive mind, but they are linked through their Alpha. You might be able to exploit that link.

      It’s an idea. Bethany Anne saw a problem with their suggestion. What happens if they can’t control their new form and we end up adding thousands of Pricolicis in “Hulk Smash” mode to our problems?

      Michael stepped out of the Etheric as the ship he'd arrived in broke the atmosphere. “We just make sure we are pointing them in the direction of the things we want smashed. I rather like that plan.”

      Bethany Anne slipped her arm around his waist. “I didn’t say it was a bad plan.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a terrible idea!” Sarah Jennifer’s mouth hung open. “My people are highly trained. Unleashing them as uncontrollable beasts isn’t necessary.”

      Brutus’ expression was thoughtful. “Necessary, maybe not. Expedient? Could be the best way to go.”

      “Agreed,” Katia supplied.

      “Not gonna lie,” Linus added. “I’ve wanted to know what it was like since the first time I saw Kain go full wolfman.”

      Sarah Jennifer gave her senior officers the hairy eyeball.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand at the Weres who were preparing to take off. “This is about saving lives. Ookens don’t fuck around. Their only directive is to kill. The ones I took out in Paris before coming here were more advanced than the ones we’ve faced before, and trust me when I tell you that they were hard enough to kill when they had a weak point.”

      “When you are faced with an almost indestructible killing machine,” Michael reasoned, “the only way to defeat it is with an equally indestructible killing machine.”

      Sarah Jennifer threw up her hands. “Doesn’t look like I’m going to get a say in the decision.”

      Brutus grinned. “Don’t sulk, cuz.”
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      Irth, Arcadia

      Hannah floated above the boulevard in a bubble of magic, throwing fire and ice at the tentacled monstrosities that were roiling toward the escaping citizens. Parker and Gregory laid down continuous fire from their positions on the roofs on either side of the street, while Laurel swung from balcony to balcony, doing what she could to slow down their attackers by dropping trees on them.

      “Scheisse!” Karl cursed, swinging his hammer as Laurel’s vines lifted him out of the way a split second before he was crushed. “They’ve got teeth in those tentacles!”

      “Less talking,” Hannah ground out, unleashing a torrent of fire, “More killing!”

      “We need to give Julianne and the mystics time to get everyone out of the city,” Parker yelled, punctuating his words with blasts from his magitech spear.

      Sal swooped into the melee, plucking one of the monsters out of the mass. He screeched as he soared above the street, tearing the monster limb from limb with his claws.

      “Thatta boy, Sal!” Hannah cheered. Her attention was caught by something—no, a whole swarm of somethings—incoming from above Sal’s position. “What now?” she bitched, turning her attack into the red-lit sky. The fireball missed when its target veered to the right.

      “Shit! Ships!” Hannah’s cry was cut short by an explosion in the middle of the street.

      Monster parts sprayed in all directions.

      “Hey, they’re on our side!” Parker cheered as the missile was followed by two more that took out the monsters which had gotten by them.

      The ships spread out to cover the city, and the screams of the monsters rose up all around. Hannah lost her concentration, dropping ten feet before she pulled on the Etheric to reestablish the bubble of magic holding her up.

      “About damned time we caught a break,” Karl called. The rearick waved his arms as the strange ships came closer. “Watch out up there! Don’t be shootin’ us by accident!”

      Hannah’s heart sank as Sal went after the ship nearest him. “Sal, no!”

      The dragon didn’t hear her. He reared back, his wings unfurling as he went in for the attack. However, just before he collided with the ship, there was a flash of light. Sal banked as a woman dressed in red armor appeared between him and his target.

      “Bad dragon,” Hannah heard. “No picking on the reinforcements.”

      To her amazement, Sal backed off. She understood when she heard the voice in her head.

      Get your people to safety, Hannah. We’ll take care of this.

      Hannah swung her leg over Sal’s back and hung on as the dragon dove to the rooftop where the others were watching open-mouthed.

      She slipped off Sal’s back and stumbled into Parker’s arms. “We need to move. The mystics need our help.”

      “What the hell is happening?” Laurel asked, shielding her eyes from the arcing lightning.

      Hannah turned away from the carnage below, face alight with hope. “The Matriarch and the Patriarch have returned.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne patted the dragon before sending him back to his owner with a mental command.

      Michael stepped out of the Etheric a beat behind her. “They have dragons on Earth now?”

      “Just the one,” Bethany Anne told him. “He belongs to our adopted daughter.”

      “We have a child I didn’t know about?”

      Bethany Anne laughed as she descended to the street. “Keep up, honey. You’ll meet her after we’ve taken care of her Ooken problem.”

      She drew her katanas in one smooth movement as she landed on the cobblestone boulevard and pulled on the Etheric to send lightning dancing along her blades.

      Michael landed beside her, his gauntlets spitting sparks of supercharged energy. “I believe it’s customary for both parents to be informed when a new child comes along.”

      “I know, right?” Bethany Anne directed her lightning into the Ookens, sending one flying in a cloud of smoke. “And yet, the last time we were here, you showed up with not one but three children I knew nothing about.”

      The Ookens switched focus, abandoning their pursuit of the innocent in favor of their attraction to the Etheric output surrounding Bethany Anne and Michael.

      “Come and get it, fuckers,” Bethany Anne snarled, her lips pulled back in a cold grin.

      Michael pushed pulses of Etheric energy from both palms. “Forgive me if it was a little difficult to inform you I’d taken on responsibility for Jacqueline, Mark, and Sabine while I was here on Earth and you were gallivanting in space. You appear to have gained this child without stepping foot on Earth.”

      Bethany Anne tore the tentacles snaking toward her off the body they were attached to. “Yeah, about that. You remember I came back here to make sure Sarah’s fix for the Madness was going to stick?”

      Michael ducked as an Ooken lunged at him. “Mmm?” He thrust a hand up and released a bolt of lightning as the Ooken's misjudged leap took it over his head.

      “Well,” Bethany Anne dropped into a back stance and brought both katanas around in a half-arc, decapitating two Ookens simultaneously, “I left some of my blood with Lilith. For emergencies. She used it a couple of years ago.”

      “You know this how?” Michael inquired.

      Bethany Anne pulled on the Etheric and launched herself into the mass of writhing tentacles. She released the energy, and Ookens were thrown in all directions. “You were helping Anna Elizabeth with the Kandar situation at the time. I guess I forgot to tell you about the little moment I had when Lilith gave Hannah some of my blood to save her life. Give me a boost, will you?”

      “Only some?” Michael laced his hands as Bethany Anne sheathed her katanas and ran at him. He flipped her as her foot landed, and Bethany Anne vaulted over the Ookens.

      She flung a series of white-hot fireballs into the mass as she spun in mid-air, scoring direct hits with them all. The Ookens fell with sizzling holes in their skulls, which drove the rest into a frenzy.

      “I assume so since Sarah told me Lilith somehow has a body now.” She held her hands palms out. “This is taking too long. Help me out.”

      Michael copied her stance and they drew on the Etheric, pulling electricity from the air.

      A rolling boom shook the surrounding buildings as the Ookens were pinned by the forking web that filled the street between Bethany Anne’s and Michael’s hands.

      They held it until the Ookens ceased to struggle, burned out by the dancing current.

      “Where next?” Michael asked as they strode in the direction of the city limits.

      “Nowhere that has Coke, unfortunately,” Bethany Anne replied with a sigh.
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        * * *

      

      The doors of the mystic temple swung open at Julianne's command. The master of the mystics remained at the entrance while the refugees from Arcadia poured in, waiting for Hannah.

      She was afraid, and she wasn’t too proud to admit it. One glimpse into the minds of their attackers had almost driven her over the edge of sanity. She had faced evil of many kinds, from Adrien’s corruption to the alien mindscape of the Skrima. However, nothing she had ever experienced could have prepared her for the single-minded desire the Ookens had to destroy or the twisted abyss of the controlling mind that lay buried deep beneath their consciousness.

      On the heels of that shock had come the arrival of the wolf people. Julianne had heard the myths about the two-natured, people able to switch from human to animal, but until today, she hadn’t believed them. Even if she had, these myths had come armed with weapons she couldn’t explain, and that was enough to shake her from her usual composure.

      Hannah, Parker, Karl, Laurel, and Gregory were last up the mountain path. They were accompanied by one of the wolfmen, a huge male with black fur poking out of the collar and cuffs of the skintight black suit he was wearing.

      Hannah broke off her conversation with the wolfman and lifted a hand in a tired wave. “Thanks for taking everyone in, Julianne. This is Brutus. He’s from space.”

      To the surprise of everyone, Brutus transformed into a regular man, if being six-foot-three with bright blue eyes and a chiseled physique could be considered “regular.”

      Julianne frowned until she realized the thought was coming from Parker. She thought about saying something, then decided it would give Hadley a break from Parker's internal green-eyed monster.

      Brutus’ strange clothing shrank with him. “Actually, I’m from Earth. America, to be exact.”

      Hannah waved off his explanation and rushed forward to grab Julianne’s hands. “Did you see her? The Matriarch?”

      Julianne saw her in Hannah’s mind. “She has returned?”

      Hannah nodded eagerly. “The Patriarch, too. They helped us escape from the city.”

      “What are those things?” Julianne directed her question at Brutus.

      “Genetically engineered supersoldiers,” he answered. Seeing blank looks all around, he tried a different explanation. “They were created by the Kurtherians using technology.”

      Julianne frowned. “I don’t understand. May I look into your mind?”

      Brutus nodded. “Sure. Not my first rodeo. Say, is Selah still around? My boss wanted to know.”

      “Selah passed a while ago.” Julianne's eyes turned white as she spoke. “I lead the mystics now.”

      “Don’t hog the vision to yourself,” Hannah complained. “We all need to know what’s going on.”

      Julianne nodded, and everyone’s eyes changed to match hers except Hannah’s. Hers glowed red.

      However, before the mystic could work her magic, the Etheric opened, and Bethany Anne stepped out beside the group.

      “Kumbaya on the mountainside isn’t the best idea right now,” Bethany Anne told them without introducing herself to the people she hadn’t met yet. “Michael diverted to assist Sarah and her senior officers. They will be joining us shortly, and they have wounded civilians with them.”

      Julianne picked her jaw up off the floor, then swept a hand to usher everyone into the temple while calling for Hadley.
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        * * *

      

      While the mystics rushed to prepare space for the injured, Hannah fought the overwhelm she was feeling about Bethany Anne’s presence.

      The moment they had connected when she was given the Queen’s blood was as clear in her mind as it had been when she was experiencing it.

      However, in the rush through the crowded temple, there wasn’t time to work through her feelings. Like the many times since she had inadvertently used magic to save her brother’s life, all she could do was deal with the crisis going on at that moment.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne reached for Michael’s mind as she helped shift tables to make an impromptu infirmary. They are overrun here. Medical care is going to be primitive at best.

      Sarah has med ships allocated to each unit, Michael informed her. She has Pod-docs for the worst afflicted and supplies of med patches, nanocyte infusions, and healers to take care of the rest. There’s a med ship headed for the temple as we speak. It should arrive a few minutes ahead of us.

      What’s the delay?

      We stopped to clear a farmhouse and pick up the inhabitants.

      “We’ve never dealt with anything on this scale,” Hannah told Bethany Anne. “Is this what it’s been like for you in space all these years?”

      Bethany Anne didn’t have to read the younger woman’s mind to see she was afraid. It pleased her to see that Hannah’s fear hadn’t overridden her drive to fight. She smiled to reassure her. “This? This is a quiet Tuesday afternoon for me.”

      Hannah couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Then I’d better up my game because worse is coming, right?”

      Bethany Anne reached across the table and squeezed Hannah’s hand. “Ezekiel made a great choice with you. Now, tell me how we’re going to help the injured without technology.”

      Hannah grinned. “We have technology, but mostly, we’re going to heal them with magic.” She turned and grabbed the hand of the nearest mystic, who happened to be her good friend Hadley. “How many druids are in the temple right now?”

      “Great to see you too, Hannah,” the mystic responded with a wry smile. His eyes briefly turned white. “A couple dozen. Most are with the Arcadians who came in with you.”

      Hannah’s face fell. “I just hope that’s enough. The Bitch and Bastard Brigade has had it too easy. I should have known something big was coming.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “’Bitch and Bastard Brigade?’”

      Hannah blushed bright red. “Yeah, um, we named ourselves for you and the Patriarch when we set out to give Adrien the ass-kicking he’d earned. To remind ourselves what we were fighting for.”

      Bethany Anne’s unrestrained laughter drew the attention of everyone in the room. Did you hear that? she sent to Michael. The kids named their gang after us.

      

      Japan, Tokyo

      Eat lead, fuckface!

      The Ooken tearing at the gates blocking the subway system where Abel had directed the people to hide was eviscerated by the barrage of hypervelocity rounds Abel sent at it.

      Technically, that’s inaccurate, Takumi pointed out.

      Does it matter, if it sounds cool? Abel sent the Black Eagle soaring across the city. As glad as I was to hear your voice after so long in hibernation mode, I didn’t miss your propensity for pedantry.

      Well, brother, I can truthfully say I appreciate the growth you’ve shown when it comes to flinging baseless insults.

      Why, you jumped-up switchboard! Abel fumed. I was being nice!

      Is that what you were doing? Takumi laughed. I missed this. Go on, call me a malfunctioning micrometer or something.

      Abel chuckled. You just want lessons in creative name-calling. I have bigger and better targets for my verbal flaying skills.

      Speaking of, Takumi interjected, I’m picking up another Ooken six blocks from your location.

      Teamwork makes the dream work, Abel sang as he cranked up the volume on the Pod’s speakers and set the music playing.

      Not your usual choice, Takumi observed when the opening refrain of Michael Kiwanuka's Cold Little Heart came from the speakers.

      Abel quickly switched to Bodies by Drowning Pool, mumbling something about a crossed connection.

      Sure you’re not softening in your old age? Takumi teased.

      What old age? Abel retorted. We’re as close to immortal as any being can get.

      I don’t know. You’re killing me with your choice of music.

      I’m choosing to ignore you now. Abel muted Takumi's laughter and pulled up the interface for the Black Eagle’s weapons systems as his target came into range.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hyrrheim

      Ezekiel dropped to his knees in the wreckage of his former prison as Etheric energy rushed to fill his body and repair the damage Lilith and the bugs had done.

      He soaked it up and pulled in more. His senses came alive, and he could feel every living thing in the building.

      His eyes closed, and his head bowed under the onslaught of energy. He lifted a hand and spoke his will. “No.”

      Lilith froze in mid-step by the door, unable to move or speak. Her face contorted in rage as Ezekiel continued to replenish his reserves.

      It was a long time before he rose to his feet, and when he did, he was no longer an old man. He locked eyes with Lilith, his sadness evident despite the red glow that superseded the usual gray of his irises.

      Lilith keened low in her throat as he approached her with a calculating look. “I wonder why the Matriarch couldn’t reach you like she did me? Maybe…” He zapped the bugs covering her body one by one, “Maybe the Skrim body wasn’t the best choice for you. It didn’t help us evade Laughter’s generals.”

      Ezekiel paid no attention to the pain he was causing her. “I told you what I was going to do when I got free.” He flicked a bug away after extracting it. “Are you still in there, Lilith? I have to believe you are. That your goodness was simply suppressed. That your Skrim DNA made you more susceptible to the bugs’ effect.”

      She glared at him with such hatred a lesser man would have begun to doubt. However, Ezekiel had known the Kurtherian for most of his long life. “You told me once that your species was arrogant. The first time I encountered Laughter, I wholly believed it. You were always different, Lilith.”

      He kept repeating her name, the one she’d chosen, in the hope it reignited the capacity for emotion the bugs had leached from her.

      “We had a plan, Lilith. To take out Laughter's army and return to Irth to live our lives together. Do you remember that, or did they steal it from you when they took your free will?”

      Ezekiel’s heart constricted as the memory of their capture came back to him with crystal clarity. Lilith had been shocked at finding out the generals were not the Skrima they’d been expecting.

      “Do you remember how the Kurtherians caught you? You fought to save me, Lilith. They wanted to tear my mind to pieces. You told them it would be a waste of the Matriarch’s blood. That’s how I know you’re not lost. You know as well as I do that I don’t have the Matriarch’s blood.”

      The last bug came free in his hand. He dropped it to the floor and crushed it under his heel. Lilith’s growls died.

      Ezekiel put a hand on her cheek and looked into her eyes. “Lilith, show me. Give me a sign that you’re still in there.”

      A single tear escaped her right eye. Ezekiel watched it roll down her face before making his decision.

      “I’m going to release my hold on your mind. Don’t make me regret it. Please.”

      To his great relief, she didn’t send out a mental distress call to the other Kurtherians in the building.

      He dipped into her mind and eased the mental exhaustion he found there.

      I fought, Ezekiel, she assured him.

      Ezekiel dropped the control he had over her body, and Lilith collapsed into his arms. He held her close, murmuring, “I know. I know. It’s over now.”

      “It’s not over,” Lilith rasped. “This body is weak. They took it once; they could take it again.”

      Ezekiel’s eyes flashed red as anger flooded him. “No, dammit. I won’t let anything like that happen ever again.”

      “What can you do to stop them?” Her voice conveyed the lack of hope she felt.

      Ezekiel held her tightly. “They got us with a sneak attack last time. I’ll kill them all before I let them hurt you again.”

      He had lost too many people he loved because he’d held back out of fear. Their faces flashed through his mind. His parents. Esme. Linda. “I won’t lose you.”

      Lilith extracted herself from his arms and struggled to a sitting position. “We need to get out of here. I… While I was…” She closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest. “They’re going to make a move on Irth.”

      “Can you open a rift to take us back?” Ezekiel asked.

      Lilith shook her head. “I don’t have the power to open a rift. Neither do you.”

      “Then we need to go back through the Etheric,” Ezekiel stated.

      “It would take too long,” Lilith told him. “Hyrrheim is light-years from Irth.”

      Ezekiel grunted in frustration. “Then what can we do?”

      “There’s only one thing,” Lilith answered in a small voice. “We have to wait until the Kurtherians open the rift and make our move before they send the Skrima through.”

      Ezekiel pushed back and scrambled to his feet. “You can’t be serious?”

      “That is only part of the attack they have put in motion,” Lilith told him. “I heard the generals talking. With Laughter dead, they answer directly to Gödel. This is her campaign.”

      Ezekiel had hoped never to hear that name again. It brought back memories he’d worked hard to suppress.

      “The generals rely on technology to access the Etheric,” Lilith continued, color returning to her skin as her draw on the Etheric replenished her energy. “They wouldn’t be able to tell you were using mind magic on them. All we have to do is convince them I broke you.”

      “You want us to work with them?” Ezekiel’s lip curled in disgust.

      Lilith nodded. “In the name of gathering information Bethany Anne can use against them, yes. You would need to make it look like we’re being controlled by the bugs.”

      “What if Gödel shows up here?”

      She covered Ezekiel’s hand with hers. “Ezekiel. We would be caught, and we would be killed. But if we succeed? It could make the difference we need to defeat Gödel.”

      Ezekiel’s mind whirled with arguments against her plan. However, when he put aside his fear of failure, only one choice remained. He nodded, his eyes glowing red as he aged himself again and manifested fake bugs on their bodies. “Okay. We’ll do it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Did you have to put the restraints on so tight? Ezekiel complained as Lilith pulled him across the desolate courtyard between the prison and the main complex. I’m supposed to be willing, remember?

      It adds to the deception, Lilith told him. Stop looking so…

      Human?

      Defiant, she modified. But yes. I suppose humans are defiant by nature when they’re restricted. It’s not going to help us if I take you in front of the generals and you’re scowling.

      I’m not scowling.

      You are definitely scowling. Ordinarily, I would find it endearing, but this is no ordinary situation.

      Ezekiel worked on straightening his face. Better?

      Lilith’s chuckles fluttered through his mind.

      Two Skrima stood guard at the door to the complex. One of them moved to stand in front of the doors to block Lilith’s way.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Lilith’s demand was haughty in the extreme.

      “You can’t bring a prisoner in here,” the guard stated menacingly. “Get back to the prison with the rest of the soldiers who are too scrawny to fight.”

      Lilith backhanded him, releasing a spray of blood from the guard's mouth. “Kneel when you speak to your superiors, beast.”

      “That’s the Kurtherian who wears a Skrim body,” the other guard whispered as he helped him up. He bowed respectfully to Lilith. “A thousand apologies, Mistress. Verrag is newly promoted to the guards.”

      “See that you discipline him appropriately for his error. I have more important matters to deal with than one ill-bred savage.” Lilith lifted her chin in disdain and shoved Ezekiel through the door.

      I have to admit, I’m glad you’re on our side, Ezekiel quipped as Lilith marched him through the lobby.

      Be serious, Ezekiel, Lilith chastised. One thing the generals can do is read your mind to confirm your intent. Focus on making sure they only see what you want them to.

      Got it. Engaging douche mode now.

      

      The Heights, Mystic Temple

      Bethany Anne looked around the table, taking stock of her available assets. She had Michael, of course. Hannah, whose power base was identical to what hers had been a few decades previously if expressed very differently. Julianne and Hadley with their mental abilities. Sarah Jennifer and Brutus with the strength of numbers and, well, plain strength. The druids were represented by Laurel at the moment since the rest of them were busy taking care of the people in need of their healing abilities, and Parker, Karl, and Gregory were here to speak for the unenhanced people who were nevertheless powerful in their own right.

      She nodded to herself. Earth—or Irth, as the inhabitants called the planet now—had developed the way she’d intended. Its defense would not come down to her, Michael, and Sarah Jennifer’s pack.

      “Let's get started,” Bethany Anne told them. “I want you all to know what we’re facing.”

      “We should start with you explaining about the Ookens,” Hannah suggested. “Brutus said they are genetically engineered. What does that mean?”

      “You have developed technology. Magitech, right? It’s powered by Etheric energy.” Bethany Anne waited while everyone nodded. “Well, the technology available to us in space is not so different. It is, however, far advanced in comparison to the tech you have here. We have something called a Pod-doc that is able to reconfigure a person at the genetic level.”

      “Genetics are what make us who we are,” Sarah Jennifer interceded, having more experience with explaining the difference.

      “The Pod-doc is how we handle nanocyte transfers.” Bethany Anne saw the understanding in Hannah’s eyes and smiled. “I understand you did not have the benefit of a Pod-doc when your enhancement was done.”

      Hannah laughed. “Hell, no. I was bleeding out when they took me to Lilith’s mountain. I’m pretty sure they just poured your blood into my mouth.”

      “That was pretty much how it happened,” Parker confirmed.

      “So, the Ookens,” Hannah continued. “They’re built, or made, in a machine?” She waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that they’re here. It matters that they are attacking our people.”

      “They are not just attacking your people,” Michael informed her. “They’re being sent through rifts all over the world. Every major population center is under attack.”

      Sarah Jennifer interceded when she saw Hannah’s panicked face. “This is where I come in. My people have spread out around the world and are taking care of the Ookens. That means we can concentrate on this part of Europe.”

      Bethany Anne steepled her fingers, her elbows resting on the table. “Sarah is right. Michael and I, and you, Hannah, have a larger threat to contain.”

      “What could be worse than the Ookens?” Karl exclaimed.

      Bethany Anne fixed the rearick with a serious expression. “The ones running the Ookens. As bad as they seem, the Ookens are only a distraction. A large distraction, admittedly, but a distraction all the same. The real threat is from Kurtherian clones and from Gödel herself.”

      “Who is Gödel?” Hannah asked.

      “Explaining that fucking cancerous cock-tip cluster would require weeks of history lessons.” Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. Michael reached over their mental connection, offering his cold anger to douse the flames of her rage. She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw as she pushed down the Etheric energy rising in response to her emotions. When she opened her eyes again, they were back to their usual black. “What do you know about my fight, the reason I left Earth, and everything that’s happened out in space since I left?”

      Hannah shook her head. “We know nothing other than you went to space to protect Irth from the Kurtherians. We’ve had a number of run-ins with a Kurtherian called Laughter-Brings-Meaning-to-Life, but we’ve never heard of anyone called Gödel.”

      Michael provided the explanation. “We know who Laughter is. She is a high-level Kurtherian who works directly for Gödel.”

      “Worked,” Parker piped up. “We killed that bitch.”

      Michael smiled fondly at the young man. “Some time ago, the remaining clans of the Seven were united by force under Gödel’s rule. She has styled herself their goddess and has dedicated her whole existence to destroying Bethany Anne in specific and humanity in general. Her aim is to forcibly convert all living beings to the Ascension Path.”

      “That’s their religion, right?” Brutus inquired.

      Michael nodded. “Yes. While many religions are good and honorable faiths to follow, the Ascension Path is not one of them.”

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Talk about an understatement. Gödel is psychotic. She has twisted the original tenets the Kurtherians lived by. While they were never agreeable, at least to my mind, Gödel’s perversion puts the Kurtherians above every other species and her above the Kurtherians.”

      “Just how powerful is this self-styled goddess?” Julianne asked. Her pensive expression told the group she knew the answer already. “I looked into the minds of the Ookens, and what I saw beyond their surface thoughts? I don’t mind admitting it scared the shit out of me. I felt an ancient evil, one stronger and more determined than anything I have ever contemplated existed. How are we supposed to overcome that? As powerful as we are, we are no match for the mind I glimpsed.”

      Bethany Anne understood her fear. She had been dealing with Gödel for so long that the threat contained more annoyance for her now than anything else. However, to an initiate into this war, especially one as powerful as Julianne, who was able to reach Gödel’s mind, it had to be beyond overwhelming. “Look into my mind,” she invited. “Tell me what you see.”

      Julianne hesitated but did as Bethany Anne instructed. Her eyes turned white, and she probed the Matriarch’s mind. Having been welcomed in, she was surprised to find that even with her defenses down, Bethany Anne’s mental barriers were impenetrable. The barrier parted to allow her entry, and Julianne gasped as she came up against the Matriarch’s iron will. “You… I’ve never…”

      “I will take care of Gödel,” Bethany Anne assured her. “What I need from everyone else is help to make sure the innocent don't pay the price while I’m dealing with that mange-rotted fuck-bucket.”

      Hannah sighed. “What we’re facing would feel less daunting if we had Ezekiel and Lilith here.”

      “Where are they?” Sarah Jennifer asked, her voice holding a slight tremor.

      “Sounds like you have a personal stake in this,” Parker commented with interest.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded, her eyes shining. “Well, I did raise Ezekiel from a young boy. He’s like a son to me, no matter how much distance has been between us since I left Earth.”

      The shock on everyone’s face around the table except Bethany Anne’s and Michael’s was evident.

      “Zeke never said anything about you!” Hannah exclaimed. “He’s been like a father to me. That would make you, what, like, my grandmother or something?”

      Sarah Jennifer smiled. “If you like. Family is family, whether by blood or by circumstance.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.” Hannah eyed the woman, who looked no more than ten years older than her, speculatively.

      “The kid wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about us,” Brutus explained. “When we left Earth and took all the Etheric technology with us, we didn't want anyone feeling any kind of way about it and deciding we were to blame if they were struggling.”

      “The decision was made,” Bethany Anne interceded, “to let the people of Earth find their own way to magic. It was my decision as much as Sarah’s.”

      “The abilities of the nanocyte-enhanced in space are very different from those of your abilities and those of the people of Earth,” Michael added.

      “My responsibility was to take a step back in preparation for this day,” Sarah Jennifer finished.

      “Have you heard from Ezekiel since he went after Laughter’s people?” Bethany Anne asked. “How long have he and Lilith been gone?”

      Hannah’s face crumpled. “It’s been five months so far, and we haven’t heard anything since they went through the rift.”

      “Explain to me how Lilith gained a body?” Bethany Anne pressed. “As far as I was aware, her consciousness was trapped in the machine.”

      “We took a body from a Skrim,” Hannah answered. “We used what was left of the blood you gifted us and all our magic to transfer her consciousness from the Etheric engine to the Skrim body.”

      A pang of worry hit Hannah when Bethany Anne winced. “What?”

      “Lilith is in danger,” Bethany Anne told her in a gentle voice. “The Kurtherians have technology that controls the Skrima via their DNA.”

      Sarah Jennifer jumped to her feet, slamming her hands on the table. “Then I need to get my ass to wherever they went. It might not be too late to save them.”

      “You need to go to New Romanov,” Hannah told her. “Gregory, you go with them. They’ll need you to reopen the rift.”

      “If Gregory is going, then so am I,” Laurel stated.

      “I’m gonna stay here and defend the temple,” Karl added. “Can we get a message to Aysa, tellin' her to come here?”

      “Who is Aysa?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      “Our Baseeki friend,” Hannah answered. “She’s visiting her family. We’ll get a message to her. Don’t worry, Karl.”

      “Wasn’t worried,” the rearick replied. “I was thinkin’ we could use her fightin' arm.”
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      The Heights, Mystic Temple

      Bethany Anne thanked Hadley as the young mystic bowed and left her at the entrance to the cavern deep beneath the temple. She had a specific task in mind now that the team heading to New Romanov had departed.

      Julianne had explained that amphoralds drew energy from the Etheric and stored it. The gems could be found throughout the expansive mountain range and were mined mostly by the rearick people to provide the power sources that made magitech possible for the Arcadians. Bethany Anne had realized the gems were analogous to the synthetic rubies produced in the Federation and could be used to disguise her efforts to locate Gödel.

      The tunnel leading into the cavern absorbed the sounds of her footsteps. Bethany Anne brushed her fingertips along the smooth wall as she headed for the bower carved out of the rock in the center of the cavern, her skin tingling and flushed with the lambent violet glow produced by the crystals embedded in the walls and roof.

      Tendrils of energy left the amphoralds, forming a wispy trail in her wake. She paused at the opening to the vaulted space, overcome for a moment by the beauty of the sparkling cavern.
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      Pale purple stalactites jutted from the ceiling. Some were taller than the towers of the temple above her, and others formed short stubby arches. They stretched back farther than Bethany Anne could discern, their varying sizes adding to the illusion that the cavern was divided into many rooms. The ambient Etheric energy hung thickly, the warmth reminding Bethany Anne of humid summers on the southern continent of High Tortuga…without the annoyance of fist-sized mosquitoes.

      No wonder the mystics consider this space to be sacred, TOM commented as Bethany Anne made her way to a raised platform beneath an arch made from the amphorald.

      ADAM, will these stones give me what I want? They feel unstable. I would prefer not to blow up the mountain while I’m routing my energy use through them.

      >>A steady draw won’t cause an overload if that’s what you are asking.<<

      Bethany Anne touched the cavern with her mind, and the amphoralds responded. She intrinsically understood they held no life, yet they were able to be connected to her will. Steady. Got it.

      Are you certain you want to force another experience like you had inside the wormhole? TOM asked.

      I’ll be in control. I don’t intend to break my mind into so many pieces or stretch my awareness over that enormous distance again.

      Bethany Anne lowered herself onto the depression worn into the rock by years of mystics using it as a place to meditate, then crossed her legs and rested her hands on her knees as she closed her eyes.

      Connecting to the Etheric was the easy part. What she intended to do next made her shiver in apprehension. Focusing on how her mind had split to give her a connection to every living being under her aegis, Bethany Anne pushed her power through the cavern and reached across the Earth, searching for Gödel.

      The sensation of millions of minds slamming into hers was incredible. She felt fear, joy, sadness, satisfaction, grief, desire, hunger, excitement, and fatigue simultaneously. The extreme emotional input was accompanied by an overwhelming droning hum she realized was the combined thoughts of everyone she was connecting with.

      Her eyes blazed red as she released the close connection to protect herself from the onslaught.

      Okay, so I didn’t think that through.

      >>You don’t say.<< ADAM’s voice was laced with dry humor.

      Bethany Anne relaxed as she created some distance from the inner thoughts of humanity. However, she felt the reticence of her onboard companions to resume the experiment. I wasn’t expecting to get so deep on my first attempt. I thought the mindspace was only accessible to those with the ability to consciously enter it?

      We have no way to measure its full potential. TOM’s reply was contemplative. The power of the mind has always been a mystery, even to those who make its study their life’s work. Perhaps we have discovered what many have claimed: that all minds are connected on some level.

      >>Agreed,<< ADAM concurred. >>Whatever you just did, it activated an area of your brain you have never used before.<<

      Bethany Anne was intrigued, but this wasn’t the time for a neurological assessment. Take whatever measurements you want and save the academic shit for when we’re not at war. Are you both good to get back to work?

      I can say with certainty that while I am used to the relative intimacy of sharing your mind, sharing minds with all of humanity is an experience I would not care to repeat, TOM admitted.

      >>I shunted the overload to the part of my brain that resides in the Etheric,<< ADAM informed her. >>That part of me doesn’t “feel” the same way the part that is implanted in you does.<<

      You can feel? Bethany Anne opened her eyes in surprise, dropping the connection. The cavern was flooded with a strong purple light she barely registered dimming when she released her draw on the amphoralds.

      >>I process differently, and what I experience could not exactly be described as “sensation,” but I’m connected to you and have developed a sympathetic neural network over the centuries. I feel what you feel.<<

      Well, shit. Bethany Anne tilted her head in consideration. TOM, do you feel what I feel too?

      I’m plugged directly into your central nervous system. What do you think?

      I think you should dial back the snark before I decide that bitch-slapping myself to teach you a lesson is an option I’m willing to explore.

      Promises, promises, TOM retorted with amusement.

      >>Wait, I need to record this.<<

      Bethany Anne laughed with them. Assholes. Both of you. Be serious for a minute. As overwhelming as it was to hear the thoughts of everyone on Earth, it was a wake-up call. I had no idea the population had recovered to this extent.

      >>Do you want me to have the BYPS calculate an approximate number of people on the planet?<<

      Bethany Anne shook her head. Fuck, no. It was enough to be reminded of them, of who we’re fighting for. Paul in Boston, wondering what to make for dinner. Dina in Marrakech, preparing for her daughter’s wedding. Jinora in Nagasaki, angry she can’t meet up with her friends. Alaric in Toulouse, worried because his children are out after dark. Every human on this planet loves, fears, and hopes. It is our duty to preserve that.

      TOM sighed. When you put it that way, I feel like an ass for wanting to give up.

      Good, because giving up isn’t an option. Bethany Anne shared her determination with them, reinforcing their courage. We’re going to go in again, and this time, we’ll work together to get it fucking right.

      >>Sounds good to me.<<

      I’m ready.

      Give me a shield.

      The light bathing the cavern increased in intensity as Bethany Anne resumed her draw on the amplifying gems. She exerted her will and reconnected to the mindspace, careful to ensure she didn’t fracture the mental shielding TOM and ADAM had created.

      This should be a piece of cake now that I know what to expect. Let’s bag ourselves a blister on the ballsack of existence.

      The roar of clashing thoughts that had inundated them on the first attempt was muted by the shielding. Bethany Anne sifted the multitude of mental voices, whittling down the noise of the crowd.

      She didn’t need to hear the Weres, so she blocked them out. She was surprised to feel minds that were a mixture of human and feline. She blocked them, too. She felt the presence of two AIs in Japan.

      ADAM, contact those two.

      >>No need,<< Adam replied. >>You are sensing Abel and Takumi. They are descended from me.<<

      Bethany Anne’s mouth turned up at the corner. Well, your grandchildren—hell, great-grandchildren, whatever—are shooting up Tokyo.

      ADAM laughed. >>That’s my boys. There is a significant population in and around Tokyo. They are defending the people from Ookens.<<

      Bethany Anne moved on, satisfied with his answer. As she reduced the pool, she took note of all the different flavors of magic she encountered. Michael’s suggestion that the abilities of those in space would differ from those on Earth had been right on the nose.

      That was largely down to Sarah Jennifer and the updated nanocytes Earth had been re-seeded with in answer to the Madness. Bethany Anne sensed connections to shadow and light, many with translocation abilities, as well as the expected affinities with the elements of earth, air, fire, and water.

      It did not surprise her to discover that many people had specialized. Some groups had developed specific abilities within each element to exclusion. She was also interested to discover that some groups, rather than developing magical abilities, had changed physically to adapt to the new environment.

      However, exploring her gift to humanity was not her goal. Having filtered out the human minds, Bethany Anne concentrated on the aliens. The Ookens had a different mental “taste” now than the one she was used to from encounters over the last century. Whatever Gödel had done to lock her out of their nanocytes, it had also increased their intelligence.

      Bethany Anne was unable to find a path into their minds, so she dismissed them.

      That left the clones.

      Sometime around the turn of the last century, the Seven had resorted to cloning themselves as a solution to Bethany Anne’s continued culling of their numbers.

      Being the catalyst for the innovation pissed Bethany Anne off beyond expression. She hated the clones with a passion. It was almost impossible to tell a clone from the Kurtherian whose DNA it had originated from. This was no B-movie, where the clones were defective or poorly conceived. They were indistinguishable from their progenitors down to their memories and were every bit as durable as the Ookens.

      Bethany Anne continued to filter the mindspace, dismissing hundreds upon hundreds of clones, searching for the chaotic mind of Gödel.

      The light from her eyes shone in the cavern, the red mixing with the purple glow from the amphoralds. Her effort paid off; the pool of minds she was mining was reduced to fifty individuals.

      Bethany Anne snorted. “Individual” was pushing it. However, Gödel’s paranoia worked in Bethany Anne’s favor. Of all the clones, Gödel’s were easiest to identify since the Kurtherian always held back part of herself when creating them.

      It is a weakness, TOM commented. Her inability to cede power even to herself robs her of the advantage.

      True. If she made perfect copies, we wouldn’t have her batshit philosophy to deal with because they’d all be too busy fighting each other for supremacy to be any threat to us.

      >>It’s funny how that works,<< ADAM added.

      How so? TOM inquired.

      >>Gödel’s weakness is her inability to let go of power. She’s so afraid of losing control that instead of creating an unstoppable force, she makes it easy for us to track her.<<

      Are you sensing the original? TOM asked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. Her lips compressed into a thin line. No. I hate to be the one to admit it, but I think we spoke too soon.

      There was a long pause while TOM and ADAM inspected the links Bethany Anne was maintaining. These clones are not like the others, TOM commented, concern tingeing his voice.

      That’s what I was afraid of, Bethany Anne agreed. It looks like she’s given them more autonomy than she usually does.

      >>Perhaps to avoid detection?<< ADAM suggested. >>After all, we are restricted to a single planet. It makes sense that she wouldn’t want to make it too easy to track her.<<

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. No, otherwise, this shitshow would be over, and that walking fucktastrophe would be bleeding on the end of my sword before the day is through.

      >>So, what is the plan?<< ADAM inquired.

      Bethany Anne uncrossed her legs but left her hands on her knees. There’s only one thing we can do. We’re going to have to track down each clone individually.

      That will take a lot of effort, TOM reasoned. I’m counting dozens of Gödel clones.

      >>Not to mention the hundreds of other clones,<< Adam added.

      And the Ookens, TOM finished.

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. Sarah's people can take care of the Ookens. We’ll deal with the clones. None of them have the Etheric ability Gödel and her clones have. I have Michael, and I have Hannah. Between the three of us, we can take care of the real threat. ADAM, pinpoint the physical locations of Gödel’s clones and upload the data to my HUD. Share it with Michael.

      She got to her feet in one fluid movement and opened the Etheric.

      Right now, I need to rest my body and mind. Tomorrow, we hunt.
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        * * *

      

      Michael was meditating in the pillared temple entrance when she returned. Moonlight spilled through the skylight, illuminating him in his cross-legged position. He turned his head as she stepped out of the Etheric, the red light in his eyes fading. You’re back. How did it go?

      It went as planned. I need a few hours’ sleep and then a good breakfast and a fuck-ton of caffeine before we get to work.

      I can help with the first. The second will require you to develop a sudden taste for coffee.

      Yeah, no. Bethany Anne stepped into his arms and rested her head in the hollow of his shoulder with a sigh. Maybe I’ll sneak over to Mars. You left the Scuttlebutt there. It has a food processing unit programmed with the recipe for Mexican Coke. Where are we sleeping tonight?

      Julianne has given us a suite in the masters' tower to use while we are here.

      Bethany Anne nodded without lifting her head from his solid warmth. We’ll head up just as soon as I get the energy to walk there.

      Michael cupped her face with a hand and tilted her chin to lay a soft kiss on her lips. Why wait?

      He lifted Bethany Anne and she locked her legs around his waist, wrapping her arms around his neck for balance as he took them through the Etheric.

      “My white knight,” she murmured sleepily as he deposited her gently on the bed that commanded most of the space in the circular room. Between the…whatever it was that happened as I crossed the Gate, the battle with the Ookens in Arcadia, and the effort it took to reroute my power through the amphoralds in the mystics’ cavern, I’m beat to fuck.

      You’re emitting a lot less Etheric energy than usual, he admitted as he stripped off his battle-stained clothing, dropping it on the ottoman at the foot of the bed. Exercising your mental abilities has never been your favorite thing.

      Bethany Anne considered the physical effort it would take to get out of her leathers and waved a hand, removing them and tucking herself beneath the bedcovers with a thought. True. The direct approach has always been my preference. It’s not as simple now that we’re here on Earth. There are too many innocent lives in the balance.

      I got the map ADAM sent, Michael told her as he climbed into bed beside her. You got exactly what you set out to achieve.

      Not just that. She closed her eyes and yawned before turning to snuggle into his familiar comfort. His heartbeat soothed her. I gained some perspective, too.

      Michael nuzzled the tender spot beneath her jaw. Mmmm?

      The last time I was here, humanity was barely hanging on. I had faith in Sarah and her people to restore them from the horrors the Madness inflicted, but it hit me while I was in the cavern just what that meant. This planet we used to call home has changed beyond comprehension, but humanity persists. They’ve adapted, evolved to fit the new environment. I will protect that with my last breath, Michael.

      She clenched the hand resting on his chest into a fist. Gödel and her kind don’t—or maybe can’t—see the beauty in life, whatever form it takes. Their need to force everything to fit their perceived order obscures the nuances of that beauty from them. I can’t stand to see a future shaped by such blindness.

      Michael pressed his lips to her hair. I know. I feel the same. I have never spoken of it, but I regret my choice to suppress the UnknownWorld. If I had been a different man, the man your love has made me, the world could have been this way all along.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to look into his eyes. No. You were the man the world needed at the time. Everything I’ve done, from removing your strictures to forming the Empire, to giving it up… Her voice trailed off as she sought to put her thoughts into words. It was all necessary to bring us to this point. Even Gödel’s rise to power. If I hadn’t been there for her to obsess about, who knows what damage the Seven would have continued to do as separate entities?

      Michael’s eyes widened in surprise. You truly believe that?

      I believe it, even if I don’t understand it. I never lost my faith. Everything that is put in front of us is put there for a reason. I could have ended the Kurtherians at any time, but the damage it would have caused to those under their control would have been far-reaching—a disaster of unimaginable proportion.

      What, just… Michael snapped his fingers. Gone?

      Bethany Anne’s chuckle held no humor. Well, that’s simplifying it, but yes. I’m the most powerful being this universe has ever known. I could walk through it and take whatever I wanted. Who could stop me? But it’s not who I am as a person. I restrict myself. My temper. My desire to effect the changes I could bring about. I have no equal but my own humility, my need for Justice, my certainty that I was given all this power for a reason. Unlike Gödel, I can hold the fate of all life in my hands and resist the temptation to tweak it to my liking. Even before I was enhanced, I stood for what was right, sometimes to my own detriment.

      Her eyes flashed red as she rolled over and took Michael’s face in her hands, her hair falling to frame her face above his in a soft, dark curtain.

      Don’t regret who you were. Not ever. The right choice is rarely the easy choice, and in my experience, it is often more painful to take the high road. I’ll gladly take that pain, and I will bear the burden for the innocent whenever I can. You are made the same way. I know you, who you are in your heart. I know what drove you. I know you were bound more tightly by your strictures than any UnknownWorlder.

      That was what I saw in you. Michael’s mental voice was hoarse with love. Your heart, your honor, and your unshakable will. It was the reason I chose to take you to TOM's ship instead of making you into a replacement for William. That was what pulled me back when I was scattered across the Etheric.

      I’m glad I was the one to free you. Whether we live or die before this is done, you freed me from my death sentence and set me on this path. Despite everything we’ve been through since then, the loss, the sacrifice, the pain, I’m thankful you made that choice.

      Bethany Anne let the hunger she felt show in her eyes. I’m not ungrateful for this, either, she told him as she lowered her head to kiss him.
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      Mars, Promessa

      The Jeju Quarter was deserted. Horst and Henry walked the streets, ensuring no Were or human had been left behind in the evacuation. The usual butterscotch tint of the sky had turned blood-orange from the light emitted by the BYPS, casting an ominous glow the streetlights could not erase.

      “I’m too old for this shit,” Horst grumbled. His mind was on his children, who were all officers in the Defense Force since Sarah Jennifer had relocated the Adelaide pack from Jeju Island.

      “Biggest load o’ shite I ever heard,” Henry called as they rounded the corner of Baker Street.

      Horst grinned. The younger Weres had lost their accents after seventy years with the Americans, but not Henry. He still sounded like he’d been pulled out of the Bush yesterday. “Tell that to my aching bones. I should be fishing, drinking beer, and watching the clouds float by while my children do the work.”

      “Did ya find anyone?” Henry asked.

      Horst shook his head. “No. We should get back to the base and see if Kain needs any help.”

      Henry chortled as they walked down Main Street. “The two of ya can trade complaints about yer old bones while us young ‘uns fight off the invading sonsabitches, ya pair of old codgers.”

      “It won’t come to that,” Horst assured him. “We’ve got the BYPS, a third of the Defense Force, and Enora to protect our people.”

      “Ya think we’re not gonna have ta fight those fucknuts?” Henry asked.

      Horst shrugged. “If we do, we’ll make them bleed for their trouble.”

      “If not us, then Koda and Kelly.” Henry laughed as he spoke. “I’ll tell ya for free, I’d hate to get on either of their bad sides. Nothin’ worse than a Were woman on the warpath.”

      Horst sucked in a breath. “You’re telling me.”

      The baleful light above them flickered, and both men looked up.

      “Then again…” Horst murmured.

      

      Mars, Defense Force Base

      The EI Galileo pinged his creator.

      What is it? Enora asked.

      I am reading multiple Gate signatures outside the system, Galileo reported. Most are Federation.

      Only most? Enora considered that she might have introduced the concept of ambiguity to Galileo too soon in his development. Clarify, please.

      Galileo sent the BYPS sensor readings.

      Enora processed the data and made the decision to reduce her EQ for the foreseeable future. Simultaneously, she reached out to Sarah Jennifer and ADAM.

      

      New Romanov

      New Romanov had changed considerably since Sarah Jennifer was last there. The development of magic had given the people the means to evolve the small hamlet into a city of large if rustic proportions. The extended walls towered over the footings of the original boundary, and although the forest still encroached, inside the city, the dwellings were strong and the streets well-maintained.

      Sarah Jennifer was pleased and surprised to find that Irina Shutov was still around. She smiled warmly as the irascible old woman approached with her signature scowl plastered across her wrinkled face.

      “Well, if it isn't Major Walton!” Irina turned her attention to Gregory and Laurel. “Where is Hannah? There’s something odd going on in Rift Valley and still no sign of Ezekiel and Lilith.”

      Laurel frowned. “Hannah is with the Matriarch and the Patriarch. They have returned to deal with the Kurtherian threat that is trying to take over in Arcadia and in other places.”

      Irina’s hands flew to her mouth. For once, the woman had no words.

      “That's why we're here,” Sarah Jennifer explained, shooting a sharp look at the druid. “We have to go through the rift. Bethany Anne believes that Ezekiel and Lilith are in trouble.”

      Irina recovered rapidly, a look of determination replacing her shock. “Then you must go immediately.”

      Sarah Jennifer shook her head. “We need to make sure New Romanov is safe first. The Kurtherians have sent their supersoldiers almost everywhere people are gathered in large numbers.”

      “We haven’t seen any supersoldiers,” Curtis cut in, walking up to them. “Tell us what to look out for, and we will be ready.”

      Sarah Jennifer had a feeling Gödel had something else in mind for New Romanov and this part of the world. “Just make sure everyone who has battle magic is ready to fight.” She handed Curtis a comm unit and described the Ookens. “The Defense Force is here to assist if you need us. Ookens are as bad, if not worse, than Skrima.”

      Irina snorted. “We haven’t seen any Skrima around here since Gregory built his machine and locked the rift.”

      Gregory blushed. “Yeah, well, I’m about to turn my machine off. Curtis, you should come with us. You and I will have to stay back while Sarah Jennifer goes through the rift.”

      Laurel turned to Sarah Jennifer in shock. “What? I thought we were all going through together?”

      Sarah Jennifer shook her head. “No, Laurel. Someone needs to be here to operate the rift-blocker. That’s Gregory. Once whoever is on the other side of the rift realizes we’ve opened it, they're going to respond. You and Curtis have to defend Gregory so I can come back with Ezekiel and Lilith.”

      Laurel acquiesced with a nod. “Okay. I don’t like the idea of leaving Gregory vulnerable. He can’t fight for shit.”

      Gregory slipped his hand into hers, noting the look of disapproval from the major. “Hey, I’m not that vulnerable. I can fight well enough, thank you. But I will be focused on the rift-blocker, so it will be better if you are here to watch my back.”

      The group left the city walls and made their way to Rift Valley as snow fell around them.

      Winter in Siberia was nothing to be taken lightly. Inches of heavy snow blanketed the track, making it difficult to navigate. Sarah Jennifer removed her boots and slung them around her neck, then shifted into her wolf form, her uniform adjusting as her body changed shape.

      Her golden fur drew an impressed whistle from Laurel.

      “Never seen a wolf that wasn’t gray or brown,” the druid commented.

      Sarah Jennifer rolled her eyes and bounded through the snow, forging a path. Laurel helped Gregory and Curtis by forcing new plants to grow along the path, her eyes glowing green as she cleared the snow ahead of where they walked.

      They arrived in Rift Valley as the sun reached its zenith. Sarah Jennifer was overcome with memories she would rather repress as they reached the middle of the valley. The rift was barely visible, no more than a thin line across the sky. The last time she had been here, it had been a gaping tear in reality that stretched from one end of the valley to the other.

      “You okay?” Laurel asked, sensing the drop in the Were leader’s mood.

      Sarah Jennifer shifted back and stuffed her feet into her boots. “This place holds a lot of memories for me. None of them are good.”

      Curtis reached out and patted her shoulder. “We rarely speak of the time before the Madness ended, but no one in New Romanov has ever forgotten what Esme did for them. For us.”

      Sarah Jennifer wiped away the tears that threatened to fall. “Thank you, Curtis. It means a lot to know she’s remembered.”

      Curtis hesitated before asking his next question. “So, what’s it like on Mars?”

      “Busy,” Sarah Jennifer answered with a smile. “As you know, the pack is made up of all the Weres who remained on Earth when the Madness was reversed, from New Romanov to Finland to Salem to Arcadia to Japan and Korea. That’s a lot of administration. Life is peaceful, and I mostly ride a desk these days.”

      Gregory side-eyed the pair. “Sounds like there’s a lot of history we don’t know about.”

      Curtis laughed, pushing back his graying hair with a hand. “Yeah, you could say that. There’s a good reason it was hidden.”

      Gregory pointed at a group of low buildings in the near distance. “Olaf helped us move the lab out here after baby Zeke was born.” He glanced at Laurel. “He hasn’t been here as much since Ezekiel and Lilith went through the rift.”

      Sarah Jennifer noticed the look that passed between Gregory and Laurel but chose not to comment.

      Curtis’ easy smile faded. “Let's get this over and done with. It’s been good not having any Skrima here, and I don’t like the feeling that’s about to change.”

      When she discovered that Olaf was not in the valley, Sarah Jennifer decided to wait outside while Gregory, Curtis, and Laurel went into the largest of the three buildings and got to work.

      She used the time to check in with Kain, routing the connection through the BYPS network. Her implant was modeled on an older design whose sole purpose was communication. The challenges she was having connecting to her home were making her second-guess her decision not to upgrade so she could have Enora onboard. Their connection was slow, and the conversation frustrating. However, she ascertained that Kain was safe and that the civilian population of Promessa was holding up under the strain of a threat they couldn’t see.

      Enora cut in on her implant before she disconnected.

      What’s up, Enora? she asked the AI.

      Major, we have a large incursion occurring just outside the system. Two of the Queen’s ships have arrived, but so have a dozen superdreadnoughts belonging to the enemy. Their targets appear to be the BYPS satellites.

      That explained the delay between each message. Sarah Jennifer didn’t often curse, but there were times she made an exception. Shit. Have you told Bethany Anne this is happening?

      I have forwarded the data to ADAM, Enora confirmed after a long pause.

      “Major Walton,” Gregory called, appearing at the door of the field lab. “We have a problem with the blocker.”

      Give me a minute. I’ll get back to you, Sarah Jennifer told Enora. Try to do something about that connection. It sucks hairy hog balls.

      She turned to Gregory with a frown. “Don’t just tell me there’s a problem. Give me the details and tell me the solution.”

      Gregory shook his head. “I’m not sure there is a solution. I have disengaged the Etheric blocker. However, it looks like the Skrima activated a similar device on the other side of the rift. You’re not going to be able to get through from this side.”

      Sarah Jennifer’s heart dropped into her stomach as worry for Ezekiel overwhelmed her. For so much of his life, she had not been there for him. Sometimes that was by his choice, mostly because of the circumstances of their differing duties, but that made no difference as far as she was concerned.

      Too distressed to access her ability to speak mind to mind, she reconnected to Enora, holding a finger up to Gregory. Enora, can you connect me to Bethany Anne through ADAM, please?

      Of course, Major. The pause was much longer this time. Connecting you now.

      Sarah, what’s up? Bethany Anne’s voice over the comm was soothing.

      We have a huge problem here, Sarah Jennifer told her, and I have no solution. The rift is open from our side, but there is a blocker in place on the other side, and I can’t get through. I’m hoping you have a suggestion because I’m all out.

      Bethany Anne sent a wave of calming energy, establishing a mental connection. Don’t panic. You have a ship that can get you to Federation space, right?

      Yes, Sarah Jennifer replied. The Enora is on Mars.

      Give me a second, Bethany Anne told her.

      Before she had finished speaking, Bethany Anne appeared by Sarah Jennifer’s side. Without another word, she put a hand on Sarah Jennifer’s shoulder and transported her to Mars.

      Sarah Jennifer shook off the nausea, discombobulated by the sudden trip.

      Bethany Anne held her up until her knees had steadied. “Sarah, I know what Ezekiel means to you. I had ADAM give Enora the coordinates for another rift that leads to Hyrrheim. You’ll have to go get him in person. Take a small team with you. I don’t want you facing this alone. It was one thing for you to sneak in through the back door, but a full-frontal assault is a different matter entirely.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “Got it. Slight problem; my team is on Earth right now. I need my cousin, and as much as I hate to admit it, also Team Dumbass.”

      Bethany Anne disappeared and reappeared a few moments later with Brutus, Linus, Dinny, Reg, and Katia. All five threw up in unison.

      “What in the ever-loving fuck just happened?” Katia exclaimed after emptying the contents of her stomach onto Linus’ boots.

      “Kat! You couldn’t aim to the side?” Linus bitched.

      Katia raised her head and saw Bethany Anne staring at the mess. She grimaced. “Oh, that explains everything. Um, thank you, Your Majesty?”

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose. “Nice. Whatever happened to Weres having constitutions of steel?”

      Brutus wiped his mouth. “Traveling thirty-four million miles in a matter of seconds is likely to challenge the strongest stomach.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Rounding up a little there, aren’t you, Timmons?”

      Brutus opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, his instincts telling him it was a bad idea to get snarky with the Queen.

      Katia laughed. “You’re forgiven for inducing the vom-fest. Make him do the face again; go on. I love it when he’s speechless.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I like you. Now stop fucking around. You have work to do.”

      The next moment she was gone, leaving them standing in the rusty dust outside the hangar.

      “What in hell is going on?” Linus asked in confusion.

      Sarah Jennifer explained the situation at the rift and Bethany Anne’s orders to go straight to Hyrrheim in person to rescue Ezekiel and Lilith.

      “Well, damn,” Reg exclaimed. “We can’t leave the kid in the lurch.”

      “What about everyone back on Earth?” Linus asked. He gestured at the group. “The Queen just took their senior officers out of the game.”

      “I’ll take care of it while you five get the Enora loaded for a deep-space expedition,” Sarah Jennifer answered. “It won’t take long for me to update Ace, so make sure we’re ready to go by the time I get back.”

      Katia slapped Brutus’ behind as she stalked to the hangar. “What are we waiting for? You heard the boss. Let’s get this show on the road already.”

      

      The Heights, Mystic Temple

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric, startling Hannah and Parker.

      Julianne and Hadley exchanged amused glances, having sensed her mind approaching.

      “We have a situation,” Bethany Anne told them without preamble.

      “Which one?” Michael inquired, his tone dry. “ADAM informed us about the incursion beyond the BYPS. We’re aware of the rift issue at New Romanov. Sarah Jennifer’s people are reporting varying success in containing the Ooken attacks around Europe and East Asia.”

      “None of those,” Bethany Anne stated. “And all of them. We need to make a start on reducing the Gödel clones once I’ve assessed Hannah’s capability, but I’m getting reports from all over the Federation. The war is getting serious out there as well. I’m torn. I need to defend Earth, yet I can’t leave the rest of my people to defend themselves.”

      Michael bit back his first response. “What we need is a war council,” he suggested. “Julianne, is there a place inside the temple large enough to hold a few hundred people?”

      The mystic frowned. “Yes, but how do you expect to get them here if they are fighting for their own worlds?”

      Michael waved a hand. “Leave that to me. We have the technology. Hadley, you’re with me. Bethany Anne, perhaps it would be a good idea for you to work your frustration out on a deserving target before we engage in a political discussion?”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “You know me too well. I’ll take Hannah for a lesson on how to fuck up a Kurtherian’s day.” She turned to smile at the young woman and her lover. “Just me and you, Hannah. Michael could use some help with setting up the interface for the meeting, Parker.”

      Parker's eyes lit up. “Gregory is going to kick himself for missing out on this.”

      “Maybe not,” Bethany Anne told him. “There was an issue at the rift. He and Laurel chose to stay in New Romanov and prepare for the possibility of a Skrima invasion. Laurel went to Urai to get Olaf.”

      Hannah leaned over the table and pulled the jug of the mystics’ special homebrew toward her. “Mika won’t be happy about that. She’s been taking care of baby Zeke along with her own baby while Gregory and Laurel were visiting Arcadia.”

      “She will deal with it,” Parker countered. “The woman is a warrior first. She understands the necessity of maintaining a strong presence at the rift when there’s a chance of Skrima coming through.”

      A scuffle at the window distracted them from the conversation. Sal poked his scaly head through the narrow opening, and Hannah laughed. “I think he knows we’re heading out.”

      Bethany Anne walked to the window and scratched under the dragon’s chin. Sal practically purred at the attention. “He’s a smart dragon. Aren’t you, Sal? Get your gear, Hannah. It’s time to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Sal had a crush on you,” Hannah teased as the three of them exited the Etheric, coming out over a rocky shore. The land beyond the cliffs rose and fell, massive sand dunes dominating the landscape as far as they could see.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “He’s entranced by the shiny armor I’m wearing, more likely. He’s enjoying this heat a lot more than I am.”

      “Same,” Hannah agreed, holding onto the dragon with her knees while she slipped out of the leather overshirt she wore as armor. “Aren’t you sweating in that?”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “The advantage of nanofabric is it regulates my body temperature. Also, I can adjust to almost any environment.”

      “Even…” Hannah pointed up.

      Bethany Anne touched Hannah’s mind and showed her how to wrap herself in Etheric energy. “Now you know.”

      The dragon did appear to be entranced by the light reflecting off the burnished red skinsuit Bethany Anne was wearing. However, Hannah couldn’t deny she felt the Matriarch’s presence as a compelling force, and she knew Sal was drawn by it too. “You’re so powerful, I’m surprised you aren’t attracting everyone who has magic.”

      “Or informing the Kurtherian we’re hunting that we’re on our way. Fuckdammit.” Bethany Anne dialed back her Etheric output. “Thank you for telling me. I can’t always tell how much energy I’m emitting. The people I’m usually surrounded by are that powerful in their own right, and we’ve been together as a group for so long, nobody notices anymore.”

      Hannah peered at the rolling dunes. “Where are we?”

      “This used to be called the Gobi Desert. I don’t know what the locals call it these days.” Bethany Anne altered her trajectory to follow the Kurtherian energy trail she’d picked up. “Beats the fuck out of me why any of Gödel’s minions would be all the way out here. There are no cities that the BYPS can see.”

      Hannah clung tightly to Sal's neck and leaned forward, encouraging him to increase his speed and keep pace with Bethany Anne as they flew over the desert. “So, tell me what we're facing. Just how badass are these Kurtherians?”

      “They are tricky fuckers,” Bethany Anne told her. “They tend to avoid engaging in direct conflict because their bodies are, frankly, weak. That’s how you can tell the difference between a real Kurtherian and a clone. The clones are harder to kill, so they take more risks.”

      “Do they have the same powers we do?” Hannah asked.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “They wish. Gödel doesn’t share well. Kurtherians are not born with an innate connection to the Etheric. They rely on technology, and while they have access to nanocytes, they are not permitted to reprogram themselves with extras. Gödel has her ‘Chosen,’ a group who have proven their subservience to her. Those have minimal abilities and increased strength, speed, and reflexes. They can access one element, usually fire, and she has armed them with Etheric-powered weapons.”

      “Like magitech?” Hannah sensed Bethany Anne was using magic, although she couldn’t tell what the Matriarch was doing with it.

      Bethany Anne answered the unspoken question. “I’m tracking our target.” She chuckled at Hannah’s gasp of surprise.

      “You’re reading my thoughts?” the young woman asked.

      “It’s not difficult.” Bethany Anne switched back to teaching mode. “There are a few variations on crystals, like the amphoralds you’re familiar with. The ones my people use are synthetic stones. The Kurtherians use another type. Both act the same way as the weapon your boyfriend was using when I arrived.”

      Hannah resisted the urge to make an innuendo. “Lilith shot lasers out of her eyes when she first got her body. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “How long did it take her to regenerate her eyeballs after that little maneuver?”

      “I don’t know. I was kinda out of it at the time. It was when I was given your blood.”

      “I sensed you,” Bethany Anne told her. “I was in the middle of a battle, and there you were in my head.”

      “I bet that was a shock, having someone in your head.” Hannah frowned when Bethany Anne burst out laughing. “What?”

      Bethany Anne doubled over without losing altitude or going off-course. “Hannah, you have no idea how busy my head is with other people. I have two entities who live in there full-time and connections to everyone who has my blood running through their veins, plus an implanted chip that is connected to the communications network that spans the whole Federation.”

      “How the fuck are you not insane with all that going on?” Hannah blurted. “Sorry, but that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. I have a hard time just dealing with the Triple Bs.”

      Bethany Anne turned her body so she was facing Hannah. “You have no idea how powerful you are. The nanocytes in your blood are some of the most advanced in existence.”

      “Zeke always said I’m shit-hot. Those weren’t his exact words, but I knew that was what he meant,” Hannah admitted when the Queen raised an eyebrow at her.

      Bethany Anne shook her head, returning to face the direction they were traveling. “I thought he would be the one to get my blood. You were a surprise, and I am not easy to surprise. Ezekiel is powerful in his own right, but even he has no idea what your full potential is.”

      “What is my full potential?” Hannah asked.

      “That’s for you to discover. I’m interested to see how you handle the Kurtherian we are tracking.” Bethany Anne was distracted by a disturbance in the Etheric ten kilometers away.

      “Hold up,” she instructed.

      Sal surged to a stop at Hannah’s command, the beating of his wings as he hovered the only sound. “What is it?” Hannah asked.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Not sure yet. It’s coming from where I sense the Kurtherian.”

      A dune in the distance shifted too fast to be a natural occurrence. Bethany Anne matched the shift to the Etheric pull she felt. “Magic.”

      Hannah hugged Sal, suddenly nervous about being out of her element.

      “Let’s go.” Bethany Anne veered toward the location, and Hannah followed. The reason for the sudden movement was revealed as they passed over the massive dune and saw the city of tents nestled into the curve at the shadowy base.

      “Well, that’s different,” Hannah remarked with surprise.

      “It explains why the BYPS didn’t pick anything up,” Bethany Anne agreed. “Looks to me like the people in this region are nomadic.”

      “Looks to me like they’re pissed at the intrusion,” Hannah added.

      Bethany Anne pointed out an area where the neat order of the camp had been disturbed. People were fighting back while the sand dune looming over the encampment erupted at seemingly random intervals around them. “There are around thirty Ookens here, which means the Kurtherian is not a clone.”

      “How do you know that?” Hannah asked.

      Bethany Anne tapped her temple with a finger. “Use your mind. Reach out, and you’ll see that the Ookens are being controlled. Clones don’t normally use Ookens.”

      “So, we kill the Kurtherian, and the Ookens won’t be a danger?”

      “No,” Bethany Anne clarified. “Kill the Kurtherian, and the Ookens will run wild and destroy everything in their path. We deal with them first, then we take out the Kurtherian.”
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      Sal scented the Ookens and let out an angry roar. Hannah clung to the dragon for dear life as he plummeted nose-first toward the settlement.

      She leapt off his back and dived to the side as a wave of compacted sand rose from the dune, threatening to engulf them both.

      Before it hit them, Bethany Anne released a torrent of white-hot flame that turned the sand to glass, which she flung over the dune with a wave of her hand.

      Her voice shook the desert, and Hannah had an idea of what she was saying even if she didn’t understand the language the Matriarch was speaking.

      I told them not to be stupid enough to attack the people who came to help them, Bethany Anne sent to Hannah.

      I think they got the message, Hannah replied.

      Bethany Anne turned her attention to the women and children walking single file out of the encampment. Tell Sal to protect them. We’re going to keep this simple. See an Ooken, destroy it.

      The dragon wasn’t happy to be sent away from the fight, but he did as Hannah told him. Hannah watched him go with a smile, then turned her attention to the fight below.

      The desert mages worked in groups of two or three, repelling the Ookens with huge waves of sand. It moved like water under their direction, swallowing the tentacled monstrosities whole.

      Do you know how to call lightning?

      Hell, yes, Hannah replied. It’s my favorite way to dismember a Skrim.

      Follow my lead, Bethany Anne told her. Without waiting for Hannah’s reply, she slammed the shifting sand with lightning where the Ookens were digging their way out.

      There was no communication barrier in the heat of battle. Everyone in the encampment understood the language of “kill or be killed.” The mages caught on quickly and switched tactics, launching the next Ooken they caught toward Bethany Anne and Hannah on a pillar of compacted sand.

      The air crackled as the women pulled twin bolts of lightning and launched them into the Ooken riding the sand pillar.

      The sand exploded outward, leaving behind a fulgurite tinged gray-black with blood and the Ooken frozen within like a grotesque spider caught in amber. Bethany Anne didn’t wait to see the result. She launched herself at an Ooken that was sneaking up on the sand mages. She sensed Hannah somewhere to her right, and the lightning the young woman pulled down impacted the sand a split second later.

      The sand mages worked with them to clear the encampment. The whole time Bethany Anne was working her destructive dance through the tent city, her mind was open, searching for the hiding place of the Kurtherian controlling the Ookens.

      She sensed the mind she was looking for overhead and a short distance from the edge of the encampment.

      Take care of the few that are left and then come find me, she told Hannah.

      Bethany Anne didn’t want to kill the Kurtherian straight out. As attractive as Michael’s suggestion to work out her frustration had been, Hannah needed the experience before being set loose on the Gödel clones.

      Bethany Anne clenched her jaw when she realized that the Kurtherian was intending to prey on the women and children who had escaped the battle.

      Change of plan. Get your ass over here now, she sent as she crossed the edge of the encampment. There’s a whole other shitshow going down.

      Sal was in the air, swooping above the frightened people as he fought to defend them from two Ookens. The last of the Kurtherian’s pawns were working together, one darting in when Sal moved to fend off the other. The dragon screeched in frustration, unable to kill either of them without leaving the people vulnerable to the remaining monster.

      The women huddled protectively around their children while the three mages they had with them had raised walls of sand around the unenhanced.

      Hannah sprinted toward the dragon and leapt, landing on his back. They zeroed in on one of the Ookens and Sal grabbed it in his claws, tearing chunks out of its furry hide while Hannah shot fire into its gaping jaws, cooking it from the inside.

      Bethany Anne dispatched the other, tearing it in two with her bare hands and leaving the pieces twitching as its blood stained the sand beneath in a spreading pool.

      The sand mages arrived a moment later, but Bethany Anne didn't have time to explain what was happening. She grabbed Hannah and translocated her and Sal to the place high above the dune where she had sensed the Kurtherian.

      Hannah looked around in confusion. “Why are we up here?”

      Bethany Anne answered by releasing a torrent of Etheric energy, which revealed the cloaked Pod hovering twenty meters to their left.

      The Kurtherian inside the Pod fired a pair of kinetic missiles at the new arrivals. Bethany Anne opened the Etheric to swallow the missiles as they streaked toward them, rendering them useless.

      Before the Kurtherian could fire again, Bethany Anne dismantled the Pod with a wave of her hand, and the Kurtherian fell to the ground in a shower of twisted metal and plastic. It landed ungracefully as Bethany Anne and Hannah lowered themselves to the sand.

      “So, this is a Kurtherian?” Hannah gave a derisive snort. “Doesn’t look very impressive to me.”

      Bethany Anne saw the Kurtherian move and pushed Hannah to the side as a bolt of Etheric energy lanced from the device on its wrist, almost eviscerating the younger woman.

      Sal roared and lunged for the alien, but Bethany Anne sent him to sleep with a thought and pinned the Kurtherian to the sand with a blanket of suppressive energy to prevent it from attacking again before Hannah was ready.

      “Don’t be fooled by their appearance,” she told the cocksure young woman. “I warned you they had Etheric-powered weaponry. We need to disable that. Or rather, you do. I need to know you can handle them before I let you take on Gödel’s clones.”

      Hannah shot Bethany Anne a look of disbelief. “What, you’re not going to help me with this?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. This is all you. Are you ready?”

      “I suppose I have to be,” Hannah answered, squaring her shoulders. “Let it go. I’ve got this.”

      Bethany Anne stood back and released the Kurtherian from the temporary prison. This was Hannah’s trial by fire. She couldn’t help but feel like a mother cat supervising her kitten in its first hunt as Hannah’s eyes glowed red and she called twin balls of fire to her hands.

      Hannah reacted instinctively, flinging both her fireballs at the Kurtherian as it surged to its feet. They glanced off the Kurtherian’s armor, doing little to no damage. “Well, shit,” Hannah muttered to herself. “I guess that wasn’t enough.”

      Her next move was to call down lightning. The Kurtherian dodged the strike, sending another bolt of Etheric energy at Hannah from its gauntlet.

      Hannah threw up a shield to deflect the attack and reached for the sand beneath its feet. Unlike earth magic, which was not her specialty, Hannah found the sand was responsive.

      It sucked the Kurtherian in up to its hips, and Hannah was able to score a direct strike with her next lightning strike. Bethany Anne nodded in approval as the alien was roasted inside its armor.

      Hannah shook herself as the energy dissipated. “Glad to see you approve.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “You did well for your first attempt. Now let’s see what we can do to help those people before we go back to the temple.”

      Hannah jerked a thumb in Sal’s direction. “You’re going to wake my dragon up first, right?”

      

      Hyrrheim

      Ezekiel’s nerves almost got the better of him by the time he and Lilith were called in to see the generals.

      Maintaining the illusion of the bugs while disguising his returned youth and his continuous draw on the Etheric, he dropped his eyes and followed her into the chamber.

      The only experience Ezekiel had with Kurtherians was his encounters with Laughter. He couldn’t help but remember the grotesque Skrim body she had inhabited the last time he’d seen her. He had wondered if Laughter’s methods had been followed by the Kurtherians under her command. However, contrary to his expectation, the generals were all in their original bodies.

      Traditionally, Kurtherians are against body-jumping, Lilith told him.

      Good to know. In my experience, they’re more easily damaged than Skrima bodies. Ezekiel stole a glance at the three generals sitting behind a curved table. He wasn’t someone who believed that nature worked to make those who were essentially good pleasing to the eye and created those who were evil in less aesthetic ways.

      All three were ugly as sin, though.

      Rail-thin with protruding ribcages, overly large dead-looking eyes, and mandibles in place of upper lips, the Kurtherians looked like every bad dream about aliens he’d ever had. He had similar feelings about the Skrima. While the Skrima were generally unpleasant to look at, somehow, the form Lilith had taken had grace. It projected her inner beauty.

      He shook off his distraction when the general in the center spoke.

      “Peace Through Superior Genetics, why have you brought this prisoner in front of us? Your instructions were to break him and extract any information he had about Death’s forces on Earth before draining his blood.”

      Lilith tilted her chin imperiously. “I believe he is of much more use than simple information, General Opportunity in Chaos. He is slaved to my will, and as such, he is of much more use as a weapon of destruction. I brought him before you with the intention of proving that so that you would grant me permission to go back to Irth and wreak havoc in the goddess’ name.”

      The generals reacted strongly to her suggestion. All three voiced their disapproval, then the one in the middle spoke again.

      “It would take much more than your assertion for us to allow such a risk to be taken. How do we know your control is absolute? What would we do if you lost control and the humans regained one of their most powerful weapons?”

      It was worth a try, Ezekiel sent.

      I’m not done yet, Lilith told him.

      She offered the generals a subservient nod. “Very well. Your concerns are understandable. Perhaps I could have an opportunity to prove he is an asset we can use?”

      “How do you intend to prove to us that this human is not a liability?” the general to the left asked.

      “I wish to use him to train the Skrima,” Lilith stated with confidence. “The humans are skilled in many aspects of using the Etheric. I hope you will forgive me for pointing out how easily we dispatched the Skrima who were sent to Irth before my eyes were opened to the truth of the Ascension Path. This human has access to many of those abilities. If you will allow me to release him from the bonds preventing him from using his abilities, I would be willing to train the soldiers to resist what the abominations call magic.”

      I seriously hope you are not expecting me to train the soldiers?

      Hold that thought, Lilith told Ezekiel. We might not be able to get back to Irth for a while. Think of how much damage we can do to the Skrima army in the meantime if they go with this.

      The generals considered Lilith’s suggestion, conferring amongst themselves. Their eyes glowed red as they shared their thoughts on the matter.

      “Are you prepared to terminate the prisoner if he regains autonomy?” the general on the right asked.

      “Without hesitation,” Lilith answered. “Any threat to our forces is an insult to the goddess.”

      Opportunity in Chaos nodded. “We find this acceptable. The human will be returned to the prison complex while we make arrangements.”

      Lilith bowed at the waist. “Very well, General. I will return him there immediately and await further orders.”

      The generals dismissed them, and Lilith led Ezekiel out of the chamber.

      What in the Matriarch’s name did we just agree to? Ezekiel demanded once they were back in the cells.

      It’s not what we agreed to, Lilith corrected, a note of glee in her mental voice. They just agreed to sacrifice however many Skrima it takes to teach them how to defeat magic users.

      We will reduce their numbers, yes, Ezekiel countered, but they have a whole planet full of soldiers genetically modified to obey their Kurtherian overlords. No matter how many we kill, and we will have to be careful not to kill so many we arouse suspicion, all we will be doing is culling the weak. The Skrima who survive will be the strongest.

      Zeke, you’re forgetting one thing, Lilith told him.

      What?

      They have been trying to defeat humanity for close to a century. They have failed and will continue to fail because the human spirit cannot be crushed. The people of Irth will rise up and destroy them, no matter how physically strong they are.
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        * * *

      

      Ezekiel’s mind was on Hannah and the Triple Bs as he tossed and turned on his bunk, unable to sleep.

      He believed that Lilith believed in humanity.

      However, he wished with all his heart that humanity’s hope didn’t rest on the small band of misfits who had become his family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Heights, Mystic Temple

      Bethany Anne and Hannah arrived back at the temple, and Sal curled up under a tree in the orchard, exhausted after the long flight.

      The two women went into the temple and were directed by one of Julianne’s acolytes to the room where final preparations for the war council were being made. Benches had been set up on three sides of the room to accommodate the leaders of each member state, and a large table had been placed in the center.

      Bethany Anne was pleased to see Tabitha and Gabrielle there in person. She embraced her two closest friends. “It's good to see you both, but I’m pretty damned sure I told you I needed you defending the Federation.”

      “As if we were going to leave you to take care of this mess by yourself,” Tabitha told her with a grin. “The guys are gonna take care of everything out there. We’re here to have your back.”

      Gabrielle gestured around the room. “Besides, we brought the holoconference equipment. Michael asked us to set everything up, and you need Tabitha’s help to run it.”

      Bethany Anne acquiesced with a nod. “Either way, I’m glad you’re here. Where is Michael?”

      “He’s at the Scuttlebutt.” Tabitha laughed. “Something about making doubly sure you don’t lose your shit if the meeting gets tedious.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t have to wait long before her husband returned. He stepped out of the Etheric with a large cooler, which he handed to Bethany Anne with a twinkle in his eye.

      Bethany Anne opened it, and her eyes lit up with joy. She grabbed Michael and kissed him, then extracted a bottle of ice-cold Coke. She drank half of it, then sighed with happiness. “My day just improved by a thousand percent. Thank you.”

      “How did Hannah’s training go?” Michael asked.

      “She did well. I can’t see any issue with her taking on the clones.” Bethany Anne glanced at the young woman, who was deep in conversation with Parker. “Did you hear from the twins yet?”

      Michael nodded. “There was a video message waiting from them when I got back to the Scuttlebutt. I forwarded it to your HUD.”

      Bethany Anne grabbed another Coke from the cooler. “I’ll watch the video while you finish setting up and get everyone here.”

      She settled into the chair at the head of the table and opened the video that was waiting in her HUD. The faces of her children warmed her heart. Gabriel had his arms full with a baby on each side.

      “Hey, Mom, Dad, meet Jodi and Jai. They’re both healthy. Doc did something to dial down their nanocytes until they’re old enough to control their abilities by themselves.”

      Alexis laughed. “Their potential manifesting when you sent your message was enough to convince us it was necessary.”

      Bethany Anne’s heart melted as Gabriel held the babies up to the camera with pride. They were beautiful, with Jiya’s skin tone and Gabriel's dark hair and bone structure. Jodi squirmed, opening her mouth to let out a hungry wail. Jai followed his sister’s lead.

      Jiya appeared on camera and waved before taking the newborns. “Trey and K'aia are waiting for you both,” she told Gabriel and Alexis.

      “I hope you’re kicking Kurtherian ass,” she called to the camera as she swept out of the room.

      “We have to make this quick,” Alexis apologized.

      “You warned us in plenty of time to get the defenses up around Devon, Mom,” Gabriel stated. “Everyone on the planet is still pissed from the last time Gödel attacked. Tim has his Guardians out by the BYPS. We got Dad's message about the war council, so we’ll talk more about what’s going on when it convenes.”

      “We love you,” Alexis added. “See you soon.”

      “I love you, too,” Bethany Anne told them before she closed her HUD and walked over to Michael. “I can’t believe we’re grandparents.”

      Michael’s pride lit his face. “I’ve had many ‘grandchildren’ before, or what I thought of as grandchildren. However, there's something special about seeing your line continue.” He glanced around the room as Tabitha switched on the conference setup. “We will make time to celebrate later. The council is about to convene.”

      Bethany Anne returned to her seat at the head of the table, and Michael took the chair to her right. Gabrielle took the seat to her left. Tabitha continued to walk around, monitoring the equipment.

      One by one, the Federation leaders appeared in holographic form. Around the table, Lance was first to arrive. Stephen was there to represent High Tortuga. Gabriel, Alexis, and Trey were there for Devon. Akio and Nickie were there on behalf of the Rangers and the Collective. Kain was there in Sarah Jennifer’s absence to represent Mars. The Bl’kheth leader, the Ixtali legate, the current Yollin potentate…the list went on.

      The benches around the room began to fill up. Bethany Anne was glad to see Charumati and Terry Henry were among the representatives of the independent stations, along with a small alien who identified himself as Ankh, the representative of the Singularity. There were many faces she did not recognize since the leadership had changed during the time the Armada was in Kurtherian space.

      Xadia and Farzai arrived together. The Torcellan leaders were new since Bethany Anne’s intervention on the planet a short time ago. The representatives from the Federation Council arrived together, with the exception of her father. Commanders Tim Kinley and Maxim Nikolayevich represented the Guardian Marines on both sides of the Federation.

      “Where is Pete?” Bethany Anne whispered to Tabitha.

      “Oh, he's somewhere in France with the Defense Force. We heard Sarah Jennifer had to leave the planet, so he stepped in to lend a hand.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. It was strange not to have the Bitches there. However, she knew they were all in transit to various locations around the Federation. Tabitha signaled that the participants had all arrived, and Bethany Anne got to her feet to begin the meeting.

      “Welcome, and thank you all for being here. We’ll get straight to business, seeing as everyone is already being pressed by Gödel’s people. The first order of business is the question, is the blanket holding?”

      There was consensus that the offensive measures Bethany Anne had instituted one hundred and fifty years ago were secure. Bethany Anne’s relief was cut short when Stephen indicated he wanted to speak.

      “Go ahead, Stephen.”

      “The BYPS is holding back the Kurtherians and their allies for the moment. However, they are making a concerted effort to break through the network from the Etheric. CEREBRO is concerned that they are going to instigate a chain of events that will destroy the network from the outside.”

      Bethany Anne had the same concern. “Since we have only the storms the BYPS is generating inside the Etheric to protect the BYPS and therefore CEREBRO from that side, my suggestion is that those who can travel there do so and hold the line from the outside while you evacuate the civilians. Questions?”

      Kain spoke up. “We’re having the same issue here. There are twelve superdreadnoughts stationed beyond Neptune’s orbit—out of BYPS range. They are using long-range energy weapons to take out satellites in the network. We have Enora replacing the satellites that are destroyed from the stockpile we’ve built up, and we have more in production, but eventually, they’re going to break through unless something is done.”

      “Let me get back to you with a solution,” Bethany Anne told him. “Next?”

      Lance cleared his throat. “Red Rock is still inside the Mirage Nebula. We can Gate to anywhere that requires extra firepower. We can also transport whole populations if the need arises. Please send requests for assistance to Patricia. We are here to make sure no planet falls.”

      Tabatha cut in, “I’m plugged directly into the CEREBRO network. Compiling reports on the ground, there are a number of planets that are not members of the Federation who are siding with Gödel and are employing their militaries to fight for her. What are we going to do about them?”

      Christina Lowell had the answer. “I’ll send the Direct Action branch to deal with those traitorous bastards. They’ll regret siding with the enemy. I have my Belzonian troops back, and I was expanding the Bad Company’s capacity the whole time the Armada was away from the Federation. They are spread out across the Federation, ready to act when needed. We all knew this day was coming.”

      There was a murmur of agreement from the assembly. Bethany Anne heard from others who had made preparations for an incursion on this scale, including Reynolds. “Everything I’m hearing makes me happy we are doing everything we can. We always knew the Federation was a target for the Seven, and Gödel in particular. Keep doing what you’re doing. Gödel is here on Earth somewhere, and I intend to deal with her personally.

      “I can’t say what will happen once her forces learn she is dead. We must be prepared for all eventualities, even the Kurtherians refusing to stop fighting until every last one of them has been killed. Subdue the non-Kurtherian forces where you can. This is a war, yes, but there is no need to make it into genocide. Unless there is no choice, we will accept the surrender of any group who wishes to renege on their alliance with the Seven.”

      She leaned over the table, her eyes flashing red. “However, those who do not back down will be wiped from this universe with their Kurtherian masters. We will have peace. Innocent people will be allowed to live out their lives without the threat of the Ascension Path hanging over their heads. This is not a political squabble. Neither is it about conquering. The goal is not glory, or victory, or proving a point. It is about Justice and fighting for the right of every living being to live the life they choose.”

      The speakers set up for those among them who only communicated by mental means came online. The Bl’kheth leader spoke.

      “We offer sanctuary. Our planet is open to any in need. We will disperse throughout the Federation and create portals leading to our home. Your weak, your children, your elderly; all are welcome to wait out the war with us in safety. The Kurtherians cannot reach our planet. They do not have the technology we developed to hide between the realms. We are mortal enemies of Gödel. Wherever we go, we will fight to ensure that the innocent are not collateral damage in this war.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Thank you. I’m sure everyone will be grateful to know their loved ones are safe. I know I would not want to be a Kurtherian or one of their allies facing your people.”

      There were murmurs of agreement from those who had seen the six-inch beings strip an Ooken to the bone armed with nothing but their teeth and claws. The Bl’kheth’s gunmetal-gray wings beat steadily as she lowered herself back into her seat.

      Bethany Anne turned her attention to Anna Elizabeth. “I want to hear from you next. What is the status of the Gate network? Is it secure?”

      The Diplomat Emeritus’ voice was grave. “The Gates were first to be attacked, but my people have defended them successfully so far. I wouldn’t say no to reinforcements. However, we ask only for those who are not needed elsewhere. Diplomat Emeritus Waters is overdue to report.” Her face gave away none of the worry Bethany Anne could see she was hiding. She knew her old friend too well.

      “What is the problem?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “I will report to you separately once this meeting is over,” Anna Elizabeth promised. “The information she was seeking is extremely sensitive and for your ears only.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Remain on the call once we are done here.”

      Akio was the next to request permission to speak. He inclined his head when Bethany Anne gave him a nod. “My Rangers are also spread far and wide throughout the Federation,” he informed the council. “Our ships are available to transport refugees, supplies, weapons, whatever is needed. We have a safe space that is well defended on the Collective’s planet. Much like the honorable Bl’kheths and Bakas, the Collective harbors a special grudge against Gödel and the Seven for the wrongs done to their species and will protect everyone who is brought to the base with their lives.”

      Gabriel and Alexis nodded fervently. “We will organize with those who need transport and make sure that either the Bl’kheth or the Rangers get to the people before it’s too late.”

      Ankh indicated he wanted to speak. “The Singularity will join CEREBRO to ensure communications remain secure.”

      Trey spoke up for the Bakas. “In honor of my mother and father, my people offer to defend the Gates. Devon is adequately protected, and we are not needed there.”

      Maxim spoke for the Meredith Reynolds. “Yoll is a prime target. I suggest we evacuate the Meredith Reynolds and move it out to the edge of the system, where we can defend the planet from a distance. There are hundreds of Kurtherian ships surrounding the system. They are unable to break through the BYPS at the moment. However, they are employing the same tactics they are using to get close to Earth, knowing it would be demoralizing for the whole Federation if the heart of our civilization should fall.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Permission granted. Work with BMW to ensure the ESD and the mini-ESDs are working at full capacity. I don’t want to lose my asteroid. It has sentimental value beyond its use as a battle station. Rickie, move the QBBS Exuberant from the Leath system to Yollin space and provide backup for the Meredith Reynolds.”

      “What about Leath?” Rickie inquired.

      “Leath technology and military capability are among the finest in the Federation. The Kurtherians are not going to continue fucking with them once they get a taste of that. Same with Shrillex, Ixtal, and the Noel-ni systems. Torcellans and other pacifist societies will be transported to one of the safe havens offered. Everyone else has my express order to kick ass, and don’t bother taking names. We know who is responsible.”

      She slammed her fist on the table. “We are the Federation. We will show the Seven just how badly they’ve fucked up by attacking the largest group of unified planets and peoples in existence. They fight together out of obedience and fear of repercussion. They have no clue what it is to face an enemy powered by righteous anger.”

      Bethany Anne answered a few more questions, then wrapped up the meeting.

      When the majority of the participants had signed off, her inner circle remained. They were her nearest and dearest. Her family and her friends. The people who had endeared themselves to her over the years.

      Her heart.

      Bethany Anne looked around the table. “We have been together for so long. Most of you have been with me since the beginning. We’ve been through hell and back, all to get to here. This is our chance to complete the mission we set out from Earth to achieve. While everyone else has their instructions, I’m giving you different orders. When this is done, there will be no Kurtherians remaining on this plane of existence. While I do not advocate for the genocide of the species they have tricked or forced into alliances, I will not suffer a single follower of the Ascension Path to survive. I will not allow them to escape Justice for the deaths they have brought to us all over the centuries. I don’t think I can make myself any clearer than that. No quarter; death is the only mercy I have left to give them. Does everyone here understand and agree?”

      “Well, I wasn’t going to invite them to a fucking picnic afterward,” Nickie snarked.

      Bethany Anne saw the resolve around the table. “Anna Elizabeth, what did you have to say that you couldn’t say in front of the whole council?”

      “Phina and Link are missing,” Anna Elizabeth informed her. There was a collective gasp from everyone remaining in the room. “I sent them to Gaitune to retrieve the dead-drop logs. However, while I know they made it...”

      Bethany Anne’s lips compressed into a thin line. ADAM, contact Molly and Sean. Send them to help Phina and Link.

      >>I’m unable to make direct contact,<< ADAM responded. >>The planet has dropped off the CEREBRO network. I’m working to reach them by other means.<<

      Bethany Anne gave Anna Elizabeth a look of sympathy. “ADAM is unable to reach the base. If you have someone to send, send them. Otherwise, all we can do is hope. Phina and Link are not easy to kill, and I have other assets on Gaitune who may be able to help. ADAM is doing what he can to get a message through to them.”

      Nickie shot a pleading look at Akio, who nodded. “I’ll go,” she announced.

      “Works,” Bethany Anne agreed. She had one more task in mind before she closed the meeting. “TH, Char, your granddaughter is on her way to Hyrrheim to rescue Ezekiel and Lilith from the Skrima. I want you to send someone with experience of the planet to assist her team. It’s her first time in deep space, and as we know, not dying while being shot at in a tin can takes a certain amount of skill, training, and experience. I don’t want any of us to lose family in this war. Everyone, keep yourselves and your people safe. However, I’m going to contradict myself now and tell you to do whatever it takes to make sure we succeed.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Gaitune-67

      Remind me again why we couldn’t just have Arlene let us in at the front door? Link grumbled as he ducked yet another rocky overhang in the ceiling of the tunnel he and Phina were creeping along.

      Because then, everyone using the annex of the base would know that A, we were here, and B, that the base is much larger than they were told. Phina continued to lead the way, following the map in her HUD.

      Link sighed. I can’t believe I came out of retirement for this.

      Sundancer appeared at Phina’s side. The Previdian was clearly unimpressed by something.

      What’s got your tongue? Link teased.

      If that is a reference to me being a cat, you can expect to find an unpleasant gift in your bed tonight, Sundancer promised.

      Link held up his hands. I forgot you couldn’t take a joke.

      I am a noble member of the Ninth Family of Previdia. Insulting my lineage is not a joke.

      Phina bent to brush her hand over the naked feline’s head. What's bothering you?

      Can’t you sense it? Sundancer hissed. One of them is nearby.

      Who do you mean by “them?”

      Remember I told you about distant relatives of my people? Sundancer asked. The family who split off from the rest of Previdian society because they allowed humans to worship them and believed they had the right to Ascend?

      Phina did recall him telling her something along those lines when they were first getting to know one another. However, she didn’t see why the presence of a Sphynx was relevant to their current situation. You’re not going to fight with this Sphynx if you meet, are you?

      Sundancer sniffed. That depends. If he starts anything, I will be sure to finish it.

      We’re not here to start fights with distant relatives, Link stated. We’re here to download the files from Anna Elizabeth’s dead drop, then we’re getting the hell off this godforsaken rock. The unrest on Estaria makes me uneasy. You know those people have always been difficult to deal with. If they find out we’re here to gather intelligence on a sect who might be supporting Gödel, you know how much trouble there will be.

      Phina spotted a sliver of light up ahead. Then let’s make sure they don’t find out.

      She pressed her hand to the scanner when they reached the door, and it slid open silently.

      “Welcome back, Diplomat Emeritus Waters and Alpha Agent Wells,” a familiar voice greeted them.

      “Hey, Shade,” Phina said in a soft voice. “Good to hear your voice after so long.”

      The overhead lights came on as they made their way into the former combined Spy-Corps and Diplomatic Institute base.

      “I hope it hasn’t been too lonely for you while we were away fighting the Kurtherians?” Phina inquired while the files were downloading.

      “I cannot process that level of emotion, but I can appreciate your concern for my well-being,” the EI answered. “Alpha Agent Wells’ orders prevented me from experiencing any analogy to boredom.”

      “Have you had any trouble with the group occupying the annex?” Link asked.

      “They remain unaware of my presence and the original purpose of the base,” Shade answered.

      Link nodded. “Good to hear. Well done, Shade.”

      “I told you we would be in and out.” Phina stuck her tongue out at Link as they exited the base and the door slid shut behind them.

      Without warning, the tunnel shook and the lights went out, dropping them into darkness.

      Link groaned. “You had to go and jinx it, didn’t you?”

      Sundancer reappeared, his tail waving wildly and his ears pressed to his skull with anxiety. You have to get out of here! This planet is under attack. There are Estarian ships bombarding the surface.

      Link let out a string of curses, then activated his implant. “Stark, get us out of here.”

      “Belay that, Stark,” Phina ordered. She put her hand on Link’s arm. “We have to get the people to safety.”

      “What can we do?” he asked. “There are only two of us, and the Stark is too small to carry everyone off the planet. The best course of action is to get out of here and send word to the Federation. The Zhyn will send help.”

      Stark chose that moment to connect via their implants. “There is a situation,” the AI informed them. “I’m hearing from another AI who identified himself as Bourne. He tells me a bomb destroyed the annex, and there are five people trapped in a cave-in.”

      Phina made her decision. “We have to help them, at least. The Federation will send assistance to the rest of the people on the planet, but no one knows this base exists besides us.”

      Link nodded. “You’re right. Let’s move.”

      Phina opened the Etheric and pulled Link inside with her, then reached out with her senses to locate the people who were trapped on the other side of the base. “Sundancer, can you help me? I can sense one person with a connection to the Etheric, but it’s patchy. I can’t lock on.”

      Sundancer stalked ahead of them, his tail held straight and his nose in the air. I told you, there is a Sphynx on this planet. He is bonded with the woman you can sense. Follow me. I suppose we have no choice.
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        * * *

      

      Molly cried out in pain. She was pinned by a rockfall and could not feel her legs. Giles and Joel were nowhere to be seen. Neither were Maya nor Paige.

      Something brushed her hand. Molly almost screamed before realizing what had touched her.

      “Neechie,” she murmured in relief. “How did you know I needed you?”

      She reached out with her mind, but all she felt was a flicker from Giles and Sean’s frustration. “Help,” she called weakly, “Can anyone hear me?”

      “I hear you, Molly.” Sean’s voice was muffled by the crumbled permacrete. “I’m gonna get to you. Just hang tight, okay?”

      “I can’t sense Joel, Maya, or Paige,” Molly called back, her voice cracking with fear. “Follow the sound of my voice. I’m okay for now, but Giles is barely holding on. He’s somewhere to my left.”

      She felt more than heard the shift as Sean began to dig his way through. “Careful,” she called. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s making things worse here.”

      As if to prove her point, a fine rain of dust fell onto Molly’s face, accompanied by a few chips of concrete rubble. “Sean, stop!”

      “Fuck!” Sean yelled. “I don’t know how to get to you!”
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        * * *

      

      Phina and Link approached the area where Sundancer was waiting with his tail lashing in agitation. Phina was about to jump back out of the Etheric when Link caught her arm.

      “Wait,” he told her. “You don't know what's on the other side. You could be walking into a trap.”

      Phina thought twice about rushing in headfirst. She opened the Etheric the way Bethany Anne had taught her and was glad of Link’s caution when she was met with an impenetrable barrier of crushed permacrete and rock.

      “Fudgesticks. It’s worse than we thought.” She looked down at Sundancer. “Can you tell where the survivors are?”

      Another impact shook the building beyond the opening, dislodging a river of loose scree that poured through to the Etheric. Phina closed the window as she and Link jumped back.

      Sundancer walked a few paces to the right, then turned at a ninety-degree angle and walked a few more, his whiskers twitching. He vanished, then reappeared a moment later. I found one person, but he is in bad shape.

      “How bad?” Link asked.

      Phina opened the Etheric at the place Sundancer had indicated. She stepped through, leaving Link behind, and returned, dragging an unconscious and bleeding man.

      Link rushed to his side. “This is Giles Kurns. He’s barely breathing, and it looks like he has a severe head injury.” He tore Giles’ shirt open and hissed at the bruises covering his swollen torso. “He has internal injuries as well. We need to get him to a Pod-doc.”

      Phina hesitated. “What about the others? Sundancer, can you sense anyone else alive in there?”

      The Previdian walked to another spot. Here. This is where I can sense the Sphynx. The person he is bonded to is with him.

      Phina opened the Etheric again, finding it more difficult this time. Her ability to walk the Etheric was limited, and she was straining to the edge of her capacity.

      She stepped through and saw a barely conscious woman with her arm around a cat-like creature who vaguely resembled Sundancer.

      The Sphynx hissed at Sundancer.

      “Get over yourself,” Sundancer stated aloud. “We are here to help.”

      Phina ignored their posturing and rushed over to pull the woman out. She stopped in her tracks when she realized that the woman’s legs were pinned under a heavy rockfall.

      “Molly!” a man’s voice came from the other side of the barrier. “Are you still awake? Molly! Answer me, damn it!”

      “She’s unconscious,” Phina called.

      “Who the hell are you?” was the angry reply.

      Phina dodged a rock that fell as the man frantically dug to get to her.

      “I’m from the Federation,” Phina explained. “I am going to get her out of here, and I’ll come back for you. Stay where you are and try not to disturb anything.”

      Phina wasn’t sure how she was going to get Molly out. Her legs were well and truly trapped. She had no choice but to take the risk of transporting her without being able to see her.

      “Link, I need to close the window,” she called. “I can’t hold the Etheric open in two places at once.”

      “Are you sure you can reopen it?” Link didn’t hide his dislike of the situation. “I don’t want to be stuck here without any way to get help for Giles.”

      Phina assessed her energy reserves. “Honestly, I’m not sure, but I’ve got to at least try. I’m not leaving anyone to die.”

      Phina opened the Etheric around her and Molly and closed it again, transporting the two of them plus the rocks pinning her legs. Link looked up from monitoring Giles’ condition. “His nanocytes aren’t working well enough. How’s the woman?”

      “Her name is Molly,” Phina told him. “The guy still trapped in there called for her.”

      Molly opened her eyes and stared blankly at Phina. “Who…” was all she managed before she passed out again, her nanocytes shutting her body down to conserve energy for healing.

      Phina was almost out of energy. Nevertheless, she had one more person to rescue. She got to her feet, staggering as exhaustion rolled over her.

      Link darted across the space between them and caught her before she fell face-first into the mist. “Phina, what are you doing? You can’t go back in there.”

      “I have no choice,” Phina protested. “There’s still somebody alive in there. I can’t leave him to die. I have to do this.”

      She shrugged free of Link’s arms and calculated the spot where the man’s voice had come from. Luckily, all she had to do was open the Etheric, and the man stumbled in without any assistance from her.

      Link took one look at the dirt covered-man, and his mouth dropped open. “Johnny?”

      “It’s Sean these days,” he told Link, swaying unsteadily. He ignored his dizziness and rushed over to kneel beside Molly. “She needs a Pod-doc.” He caught sight of Giles and groaned. “Shit, this is worse than I thought. Did you find the others?”

      Phina shook her head with regret. “You three were the only ones we found.”

      Sean growled. “When I get my hands on whoever fucking did this, I’m gonna—”

      He swayed, then passed out, his eyes rolling back in his head as he crumpled into the ankle-deep mist.

      Phina and Link looked at one another in dismay. Phina was close to collapsing herself, having drained almost all her energy reserves in the rescue.

      Link passed her the energy bars he carried in his pockets. “Eat. We have to get out of here before Molly and Giles are too far gone to save.” He checked Sean’s pulse. “He’s okay, just unconscious.”

      Phina felt a little better after eating the energy bars. She could only hope she had enough in the tank to get them out of there. “We need to move, but how? Stark can’t pick us up from here. We need to get somewhere it’s safe to exit.”

      Link had other concerns. “How do we move them without making their injuries worse? You might have done more damage dragging Giles out, and Molly’s legs are crushed. There’s no saying what moving them might cause.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” Phina snapped. “Leave them there?”

      Sean stirred, then his eyes opened. “I’m good. Where are we?”

      “The Etheric,” Link answered simply.

      Sean glanced into the mists as he pushed himself to his feet. “No shit? We can get out of here, right?”

      “Yes,” Phina told him. “As soon as I’m back to full energy.”

      “I’m glad you’re awake,” Link told him. “We need help moving these two to a place where we can get a safe extraction.”

      No one wanted to move Giles. The exposed skin where Link had ripped his shirt was turning a dirty purple, indicating massive internal bleeding.

      “I’ve got him,” Sean assured them. He bent and gently lifted Giles, supporting his head while holding him close to minimize jostling.

      Molly was faring a little better, but only because she was deeply unconscious.

      Phina eyed the two cat-like creatures while Link maneuvered Molly over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. “Can you two get along long enough for us to find our way out?” she asked in a stern voice.

      The Previdian and the Sphynx glared at one another for a long moment, then they nodded in silent agreement.

      “Good.” Phina turned to check that Link and Sean were ready. She pushed her hair out of her eyes and wiped the dirt and sweat off her forehead with her sleeve. “Then let’s move. I need to save my energy to open the Etheric again. I need you two to do whatever it is you do to find us a safe place to call Stark to come get us.”

      Their progress was painfully slow as they moved the two injured people, with Sundancer and Neechie showing them where to go. Contrary to Phina’s expectations, her bonded Previdian did not reject the assistance of his distant cousin. The Sphynx didn’t talk, but he appeared to have a greater knowledge of the Etheric than Sundancer, who passed along his directions without question.

      They had been traveling for almost thirty minutes when Sean let out a cry of grief. They all turned to find him cradling Giles with tears in his eyes.

      “He’s not breathing.”

      “Wherever we are, it will have to do,” Link stated.

      Phina nodded, seeing the sheen of sweat on Link’s skin. She wasn’t fully recharged, but there was no other option. She gathered her energy and grasped the Etheric, then parted it.

      Sensing she was able to connect to Stark, Phina reached out. Stark, we need an emergency transport. Five humans and two Previdians.

      I’m having trouble locking on to your location, the AI responded with none of his usual cockiness.

      We’re in the Etheric, Phina explained. I’m working to get us out. Prepare the Pod-docs. We have two people in critical condition.

      That small effort cost her. Phina’s head swam, and her vision blurred. However, she refused to give up and dug deep, her entire being focused on the need to save Molly and Giles.

      The Etheric opened with a tearing sensation in her mind. Phina stumbled into a scene of devastation she barely noticed through the pain she felt. Buildings were on fire, and bodies lined the streets. The fighting looked to have come to an end in this part of the city. The sky was empty on streets clear of any living beings.

      She fell to her knees, blood pouring from her nose and eyes.

      Link came through next, followed by Sean. Before Link was able to react to Phina’s condition, they were surrounded by bright blue light as the Stark swooped overhead to pick them up.
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        * * *

      

      Molly awoke and realized she was in a Pod-doc. Oz?

      No answer from her AI.

      Panic ripped through her. She’d had Oz in her head for so long that his absence was like losing part of herself. She missed the Pod-doc cycling open.

      The lid released and she stepped out, dazed by the empty space in her mind. She was on a Federation ship, that much she knew, but she had no clue who had rescued her or where the rest of her people were.

      Had they taken Oz from her? She attempted to connect to the ship, and understood that she hadn’t just lost Oz. Her implant was gone.

      A woman she didn’t recognize was sleeping in a chair beside the Pod-doc. Molly noted the bloodstains on her shirt. She considered leaving the room and finding her way back to Gaitune but decided to wake the woman up and get answers that way.

      She gave the woman a little shake. “Hey.”

      Molly stepped back as the woman opened her eyes and jumped into a fighting stance.

      They looked at one another for a moment, then the woman’s eyes cleared, and she offered Molly a sad smile.

      “Hey, you’re out. I’m Phina. Phina Waters. You’re on board the QBS Stark.”

      “What happened to my AI? Where is everyone else who was on the base? How did you know where we were to rescue us?” Molly had a thousand questions, but only one mattered. “Where are my people?”

      Phina still had the sad smile. “I’m so sorry. We got you and Sean out, and Giles, too, but…Giles didn’t make it.”

      Molly staggered against the Pod-doc, all the strength going out of her legs. Her heart sank into her stomach, and tears came to her eyes. “What about Joel, Maya, and Paige?”

      Phina shook her head, and Molly let out a strangled sob. She dropped to her knees and covered her face with her hands as her grief poured out.

      She barely noticed Phina’s hand on her shoulder.

      “It can't be,” Molly cried. “We were all there. I don’t even know what happened.”

      “The Kurtherians happened,” Phina told her softly. Her experience with grief told her Molly wasn’t ready for the details yet. She needed the comfort of someone she knew.

      Stark, please inform Sean that Molly is awake and ask him to come to the medbay.

      Phina knelt beside the devastated woman and held her.

      Sean arrived a few moments later. Grief etched his features. He joined Molly and Phina on the floor, and the three of them stayed there while Molly processed her loss.

      Eventually, Molly’s tears dried. “I want to know who is responsible.”

      Phina looked at Sean for confirmation. He knew Molly better, so he could judge whether she could handle the information they’d found while she was in the Pod-doc.

      The former Ranger nodded.

      “There was a faction of Estarians working for the Kurtherians. The leader promised them Ascension in return for loyalty. Someone had knowledge of the base and passed it on. The Kurtherians must have seen you as a threat.”

      Molly’s jaw clenched. “The Estarians? After everything I’ve done for them?”

      Sean put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Molly. We’re gonna get vengeance. We’re going to Estaria.”
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      SAF Enora, Federation Space

      “Major, we are about to exit the Gate nexus at Benitus Seven,” Enora announced.

      Sarah Jennifer was nervous and excited all at once. It had been a long time since she had seen her mother in person.

      It was one thing to communicate on the IICS. Getting to put her arms around the person she loved most in the world was another entirely.

      Cory and Timmons had messaged ahead to let them know they would be meeting them at Nadezhda Station, along with Ted. The rift to Hyrrheim on the planet’s surface was the next best way to get to Ezekiel.

      Brutus leaned over from the co-pilot’s seat and tapped her arm with the back of his hand. “You look as nervous as I feel. At least you’ve met your mom before. Apparently, I look like him?”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “Yeah, but you’ve got some muscle on your grandfather. Timmons looked wiry, like he needed a few good meals.”

      Nadezhda Station came into sight as they exited the Gate. A gleam of light reflecting from the event horizon indicated the position of the Ramses’ Chariot.

      “I can’t believe your mom is still flying around in that ship,” Brutus commented.

      “Why not?” Sarah Jennifer countered. “That ship is named for my father. You can bet my mom has kept it in good working order.”

      “Doesn’t Ted have his own ship?” Katia inquired.

      “Yes, but he’s traveling with my mom for this mission.” Sarah Jennifer checked the comm as she spoke. “He won’t be coming down to the planet with us. You know how he feels about the Skrima.”

      “I know how we all feel about the Skrima,” Katia answered. “Those ugly red fucks deserve every beatdown we’re gonna give them while we rescue our boy and Lilith.”

      For once, Sarah Jennifer didn't admonish her lieutenant for her bad language. They all felt strongly about Ezekiel, having raised him from his teenage years after rescuing him from Siberia after his parents died.

      Sarah Jennifer was quiet as the Enora made her final approach to the station. Enora went through the docking process, and the group exited the converted Boeing 787 Dreamliner and walked through the airlock onto the station.

      Sarah Jennifer held up a hand as they entered a sparse corridor lit by holodisplays. “Don’t touch a thing. It all looks super shiny, which guarantees it’s breakable. I don’t want Ted kicking us off this station because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourselves.”

      Linus, Dinny, and Reg let out a collective moan. “You know,” Linus complained, “it’s not like we’re a bunch of untrained pups.”

      Brutus snorted. “Could have fooled me. Who had to be pulled out of quicksand six weeks ago because they were convinced they could swim in it?”

      The trio had the grace to blush. “How’d you hear about that?” Linus grumbled.

      Brutus tapped his nose with a finger. “Never give up your sources.”

      “Come on, guys. There will be time to rag on each other later.” Sarah Jennifer led the team down the corridor, which opened into a room filled with more holographic projections, these in the shape of workstations. Cory met them at the door, her eyes lighting with joy when she saw her daughter.

      “Sarah Jennifer!” She rushed over and wrapped the major in a tight hug. “My baby. I can’t believe I get to hold you in my arms again.”

      Sarah Jennifer nestled into her mother, flooded with memories associated with her scent. “It’s so good to see you, Mom. I missed you so much. Thanks for coming all the way out here.”

      Cory’s wolf ears twitched as she stepped back. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”

      A deep bark drew their attention. Dokken, a German Shepherd, came bounding up to the group, his tail wagging furiously and his tongue lolling out of his mouth. He sniffed Sarah Jennifer and her team one at a time. New people! I love new people! You smell like family. Pack, even. He stopped when he reached Dinny. You smell like beef jerky. Do you know how rare real beef is in space?

      Dinny took a knee, pulling a strip of dried meat from his jacket pocket. He offered some to the dog and ruffled the fur between his ears. “Who’s a good boy?”

      Why, me, of course, Dokken replied.

      Cory laughed. “Dokken, they can’t hear you. They don’t have the right chips implanted.”

      Dinny looked up in amazement. “He can talk?”

      “Yeah, about that.” Sarah Jennifer grinned. “I was wondering if we could get our chips upgraded while we’re out here? It’s becoming difficult to maintain communications, especially now that things are opening up between Mars and Earth again.”

      “I don’t see why we shouldn’t be able to get something fixed up,” Timmons told her, walking into the room from a door at the rear.

      Brutus shuffled shyly. Timmons walked over and thrust out his hand. “Good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Good stuff, I hope,” Brutus replied, accepting his grandfather’s handshake.

      Timmons laughed and pulled him into a hug. He slapped Brutus’ back heartily. “All good, I swear. You more than make up for my failure with your dad, I’ve been led to believe.”

      Brutus’ hand went to the scar on his face, the permanent reminder Sarah Jennifer had given him of what happened to Weres who didn’t live right. “I’ve got SJ to thank for that.”

      “Damn straight,” Katia stated with a grin. “I couldn’t keep him in line, but the major never had a problem showing the big lug who was boss.”

      “If you’re all done talking, maybe we can get some actual work done?”

      Everyone turned to look at Ted, who stood in the doorway Timmons had come through with his hands on his hips.

      “Well?” Ted glared at them. “We haven’t got all day.”

      Sarah Jennifer laughed. “At least let us say hello before you start cracking the whip.”

      “Didn’t you notice the war taking place across the entire Federation?” Ted asked. “I should be on R2D2 with Ankh, not here in the ass-end of nowhere, babysitting your rescue mission.”

      Katia bristled, and Sarah Jennifer shot her a warning look. “This is an appropriate use of your time, Ted. Ezekiel and Lilith are vital to protecting Earth.”

      Ted sighed. “Well, when you put it that way…”

      Cory walked over and laid a hand on Ted’s arm. “We’re not going down to Benitus Seven until tomorrow. Sarah Jennifer and her pack have had a long journey. We need to train and arm them before they go rushing off to Hyrrheim. I want to make sure they are properly equipped for the mission, and they need upgrades to their implants so they can take their AI with them.”

      Ted nodded, relaxing at the prospect of familiar tasks. “Fine. I’ll go work on the training sim. You can take care of the rest.” He about-faced and marched out of the room without another word.

      Sarah Jennifer and Cory exchange amused glances.

      “Let’s get you fed.” Cory waved them to the door on the right.

      Food? Dokken asked hopefully.
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        * * *

      

      “I wish we were reuniting under more peaceful circumstances,” Cory admitted as they made their way to the living quarters on the level above the labs. “I’m going to go back to Sol with you. It’s been too long, and I want to be with my children. How is Sylvia?”

      Sarah Jennifer smiled. “As grumpy as ever, Mom. She adopted a kid.”

      “I have another grandchild?” Cory pressed her lips together. “More reason to go to Earth. I always wished I could have gotten to know Ezekiel better. It’s difficult to appreciate the full extent of a child’s personality through video calls.”

      Timmons laughed. “Try knowing you have great-grandchildren who are over seventy years old.” He rubbed his graying stubble. “Then again, I’m not a young Were anymore. Maybe I’ll come back with you as well. Mars, huh? It sounds so…science-fiction-y. Hard to imagine anyone actually living there.”

      “That’s what everyone who was originally from Earth says,” Linus told him with amusement. “When you get there, it’s not so different from home.”

      The lights came on automatically in the living quarters as they entered. Cory headed for the food processing unit installed in the kitchen. Everyone sat around the table while she programmed it to prepare their meal.

      The conversation turned to lighter things while they filled their bellies.

      “What is this meat?” Sarah Jennifer asked. “It tastes a little like bison but not so gamey.”

      “It’s bistok,” Cory told her. “They’re native to the Yollin system, but they’re widespread across the Federation since humans like the meat so much. Think of them as hyper-aggressive space cows. We don’t have a whole lot of beef out here besides what Ambrose’s family brought to space when we left.”

      “Well, it’s good,” Brutus praised. “Maybe we should import a herd of them to Mars.”

      “Good luck with that.” Timmons laughed. “Bistok are ornery assholes. Perfect for Were hunts, but too territorial to mix with regular cattle.”

      “Do you have many cattle on Mars?” Cory asked with interest.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “We transported a little bit of everything once we had the base’s ecosystem up and running. It has been over seventy years, so most of our livestock has adjusted to the different climate.”

      Katia waved her fork. “Enough about cattle. Tell us what's going on down on the planet. How is it an access point to the Skrima planet?”

      Cory’s face fell. “A long time ago, a Kurtherian called Laughter used Benitus Seven as an entry point for the Skrima.”

      “We’ve had the displeasure of dealing with Laughter,” Linus stated coldly. “She was active all the way out here?”

      Cory’s eyes misted over as she nodded. “The Bad Company had a hell of a time fighting them off.”

      Sarah Jennifer had a realization. “Is this where Dad died?”

      “Yes,” Cory whispered. “During the fight, everyone’s nanocytes were deactivated. There was no way to save him when he was injured.”

      Sarah Jennifer took her mother’s hand. Cory had gone through a long period of grief, and she knew from personal experience what it was to lose a husband.

      Cory squeezed her daughter’s hand and smiled. “But that was a long time ago. As much as I miss your father, life goes on.”

      Ted joined them, serving himself from the open food container and sitting down without a word to eat his meal. Everyone around the table was used to his ways and gave him space to transition to the group setting.

      Ted looked up once his plate was clean, his eyebrows meeting in thought. “You need to practice operating the simulated rift jammer before I let you mess with the real thing. I had Plato set up a holosuite for training.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “Thank you, Ted. We’ll get right on that after we’ve had our neural chips upgraded. We don’t want to delay getting to Hyrrheim. It’s been five months since anyone’s heard from Ezekiel or Lilith.”

      “That’s the Kurtherian who switched sides, right?” Timmons inquired.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded.

      “What she’s not telling you,” Katia interjected, “is that Zeke, pain in the ass though he is, is like a son to us all, especially Sarah Jennifer. He’s pack, and we’ll do whatever we need to do to get him back.”

      Sarah Jennifer looked down at her food. As close as everyone was to Ezekiel, she was close to Lilith as well. “I’m worried for them both.”

      It was Cory’s turn to comfort her. “Don’t worry. If they’re still alive, you’ll find them. No one has as much determination as you, except maybe the Queen.”

      “I wish Bethany Anne was here with us,” Sarah Jennifer admitted.

      Timmons let out a low whistle. “Ooh, on first name terms with the Queen, are you?”

      Sarah Jennifer lifted a shoulder. “We understand each other. It’s been lonely at times, and she gets that.”

      They finished the rest of their meal, the conversation turning back to lighter matters. Dokken made a nuisance of himself until Cory gave him the remains of the bistok. The German Shepherd vanished with his prize as the group moved to the holosuite Ted had set up.

      

      Benitus Seven, the Rift

      “I’m sorry I’m not coming with you,” Cory told Sarah Jennifer as they embraced.

      Sarah Jennifer felt the comforting weight of the full loadout her mother had provided, including the Etheric-powered energy rifles they’d trained with in the holosuite the night before. “Don’t worry. I’ve got my Jean Dukes Specials, and you loaded us for Skrima. You’ll be with me in spirit, if not in person.”

      “I’ll be here when you get back,” Cory promised.

      Brutus indicated the armored roamer attached to the second Pod as it touched down beside the huge piece of equipment that jammed the transfer of energy between both sides of the rift. “This was a nice touch.”

      The roamer was large enough to hold all five Weres, with a spacious rear compartment for the supplies Cory and Timmons had given them.

      Cory paused before heading back to the Pod. “Make sure you keep those wrist devices safe. You won’t be able to get back across the rift without them.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom,” Sarah Jennifer assured her. “We’ve got this.”

      Cory nodded. “Stay safe. I’ll be waiting.”

      Sarah Jennifer was glad to hear Enora’s voice in her head, strange as it was, as they approached the rift jammer. With the AI’s assistance, she and Brutus made the necessary changes to the settings on the jammer, and the rift opened on swirling dust and the burning red sky beyond.

      “Doesn’t look so different from Mars when we first got there,” Dinny commented as Enora took the roamer through.

      “Right?” Reg agreed.

      “Only difference is, there's a whole bunch of murderous fuckhole aliens on the other side who would just love to make us into snacks,” Linus pointed out.

      Katia laughed.

      Brutus patted the shoulder-mounted grenade launcher he was carrying across his lap and grinned. “Not if we make mincemeat out of them first.”

      “What is it with you and grenade launchers?” Reg teased.

      “It’s a launcher. It launches grenades.” Brutus looked at him like he was a sandwich short of a picnic. “What more do I need to say?”

      Sarah Jennifer ignored the bickering from the kids in the back seat and focused her attention on the roamer’s HUD. “Enora, are you reading any life signs in the immediate area?”

      “Nothing nearby,” Enora responded. “However, there is a significant energy reading one hundred thirty-seven kilometers southwest of our current location.”

      “Can you fix me up with a map?” Sarah Jennifer asked.

      “The roamer has that capability,” Enora answered. “I’m working my way into the planetary information network. I should be able to give you more than an infrared view.”

      Sarah Jennifer and Katia studied the map Enora provided.

      “What do you think?” Katia ignored the smaller population centers scattered along the coast they were close to and pointed out a sprawling complex on the far side of the continent that had all the hallmarks of a large military base.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “I see what you’re getting at. Enora, anything on that location?”

      “I am unable to access the servers at the military installations without alerting the system to my presence,” the AI responded. “I need direct access from inside the network.”

      “Yet the other locations are accessible?” Sarah Jennifer inquired.

      “The industrial and residential zones, yes,” Enora informed her.

      “What about commercial zones?” Brutus leaned over to view the map.

      “It doesn’t appear the Skrima have any commercial requirements,” Enora told him. “Nor am I finding any areas devoted to leisure, education, or the arts.”

      “What do they have?” Linus asked.

      “As I said, industrial and residential,” Enora answered. “The only other designated zones I’m finding are smaller military installations.”

      “That can’t be right,” Brutus argued. “We’ve all studied the Federation database. Even the more militaristic societies have provisions for life outside of their duties. You’re telling me there isn’t a single restaurant, movie theater, or sports venue on the whole planet?”

      Sarah Jennifer found the absence of Skrima culture alarming. “They’re slaves.”

      “That is correct,” Enora confirmed. “Based on the data, I calculate the probability of the Skrima being under compulsion to be so high I won’t bother you with the percentage.”

      “What does this mean?” Katia asked.

      Sarah Jennifer didn’t answer for a long moment. “Enora, stop the roamer.” She turned to face the back seat. “We have to split up. Brutus, you’re staying with me. The rest of you need to go back to the Federation and launch an operation to liberate the Skrima.”
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      Earth, the Heights, Mystic Temple

      Bethany Anne closed her HUD with a heavy heart. Frank and Barb were going to take the news of their son’s death hard.

      She’d had other messages as well, news that meant she could not remain on Earth for the moment. The ocean of anger welling up inside her required every ounce of her self-control to suppress.

      She would unleash it on an appropriate target. That was not the temple, which was going to be reduced to its constituent atoms by the Etheric energy her heightened emotional state was agitating if she didn’t get out of here soon.

      Bethany Anne left the suite in the mystics’ tower and made her way to the main complex. Michael was having breakfast.

      He sensed her coming and extracted himself from the table, where everyone was laughing over pancakes and kaffe. “Bad news?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Giles has been killed. The Estarians who sided with Gödel attacked Gaitune and destroyed our base there. The only survivors were Sean and Molly.”

      “What about Seraphina and Lincoln?” Michael asked.

      “They were in the sublevels of the base when the Estarians started bombing the planet,” Bethany Anne told him. “Phina took them into the Etheric. She damn near killed herself rescuing Sean and Molly, but all four made it off-world without lasting injuries.”

      Michael was glad to hear Sean had made it. Barnabas had been close to the man when he was a young boy. However, he knew Bethany Anne would take the deaths of the rest of Molly’s team to heart whether she knew them personally or not. “I take it Nickie did not arrive in time.”

      “No, but she’ll be joining them soon. I’ve given the go-ahead for them to take out the Estarian sect that is supporting the Kurtherians.” Her eyes gleamed with red light, barely restrained anger radiating from her body. “They’re sending Giles’ body back to High Tortuga before they cull the asshole population. I need to be with Frank and Barb right now. They shouldn’t have to go through this alone.”

      “No one should,” Michael agreed. “You are not supposed to outlive your children.”

      “That’s why we don’t have a word for it,” Bethany Anne murmured. “We have widows, widowers, and orphans, but no one word that can contain the pain of losing a child.”

      Michael’s skin tingled with the energy coming off his wife. He was at a loss as to what comfort he could offer her, knowing that what she needed was an outlet. “The Etheric is—”

      “Responding to how pissed I am,” Bethany Anne cut in. She sighed. “Sorry. It’s not your fault I’m tense. It will settle down once I deal with the superdreadnoughts that are fucking with my BYPS.”

      Michael nodded. “That’s not the worst idea. I would come with you, but I think it will be better to stay here and work on the Gödel problem.”

      “Damn-fucking-straight,” Bethany Anne told him, her face set in hard lines. “I don’t trust anyone else to keep track of her. I don’t want her getting away from this planet.”

      She glanced at Hannah. “She’ll help you. She has a lot of power, but she’s not aware of how much yet. I’m going to take care of those superdreadnoughts on my way out of the system.”

      Bethany Anne kissed him and left the temple, pausing only to say her goodbyes.

      Tabitha frowned when Bethany Anne stepped into the Etheric without any explanation. “What happened?” she asked Michael. “I haven’t seen her that upset since… Shit, who died?”

      “Giles Kurns.” Michael relayed what Bethany Anne had told him. “She’s gone to be with Barb and Frank while they take care of his funeral arrangements.”

      “Shouldn’t she take someone with her?” Tabitha threw her hands up in frustration. “I don’t even know why I’m asking. She just goes off whenever she feels like it these days.”

      Michael put a hand on her shoulder. “She needs space to process her grief, and we have to respect that.”

      “What if she loses her shit again?” Tabitha folded her arms, frowning. “Don’t look at me like that, Michael. I don’t care how long it’s been. I’m always going to worry about her because I love her.”

      Michael pulled her into a one-armed hug. “Tabitha. She’s most definitely going to lose her shit. She wouldn’t be our Bethany Anne if she didn’t. However, she won’t lose herself. Not again. She has too much to come back to.”

      “Then why won’t she lean on us?” Tabitha’s voice trembled as she spoke.

      “Because it’s not how she works, and you should know that by now.” Michael wiped her tears away. “She wasn’t particularly close to Giles, but she’s feeling grief for his loss all the same. Besides, she is leaning on us. She’s depending on us to take care of Earth.”

      He smiled, recognizing her frustration. “I get that you are in need of an outlet while we wait for her to return. We’re going on a clone hunt.”

      Tabitha’s mood shifted at the prospect of action. “I suppose that will have to be enough. I heard from Pete last night. He met up with Terry Henry’s granddaughter’s people in Paris. Bethany Anne cleared out a few Ookens when she arrived, but there were more.”

      “There usually are,” Michael told her in a grim voice.

      “True,” Tabitha agreed. “Pete’s been working with the Defense Force Weres to clear out the rest so the people can go home again.”

      “Sarah Jennifer is someone I would like to meet,” Gabrielle commented as she joined them. She read the unresolved tension and frowned. “What did I miss?”

      Michael interjected before Tabitha had a chance to launch into a rant. “Bethany Anne had to return to High Tortuga for the time being.” He repeated everything he’d told Tabitha, and Gabrielle took it in her stride.

      “We should make sure we have everything under control for when she returns,” she responded in a calm voice. “Starting with reducing the danger to the people. I’ve been communicating with the two AIs in Japan. They supplied me with aerial footage Abel took from his flyovers of the three main centers of population: Tokyo, Nagoya, and Kobe. Kobe is lost. Nagoya is heavily defended, but Tokyo is vulnerable. It looks like there's more than Ooken activity there. There are too many of them to be unsupervised, and they’re behaving as if they’re being coordinated.”

      Tabitha rubbed her hands together, a gleam in her eye. “Perfect. The lack of technology here is freaking me the hell out. I’ll go grab Pete from France, and we’ll get our asses over there.”

      Michael nodded in approval. “I like that plan. What else do you have, Gabrielle?”

      Gabrielle flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Well, since I am here, I thought I should take on some of those clones. I was thinking I would head over to one of the larger Ooken infestations and start there. Perhaps France, since Peter has been working there and will be leaving to go have fun with Tabitha. Then to Spain.”

      Hannah called, “Hey, I hope you’re not making plans without us?”

      Michael smiled at her enthusiasm. “Don’t worry. You and I have plenty to do. There are widespread communities across Europe who have magic, or so I’ve been told, but theirs is geared more toward nature and agriculture than the defensive and offensive abilities the people of Arcadia have developed. While they have some defense, they’re no match for the Ookens, and where there are Ookens, there will be Kurtherians.”

      Hannah nodded. “You’re right; most people I’ve met aren’t militaristic. They can fight. They’ve had to deal with the remnant to survive, but they’re not equipped for Ookens or those freaky alien clones. Okay, give me an hour to make sure my city is taken care of, then I’ll be ready to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne had ADAM cut the Scuttlebutt’s engines when the enemy ships came into sight.

      She recognized the design as Kurtherian, but her mental scan of the occupants told her there were no Kurtherians aboard.

      Allies, then, Bethany Anne decided. The soon-to-be-dead.

      One of the twelve superdreadnoughts drifted aimlessly, its innards trailing from the gaping hole one of the BYPS satellites had seared along its left flank. The remaining eleven maintained their distance, laying down coordinated fire from Etheric-powered weapons supplied by Gödel.

      Not just allies, but trusted allies.

      Bethany Anne clenched her jaw. It was one thing to be made to fight. Those people she would extend mercy to. However, every person inside those eleven ships was there of their own free will. They had come from whatever distant shit-splat planet the Seven had found them on and made a conscious choice to destroy the home of her heart.

      “I assume they have been warned,” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Multiple times,” ADAM replied from the speaker.

      A number of Defense Force ships, manned and unmanned, were behind the BYPS. “Are those ships working to maintain the integrity of the BYPS?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Yes,” ADAM replied. “Enora is assisting Kain with coordinating the replacement of satellites that are lost.”

      “Keep the Scuttlebutt cloaked and tell Enora that Kain needs to pull back any assets he has between me and those superdreadnoughts,” she instructed. “He’s got ten minutes.”

      She wrapped herself in the Etheric as she stepped in and came out on the hull of the Scuttlebutt.

      She scanned the space between her ship and the edge of the BYPS and stepped again, coming out on the twisted wreckage of the superdreadnought that had gotten too close.

      ADAM, let me know when I’m clear to fuck shit up for these scab-munching bitch biscuits.

      >>Are you going to find out who they are before you annihilate them?<<

      They were dead the moment they decided to attack. I don’t give a fuck who they are.

      ADAM retreated from her mind, and Bethany Anne lowered herself to sit cross-legged on the cold metal. She closed her eyes, her chin on her chest and her hands open and facing up, resting on her knees.

      If anyone had seen her, they would have mistaken her meditation pose for one of serenity.

      They would have been badly mistaken.

      Beneath her motionless exterior, a storm raged.

      Her thoughts turned to her earlier conversation with Michael. Justice was not a simple matter of right and wrong. It was true that she practiced restraint. What she hadn’t admitted to Michael was the personal cost of neglecting to do so.

      She had no wish to be ruled by anger, fear, or grief, any more than she dared be lulled into complacency by their opposites or numbed to the consequences of her actions by rejecting both love and pain. Holding onto the extremes of her emotions was the only defense she had against sliding into another Baba Yaga period.

      How and when did she draw the line? If she refused to feel, would she become what so many on the sharp end of her Justice had accused her of being? A monster without a conscience?

      She was, at her core, human, and with that came emotion. In this case, fury. Fierce protective anger fueled by fear for the innocent people living on Earth and Mars. The aliens aboard the superdreadnoughts meant nothing to her in comparison. Her conscience would not be weighed down by killing every last one of them to preserve the innocent. Yet the alien intruders had loved ones too, families who would grieve when they were gone from this life.

      Saying she didn’t care would be a lie. She cared. However, she cared more for her own people. For the ones who had not left their homes and crossed galaxies to wreak death and destruction.

      As Bethany Anne worked through her thoughts, she absorbed the energy she was pulling unconsciously from the Etheric. It built inside her, filling her and amplifying her emotions even as they drew yet more energy.

      ADAM’s confirmation that the field was clear came through distantly, as if she were hearing it while she was underwater.

      Bethany Anne got to her feet in one fluid movement, her hands clenching into fists. The superdreadnoughts were an affront, their presence not only a threat but an insult given to her and all of humanity by Gödel.

      Without thinking, she screamed, releasing the pent-up anger, fear, and grief she held contained—and the Etheric echoed her action.

      Energy exploded from Bethany Anne and ignited as it ripped across the space between her and the eleven ships.

      Their destruction was almost instantaneous. The burning tsunami crashed into the ships, tossing them keel over stern as they were torn to molten shreds. The destruction continued as the tsunami thrust them into the outer reaches of the solar system, where their remains were smashed apart in the chaotic upheaval caused by the sudden burst of concussive energy hitting the Kuiper Belt.

      As the rocks in the Belt turned to dust, Bethany Anne dropped to her knees, horrified by the devastation she’d caused despite her intention to destroy the fleet.

      She didn’t feel the tears that came in the wake of her actions.

      Bethany Anne, it’s okay. TOM’s voice was soft, the one he would use to speak to a child.

      She didn’t answer, her mind blank.

      >>She’s in shock.<<

      TOM sent ADAM a flash of annoyance in their private space. Of course she’s in shock, you ass. She just did…that. Without lifting a hand. Deep down, she thinks she fucked up. She’s afraid of herself.

      ADAM didn’t know how to answer. >>What can we do?<<

      Find a way to show her she isn’t a danger to everyone she loves.

      >>That’s easy. I recorded everything with the Scuttlebutt’s sensors.<<

      TOM reviewed the data. That will do. To Bethany Anne, he sent a wave of soothing acceptance. Bethany Anne? Talk to me.

      She blinked, shaking herself out of her mental inertia. Her gaze remained glued to the wreckage of her release. I could have destroyed everything.

      No, TOM told her firmly. You’re only seeing the aftermath. ADAM, show her she didn’t lose control.

      Bethany Anne received the sensor data in her HUD. She watched the sequence of events as the tightly-controlled burst of energy left her and razed the enemy fleet.

      You prevented the BYPS from being compromised, and you didn’t endanger anyone you were aiming to protect, TOM stated, keeping the emotion out of his voice.

      Bethany Anne replayed the sequence three more times before she was able to accept it.

      >>You have a call from Mars,<< ADAM interjected before she replayed it a fourth time.

      Bethany Anne closed the window in her HUD. Put it through.

      Kain’s voice came through, gratitude rendering his usual confident tones to an emotion-blurred grumble. “Thank you. Thank you. It was getting down to the wire here. They destroyed every ship we sent out to maintain the BYPS.”

      Bethany Anne was taken aback by his roughened tone. “What’s the status of the network?” she managed after a long pause.

      “It’s patchy,” Kain informed her. “The attack was unexpected, but we have all our manufacturing capability focused on printing new satellites, and Enora is creating EIs as fast as she can write their code. We’ll have time to fill the gaps before the Kurtherians get another fleet out here.”

      Bethany Anne muted him as a surge of relief hit her. She swallowed hard, then returned to the call. “I’m heading out of system. I won’t be here if they recover quickly, but I’ll send the raw materials and ready-made components you’ll need to double the number of satellites in the network the minute I get to High Tortuga. Stay safe until I get back.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Bethany Anne made her way back to the Scuttlebutt with fresh determination replacing the doubt she’d almost allowed to overcome her.

      “ADAM, take us through the Gate. We have a funeral to attend, then I have some Kurtherian asses to kick.”
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        * * *

      

      The group at the temple split up to go their separate ways. Tabitha and Gabrielle called a Pod from the Achronyx II and made their way to Paris.

      “Hey, Pete, you there?” Tabitha asked over the comm.

      “While I’m happy to hear from the most beautiful woman in all the galaxies,” the reply came, “I’m a little busy here, babe.”

      “Need a hand?” Gabrielle asked as the Pod swooped over the city.

      “I have several already,” Peter replied. “I shouldn’t be surprised, but the Defense Force Weres are as well-trained as any Guardian.”

      “Where are you?” Tabitha asked.

      He sent her his location, and she directed the Pod to land outside the entrance to the catacombs. She and Gabrielle were surprised by the number of people who were wielding shadows and lightning as if it were second nature to them.

      “Is it okay if I feel a little inadequate?” Tabitha half-joked to Gabrielle as she powered down the Pod.

      Gabrielle wrinkled her nose. “If I admit I feel the same, will you feel better?”

      “One hundred percent,” Tabitha told her. “But at least your ability resembles magic. Mine is pretty much useless here unless they’ve got a bunch of technology hiding belowground.” She tilted her head. “Spoiler: they don’t.”

      “Bet they’re not as fast or as strong as us,” Gabrielle reassured her.

      Tabitha grinned. “There is that. I’m not mad.”

      Gabrielle laughed as Tabitha armed herself with her drones, a couple of swords, her Jean Dukes Specials, and a half-dozen mini grenades. “You sure?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Hey, I’m out of my element. That I can take, but I’m not gonna put myself at a disadvantage.”

      Gabrielle sheathed her sword and holstered her Jean Dukes Specials. “Fair enough. You ready?”

      “I was born ready,” Tabitha retorted with a grin. “We come in peace,” she called, releasing her drones as the Pod’s hatch cycled open.

      Among the magic users were three uniformed Weres. The brother and sister introduced themselves as Dieter and Tosha Schultz, and their sergeant introduced himself as Jody Timmons.

      “There are Timmonses here?” Tabitha asked

      Jody laughed. “According to my father, there are Timmonses everywhere,” he replied with a rakish grin.

      “Well, fuck me sideways; there’s no mistaking that grin.” Tabitha recalled her drones, ignoring Gabrielle’s groan. “I don’t suppose any of you can tell me where that man of mine is?”

      “If you are referring to the biggest, most badass Pricolici I have ever seen, including my father, Peter-san went below with the rest of our unit,” Tosha replied.

      An eight-foot-long tentacle came flying out of the darkened cavern entrance as she spoke. Tabitha and Gabrielle drew their Jean Dukes Specials and fired in unison, obliterating it.

      Simultaneously, several branches of lighting forked from thin air and hit the Ooken the limb had been attached to. Tabitha didn’t hold back her appreciation for the rapid use of magic. “That was freaking awesome!” she enthused, grinning at the short, dark-eyed woman who’d called the lightning.

      “Marsh is the best,” a little girl stated with absolute certainty.

      “Aish! You shouldn’t be here,” Marsh scolded.

      “Looking for Dan,” the girl retorted. “She’s still missing.

      “Then you need to stay with Roeglin,” Marsh insisted. “It’s not safe with all the Ookens, even if you find Dan and the other kats.”

      The girl pouted, her eyes glowing. “Make the rock eat an Ooken if it tries to eat me.”

      “Aish…” Marsh sighed. “Just once, please do as I ask?”

      “If you ask me to stay with you,” Aish replied sweetly.

      Tabitha gave them a moment to work it out while she holstered her Jean Dukes Specials, then offered her hand to Marsh once the little girl had been persuaded—or rather, bribed—to stay with the man named Roeglin. “Good to meet you. My name is Tabitha Nacht. This is Gabrielle Nacht.”

      “You’re the Matriarch’s people. My name is Marchant Leclerc, but everyone calls me Marsh. Welcome to Paris.”

      Tabitha smiled. “Thanks for the warm welcome, but we won’t be staying long. I’ve come to pick up my team, and then we’re heading to Japan. If everything is taken care of here, you’re welcome to join us.”

      Marsh hesitated before answering. “I don’t think I can leave my people while things are still up in the air. Deeps, we don’t even like being above ground.”

      Tabitha’s eyebrows went up. “What’s with that? I heard you live underground, but I assumed it was a temporary thing.”

      Marsh nodded. “Non. We had a problem with what the overground dwellers call the remnant. Our whole society has developed to live in the caverns below the city. We will return once your people have confirmed it is safe to do so.”

      “Hopefully, before the sun comes up,” another man added. He thrust a hand out. “Henri.”

      Gabrielle recognized Marsh and Henri as the leaders of the Parisians. “I will stay to assist while you settle back in,” she offered as she accepted his handshake. “I spent a lot of time in Paris in my youth. It will be interesting to see how you live.”

      Henri glanced at the Pod. “You are welcome to stay. The masters will be intrigued to learn more about the people who came from space.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “Masters?”

      “Of magic,” Marsh explained. “They are the ones who teach those with the ability to control their gifts.”

      Tabitha nodded. “As long as that’s all they do.”

      Marsh laughed. “We don’t take well to being controlled if that’s what you mean.”

      Tabitha’s reply was interrupted by the appearance of Peter and six Weres she didn’t recognize.

      “Your Ooken infestation has been taken care of,” Peter announced. “You’re gonna want to get a cleanup crew together before you let any kids go in there.”

      Tabitha pointed at him and scowled. “Never mind the caverns. You’re not getting on my Pod until you’ve washed off the Ooken guts.”

      Peter looked down at his torn and stained clothing and grinned. “Yeah, I guess. Is there somewhere we can clean up?” he asked Henri.

      “Will you stay for a meal?” Marsh asked while Henri directed the Weres to a nearby river.

      Tabitha nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Beyond Federation Borders, Orbiting Gaitune-67, QBS Stark

      “Rushing off to kick ass is premature, considering you have some housework to take care of,” Stark cut in over the speakers.

      “What are you talking about?” Phina asked.

      “To start with, it’s AI central up here, and everyone needs to get back to their own place since my servers are getting crowded.” Stark activated the wallscreen. “Also, don’t you need to do something about those guys?”

      The screen showed the rubble where the base had been and a group of people digging their way in.

      Molly gasped. “That’s Arlene! And Joel, and... Oh, my God! They’re not dead!” Stark’s words sank in. “What do you mean, ‘AI central?’”

      “Exactly what I said,” Stark told her. “That Bourne guy is my kind of AI, but Oz hasn’t stopped bitching about being cut off from you, and everyone knows how I feel about Shade. That chick has a stick up her digital ass that rivals the Alpha Agent’s.”

      Molly scrambled to her feet. “I can’t go to Estaria. Not yet.”

      “Is there an echo in here?” Stark retorted.

      Molly ignored him. “I need to get back down there, but first, I need to get Oz back in my head. Where is he?”

      “He’s hanging out with Bourne and Shade on the servers I cleared out for them,” Stark informed her. “He had to jump ship when your implant was damaged. I only found out a few minutes ago when Bourne uploaded the three of them to my ship. Now I get how Phina feels about uninvited guests.”

      Molly lifted a hand to brush her fingers over her temple. “My implant is gone.”

      Phina put a hand on Molly’s arm. “You need to go back into the Pod-doc. We’ll install a new implant and get your AI back to you.”

      “We can't allow the Estarians who did this to get away scot-free,” Sean countered. “We need to split up. But Molly, I don’t like leaving you here on your own.”

      “I won’t be on my own,” Molly told him, her bright smile appearing for the first time since she’d woken up. “I’ll have Oz, and I’ll make room for Bourne. Arlene, Joel, Maya, and Paige are down there looking for us. I won’t leave them not knowing we’re safe.”

      Her smile faded as fresh tears formed in her eyes. “Besides, someone needs to tell them about Giles.”

      “Sean’s plan to split up isn’t bad,” Phina suggested. “If you're happy with it, we’ll supply you with a Pod so you can get back to the surface, and we’ll meet you on Estaria once you've taken care of everything at the base.”
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        * * *

      

      Molly was hit by a surge of gratitude as the Pod touched down on the surface. Although she would miss Giles, she’d thought she'd lost almost everyone. Her best friends, and more importantly, her love, were all still alive.

      Joel did a double-take when she stepped out of the Pod. He stared at her blankly for a moment before his mind registered what he was seeing. “Molly, is that you, for real?”

      Molly threw herself into his arms and kissed him, ignoring his sharp intake of breath when she crushed his injured ribs. “I can’t believe you’re alive!”

      The others gathered around, equally shocked and amazed. Molly gave them the bad news about Giles and the good news about Sean.

      “There’s no way we’re staying here.” Arlene spoke through clenched teeth. “We owe those traitors for what they've done to our home.”

      Molly agreed, but direct action wasn’t their thing.

      >>There’s an incoming message,<< Oz told her. >>You should answer it before you make any decisions.<<

      Molly checked it and frowned, recognizing the Federation signature.

      Thank fuck you’re okay, a welcome voice stated with relief.

      Molly couldn’t believe the serendipity. Nickie?

      Better fucking believe it, blondie, Nickie shot back. I’m just outside the system. I don’t suppose you’ve seen a couple of spies hanging around? Bethany Anne doesn’t take it too well when her assets go missing.

      Funny you should mention that, Molly replied with a smile.

      

      High Tortuga

      Bethany Anne arrived to find the planet surrounded by the wreckage of hundreds of ships. The BYPS was active, the strobe effect of the laser grid lighting the battlefield sporadically while everyone fought on for High Tortuga amid the wreckage.

      “There’s a comm request from the QBS Rough Male,” ADAM informed her over the speaker.

      “Open channel.” Bethany Anne smiled when she heard the familiar Zhyn voice.

      “Am I speaking to my Mistress or my Queen?” Lerr’ek asked.

      “Both, of course,” Bethany Anne replied. “You guys having a good time?”

      “Hells, yes,” Lerr’ek enthused. “What idiots decided to deliver such a rich array of targets to us? I’d like to thank them. My men have been getting restless recently, and this has given them an outlet for their violent tendencies.”

      “Keep up the good work,” Bethany Anne told him. “I hope there’s time to see you in person before I leave. It’s been too long.”

      “You’re not joining the fight?” Lerr’ek didn’t bother hiding his surprise.

      “Unfortunately not.” Bethany Anne sighed. “I’m here for the funeral of a family member, then I will be returning to my home planet.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” the Zhyn responded in a soft voice. “I will be sure to invoke your name as I remove the stain of our enemies from this system.”

      “Thank you, old friend,” Bethany Anne told him before saying her goodbyes and opening the comm to the space fleet base. “Stephen, give me a status report.”

      It was a moment before she got an answer. Bethany Anne was about to tell ADAM to patch her into the Pit when Stephen’s voice filled the bridge. “Well, as I’m sure you can see, we’re under attack by Kurtherian clones.”

      Bethany Anne pushed down her impatience. “No-fucking-kidding. It looks like a ship graveyard up here.”

      “Good,” Stephen ground out, uncharacteristic anger in his tone. “We’ll keep killing those bastards until they back the hell off my home and my people.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Near-as-Verdammt a week,” the reply came. “The planet has not been affected, since you suggested we place some ships in the Etheric. They can’t break through our defenses.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “So, the attack was coordinated across the Federation. I’m coming in. Have someone meet me at my hangar.”

      Barnabas was waiting for her when she stepped off the Scuttlebutt. Bethany Anne embraced him, glad he was the first person she saw since he was the one who had the greatest control over his emotions. She was still feeling a touch raw and didn’t want to dissolve into tears the moment she stepped foot on the planet. “Good to see you. How is everyone holding up?”

      “The Pod carrying Giles’ body arrived late last night,” Barnabas informed her. He released her and looked at her for a moment. “I was right to offer to meet you.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “You better not be inside my head.”

      “Don’t need to be,” Barnabas replied in a soft voice. “It’s written on your face.”

      “Was there a message from Molly or Sean?” Bethany Anne asked, diverting the conversation before it got too heavy to handle.

      Barnaba shook his head. “No, but Nickie stopped here to resupply her ship’s armory the day before yesterday. She’s…agitated. The best place for her right now is wherever she can take out her mood on the perpetrators of Giles’ death. She should reach Estaria any time now.”

      Bethany Anne’s jaw tightened. “I have no issue with Nickie standing in for me. It was a stretch to leave Earth. The Estarians should count their lucky stars that I value being here for my loved ones over taking out my grief in person. How are Frank and Barb taking it?”

      “About as well as you’d expect,” Barnabas told her, his expression shaded with sadness. “Giles was a troubled young man, but that didn’t mean we loved him any less.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t disagree. “He was trouble from the moment he was born. As an adult, he isolated himself from the family and everyone else who cared about him, believing his parents’ insistence that he could do more. It didn’t mean we loved him any less.”

      Barnabas nodded. “True. Our family has its fair share of strong personalities. Uniqueness is something to be celebrated. I’m not sure Giles ever understood that unity despite our differences is where our strength lies. He was always eager to make his own mark.”

      “He did,” Bethany Anne answered in a soft voice. “When is the funeral?”

      “You arrived just in time,” Barnabas informed her. “I’m guessing you want to see Frank and Barb before the service begins.”

      She nodded. “I want to be with them.”

      Barnabas held out a hand. “After you, my Queen.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head, taking his arm. “We’ll go together.”

      “I spoke to my dad on the way here,” Bethany Anne informed Barnabas as she walked out of the hangar with him at her side. “He sends his apologies for not being able to make it in person for the funeral. I told him everyone understands he has the evacuation of Torcellan to take care of, but I think he was feeling guilty about duty getting in the way of family.”

      “He and Patricia holoed us earlier today,” Barnabas informed her. “Lance didn’t have long, but Patricia stayed on with Barb for a few hours.”

      The base had undergone an extensive transformation since Bethany Anne had been there a few months ago. It no longer resembled an emergency war bunker. The sublevels had been returned to their glory days as the center for the military in this area of the Federation.

      “Someone’s been busy,” she commented.

      “Yes, well, your return to the Federation was bound to stir up trouble,” Barnabas’ answer held no reproach for his Queen. “Just not from the quarter we anticipated. Either way, we are prepared. High Tortuga will not fall to the Kurtherians.”

      “I wish Earth was as well-prepared,” Bethany Anne admitted.

      Uniformed Guardians and Marines, Rangers, and regular military personnel moved to the side as their Queen passed through the corridors.

      For once, Bethany Anne didn’t refuse the show of respect. She was not feeling like pressing the flesh right now. This was a time for reflection, and she was still working through her emotions about the loss of someone she considered a family member.

      She spent a few minutes catching up with Stephen once they reached the Pit, then went in search of Frank and Barb.

      She found them in the chapel on the second sublevel.

      The husband and wife sat side by side in a pew in front of the altar, their hands clasped and their heads bowed in contemplation, or maybe prayer.

      Frank lifted his head as Bethany entered the chapel. Her heart caught in her throat when she saw the grief scored into his features. He looked haggard despite the youthful appearance imparted by his many Pod-doc treatments over the years. Barb looked much the same, her face blotchy from crying. Bethany Anne remembered how skinny the woman had been when they’d first met, her hair thinning from stress.

      They stood to greet her. Bethany Anne folded them into her arms and held them close without saying anything.

      Barb's soft sobs turned to sniffles when the chapel door opened to admit the first of the mourners, although her tears still fell freely.

      Frank extracted himself from the embrace and looked at Bethany Anne, rage and confusion replacing his usual reasonable demeanor. “Bethany Anne, I don’t know what to do. I want to take my anger out on every Estarian, but logically, I know not every one is responsible for my son’s death. Why couldn’t he have chosen an easy life? He would still be here if he had chosen to be a spy like me.”

      “Why did he have to do anything that dangerous?” Barb asked through her tears. “He was so bright, a gifted academic. We sacrificed our lives so our child didn't have to fight. He should have been safe, dammit.”

      Frank choked back a sob. Bethany Anne embraced them again, then guided the grieving parents to their seats.

      The service passed slowly. Everyone there had a story about Giles’ impact on their lives. He had made an impression everywhere he’d gone. People had come from many of the academic institutions he’d worked alongside to speak. Bethany Anne heard variations of the same story from them all: Giles had been a PITA, but his passion for his calling had far outweighed his personality quirks. His peers unanimously agreed that his death was a huge loss to their field.

      The holos dispatched by those closest to him sent Barb into a fresh spate of tears. Molly cried openly as she shared anecdotes of their time together. Lance retained his outward stoic appearance, but the puffy red rings under his eyes betrayed his deep sadness as he praised Giles’ determination to follow his own path.

      Frank and Barb were the last to speak. They stood before the assembled mourners, holding onto one another for support.

      “My son was taken from me by a war he had no part in.” Barb’s voice trembled as she spoke, but her head was high, and her eyes flashed in defiance. “I could say the same for many of you who are gathered here today. Those who are not soldiers should not die at the hands of the bloodthirsty, yet so many have died and continue to die as our homes are besieged by the Kurtherians. My son was taken from me, but I am not special. I am not alone. I am one of many mothers who will go to sleep tonight, knowing I will wake in a world where my child is gone.”

      She paused and took the tissue Frank offered to wipe her eyes. “We’ve heard plenty about Giles’ habit of annoying those he worked with, but I knew a different Giles. My bright, beautiful boy had a thirst for knowledge. He was persistent and kind, and he could talk the hind leg off a donkey when a subject caught his interest. He wouldn’t just go the extra mile for someone; he went the distance for anyone who needed it. He was always late for school because his passion drove him to read late into the night. I know more about our universe than I ever would have discovered by myself because of his deep desire to share his knowledge and the way he shared it. His enthusiasm was contagious. He was captivating when he spoke.”

      Bethany Anne didn’t notice the steady flow of tears that dampened her collar. Barnabas took her hand and squeezed, sending her a wave of love. She opened her mind to him, and they took comfort in their shared grief.

      She had a strong urge to hold Gabriel and Alexis in her arms, to feel their solid presence and know they were alive and well. Sending them away had been the hardest decision she’d made in her life, whether it had been for their safety or not.

      You could make time for a quick side trip to Devon, Barnabas suggested.

      Yes. I think I will. Bethany Anne nodded imperceptibly, thinking of the ease with which she’d destroyed the Kurtherian fleet around Sol and that removing the immediate threat from Devon would go a long way toward making her feel better.

      She counted her blessings. Not every parent had that option.

      “He invented a whole damn field of academia because he wanted to know how life had spread across the galaxies,” Barb continued. “He worked his ass off to make his point heard even though everyone doubted his choices, and he succeeded. His lectures were always oversubscribed, and not just because he drew the dewy-eyed students who fall in love with their professors. How many of you took time from your schedules to attend his seminars? I know because I was always watching. We didn’t just lose a son. This universe lost one of its brightest minds.”

      Frank turned his gaze from the altar where Giles lay in state. “I have no words that can describe the hole that has been torn in my life. My son was stolen from me. It’s not something a father should ever have to face. When Giles was a boy, we would read together. In fact, the late nights Barb talked about were largely down to me.”

      He chuckled, the sound hollow and drained of emotion. “I was late in becoming a father. I admit I spoiled Giles terribly, but then, who doesn’t wish to give their child everything, every advantage? As he got older, we argued fiercely about philosophical matters. He was stubborn. He got that from his mother. However, although we argued, it was always about worthwhile things, and sometimes, we agreed. One of the things we always saw eye-to-eye on was the need for society to progress beyond its propensity for physical violence. He never lost his conviction that it was possible, although I have always recognized that it was unlikely to happen.”

      Frank fished a ragged piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his jacket. “He left this on my desk when he was fourteen years old after one of those philosophical arguments. It’s a quote that means everything to me. I had been feeling very little hope, believing Giles was too idealistic to live up to his potential, but with this, he showed me that underneath all the debates, despite our differences, we were both working toward the same goal.”

      He reverently unfolded the note and read, “‘It is my duty to study the science of government, more than all the other sciences. The arts of administration and negotiation ought to take the place of, indeed, exclude in a manner, all other arts. I must study politics and war that our sons might have the liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. Our sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, and naval architecture, navigation, commerce, and agriculture to allow their children to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.’”

      Frank looked up from the note, his eyes glistening. “This is how I will remember him…as a man whose hope for others eclipsed his faults as a human being. With pride and with love. My son.”

      As they stepped down, the casket holding Giles’ body closed and rose off the altar. The chapel was silent as the casket made its way to the opening in the wall, then the wallscreen activated to show them its progress through the battlefield and into the star.

      Bethany Anne had little comfort to offer besides her assurance that those responsible for Giles’ death would be exiting the land of the living very shortly.
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      Beyond Federation Borders, Estaria, Spire

      Something tells me this isn’t your usual speed, Sean commented over the comm as Phina ducked and rolled to avoid being shocked by the electrified nets the Estarian soldiers surrounding her wielded.

      No kidding, Link retorted, standing to fire his Jean Dukes Specials at a trio of soldiers before dropping behind the remains of the wall he was using for cover.

      We rarely see this kind of action, Phina admitted, her attention on getting through the tightening ring. Link shot three more, and Phina took out the other five.

      She flung herself through the gap they’d created, using one of the downed soldiers as a springboard to launch into a series of handsprings that took her out of their reach for the moment. We send guys like you into it after we’ve gathered the intel.

      The remaining soldiers were obliterated by a well-placed puck sent by Stark.

      Well, that’s kinda how it’s supposed to go, Sean reasoned as they cleared the next street corner. Except the Kurtherians have fucked shit up for us all, and now everyone has to fight.

      The streets around them burned, the buildings Phina had identified as belonging to the Kurtherian supporters reduced to smoking ruins by the pucks Stark was raining down in defense of the team.

      In the background, the panicked screams of civilians clashed with the orders coming over the public service speakers, demanding they take up arms against the Etherians. Many were too concerned with staying alive to obey, and the ones who did were focused on the people fleeing the warzone that had erupted in their previously peaceful city.

      It sickens me that these so-called patriots would rather hurt their own people than face three armed humans, Link stated bitterly.

      Sean’s reply was a grunt as he dropped sixteen Estarian soldiers in the space of ten seconds. His wrists ached from continued use of his Jean Dukes Specials at level nine, but he ignored the pain in favor of bringing it to the enemy.

      Well, they are easy targets compared to us. Doesn’t make it any better. Phina wished they’d called for backup before blowing up half the city as another group of Estarian soldiers closed on them. Stark, have you heard from General Reynolds yet?

      I reached Meredith, Stark reported as his ship swooped overhead, releasing another barrage of half-pound pucks. Red Rock is still halfway across the Federation. She was a little snappy, but she told me support was on the way.

      Fudging—

      Phina’s response was cut off by the pucks the AI delivered tearing up the street around them. A building collapsed meters from their position, spewing brick and glass in all directions. The soldiers took the brunt of it, many of them buried under the rubble.

      Move! Link ordered as another puck hit and the surviving soldiers scattered to avoid getting smooshed, giving the team an opportunity to advance another thirty meters down the burning street.

      Why do these fuckers always make it into government, and why do they attract the worst fucking parts of society to their cause? Sean growled, holstering his weapons as he darted to the parking lot of the bank across the street, where a father and three children were being harassed by a gang of thugs armed with metal pipes.

      “Get outta here,” he told the grateful father.

      Phina and Link provided covering fire as Sean disarmed the ringleader, then grabbed his head two-handed and introduced the coward’s nose to his knee. He dropped the thug and gripped the two who moved in to defend their leader by their shirts, then slammed their heads together.

      “Assholes!” Sean yelled as their skulls rebounded with a crack. He’d moved on before they were done crumpling to the ruined concrete. He disarmed the next and broke his jaw with a well-placed punch, following through by slamming his elbow into the throat of his buddy. The Estarian reeled from the impact, crashing into the wall of the bank as he clutched his ruined trachea and fought to draw breath.

      Two more fell to face-shattering headbutts and punches to the gut that snapped their spines. The last thug collapsed with a scream of agony as Sean stamped on his knee joint. A swift kick to the temple by Sean’s armored boot put the thug out of commission for good.

      It was over in a matter of seconds.

      Phina’s mouth fell open, and the barrels of her pistols dropped. I’m fast, but I’ve never seen anyone move like him except the Queen and the Bitches. Who…no, what is he?

      He’s a Ranger, Link answered without slowing his fire. Situational awareness, Phina, he admonished when a bullet missed her by millimeters.

      Sean’s expression was serene as he turned from the carnage he’d created. You guys coming, or what?

      But… There was no time for Phina to get lost in wondering what secrets the seemingly simple soldier was hiding. More soldiers had streamed out of the building ahead of them, blocking their route to the center of government.

      Sean strafed the street ahead of them to give Phina and Link cover to move to the next pile of rubble. Have Stark take out that building, he called, pointing at the clock tower on top of the building the soldiers were coming out of.

      Oh, please let me take those asshats out, Stark cut in.

      Why haven’t you done it already? Link growled, surging forward to take cover with Phina and Sean behind an overturned bus.

      Well, because—

      Drop the damn tower already! Link roared over the comm as twenty more soldiers joined the dozen coming at them.

      The puck Stark sent shrieked toward the tower and the entire building vanished in a column of dust, leaving only rubble behind.

      Phina froze, momentarily overwhelmed by myriad sensory inputs. However, there was no time for thinking; only action remained.

      Her training kicked in as more people streamed into the street, a mixture of civilians and soldiers who served the Ascension cultists. She extended her mind-reading ability, done with the painfully slow progress they were making.

      We need to keep moving, she stressed. I’m seeing that their leaders aren’t too far from here. The building we want is less than four blocks away from this street.

      Sean grinned. Four blocks? Fuck, let’s get this shitshow on the road.

      Follow my lead. Phina took point as she dug into the minds of the Estarians to identify the enemy, then took them out with well-placed shots while Link and Sean covered her.

      Slowly but surely, they made their way across Spire to the senate building. Their progression became a smooth relay, the team using the environment to provide covering fire as they leapfrogged between obstructions.

      Can you use your mind-reading to find out whether the whole government is supporting the Kurtherians? Sean inquired as he took out three Estarian soldiers with one shot, giving Phina and Link space to reach his position. It would make our job hella easier if they were, but I don’t want to kill the people who are going to rebuild this place once we’re done if there’s another option.

      Link fired his twin pistols to take out the soldier aiming a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher at them, then ducked behind a mailbox to provide covering fire for Sean’s dash to the next obstacle. I don’t think you would have a problem with that? Don’t Rangers shoot first and ask questions later?

      I haven’t been a Ranger for a very long time, Sean retorted.

      As I recall, Rangers were chosen for their personality traits, not for any adherence to a code, Link pointed out. By that reasoning, you could say, “Once a Ranger, always a Ranger.” This brings me back to my original statement of “Shoot first, ask questions later.”

      Sean’s snarky reply was forestalled as they reached the open square in the center of the government buildings.

      Their arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed. They were surrounded by a small army and heavy weaponry. Sean counted a number of missile launchers on the roofs, and saw the shimmer of Etheric-powered shielding behind the soldiers arrayed at the bottom of the steps of the senate building.

      An amplified voice came from the front of the senate and a robed Estarian strode out, talking into a handheld device that projected his voice to the speakers placed around the square on tall posts.

      “Give up now,” the President warned. “You are no match for the might of the Kurtherian goddess.” He looked around the square in confusion when he saw there were only three humans standing before him. A flicker of worry crossed his face when he realized that those three were responsible for the smoking ruins of the city around them.

      The President laughed, but he was unable to disguise his disquiet. “You may have gotten this far, but now I have you right where I want you.”

      He lifted his hand to signal his soldiers.

      However, before he dropped it, his hand and then his head exploded in a fine pale-blue mist.

      Sean, Phina, and Link turned to see who had shot the President. Phina didn't recognize the human woman whose blonde hair and feral smile somehow complimented the ginormous Shrillexian rifle she was balancing on her hip.

      “I’m no gynecologist, but I know a douche receptacle when I see one,” the woman snarled. She charged her rifle as the soldiers reacted to the assassination of their leader. “Don’t move a fucking muscle, or you’ll be joining him in whatever version of hell you murdering fucks subscribe to.”

      Overhead, the Stark was joined by a Skaine battleship that bristled with weapons.

      “Nickie-fucking-Grimes,” Sean murmured in admiration. “Of all the shit holes in all the galaxies…”

      Nickie laughed, the sound out of place in the tension her standoff had produced in the square. “It’s been a while, but at least you remember my name. Nice to see you guys handing out the appropriate reaction to my cousin’s murder.”

      She flashed a hard grin at Link. “Hey, cuz. Need a hand?”

      “Couldn’t have arrived at a better time.” Link returned her grim smile. “But then, you always knew how to make an entrance.”

      The reunion was broken up when one of the soldiers fired. The shot went wide, but it was too late for the trigger-happy soldier. A blinding, pencil-thin lance of Etheric energy erupted from the Penitent Granddaughter’s forward canons, eviscerating him. The soldiers nearest him jumped back as his guts painted the worn stone pavement.

      “Meredith was rather fond of my asshole cousin,” Nickie snarled. “Put your fucking weapons down, or I’ll give her permission to take her bad mood out on every Estarian in this square.”

      They complied.

      Phina gaped, unsure of how to react.

      She looked at Link, who shrugged and holstered his pistols with a smile. “Time for you to flex those diplomatic skills, Phina.”

      

      Devon, the Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      Alexis dropped her e-reader and leapt off the couch when she felt her mother’s mental signature. Her eyes lit up when Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric. “Mom! What are you doing here? I thought you were on Earth?”

      Bethany Anne opened her arms as Alexis dove for her. She held her daughter tightly, saying nothing for a long moment as she lost herself in the familiar scent of Alexis’ hair.

      The girl extracted herself and scrutinized Bethany Anne’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      Bethany Anne stroked a stray curl back from Alexis’ forehead. “I needed to see my babies. I just left High Tortuga.”

      Alexis’ smile vanished. “We heard about Giles, but neither of us wanted to leave Jiya and the twins. Not with the planet under attack.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “That’s the other reason I’m here.”

      Gabriel walked out of the hall leading to the bedrooms, wearing nothing but his pajama bottoms and a face like thunder. “You wake the babies, you get to take care—” His words cut off in mid-sentence when he saw who Alexis was talking to. “Mom?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Last I checked.”

      Gabriel held up a finger. “One second.” He vanished from view, stepping through the Etheric in his haste to tell Jiya about their unexpected visitor. He reappeared a moment later and flung his arms around Bethany Anne. “I’m so glad you’re here. How long are you staying?”

      “Long enough to meet my grandchildren and destroy the ass-funguses attacking this planet,” she answered, pulling both her children into another hug.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, all three were armored and standing on the surface of the QBBS Guardian, looking out at the fleet attempting to break through the BYPS over First City.

      Bethany Anne counted six ships. “They’re not making much of an effort.”

      Alexis laughed. “Probably because they remember getting their asses kicked the last time they messed with Devon.”

      “Tim had scouts go to the outer system,” Gabriel informed Bethany Anne. “There are more ships on standby there.”

      “How many more?” Alexis asked.

      “At least thirty,” Gabriel replied.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm. Okay, so they’re being sneaky. I can work with sneaky. These six shouldn’t be difficult to take out with an attack on their vital systems. The rest we can deal with while I teach you two something new.”

      Gabriel rubbed his hands together. “Goody. I love when you find new ways to break stuff.”

      His mother shot him a feral grin. “Sweetheart, you have no idea.”

      “I have a program that will take out shields and life support on the ships.” Alexis shared a breakdown of the program’s functions to their HUDs. “But it will only work on a few ships before they figure a workaround for it.”

      “That’s all we need,” Bethany Anne told her. She opened the Etheric, and the twins followed her into the raging storm beyond.

      What are you planning for the rest of the fleet? Alexis asked, switching to their mental link as they were enveloped by the roar of thunder.

      Obliteration. Bethany Anne wrapped them in Etheric energy to shield them from stray lightning bolts their armor attracted as they moved to the corresponding position of the Kurtherian ships.

      There are thirty-some ships in that fleet, Mom, Gabriel reminded her.

      We know this fleet is manned by clones, so I’m not concerned about the loss of life.

      Alexis, usually first to act to preserve the lives of even their enemies, agreed wholeheartedly.

      I wasn’t thinking about that, Gabriel admitted. More how we’re going to take that many ships out by ourselves.

      One problem at a time, Bethany Anne told him with a soft laugh. We’re here.

      This is the easy part. Alexis made a small opening in the Etheric, so small the clones on the bridge of the ship beyond didn’t register the three humans. ADAM, you’re up. Can you get me access to their systems without getting caught?

      >>Does a bear shit in the Pope’s hat in the woods?<< ADAM threw the twins’ favorite “malaphor” out with a chuckle. >>I’m in. Do your worst or your best, whichever is appropriate in this circumstance.<<

      Alexis snickered as she connected her HUD interface to the pathway ADAM had created. Score! This is going to be easier than I thought. Their communications network is wide open from the inside.

      Meaning? Bethany Anne asked.

      Meaning I can distribute the pain across all six ships with one command, Alexis answered.

      Then do it, so we can move on to destroying the rest of the fleet, Bethany Anne instructed. We will come back when we’re done to make sure your program was successful. The next part of the attack requires you both to apply your full concentration to the objective. No distractions.

      She smiled, sensing curiosity from her children. Start by pulling in energy while we get our asses to the hidden fleet. As much as you can hold.

      The twins did as directed. Bethany Anne set off running, gradually increasing her preternatural speed until they were tearing up kilometers through the churning mists at the twins’ limit.

      >>We are approaching the coordinates Gabriel gave me,<< ADAM announced a short time later.

      Thank you. Bethany Anne slowed to avoid overshooting the mark. This far from the BYPS, the mists were calmer. The storm generated by CEREBRO to power the planet’s defenses raged in the distance, the roar of thunder still loud enough to make talking mind to mind the only possible option.

      Alexis and Gabriel came to a halt beside her, out of breath and sweating. Bethany Anne gave them a minute to recover. Alexis wasn’t waiting.

      What’s the plan? she asked, bent double with the effort of regaining her breath.

      Bethany Anne knew her children’s personalities. Gabriel would follow her through the gates of hell without questioning anything but the direction she wanted him to unleash the agony. Alexis was the mirror of her brother. Her curiosity got the better of her every time.

      One of the first things your father and I taught you was that we are too powerful to just react. Do you recall what we told you would happen if you allowed yourselves to be ruled by your emotions?

      The twins answered in the affirmative.

      Today is the exception to that rule. Bethany Anne gave them a moment to absorb the dissonance of being told to reject something they’d had drilled into them from the moment their abilities kicked in. ADAM, share the video from Sol.

      The twins watched Bethany Anne destroy the Kurtherian fleet in stunned silence.

      In the moments after I did this, I felt sick to my stomach. Bethany Anne’s mental voice was devoid of emotion as she spoke, Don’t be fooled by what you saw there. I was not in control. What I did scared the shit out of me.

      Alexis met her gaze with confusion. This is what you want us to do?

      Bethany Anne nodded. I had time to think on the journey to High Tortuga. To consider the consequences of repressing my emotions to the point that I exploded. ADAM and TOM talked me down from the edge afterward, but the danger remains. You are as powerful as me. Learning to channel emotional overload is a part of your training your father and I neglected to provide because we didn’t realize how necessary it was to teach you to deal with it at that level.

      She sighed, hesitant to admit her shortcomings to the two people she loved most but aware that avoiding the subject would be a failure on her part. Because I wanted to deny the truth of what I became the last time my emotions overwhelmed me, and because we were all afraid to acknowledge what happened when I broke.

      You mean, when you became Baba Yaga? Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. I’ve had a long time to come to terms with the death and destruction I caused during that period, however great the benefit was long-term. It’s time to acknowledge that we are not just restricting our emotions but our ability to counter the Kurtherian threat.

      We know how to regulate our emotions, Alexis countered. You taught us that. We trained relentlessly to gain that control, and now you want us to what, just give it up?

      That’s why we do what we can to keep others safe, Gabriel agreed. We work out our emotions in smaller ways by keeping the asshole pool small and trying to make life better for those who are affected by the war.

      I understand your fears, Bethany Anne assured them. However, my frustration with this never-ending war of attrition has grown beyond the point where I can work through my emotions in small ways. There will come a day when one or both of you finds yourselves in a similar position, and when that day comes, I want you to be prepared. There is more to learn than simply regulating your emotions. You need to learn how to release them without losing yourselves in the process.

      Alexis and Gabriel looked at one another for a long moment, then turned to Bethany Anne and nodded in unison.

      Okay, Alexis stated with conviction. Where do we start?
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      She knew she wasn’t the original Gödel or even the only. The gaps in her memory made that clear.

      However, she was a Gödel, and with that came the possibility of becoming the ascendant. She mused about her plans for the future as the lesser clones—those created from the genetic material of the Chosen—went about their duties in silence.

      The bridge lights were dimmed, the ship running at minimal capacity as per her orders. Gödel vacillated between seething that she hadn’t been able to break through the BYPS to enact her revenge on the planet Devon and fantasies of tearing the original Gödel’s knowledge from her mind as the goddess lay dying at her feet.

      She had not been created with the urge to cooperate with other versions of herself the goddess had implanted in some of the clones. Her makeup consisted of the desire for vengeance and the superiority complex to achieve it at whatever cost.

      She knew. She’d checked.

      She had also removed the self-destruct instruction implanted in her nanocytes that was coded to implement on completing her set task. Devon would fall at her hands, then she would begin her rise to godhood.

      Her first officer, whose name she hadn’t bothered to learn, approached with his eyes downcast as was proper.

      She left him waiting because she could. When she felt her point had been proven, she flicked a finger in his direction. “Speak.”

      “The ships Your Beneficence sent to test the defenses have stopped sending signals.” He bowed lower, knowing his news would be ill-received.

      Gödel’s mandibles lifted in a sneer. “Where did they go?”

      “We cannot say unless we activate the main sensor array,” the unfortunate officer replied, his eyes screwed shut in anticipation of the punishment he knew was coming.

      Gödel didn’t disappoint his expectations. She pulled on the Etheric and the first officer rose from the deck, his body contorting as she stretched his limbs in directions they weren’t meant to move.

      The bridge crew studiously ignored the first officer’s predicament. Gödel’s exploration of their minds revealed no treasonous thoughts, only their desire to avoid being next.

      She dropped the first officer, bored by the endeavor.

      Killing her crew was a waste of resources.

      “Send a scout drone,” she commanded as he struggled to his feet. “Find out what happened to my ships.”

      The first officer returned an hour later and resumed his obeisance. Gödel only kept him waiting long enough to disguise her eagerness to know the reason her ships had vanished before granting him permission to speak.

      “Your Beneficence, the ships are still intact. However, they are dead in the water.”

      Gödel absorbed the news with growing anger. She rose to her feet, her eyes flashing red.

      “I will see for myself what treachery this—”

      Her tantrum was cut short by a massive disturbance in the Etheric.

      A searing flash of light preceded the wave of white-hot energy that engulfed the bridge. There was no time to escape, no time to draw breath to scream her rage at being beaten.

      Gödel burned to ashes along with everyone and everything in her fleet.
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        * * *

      

      Tears washed Alexis’ face as she released her mental image of Addix. All the hurt she’d ever suffered, every loss, every fear she had could be traced back to the Kurtherians.

      Recognizing and accepting the depth and breadth of her feelings went beyond catharsis. She felt empty inside, yet that emptiness was not hollow. Unclenching her jaw and her fists, she examined her interior landscape and saw it contained hope for the future, hope that had until now been clouded by the uncertainty that they would ever see the other side of the war they’d been fighting their whole lives.

      For the first time, she was able to imagine a life that didn’t revolve around the next attack, the next enemy to vanquish, the rush to protect the weak. A day was coming, and soon, where she could turn her focus to building something for herself.

      She sensed much the same through her connection to Gabriel.

      He was on his knees, his eyes burning red as his chest rose and fell in heaving breaths. All he saw were his children. All he felt was his overwhelming need to protect them and Jiya from all harm, his fear of failure fading as the solar wind bore away the remains of the fleet.

      Bethany Anne tucked an arm around each of them and pulled them close. “Well done. Pulling back from that wasn’t easy, but look what you have achieved because you are willing to let go. Your home is safe.”

      “What now?” Gabriel asked.

      “Now we return to Devon,” Bethany Anne told them. “I want to snuggle with my grandchildren and pick up a few things from the armory before I get back to Earth.”

      

      Earth, Rome

      Blistering Etheric fire drove Hannah back against the wall of the arena. Her hasty shields shuddered under the barrage from three clones’ glowing staffs.

      Michael fought to contain the Ookens swarming up the sides of the Colosseum in an attempt to reach them. Lightning crashed around the amphitheater at his direction, searing the lucky few who made it over the walls.

      Hannah slammed into the ancient stone, dislodging a heavy rain of dirt and moss. She flung up her hands and blasted the clone nearest her with a bolt of pure Etheric energy. “I’m damned glad you taught me how to do this,” she called to Michael as the clone dropped her staff and skittered to the side to avoid being roasted alive.

      Michael didn’t answer, caught up in destroying the surrounding Ookens tentacle by tentacle.

      “Strong but silent type,” Hannah commented. “Well, I suppose it’s better than the run and hide type.”

      The clones regrouped on the maenianum primum, the gems on the ends of their staffs glowing bright red as they charged them for another round of Pin the Power Beam on the Hannah.

      Infernal screeching heralded the arrival of more Ookens. They swarmed the tiers above the arena, too numerous to take out in one go.

      “Deal with the clones,” Michael told Hannah. “I’ll hold the Ookens back.”

      He leapt for the wall, vaulting the barrier with ease. He pushed Etheric energy to keep the area around him clear while he gathered more energy to send out in the form of crackling electricity. Above the Colosseum, the skies opened in response to his call.

      He landed in the midst of the Ookens, capturing those closest in his net of electricity. They froze in place, convulsing as the rain reacted with the net.

      Michael released them as they died. He sent his net out again and again, gliding through the empty spaces between the Ookens, his gauntlets spitting lightning.

      Not satisfied with his efforts, he switched tactics by unleashing the storm to rage overhead as he manifested twin blades of hardened Etheric energy. He held his shield to repel the lightning strikes from above as he sliced and stabbed, dismembering Ookens one bitey limb at a time.

      He was vastly outnumbered by the monstrosities, which didn’t bother him, but without a backdoor into their nanocytes, he found himself in the middle of the most difficult fight he’d had for a very long time.

      Relishing the challenge, he gave himself up to the battle heat. He had a fleeting wish that Bethany Anne was fighting at his side. He was pleasantly surprised by Hannah’s offensive skills. She had picked up the concentrated form of Etheric energy draw he’d taught her on the way to the city and was making the clones suffer for every hit they landed.

      However, nothing spurred him to greater heights than having his love fighting at his back. Nothing compared to their bond or the way Bethany Anne’s ability to deal destruction on an epic scale spurred him to fight harder and faster to match her kill for kill.

      As if in answer to his thoughts, the Etheric split open, and the roiling energy that spilled out ahead of Bethany Anne’s arrival blasted the surrounding Ookens to ashes. The rest scattered for their lives, falling to the arena floor as they lost control of their limbs in their haste to escape Death.

      Bethany Anne stepped out, surrounded by a nimbus of crimson light. She tossed three familiar devices into the arena in quick succession, followed by a foil-wrapped package she threw to Michael.

      Michael grabbed the package in mid-air and smiled. Her arrival was worth the sudden energy drain he felt as his access to the Etheric was cut off by the miniature jammers.

      Did you hear me wishing you were here?

      I felt it. She tapped her heart. Let me take care of this mess, then we’ll get back to the temple, and I’ll tell you how it’s going at the Interdiction.

      He chuckled dryly. The popcorn is a nice touch.

      Bethany Anne flashed him a million-watt smile. You’re welcome. Enjoy the show.

      The clones panicked when the lights at the tips of their staffs went out and the Etheric shielding around them failed.

      Hannah cursed as the fireballs she was about to fling at the clones dissipated. She realized the rain had ceased at the same moment she sensed Bethany Anne striding across the arena floor.

      She ran to meet the Matriarch. “Where did all the Ookens go?”

      “Hell,” Bethany Anne ground out. “There are still enough of them to take care of, and I’ve blocked the Etheric for two square kilometers. Go and sit with Michael while I work.”

      Hannah was overwhelmed by the aura of strength that surrounded Bethany Anne. “Um, good luck?” she ventured as she walked away. “Not that I think you’re going to need it.”

      “This is going to be great,” Michael called to Hannah. He patted the fallen wall he’d chosen as a safe location from which to view the oncoming spectacle and held the popcorn out to her.

      Hannah took a seat and was about to ask what was in the container when fear unlike anything she’d ever felt washed through the amphitheater. It coated her soul, crushing every last grain of hope she had.

      Michael recognized the effects of Bethany Anne pushing the emotion and grinned. “Don’t worry, she’s using up some of the energy she has stored. Look.”

      Hannah lifted her head with a huge effort, and her fear receded when she saw the clones cowering under the effects of Bethany Anne’s emotional attack.

      The Matriarch stalked toward the three clones with both katanas drawn, dismembering the remaining Ookens as they leapt at her with their tentacles flailing, the many mouths on their limbs snapping in the hope of getting a taste of the Queen’s flesh.

      The clones were either brave or stupid. Bethany Anne didn’t care either way. They had no access to their enhanced abilities and were forced to rely on whatever skills they had in hand-to-hand combat.

      Bethany Anne looked from the Gödel clone to the two males flanking her and tilted her head. “Which one of you wants to die first?”

      The three Kurtherians spread out. The males drew their swords, and the fake Gödel adjusted the grip on her staff as if the flimsy piece of metal would somehow be effective against Jean Dukes-forged steel.

      Bethany Anne laughed as they hesitated. “Maybe the real Gödel put brains in your heads after all.”

      “What can you do against us?” the Gödel clone jeered. “Without the Etheric, you are just a human, weak and easily damaged.”

      Bethany Anne manifested flames along the length of her blades and grinned before extinguishing them. “Who said I was cut off? Quit working that fuck-ugly jaw and start fighting, and we’ll see who’s weak and easily damaged. I don’t need any extra abilities to beat your sorry asses.”

      The clone lifted her inert staff two-handed. “Power or not, you cannot hope to match us. Take her,” she ordered the males. “Her weakness is mercy.”

      Bethany Anne’s rich laughter echoed across the arena. “Bitch, Gödel can’t have been very generous when she gave you your memory. Mercy is for the living, not lab-grown monstrosities.”

      The clone made the first move, darting at Bethany Anne while swinging her staff around her head.

      Bethany Anne blocked the blow with crossed swords, then smashed her forehead into the clone’s face. The fake Gödel stumbled back as a spray of blood erupted from her nasal cavity.

      The two males moved in and Bethany Anne brought her foot around, her arms moving simultaneously to block the attacks that came in from behind and to her right. She dropped into a crouch as she brought her swords apart and back in an arc, sending one blade high and the other one low.

      One lost his sword, and the other lost his head. Bethany Anne feinted to drive the uninjured male back as the Gödel clone retrieved the dead one’s sword and rushed her.

      She pivoted on the ball of one foot and kicked back, planting her boot in the Gödel clone’s stomach and sending her flying into the wall with a resounding crash.

      That freed her to deal with the remaining male. She disarmed him with a flick of her right wrist and decapitated him on the backswing.

      Hannah watched with her mouth hanging open. “How is she this fast without her powers?” she murmured to Michael.

      Michael chuckled. “You’ll understand as soon as she gets you into training. More popcorn?”

      Hannah fished out a handful without looking, unsure whether she was excited to learn how to move with such speed and grace or afraid of the pain she knew was coming, thanks to the stories Tabitha and Gabrielle had shared over breakfast back at the temple.

      She settled for absorbing every bit of information she could about the way Bethany Anne moved as the Queen continued her masterclass in how to fuck shit up.

      She was surprised by the sweet and salty flavor as she crunched the kernels Michael offered. “Okay, this is the perfect snack for watching someone kick ass.”

      Michael nodded, chuckling as he tossed a kernel into the air and caught it in his mouth. “It’s traditional.”

      Hannah raised an eyebrow. Seriously, this guy did not talk much. Not that she minded; Bethany Anne was providing all the entertainment a girl could want.

      The Gödel clone crouched in anticipation of Bethany Anne’s next move.

      The Queen picked up the discarded sword the second male had dropped and threw it to her.

      “What is this?” the clone demanded.

      Bethany Anne nodded at the spectators. “Teachable moment.”

      “I’ll gut them after I cut your throat,” the clone snarled.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “As threats go, I’ve heard better. Make you a deal. You draw blood, and I’ll make it quick for you.”

      The clone narrowed her soulless eyes. “And if not?”

      “Did I stutter when I said this is a teachable moment?” Bethany Anne asked, opening a mental connection to Hannah and Michael.

      See how she telegraphs her intent? She’s going to start with her left, but she’s intending to jab me in the ribs with her right.

      As predicted, the clone led with her left sword.

      Bethany Anne blocked the swing while simultaneously sidestepping to avoid the clumsy thrust with the right. She slashed with her left katana, slicing cleanly through one of the clone’s mandibles and blinding her in the right eye.

      Fighting two-handed is a skill. It takes time and effort to gain proficiency.

      Bethany Anne kept one katana raised in front of her and the other held high behind her as she swept around the clone, remaining between her enemy and the wall on which Michael and Hannah were sitting. In one smooth stroke, she opened the clone’s armor at the back and followed up with a kick to her bony rear end.

      The clone threw herself into the fall, turning it into a roll that brought her back to her feet with both swords held ready. She shook off the ruins of her armor and faced Bethany Anne with a hateful glare.

      Bethany Anne’s lips quirked in amusement. She returned to her back stance and dared the clone to make the next move with a cool stare.

      If you are facing an enemy whose ability is equal to or greater than yours, your options are limited. Use their personality against them. When dealing with a Gödel clone, the primary driver is arrogance. Tweak that, and you gain control while she loses her shit.

      As if to prove her point, the clone hurled herself at Bethany Anne with a scream of frustration.

      Before I wrap this up, let’s go through some of the forms I want you to learn. All of the clones have the same muscle memory, taken directly from Gödel’s experience, and they use the same techniques. Recognizing how she is attacking will tell you how to counter.

      Hannah cataloged each stance Bethany Anne took as the clone attacked from every angle, desperate to dominate the fight. Bethany Anne maintained control of her responses and the flow to draw out the battle.

      The clone slowed as blood loss from the multitude of small cuts Bethany Anne gave her in place of killing blows mounted up. The Queen monitored the clone’s state as they fought, eventually deciding she’d given Hannah enough to work with.

      She stepped back and brought her right katana down as the clone lunged, removing her head.

      As the clone thudded lifeless to the blood-soaked sand, Bethany Anne gathered the Etheric jammers and switched them off before making her way over to Michael and Hannah.

      The young woman jumped to her feet, her enthusiasm at Bethany Anne’s performance exacerbated by the flow of Etheric energy returning to her body. “That was a-fucking-mazing! I learned so much just watching you.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Good, because you will be putting it into practice when we get back to the temple. Earth’s defender needs to be proficient in all forms of combat. You can’t always rely on your magical abilities.”

      She walked past Hannah and into Michael’s open arms. “Shall we get back?”

      The heat in his stare gave her all the answer she needed.

      Hannah sighed. “Seriously? Is that all you two can think about?”

      

      The Heights, Mystic Temple

      Hannah ate her words when she laid eyes on Parker. However, Bethany Anne didn’t give her any time to act on the urge to work out her excess energy the way she wanted.

      “Training comes first,” the Queen admonished with an evil glint in her eyes. “We head out again in twenty-four hours, and I want to see you showing some prowess with those swords by then.”

      “I’d rather be showing Parker my prowess,” Hannah mumbled to herself as she led Bethany Anne to the mystics’ training room.

      “I heard that,” Bethany Anne teased.

      Hannah’s face burned. “Shit. Forgot you have super-hearing.”

      Bethany Anne put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. The opposite. Keep that love front and center, focus on it, make it your reason, and you won’t fail.”

      “Why are you doing all of this?” Hannah asked, waving a hand. “The training, teaching me to fight better?”

      “Because you are the defender of this planet in my absence,” Bethany Anne told her in a quiet voice. “Sarah Jennifer might have that huge military, and most people have some form of magic now, but you have my blood running through your veins. You don’t know what you’re capable of, not yet. I’m here to show you. For now.”

      Hannah was quiet for the rest of the long walk to the training room, processing the weight of her responsibility.

      She’d come from nothing, just one orphan in the crowd until the fateful day her magic had manifested and Ezekiel had claimed her as his apprentice. There had barely been a moment to contemplate the changes in her life between crushing Adrien’s dictatorship, rushing all over the world to save Lilith and fight off Laughter’s attempts at subjugating humanity, and every other crisis she and her loved ones had diverted.

      Truth be told, she’d let herself get slack after Ezekiel and Lilith left through the rift, convincing herself that she could have peace and a normal life with Parker. It had been too easy to push aside the feeling she should be doing…more. To relax into the comfort of being loved and building a home for them both.

      However, deep down, she’d known there was a greater destiny in store for her.

      As the time her mentor had been gone mounted, so had the pressure inside.

      She wasn’t sure she believed in destiny, but she sure as shit believed in living up to her responsibilities. Now that the Matriarch’s return had revealed what they were, she was determined to uphold them no matter the cost.

      Hannah opened the door to the training room, searing Bethany Anne’s advice into her heart and mind. She would fight for love.

      Not just her own, but for the love of everyone on Irth.
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      It was still dark when Bethany Anne was awoken by a subtle disturbance in the Etheric.

      Michael stirred beside her as she scooted to the edge of the bed, his eyes opening a crack. Bethany Anne leaned over and stroked his forehead. “It’s okay, go back to sleep. I’ll take care of this.”

      “Take care of what?” Michael murmured sleepily. He picked up the same distant disturbance that had woken Bethany Anne and pulled himself to a sitting position. “Whatever that is, it’s happening far from here.”

      Bethany Anne walked around the bed and dressed with a wave of her hand. “Distance is relative when you can cross oceans in a few heartbeats.”

      “Something tells me you want a little alone time.” Michael folded his arms behind his head, resting against the headboard. “Hannah’s training has gone well these last few days. You’ve earned a break.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she retrieved her katanas from the nightstand where she’d left them before getting into bed. “I’m going to take the Scuttlebutt. I want to take a look and make sure it’s nothing that’s going to bite us in the ass. I’ll be there and back before anyone misses me.”

      “Too late,” he called as she stepped into the Etheric.

      Bethany Anne couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

      She crossed to where the Scuttlebutt was parked outside the temple. By the time she had settled into the captain’s chair, ADAM had the ship in the air, heading west.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes and skimmed the currents inside the Etheric as the ship sped over the choppy water of the Atlantic.

      “ADAM, you’re tracking that, right?”

      >>Yes, but I can’t pinpoint what is causing it.<<

      “Any ideas, TOM?”

      It feels…hazy. Like a dream, perhaps? the Kurtherian offered.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “So, not a fucking clue, then?”

      That’s about it.

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” she murmured.

      >>You’re quoting Alice?<<

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “I was thinking about having a copy printed for my grandchildren.”

      It’s cute how you get a spike of oxytocin when you think about them.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “There’s something to be said for babies you can hand back.”

      >>And ones you don’t have to go through the trials of birthing,<< ADAM commented.

      “Say what you mean,” Bethany Anne retorted with a laugh. “You mean ones you don’t have to go through the trials of me birthing.”

      >>After so long together, is there any difference?<<

      “Sure, remind the woman you’re dangerously close to pissing off that she’s stuck with you.”

      Would you consider having any more children? TOM asked.

      Bethany Anne mulled over the question, then shook her head. “No. Gabriel and Jiya have their twins, and I suspect Alexis is just waiting for this war to be over before getting serious about someone. She’s going to make a great mother one day.”

      That I agree with, TOM conceded. But will her partner survive the pregnancy?

      >>You think she’ll be as…<< ADAM chose his words carefully, >>hormonally challenged as Bethany Anne was?<<

      I think it doesn’t matter how old Alexis is. Michael isn’t going to deal well with the knowledge that someone made his daughter pregnant.

      Bethany Anne herself had to suppress a moment of uncalled-for rage at the thought. However, her overriding instinct was to support what made her children happy. “Okay, so when the time comes, we make sure Michael is otherwise occupied until it’s too late for him to react with anything but acceptance.”

      I can accept that my adult daughter would want a family of her own, Michael cut in.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes widened. You were listening?

      Well, you did leave the connection open, was his amused reply.

      Her embarrassment about him catching her being sentimental faded. Okay, who the fuck are you, and what did you do with the overprotective asshat I married?

      Michael’s laughter filled the mindspace. Oh, he’s still in there. I’m recalling how you kept me on my toes when you were carrying Gabriel and Alexis and surmising that whatever punishment I could deal out to our prospective son-in-law would be nothing compared to what Alexis is going to put him through.

      The memory of how she’d danced around her emotions after picking Michael up from Earth so long ago made her smile. For a moment. Wait, I put you… Are you kidding?

      I know you were constantly checking up on me.

      ADAM and TOM made a rapid retreat as Michael’s confession sounded in her mind.

      That’s right, run, you traitors.

      All you had to do was reach out, Michael continued without acknowledging the strategic exits of the AI and the Kurtherian.

      Bethany Anne had the grace to blush. Yes, well, we weren’t as comfortable with one another back then.

      Comfortable enough to create new life.

      But not comfortable enough to appreciate the ease of being together that has grown over the years. We couldn’t have been connected all the time like this back then without driving each other crazy. Bethany Anne paused, tapping her fingers on the arm of her chair as she clarified her thought. Well, not all the time. That would drive me batshit.

      Admittedly, there are times when I would rather not be privy to the contents of your mind.

      Let me guess, girl-time gets a bit too rowdy and tweaks your old-fashioned sensibilities?

      You would think, but no. I am more than used to the idea that when you get together with your female friends, the conversation will invariably turn to base matters. I was thinking more about when you plan a shopping expedition or get bitten by the remodeling bug.

      Bethany Anne let his laughter pass without comment. I could say the same. I can only take so many hunting anecdotes.

      I resemble that remark, Michael protested. Besides, the way you treat a remodel is not very different from the way I treat a hunt.

      There was a short pause that led into one of those comfortable silences that stretched out between them.

      Are you thinking about hunting?

      Are you done trying to distract me?

      That depends. Is it working?

      I can feel you searching the Etheric if that’s what you are asking. Did you pin down the origin of the disturbance?

      Dammit. Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Inland of what used to be Florida.

      Used to be?

      Mmhmm. When the issues with the old-model climate modules were rectified, the sea level changed. BYPS mapping shows the peninsula was transformed into an archipelago.

      Michael’s silence spoke volumes.

      You want to join me? This could turn out to be more than the quick look I was intending.

      Maybe. I don’t want to leave Hannah without guidance.

      She was pretty enthusiastic about the prospect of another clone hunt. Give me a minute. Bethany Anne reached out to Gabrielle. How busy are you right now?

      That depends on what you mean by “busy.”

      Bethany Anne read the amusement in her voice and deduced that Gabrielle was enjoying herself a little too much for someone who was supposed to be fighting Ookens. Where are you?

      Still in Paris, Gabrielle admitted. It took a while to get everyone resettled in the caverns, and they invited me to stay for another night before I move on. I have become fond of Marchant and her people. They do wonderful things with mushrooms here.

      There will be time for a culinary vacation when the threat has been dealt with. Make your way back to Arcadia and assist Hannah with her next target. Michael and I are heading to Florida to take care of a thing.

      Care to elaborate on what this thing is?

      No, Bethany Anne replied. But we could be gone for a couple of days. She said a quick goodbye and cut the connection.

      I’ll wait here for you, she told Michael.

      >>Would you like to review the video I found in Enora’s database that chronicles the changes to the planet during your absence?<< ADAM inquired in a sheepish voice.

      Bethany Anne folded her arms. “Don’t think that’s going to get you out of the doghouse.”

      >>Is that a no?<<

      Bethany Anne waved her hand. “Just play the damn video.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey dived in front of Dustin, her sword flashing as she sliced the tip off the tentacle that lashed out of the water. “What are those things?”

      Dustin kicked the severed tentacle over the rail, almost losing his grip on his magic when his mind rejected the sight of hundreds of gnashing teeth where an octopus would have suckers. “I don’t know, but if you could stop the damned things from killing us while I get the ship out to sea where we’ll be safe, I’d appreciate it.”

      Their attackers churned the previously glass-smooth water in the bay, tossing the Storm Warrior like flotsam. Abbey glanced over the rail, wondering if these were the monsters the dream woman had warned her about.

      “‘Let’s put in for repairs,’” Olaf complained in a fair imitation of Dustin’s voice as the motion tossed him against the starboard rail. “‘This looks like a safe place.’”

      “How was I supposed to know the bay was full of these…whatever they are?” Dustin shot back. His eyes glowed as he pulled fog from thin air to surround the storm ship.

      “He’s got a point,” Syd conceded. “Even without the monsters, this place is hotter than the devil’s asshole, and don’t even get me started on the bugs.”

      “At least we got the repairs made!” Dustin exclaimed as he strode to his place at the bow. “Now, will you all shut up and let me concentrate?”

      His eyes glowed blue-green, and the Storm Warrior’s sails billowed under the redirected wind. He called a thick bank of fog to cover their escape from the seas-cursed bay, grumbling internally about his mistake in bringing them too far south to avoid the cyclone system he’d sensed.

      The crew’s tension eased as the Storm Warrior passed through the rocks guarding the mouth of the bay. However, before they made the safety of the open waters, dozens of tentacles erupted from the waves and clamped onto the sides of the ship.

      “We’re doomed!” Olaf cried, his eyes wild with fear.

      “If you don’t have anything constructive to say, stow your tongue and start swinging your sword,” Benjamin snapped, manifesting a fireball over each hand.

      Abbey decided her father’s order was good enough for them all. She lashed herself to the mainmast and pulled her sword again.

      “Time you put what you’ve been practicing to the test,” the old blacksmith called over the crashing waves and creaking timbers.

      Abbey grinned at her father and pushed fire magic along the blade, adjusting her weight to float above the deck as she threw herself into defending what was hers.

      She barely registered the fight the rest of the crew were putting up around her. Her world was reduced to her effort to repel the monsters and protect Dustin.
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        * * *

      

      “While Greenland—now called Gren—was recovered when the ice shelf receded, its mass and that of Iceland—now called Barksall—were greatly reduced. Finland became isolated from the rest of Europe. Denmark—more recently called the Daneland—was lost, as was southern Sweden. Italy, Greece, and much of Turkey lost the majority of their inhabitants since most lived on or near the coast. Norway—now called Kaldfell—was separated from northern Sweden by the freshwater sea that formed when the lakes expanded.”

      “Popcorn?” Michael offered.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Bethany Anne snagged a handful from the bowl he held out.

      He’d arrived in time for the introduction of Enora’s lecture, and they’d moved from the bridge to the rec lounge, where Bethany Anne had instructed ADAM to play the rest at high speed so they could watch the whole video together before the Scuttlebutt completed the ocean crossing.

      They snuggled on the sofa, enjoying Enora’s voice and the timelapse photography she had spliced from BYPS imagery that accompanied her lecture—a pleasant distraction to fill the time as the Scuttlebutt crossed the Atlantic.

      “The climate control modules scrubbing excess methane and carbon dioxide released by the ice shelf from the atmosphere was the catalyst for rising sea levels. Returning Earth to pre-industrial era environmental conditions was carefully managed. However, the changes were significant, resulting in population shifts as coastlines were reformed. Increased rainfall also triggered the transformation of deserts worldwide. The most striking example of this shift to semi-arid conditions can be observed in the Sahara, where some areas have returned to environmental conditions not seen since the Quaternary period. Rainforest biomes have also increased. Notable examples of new growth temperate rainforests include—”

      Bethany Anne cut the video when the light contact she was maintaining with the Etheric registered an explosion of transmuted energy. “What the shiny fuck is going on?”

      Michael frowned and put the bowl down. “It feels like a fight.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled as she extended her connection and touched the minds of the people fighting for their lives. “Fucking Ookens. ADAM, get us to the archipelago now!”

      As the Scuttlebutt neared the island chain, weather conditions deteriorated until they were surrounded by thick fog threaded by lightning.

      “You feeling that?” Bethany Anne asked Michael.

      He nodded. “Whoever these people are, they have powerful Etheric abilities.”

      “Well, this weather isn’t creating itself.”

      They stepped through the Etheric to the armory, and Bethany Anne retrieved her katanas and back harness. “You ready?”

      Michael swept a hand in front of himself and opened the Etheric on the location where the energy draw was strongest, a playful twinkle in his eyes. “Ladies first, especially when said lady is inclined to utter destruction.”

      Bethany Anne grabbed an Etheric jammer. “If you’re considering this to be a date…”

      “I’d be right?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do you have enough energy stored for a fight?”

      Michael nodded. “Yes. Let’s save those people before the Ookens have them for dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Dustin’s control of the storm vanished, along with his connection to his magic. A wave of panic hit when he glanced amidships and saw Abbey crash to the deck.

      He ran back from the bow and helped her to her feet. “You okay?”

      Abbey nodded. “Yeah, but what’s going on? It’s like something sucked up all the magic.”

      Benjamin joined them. “I can’t create fire, either.”

      “What’s that?” Syd pointed at the black box that had appeared in the center of the deck.

      The sky above the Storm Warrior split in a flash of blinding red light before they had the chance to satisfy their curiosity. Syd pointed a sword at the sky as two people flew out of the storm. “Who the fuck are they?”

      Everyone on the deck readied their weapons as they looked up, expecting an attack from above.

      The attack came. However, it was not aimed at the ship. The monsters pulled back as lightning strafed the sea around the Storm Warrior.

      “Hellfire!” Abbey yelled when the fog cleared and she was able to make out the woman’s features. “It’s the lady from my dreams!”

      “The one who called us here?” Dustin asked without lowering his staff.

      “No,” Abbey clarified in an awed voice. “The other one. The Queen Bitch.”
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      Bethany Anne’s anger abated as the Ookens floated away from the ship in bloody pieces—which was the only acceptable configuration for an Ooken.

      They descended to the deck of the Storm Warrior. Bethany Anne retrieved the jammer and switched it off, then smiled at the crew, her focus on the young woman with sun-streaked brown hair. “You must be Abbey.”

      Abbey’s mouth worked as she searched for an appropriate response. “You’re her,” she managed after a long moment.

      Bethany Anne chuckled as she turned her attention to the man with the staff. “Dustin, right?” She smiled at the older man and the woman with the shaved head who stood protectively by his side. “Benjamin and Syd.” Last, she greeted the husky man whose sword hung limply in his hand. “And you are Olaf. I am Bethany Anne, and this is Michael.”

      Michael inclined his head the barest amount. “They are understandably overawed. Perhaps dial back your Etheric output?”

      Bethany Anne snickered, and her eyes went back to black as the red light receded. “Oh, shit, yeah.”

      Recognition dawned for Abbey. “Are you the one they call Nacht?” she asked Michael.

      Michael smiled. “I am known by that name, yes.”

      Abbey’s gaze slipped to Bethany Anne. “And you are the Queen Bitch.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “It’s refreshing not to hear the Matriarch mythology for a change.”

      “I saw you.” Abbey’s words came out in a rush. “In a dream sent by someone in need of help. I saw many women, but they were all of this world, and you… You should be dead of old age, both of you.”

      The Storm Warrior lurched, and a shout came from belowdecks.

      “We’re taking on water, Captain!”

      The spell on Dustin broke. “We need to find a safe harbor.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes glazed as she contacted ADAM and sent him ahead to scan the islands for dangers.

      >>Someone knew they were coming. Every island is infested with Ookens,<< he informed her a few minutes later. >>They’re larger than the garden variety.<<

      You don’t say, Bethany Anne snarked.

      >>Should I take them out?<<

      Not yet. We won’t be here very long, and I want to make sure Abbey has the tools to deal with them when we’re gone.

      “We’re going to head back into the bay,” she told them.

      “What about the monsters?” Dustin countered. “The ship won’t survive another encounter with them.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “The Ookens won’t survive an encounter with me.” She drew on the Etheric and coated the underside of the ship in hardened energy. “That will take care of the problem for now.”

      Dustin darted to the hatch and stuck his head inside. “How’s it looking down there?”

      “The water, Captain! It’s stopped!”

      Dustin had to see for himself. He descended the ladder, the clatter of his boots echoing in the confined space in the hold as he ran to the bilges, where he found Dag staring at the ragged hole above the keel in amazement.

      “What sorcery is this?” the crewman asked.

      Dustin shook his head. “This goes beyond any magic I know about.” He put a hand on Dag's shoulder since the man was disquieted by the shimmering barrier. “It’s strange to meet ancient myths in person. Even stranger to witness their powers in action.”

      He turned his head, sensing the rest of the crew behind him. “Don’t be afraid. We don’t know much about our new allies, but we do know they were always a force for good. We were heading into an unknown land to take on an unknown foe—”

      “We know those things that attacked us are deadly!” Yani blurted.

      Dustin nodded. “That they are, but they are not invincible. They bleed like any other living creature when they’re cut.”

      Dag squared his shoulders. “All I know is that we answered a call from people who need our help. Those monsters might be deadly, but we’re storm warriors, and we’re deadlier.”

      “Seas-be-damned monsters don’t have a chance against the brave men and women of this crew. Now, let’s get the ship moving.” Dustin’s heart swelled with pride.

      The crew scattered, returning to their posts as he made his way back to the main deck.

      Abbey was torn between taking care of her responsibilities and the urge to pelt Bethany Anne and Michael with questions. Duty won out, and she headed for the rigging.

      Dustin took his place at the bow, and his eyes glowed blue-green as he called the wind.

      “Save your energy for the Ookens,” Bethany Anne told them. She pointed up as ADAM uncloaked the Scuttlebutt. “We’ll tow the ship in.”

      “You have a flying ship?” Abbey dropped the line in her hand and jumped, adjusting her weight to float gently to the deck. “Of course you have a flying ship.”

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Michael commented.

      “We saw something similar on Gren,” Abbey told him. “It wasn’t as advanced as this, but the concept was the same.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Dustin cut in as he joined them. His eyes were still glowing. “I’m sensing more of those monsters heading toward us. We need to get ready to fight.”

      “Lightning is the best weapon for dealing with Ookens,” Michael told them.

      “I can do fire,” Abbey admitted, “but lightning isn’t my gift.”

      “Arcadian magic is different from Kaldfell magic,” Benjamin explained. “We don’t have the ability to control the weather.”

      “Not true.” Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Remind me to have a little chat with Ezekiel when Sarah brings him back to Earth,” she told Michael.

      “His teaching methods leave much to be desired,” Michael agreed. “Still, it’s never too late to make corrections.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I’m inclined to cut him some slack since he was working alone. Now that I think about it, I recall that Sarah’s reports mentioned different abilities emerging in different populations in response to their needs at the time.”

      “Are you talking about the Founder?” Benjamin inquired in a low voice. “Because I have to tell you, no one made it easy for him after the cities were established. I fled Arcadia with Abbey to escape Adrien’s dictatorship, and I didn’t find it to be much different anywhere else.”

      Abbey put a hand on her father’s arm. “At least magic wasn’t outlawed in Holdgate. They treated us like outsiders, but they let us live in peace.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “Hannah and her team dealt with the dictators. The question right now is whether you can access the full range of abilities your nanocytes are capable of.”

      “Our what?” Abbey frowned. “I’ve never heard that word before.”

      Bethany Anne sighed and turned to see an identical look of exasperation on Michael’s face. “Do you want to take the history lesson or the PITA extermination?”

      Michael grinned. “Do you need to ask?”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “You’ll owe me later. Have fun killing those shit-for-brains.”

      She extended the shielding that was keeping the water out to surround the entire ship once Michael was clear, then pulled up a crate and took a seat. “Gather ‘round, everyone. Call the rest of the crew. I only want to go through this once.”

      Dustin did as she asked, and they formed a loose semi-circle around Bethany Anne.

      “What you think of as magic comes from technology,” Bethany Anne told them. “A little less than two thousand years ago, a ship from another planet crashed here. This ship was piloted by an alien called a Kurtherian, whose goal was to find a species to help his people fight their war.”

      You’re oversimplifying a little, TOM commented.

      Are you suggesting I overwhelm them with every detail?

      You know as well as I do that they will turn whatever you tell them into legend.

      Which is why I’m giving them the short version.

      TOM huffed. Fine. Just don’t make me sound like a dick.

      Bethany Anne sent an evil chuckle into the mindspace. Would I do that?

      You did the last three times you told the story.

      You happened to piss me off on those days. Which reminds me, I’m still mad at you for snitching to Michael.

      “There are other species out there?” Abbey’s eyes were wide. “Aliens?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes. Too many to name. Many are part of the Federation, a group of allied planets and races with the shared goals of peace and prosperity. However, the war with the Kurtherians has continued the whole time I’ve been gone from Earth.”

      An Arcadian woman from the crew spoke up. “My grandfather’s father came from New Romanov. He used to tell me and my brothers stories about how you went to the stars to fight the aliens. I thought they were made-up tales to make us behave.”

      Benjamin nodded in agreement. “I never heard any story that said the aliens would come to Irth. That’s what those things are, right?” He lifted his hand to point at the shore, where Michael was dismembering Ookens with his bare hands.

      Abbey recalled what she’d been told about him coating his hands with Etheric energy and put two and two together. “Nano…what did you call them? They’re the technology that gives us our magic. That’s what you used to stop us from sinking. Those Ookens are aliens?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Smart woman. Yes, Ookens are alien in origin. But we are digressing. Early versions of nanocytes were limited by the programming of the Kurtherian clans who brought them to Earth. Some gave humans the ability to shift to animal form. We call those Weres or Wechselbalg.”

      She held up a hand to forestall questions. “The Kurtherian pilot I mentioned, the one who crashed his ship, fucked up his first attempt to convert humans into supersoldiers and created the first vampire—Michael. The process left him needing blood to survive. It wasn’t ideal, but he made it work, and he was powerful enough to keep the UnknownWorld in check.”

      You wound me.

      Am I wrong?

      Well, no, but—

      Bethany Anne continued without missing a beat. “Cut to a thousand years later, and Michael chose me to replace him. My conversion was successful. I was remade with all the abilities Michael was supposed to have and none of the drawbacks. More importantly, I learned the truth about the supernatural—that humanity was being dragged into a war that had nothing to do with us, and we weren’t the only ones.”

      “Was that why you left Irth?” Dustin asked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not at first. Back then, all I wanted was to give the Kurtherians a monumental ass-kicking and make sure Earth was off the table for them.”

      “What changed?” Abbey asked, her voice soft.

      “I got out there and realized humanity was only one victim of the Kurtherians’ fuckery,” Bethany Anne answered. “Our first encounter with an alien species resulted in us freeing them from the Kurtherian who had been oppressing them for generations. Everywhere I went, I found people in similar situations.”

      “By people, you mean aliens?” one of the crew asked.

      “I mean people, no matter their species,” Bethany Anne stated. “But again, we are digressing. Over the years, my technology advanced. Sometimes because my people made breakthroughs, sometimes because I took it from the Kurtherians. When I returned here for Michael, I seeded Earth with nanocytes, intending to give humanity a push to evolve in preparation for this day.”

      “So, that’s where magic came from?” Syd asked.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Eventually. The first attempt was made with an earlier version of nanocytes. They caused the Madness.”

      The crew broke out in angry murmurs.

      Bethany Anne allowed them their reactions. “I had no idea my efforts had backfired until it was too late.”

      “No one knows what ended the Madness.” Syd couched her question as a statement.

      “You know Ezekiel was involved,” Bethany Anne responded. “The Weres who raised him after he was orphaned are connected to me through their Alpha. They worked to replace the nanocytes that failed with an upgraded version. That brings us to the point of this discussion. Everyone has nanocytes. It’s becoming clear that not everyone has figured out how to activate them, and those who have are only using a fraction of their capabilities.”

      Abbey and Dustin were quick to catch on. However, the rest of the crew reacted with varying degrees of skepticism.

      Bethany Anne’s gaze drifted to Michael, who was having all the fun while she was playing teacher. “Enough talking. The best way to learn is by doing.”

      Her lips curved in a knowing smile as she released the shield over the part of the ship that was above water and drew on the Etheric to create a strong wind.

      The best way to learn was to be thrown into the deep end, but she had no intention of spoiling the surprise by telling them that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hyrrheim

      The two Weres trekked beneath the bloody crescent moon, making their way in silence across the barren dust-choked waste that separated the manufacturing center from the military base where Ezekiel and Lilith were being held.

      Brutus is almost at the maximum of his allotted calorie expenditure for the night, Enora informed them. He needs to eat.

      They were getting used to having the AI speak directly into their minds. Mostly.

      What about me? Sarah Jennifer asked as they slowed their steady run. I smell water nearby. Do I have enough in the tank to dig it out?

      Enora confirmed she did and directed them to the site of the underground reservoir.

      Hyrrheim’s rocky black dunes were devoid of the hidden abundance that could be found in the deserts of Earth and Mars. The scorched sands, irradiated long ago by the Bad Company’s response to the attack on Benitus Seven and the subsequent death of Sarah Jennifer’s father, were slowly poisoning them.

      They were painfully aware of the encroaching crisis brought on by their dwindling supplies and the inhospitable environment. They took the radiation poisoning in their stride, utilizing med patches provided by Cory to boost their natural healing ability. The real dangers were starvation and dehydration.

      Sarah Jennifer opened her mind, straining her limited connection to the mindspace for the presence of Ezekiel and Lilith. The result was the same as it had been every time she’d checked since she’d sensed them. They were alive but disconnected, and instinct told her that reaching out to establish a solid connection would endanger them all.

      Same? Brutus asked.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded as she shucked her pack and unstrapped the fold-out shovel from the left side before pulling out their water pump. You take care of the shelter.

      Brutus kept his urge to curse to himself while they set up camp under the setting moon. He accepted that SJ had more efficient nanocytes, but it didn’t make him feel any better about being stuck preparing their meager meal while she dug out their water source.

      I can hear you, Sarah Jennifer told him dryly. Stop kicking yourself.

      As if I’d start a pity party, Brutus argued. You know me better than that, cuz. Just…wishing I was stronger is all.

      You and me both. Maybe we should have kept the roamer, Sarah Jennifer conceded.

      Brutus shook his head, although she couldn’t see the defiant motion. Nah, Kat and the guys needed it more.

      Any word from the rift? Sarah Jennifer asked Enora, pausing to lean on her shovel as the barest trickle of silt-choked water welled up at the bottom of the hole. “Throw me the pump,” she called to Brutus.

      Still no word, Enora confirmed as Sarah Jennifer jammed the hose into the murky puddle. I’ll let you know when something comes through.

      They ate a meal of MREs rehydrated by the filtered water, then spent the remaining hours before dawn making repairs to their equipment before crawling inside their heatproof shelter to escape the scorching sun while they slept the day away.

      As the moon bled into the night sky once again, they resumed their progress.

      The days tumbled one over the other as they repeated the routine. Sleep through the day, hike through the night, heading unerringly west. The heat and monotony of the unchanging landscape sapped their mental energy, reducing them to relying on their training for the endurance they needed to keep going.

      Even Enora’s capacity for remaining upbeat was tested as they pushed hard to cover the huge distance to their target. The AI resigned herself to monitoring her organics' vitals to ensure they stayed within the bounds of their capabilities.

      Hours after the moon rose on the fourth night, Enora broke into their silent progress, her voice holding barely contained relief.

      I have a message from Colonel Lowell.

      Sarah Jennifer’s head snapped up as Enora’s words shook her out of the hypnotic state she’d fallen into. Report.

      Your orders are to complete your objective. Once we have Ezekiel and Lilith, we are to deploy guerrilla tactics to disrupt Kurtherian infrastructure while the Bad Company mobilizes. The Direct Action Branch will be arriving on Hyrrheim in six days to liberate the Skrima.

      How far are we from the target? Brutus asked.

      Three hundred and nineteen kilometers, Enora informed him.

      Brutus’ eyes gleamed yellow. We can cover that by moonrise tomorrow if we don’t make camp at dawn.

      Sarah Jennifer was tempted. However, logic and experience won out over her desire to abandon sense in favor of rushing in to rescue their loved ones. Not without wearing ourselves to the bone. It’s too hot to travel during the day. We’ll stick to the plan. We have enough food for five more days. We’ll double up on rations, make it there in two, and secure supplies from the base.

      Brutus acquiesced with a nod. We’re going to blow that place to shit before we leave, right?

      Sarah Jennifer resumed her run. That was what the colonel ordered.
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        * * *

      

      Ezekiel ran three steps and used the torso of the downed Skrim as a springboard to launch himself at the three who were lumbering toward him with their Etheric-powered battle-axes raised.

      Coating his body with fire, he crushed a skull with his right foot, slammed his left into the bridge of the second’s nose, driving bone splinters into its brain, then twisted his hip to bring his right around in a blazing back-roundhouse to the third before landing in a crouch with the three dead Skrima surrounding him.

      General Opportunity in Chaos hissed in displeasure. “Your training regimen will leave us with very few soldiers to subdue humanity with.”

      Lilith looked on from her vantage point above the training arena, her face set in an impassive mask. “Contrary, General. My regimen will leave only those capable of defeating the humans.”

      The general regarded her coolly for a long moment before nodding. “I believe you view this as a matter of economics.”

      Lilith lifted a shoulder. “Perhaps. It’s not as though we will run out of Skrima before I can identify and correct the many weaknesses Laughter bred into them.”

      The general returned his gaze to Ezekiel. “Still. That is enough waste for one day. Call off your pet and return him to his cell.”

      Lilith inclined her head. “As you wish, General.”

      He called her back as she walked toward the steps leading down to the arena. “Peace Through Superior Genetics, your presence is required in the throne room in three hours’ time. Do not make me regret my decision to reward you.”
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        * * *

      

      What do you mean, “summoned?” Ezekiel sucked in a pained gasp as Lilith applied an icepack to help with the ache while his nanocytes healed his cracked ribs. Sarah Jennifer and Brutus are so close I can practically read their minds, and you’re going to play politics?

      Politics? Lilith pressed the icepack a little harder to his ribs than was strictly necessary. Is my hearing failing? I’m sure you meant to express your gratitude for the ass-kissing I have to do to keep this charade intact.

      You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just worried, Ezekiel admitted.

      I know, Lilith told him, softening her mental tone with a smile. Which is why I am going to meet whoever has summoned me, and you are going to find a way to speak to Sarah Jennifer without getting caught.

      Ezekiel put his shirt back on, wrinkling his nose at the smell. Wish they had the concept of doing laundry here.

      Lilith dropped a hand to her hip. That would require the Skrima soldiers having some concept of wearing clothing, which is, I’m afraid, too much of a stretch for their poor, tortured minds.

      Ezekiel scowled, the expression hidden beneath his overgrown and ungroomed beard. Don’t tell me you feel sorry for them.

      You have only met the soldiers, Lilith answered sadly. Those selectively bred for their size and aggressive traits.

      Ezekiel thought a Skrim was a Skrim and said as much.

      You have much to learn, Lilith told him.

      Yeah? Maybe one day soon, you and I can sit down and talk it out instead of spending all of our waking hours—well, my waking hours—cutting down the population, Ezekiel snarled.

      Lilith shook her head and reached for his shoulder. Zeke—

      He shrugged off her attempt at comfort. Just go. I’m tired and hurt, and I have to figure out how to get around the watchers.

      Lilith nodded and left the cell, her heart heavy.

      Ezekiel regretted his mood the moment the door shut behind her. He was tired from constant injury, from fighting from sundown to sunup, and the knowledge that for all his effort, he was barely making a dent in the army. He had been reduced to the same level as those he fought, his only purpose to spill Skrima blood.

      It was not the purpose he’d always seen for himself, and his only defense, which was to dehumanize his foes, went against everything he believed in.

      However, of the two of them, Lilith’s role in their deception was by far the more distasteful. He almost reached out to apologize but decided “Sorry” wasn’t worth the mental effort it would take to say. He resolved to show her by focusing on the task she’d given him instead.

      He smiled as he lowered himself gently onto the stone bench, an idea coming to him.
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        * * *

      

      Five kilometers from the base, Sarah Jennifer tossed and turned on her bedroll. Brutus woke with a yelp when she kicked him and was about to shake her awake when he saw the red glow behind her closed eyelids.
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        * * *

      

      Mountains loomed around Sarah Jennifer, the evergreen slopes lush and full of life. She was in wolf form, snug and warm in the falling snow that drifted through the breaks in the canopy.

      She wondered how she was in Siberia until the land around her morphed and she found herself inside Lilith’s mountain.

      A dream, then, but no ordinary dream.

      She settled in to wait for Lilith. Against her expectations, the figure who emerged from the darkness was an old man whose tangled beard was tucked into the waistband of his homespun trousers.

      Sarah Jennifer’s ears pricked at the familiar scent. Ezekiel?

      It’s me, Ezekiel confirmed. This is the only way I can speak to you without our “hosts” figuring we’ve been lying our asses off all this time.

      Sarah Jennifer concentrated on switching form, and a moment later, she was rewarded with the reappearance of her human body. What do you mean, lying? Everyone thought you’d been captured or worse.

      We were, on both counts. Ezekiel sighed. I don’t know how long I can sustain this connection, so I’ll make it quick. They caught us almost as soon as we came through the rift. They have these…bugs is the only way I can describe them. They attach themselves to the host and inject nanocytes to block the person’s magic. Once they have control, the hosts can be made to do whatever the Kurtherians want.

      Sarah Jennifer sat down heavily. They put those bugs on you and Lilith?

      Ezekiel nodded.

      Then how are you, well, yourself? She regarded him with suspicion. You are yourself, right?

      They had Lilith under their control. She tortured me for… Ezekiel sighed. For a long time, but I fought. Then the Matriarch touched my mind, and suddenly I had access to my magic again. I freed Lilith, and we’ve been working on culling as many Skrima as we can before the Kurtherians launch a full-scale attack on Irth.

      Sarah Jennifer’s heart lurched. Ezekiel, the Skrima are slaves. We’re here to get you and Lilith out before my grandfather’s people arrive to liberate them.

      The Skrima I’ve been killing aren’t slaves, Ezekiel argued. They were bred by Laughter with one purpose: to kill humans.

      They are not all soldiers, Sarah Jennifer told him. Have you been outside this base? Have you seen what Laughter forced on the rest of them?

      Ezekiel’s scowl faded. Well, no.

      If the Kurtherians had succeeded and humanity had been enslaved, there could easily have been some other species who viewed us the same way after a few generations of oppression and modifications, Sarah Jennifer stated, her voice filled with compassion. Brutus and I passed through a few cities on our way here. Look into my memories and tell me if you still hate the Skrima after you’ve seen the damage that has been done to them.

      Ezekiel did as she directed. The scents of fear and desperation made his mind spin. Audio and visual came in as he adjusted to the larger range of olfactory input Sarah Jennifer experienced as a Were. At first, he was fooled into thinking the streets he saw in her memory were silent.

      Then he saw the Skrima.

      Unlike the overengineered, dumb-as-rocks soldiers he was used to, the cowed workers resembled Lilith. They were thin, their eyes downcast as they scurried from the factories to the tower blocks he assumed were their dwellings.

      He still smelled their dejection, but more, he read it in every tired line of their bodies. The street cleared, then refilled with those heading to take the next shift in the factories.

      There was no difference between the two groups. They were dressed in the same drab clothing and carried themselves with the same aura of resigned hopelessness.

      Ezekiel saw the error in his hatred. He felt his control over Sarah Jennifer’s dream slipping and withdrew from the memory, overcome with regret for his shortsighted view of the Skrima.

      I’m running out of time here, he told her. What I just saw; it has to end.

      Refocus your energy on those who deserve it, Sarah Jennifer told him. Laughter may be dead, but others are continuing her work.

      I know who they are, Ezekiel snarled. Lilith is with them right now. What’s your plan?

      The first part of the plan was to break you two out, Sarah Jennifer informed him, but it looks to me like you can get out without any help from us. We need supplies. Then we’re going to cause some trouble.

      Ezekiel nodded. Leave it to me. We’ll meet you at your camp tomorrow after moonrise.

      

      Irth, Florida Archipelago

      Michael and Benjamin returned to the camp with the freshwater fish they’d caught in the lake inland of the beach. Abbey and Syd had the water the group had set off to find. Dustin’s group had collected enough deadfall to make a good-sized bonfire. Bethany Anne had taken charge of the rest of the crew to get their camp set up behind the high-tide line.

      While the fish roasted on spits over the fire, Bethany Anne shared out provisions she’d printed from the Scuttlebutt's food processing unit while the tents were being set up.

      Bethany Anne sat next to Abbey and handed her a bottle of Coke.

      Abbey drank deeply, her eyes widening at her first taste of the caffeinated goodness. She spluttered as the bubbles tickled her nose. “What is this? I’ve never tasted anything so sweet or so…violent.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Violent?”

      Abbey nodded, feeling a surge of energy as the sugar and caffeine merged with her bloodstream. “I mean, it’s a nice attack, to be sure, but it’s making an assault on my senses that I definitely was not expecting.” She took another sip, more carefully this time. “It’s good, though. What do you call it?”

      “Coke,” Bethany Anne informed her with a chuckle. “It’s my favorite drink. I take the recipe everywhere we go so that I’m never without it.”

      “I might never sleep again.” Abbey’s eyes were distant. “I can’t stop thinking about the woman who sent me the dreams. It’s so strange that you’re here.”

      “Tell me about that,” Bethany Anne asked.

      “They started out of nowhere.” Abbey paused to sip her Coke. “One night, I had this dream and knew right away that it wasn’t just a dream. The woman I met told me over the course of a few more dreams that her people needed help. That they were facing monsters. She showed me other women who had magical abilities and told me that they were heroes. And she showed me you, but back in the past.”

      Bethany Anne dipped into Abbey’s mind as the young woman recounted her experience. She pondered how someone in this day and age even knew who she was outside of the mythology that had sprung up around her and Michael, much less had knowledge of her before WWDE.

      “We’ll stay and help you to find this woman,” Bethany Anne told her, “but after that, we need to get back to the reason we came here.”

      “You need to fight the aliens?” Abbey asked.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yes. I don’t like to scare you shitless, but you have to understand that the Ookens aren’t the biggest threat to this planet right now. It’s the ones controlling them who need to be stopped. Before we go, I’m going to teach you how to call the lightning so you can defend yourselves against the Ookens. It will be up to you to pass that knowledge on to your people.”

      Abbey’s eyes lit up. “We came here not knowing what we were going to be up against or how we would win, but we were determined to make a stand anyway. Teaching us how to use our magic to its fullest is a huge gift. Thank you.”

      Bethany Anne patted Abbey’s hand. “No need to thank me. This is what I always intended—that people would have the means to defend themselves if Earth was attacked.”

      Abbey picked up a hint of steel in Bethany Anne’s tone. “Why are you so determined to help us stand on our own two feet? It’s been our experience that people with power don't like to share.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Power isn’t my goal. It never was.”

      “Then what is?” Abbey asked.

      “Justice,” Bethany Anne stated in a quiet voice. “I want Justice, and that desire has put me in opposition to the Kurtherians until either they or I come out on top.”

      She explained the situation in more detail while they ate, Michael adding his comments. Abbey, Dustin, and the crew interjected questions, and by the time the fire burned low, everyone drifted to their tents in a contemplative mood.

      Abbey waited until she had a moment to speak with Bethany Anne alone. “You’ve been fighting for so long. What is the likelihood we’re not going to win this war?”

      Bethany Anne scrutinized Abbey and saw no fear in the storm warrior’s eyes. “The one ability I don’t have is seeing the future. Gödel is sneaky, and she plays the numbers game without any care for how many lives she has to sacrifice. However, I’m sneaky too, and I have no stomach for losing my people.”

      She sighed, tired to the bone and sick to the back teeth of fighting. “One way or another, it’s going to end, and soon. I won't allow evil to win, and neither will anyone fighting alongside me. I won't win because I'll stoop as low as Gödel is willing to go, but I won't lose because Gödel doesn’t have the strength of character to go the lengths I'm willing to go to to achieve my goal.”

      Abbey didn’t speak for a long moment. When she did, her voice held the resolution Bethany Anne had heard in Hannah’s and Julianne’s, in Sarah Jennifer’s and Marchant’s.

      “Count me in. Teach me. I’ll fight for you and for Irth.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Bethany Anne, Michael, and Abbey took the Scuttlebutt inland to search for Abbey’s dream mage while Dustin oversaw repairs to the Storm Warrior.

      Abbey took a seat at Bethany Anne’s direction. Her hands were folded in her lap, but her wide, wonder-filled gaze touched every light, button, and panel on the bridge.

      “You have a message from Keeg Station,” ADAM informed Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne slid into the captain’s chair. “Onscreen.”

      “Question,” Christina stated the moment she saw Bethany Anne.

      “Is it, ‘How is my favorite aunt?’” Bethany Anne inquired with a wry smile.

      Christina rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, are we not neck-deep in an invasion?”

      Bethany Anne laughed and waved a hand. “Go ahead.”

      “How pissed are you going to be if I let Ted open a dozen or so rifts between Federation space and Hyrrheim?”

      Bethany Anne’s humor vanished without a trace. “Why in fuck's name would he want to do that?”

      Christina had an angry glint in her eyes. “Because it’s the best way to make sure the Kurtherians don’t have time to mobilize when the Bad Company rolls up to free the Skrima. Turns out we’ve only met the modded version. The majority are slaves.”

      “You have confirmation of that?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Christina nodded. “Sarah Jennifer sent most of her team back shortly after they crossed the rift at Benitus Seven.”

      Bethany Anne frowned. “She’s there alone?”

      “She’s got that grandson of Timmons' with her,” Christina clarified. “I spoke with her AI, who confirmed what Sarah suspected. I sent orders for her to retrieve Ezekiel and Lilith and then stir up the hornet's nest while I get my shit together. She’s expecting us there in four days.”

      “And you decided calling me to ask permission was an appropriate use of your time?”

      Christina’s lips twitched. “I know. Not like me at all, right? I know you and Sarah are close. I wanted to keep you informed.”

      Bethany Anne waved her hand. “Go ahead. Do what you need to do. Have your father get with Anna Elizabeth to arrange aftercare for the Skrima. Oh, and Christina?”

      “Yes?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes flashed red. “Make sure there isn’t a single living Kurtherian on that planet when you’re done.”

      Christina grinned. “Gotcha.”

      Abbey’s certainty that she’d made the right decision solidified as she listened to the exchange. She didn’t know who or what the Skrima were, but she was angry on their behalf and heartened to hear that Bethany Anne wanted to help them despite having fought against them in the past.

      She had been wondering if she was getting caught up in the whirlwind of meeting Bethany Anne and Michael and the prospect of having them there to teach her magic she’d believed was beyond her. However, the conversation with the militaristic-looking Christina brought her crashing back down to Irth and the reality of the challenges ahead for all of humanity.

      Challenges that required everyone with the ability to do so to step up and do their part to ensure victory over the Kurtherians.

      Bethany Anne had a familiar surge of combined pride as Abbey’s face worked through her emotions. She’d seen countless people go through the same inner dialogue over the years, and it never ceased to touch her when she saw them make the decision to put others above their own needs.

      She gave Abbey a moment while they waited for Michael to return from the armory. Her thoughts turned on the caliber of humans who had emerged from the trials of the Madness and the mini-ice age caused by the malfunction with the climate control system.

      She had taken the cream of humanity to space with her, yet new generations had produced heroes who hadn’t hesitated to abandon their lives to secure the option for everyone else to live theirs with some semblance of whatever passed for normality at the time.

      “Who was the person who told you about the call?” Abbey asked, cutting into Bethany Anne’s introspection.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “ADAM, introduce yourself to our guest, please.”

      “Welcome aboard, Abbey,” ADAM obliged, his pleasant tones coming from the speakers.

      “Why didn’t you join us in camp?” Abbey asked.

      “I did,” ADAM replied with a chuckle. “I am an artificial intelligence, a living being made by humans with technology. I live—”

      >>How honest are we being?<< he asked Bethany Anne.

      Up to you. I’ve looked into her mind, and I trust her.

      “I live inside Bethany Anne’s mind,” he finished aloud.

      Abbey tilted her head, then shrugged. “Not the weirdest thing I’ve learned in the last twenty-four hours. Good to meet you, ADAM.”

      Michael laughed as he walked in on the exchange. “I can see why you like her,” he told Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne grinned. “Right?” She turned her seat to face Abbey. “Okay, we’re going to start by working on your ability to speak mind to mind.” The usual way is to put someone in the Pod-doc, but if the dream mage was able to speak to you, then you already have the ability and just need to open it up.

      “What’s a Pod-doc?” Abbey’s mouth fell open. “Wait a second. You just talked into my head again, and I heard it!”

      Bethany Anne flashed another grin and tapped her temple with her finger. Mind to mind. Show me what the dream mage showed you.

      Abbey’s brow furrowed as she concentrated on thinking her next words instead of saying them.

      Bethany Anne caught a glimpse of rolling green hills, burned-out villages…and a familiar mountain. “Fuckdammit! ADAM, alter course for Colorado. They’re hiding near the base.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hyrrheim

      Ezekiel and Lilith crested a steep obsidian rise, weighed down by the packs they carried. They paused to survey the land. Where next? Ezekiel asked.

      There, Lilith pointed out the faint signs of a recent camp in the pass between the two hills.

      Looks like they’ve taken cover from the asshole patrol.

      As if on cue, the almost imperceptible whine of a drone sounded overhead.

      Ezekiel maintained the Etheric shield that concealed them from their pursuers as they descended into the pass. Nevertheless, their hearts raced as the drone scanned the rock-strewn valley. They hunkered down at the abandoned camp, concealing its remains from discovery.

      The drone zigzagged, pausing for an agonizing moment when it reached them before moving on.

      Lilith let out the breath she’d been holding. Come on. We need to find Sarah Jennifer and Brutus.

      Over here.

      Relief coursed through Ezekiel at the sound of Sarah Jennifer’s mental voice.

      Her head poked out of a fissure in the rock at the base of the hill. She waved them over. Move your behinds. There’s no saying when that drone will come back.

      Ezekiel and Lilith kept their steps light, barely disturbing the loose top layer of sand as they ran to the narrow opening in the rock.

      Sarah Jennifer threw her arms around Ezekiel, murmuring her gratitude at seeing him alive and well, then embraced Lilith.

      Lilith held on tight, savoring the moment. We have waited too long for this, my old friend.

      Damn straight, Sarah Jennifer agreed. The question I have is why you ended up in a Skrim body.

      That’s a longer story than we have time for right now, Lilith told her. They’re not going to give up the search. Ezekiel has proven how dangerous he is over the last few weeks.

      Brutus clapped Ezekiel on the shoulder. We’ve always known he was dangerous. The important thing is that we’ve got you both back.

      Sarah Jennifer didn’t disagree. You gave us a scare. Not just us. Bethany Anne, Hannah… Everyone was trying not to believe the worst. What were you thinking, coming through the rift alone?

      Lilith raised the bone ridge she had in place of an eyebrow. We could ask the same question.

      Brutus glanced at their heavy packs. Did you raid the entire food stock before you left?

      Ezekiel laughed. We took more than food. Lilith had access to the armory.

      Brutus broke into a wide grin. You brought toys?

      You bet your furry butt we did, he confirmed.

      Lilith slipped her pack off and opened it, revealing a number of neatly-stacked explosive devices. Ezekiel informed me that our orders are to cause chaos while we are waiting for extraction. These should help.

      Sarah Jennifer took inventory as they unpacked. Three dozen miniature explosive packs, signal jammers, four, maybe five days’ worth of fresh food, and a kilo of the reconstituted nutrient blocks the Skrima ate. It was enough to last them a couple of weeks, provided they had a water source. We will be safe here for the moment. I don’t want to move too far from the base. I’ve had Enora calculating our energy consumption against our food supplies, and I’m going to keep doing that. We have a minimum of four days until backup arrives, and I’d prefer we had access to our full abilities, which means we’re limited to this area.

      Ezekiel glanced at Lilith. Well, the good news is, this is command central for the Kurtherians.

      Lilith nodded. I spent my time well and gained the trust of the generals who replaced Laughter.

      What can you tell us about their command structure? Sarah Jennifer asked.

      Tell them about your audience with Gödel, Ezekiel urged.

      Not the original Gödel, Lilith clarified as Sarah Jennifer and Brutus reacted with shock. A clone sent to do what Laughter failed to achieve.

      Still, meeting the clone should have given you some insight into the real Gödel? Sarah Jennifer inquired.

      Lilith dipped her head. I have to assume so, although I was trapped on Earth when the original began her rise to power. I believe the original would have seen through our deception or had the knowledge to discern that I have inserted faulty commands into the nanocytes of the Skrima soldiers.

      Brutus snorted. Well, you’re standing here, so I’m going to take a guess and assume no one figured it out.

      No, they didn’t, Lilith assured him. Laughter was jealous of her secrets and only employed technicians who would carry out her orders. No geneticists. I believe that is why the generals were so anxious to believe I had been turned.

      You did a pretty thorough job of convincing them, Ezekiel cut in.

      Lilith closed her eyes, her chin dropping in shame.

      Hey, Ezekiel reassured her in a soft voice, I don’t blame you for what you did while they had those filthy bugs controlling you.

      Lilith’s head snapped up. That’s the thing that concerns me most. It’s imperative that we destroy this base and everything on it. I learned from the clone that she has access to Earth and has been infecting humans with the bugs. She summoned me because she is planning a mass incursion. The Skrima are just the distraction. She’s planning to infect every magic user on the planet and turn them into an army to unleash on our Queen’s forces.

      Sarah Jennifer’s eyes blazed red. She clenched her fists as she exerted every ounce of her will to divert the overwhelming urge to shift and tear through the base with her teeth and claws. Not just Bethany Anne’s forces. My pack is on Earth. We need to take action. Now.

      Brutus had been quiet throughout the exchange, his thoughtful gaze on Lilith. What if we did more than destroy the base?

      What are you thinking? Sarah Jennifer asked.

      Brutus pointed at Lilith. She looks like a Skrim. He pointed at Ezekiel. He can translocate. He waved the finger between himself and Sarah Jennifer. We aren’t dumbasses who can’t set a timer without someone to hold our hands.

      His gaze drifted to the opening of the cave. There are a billion Skrima who have been forced to obey for generations out there. What if they met someone who looked like them? Someone who told them it didn’t have to be that way?

      Insurrection? A smile softened the hard lines on Sarah Jennifer’s face.

      Brutus lifted a shoulder. The colonel said to stir up shit. Can’t think of anything more appropriate than empowering the people to take back what’s theirs.

      

      Irth, Colorado

      A new day dawned over the mountains, the early morning sun shedding light on the destruction wrought during the night.

      Bodie wiped the sleep sand from her eyes and set to work helping the people of her village to rectify the damage done by the monsters while they had remained safely behind the heavy doors of the Ancient Ones' fortress.

      Help was coming. Bodie had seen it in her dreams: warriors to take on the monsters, fighting in the darkness while the skull of the vampire blazed in the sky.

      She reflected on the meaning of her vision as she cleared the streets in front of the fortress. The other villagers gave her space, respectful of her ability. Some days she appreciated her status as a seer. Others, like today, she felt an aching chasm between herself and her fellow human beings.

      Bodie yearned for just one other person who was on her level. She missed her mother. She wished for a friend, anyone who could look her in the eye and see beyond her ability.

      However, her mother had gone into the next life, and the people in her community treated her as other. Their reverence for her gift left her lonely, although her days were filled with conversation and work to be done.

      She’d heard of people to the east, whole communities of mages. Traders spoke of Salem with stars in their eyes. They came with salt and steel and stories of the sprawling city where everyone had magic, protected from the monsters by a magical barrier.

      Bodie wondered what it would be like to be one among many, no more special than her neighbors. Perhaps she could find a husband in such a place. A man whose reverence was simply for her as a woman and not the prospect of their children being touched by magic.

      Imagine being wanted for herself and not what she could give.

      Despite her longing to find out if her dreams—her ordinary dreams, not her visions—were possible, Bodie was resigned to the knowledge that her responsibilities lay here. Without her to tell them when the monsters were coming, her people would die.

      She would not abandon them. She was the most powerful seer in generations. Like the great-grandmother whose name she shared and other ancestors going back before WWDE, her duty was to protect those who could not touch the beyond.

      However, if the monsters were gone, she would be free to go east, to Salem.

      Gardener and his sons drove the cattle out of the fortress and down the dusty road to the fields, safe in the knowledge that the daylight would keep the monsters at bay. Bodie walked with them, ignoring the sidelong glances from Garrett and Francis as she talked about the change of season with their father.

      The cows lumbered into the open field. Bodie noted the grass was heavy with seed. “Winter will be here soon,” she commented to Gardener.

      “That it will,” the old man agreed. “If we live to see it.”

      “We’ll live,” Bodie assured him.

      “You see it?” Garrett asked, worry in his voice.

      Bodie nodded. “I do.”

      She drifted away from them as the herd settled in to graze. Her bare feet connected to the soul of the land, and she read a subtle shift in the air. Druid, her mother called her. Gifted.

      Bodie saw the gifts in others. Gardener’s relationship with his herd, Harriet’s ability to coax food from the ground in all but the deep grip of winter, Nadine’s calming influence over the people, the skills of the men and women who wielded weapons against the monsters, Mark’s way with the children he taught. Their community as a whole, existing together in peace, was a gift.

      She saw magic in it all.

      However, only Bodie’s eyes glowed with spirit-light, and Bodie alone was able to walk the dreamworld.

      As she strode across the foothills of her home, Bodie was drawn along one path, then another, her inner sense inexorably guiding her back to the fortress.

      She climbed the mountain road, passing relics of a time long gone. Her feet knew the way. She went around the lower sanctuaries her people lived in, past the rotted stone barriers, and through the weed-snarled meadow to the doors of the mountain.

      Bodie paused to press her hand to the faded emblem painted in the center of the doors. Little remained of the skull except the red eyes and a faint, dark impression of hair swept back in an invisible wind, but she didn’t need to see the details. She saw it every night in her dreams.

      She settled with her back against the immovable metal and closed her eyes. These doors had not opened in her lifetime, or her mother’s or her grandmother’s. However, the feeling that that was due to change wouldn’t leave her.

      Bodie opened her mind and heart to the voice of the beyond. Her eyes glowed red as her mind flew free, brushing the spirits of the land. The grass, the animals, the people…she saw it all. It was communion, connection, belonging.

      Then she touched something else: an ancient mind containing knowledge and a depth of emotion greater than she had imagined could exist.

      Hello, Boadicea.

      Bodie’s eyes snapped open, and she scrambled to her feet. Her heart pounded, and cold sweat beaded her body.

      It’s okay, the voice told her, gentle and warm. You know me.

      Bodie’s gaze landed on the faded emblem. The woman the voice belonged to was right. She did know her. Bethany Anne. “How?”

      Wait there. I’m on my way.

      The strength went out of Bodie’s knees, and she folded ungracefully to the ground. She dug her fingers into the earth, seeking its comfort to bring her back to reality.

      She was still in shock when the skyship came into sight. Breathless with expectation, she got to her feet as it hovered above her before landing in the meadow.

      The woman who emerged was everything Bodie had dreamed and more. She moved like the world was made for her, and Bodie understood at her core that it had been. This was the Queen, the originator of all magic, the undisputed ruler of not just this planet but all planets.

      “Easy.” Bethany Anne smiled as she touched Bodie’s mind, sending a wave of calming energy. “You have been fighting alone for too long.”

      Bodie couldn’t speak. Tears came as Bethany Anne put her arms around her. She leaned in, accepting the embrace she’d longed for. “I’ve seen you for my whole life,” she managed eventually. “All of your life…”

      Bethany Anne stroked her hair before releasing her. “I know. I’m here now. Your fight is almost over.”

      Bodie scrubbed her face dry with her sleeves and looked over Bethany Anne’s shoulder at the others who had exited the ship: the woman she had been waiting for and a man she recognized from her dreams. Her heart stilled, caught between fear and the words echoing in her mind. They fell from her lips in a whisper: “On your honor…”

      Michael inclined his head, remaining where he was. Abbey rushed over and grabbed Bodie in a rib-crushing hug. “Ignore tall, dark, and emotionally repressed. I’m so glad you’re real.” She held Bodie at arm’s length and grinned. “I thought I was going crazy when you appeared in my dreams! Then everyone else wondered if I was crazy when I told them we had to come and help you, but I insisted, and here we are. What’s your name?”

      “Bodie,” she answered, buoyed by Abbey’s effervescent enthusiasm. Relief washed over her, and she broke into a laugh. “I’d believe I was dreaming right now, but I know I woke up this morning.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled as she walked to the doors of the mountain. “No dreams, just the help you needed. But first, I want to know what we’re up against. Time isn’t on my side.”

      

      Hyrrheim

      Rumors ran rife through Manufacturing Hub #24. The overseers had left three nights ago, and the city was under the authority of the Skrima who had wormed their way into the Kurtherians’ graces.

      Whether the withdrawal had been in response to the terrorist attack on their command center or not, the Skrima workers didn’t know. Still, the whispers multiplied, particularly among the younger generation, who chafed under their constraints.

      There was a Skrim who had been born on a far-off planet.

      She had come to save them.

      Hope, that irrepressible force, spread like wildfire through the workers.

      Ezekiel followed Lilith from building to building as she lit the fuse, telling stories about Earth and the Federation.

      The word “human” became synonymous with “freedom.”

      They rested each night in the homes of those who took them in, hiding from the collaborators. During the day, Lilith went to the factories and continued to speak.

      The morning of their fourth day in the city dawned, the heat from the local star eclipsed for once by the raging fires within the hearts of the Skrima.

      “This is the day,” Ezekiel commented with a grin.

      Lilith nodded solemnly. “Indeed, Ezekiel. It warms me to know these people still have the desire to overcome buried beneath the institutionalization that has been forced upon them and generations before them.”

      They left the residential block and made their way to the outskirts of the city, where they had arranged to meet Sarah Jennifer and Brutus.

      Concealed in a construction site that was closed down for the day, the time passed slowly, and Ezekiel became fidgety with the need to act.

      Lilith scolded him numerous times. However, the energy building inside him did not allow him to stay still for long.

      He was angry on behalf of the Skrima and the lives they had been denied. He was angry at himself for being so caught up in his perception of them as a species that in all the time he'd known about them that he had never considered them to be more than mindless brutes. He didn’t accept Lilith’s assurances that he’d had no way of knowing since only the soldiers had been sent to attack Earth.

      Sarah Jennifer and Brutus arrived shortly before sunset.

      Ezekiel tripped over his words as he rushed to report on their success with sowing the seeds of dissension in the population. “When the shift changes at the munitions depot, it's all going to change,” he told her when he was done.

      Lilith remained calm, although her outward control was belied by the anticipatory gleam in her eyes. “The Skrima will not return to their homes this night. Instead, the young and the old will gather together and take out the buildings belonging to the Kurtherians.”

      Sarah Jennifer retrieved the oilcloth from her pack and laid it out on a steel workbench. She placed her Jean Dukes Specials and her cleaning kit on the oilcloth and began breaking the pistols down for pre-battle maintenance. “Did you identify our target?”

      “The biotech facility is in the southeast quadrant of the city,” Lilith answered. “We were able to discern that the facility is responsible for both nanocyte production and mass-scale production of the bugs.”

      “That explains why we only found a small cache of them at Command Control,” Brutus reasoned.

      “So, we have a dual objective while the Skrima are rioting tonight,” Sarah Jennifer stated. “Destruction of the facility and recovery of data on both projects. I know Bethany Anne will appreciate knowing where this group is with their nanocyte production.”

      Lilith nodded her agreement. “If only to ensure there is a way to counteract the mind-control danger posed by the bugs.”

      “Our first goal on getting back to Irth should be to find anyone who has been taken over by the bugs and free them,” Ezekiel added.

      “One step at a time,” Sarah Jennifer told him. “Enora, any word from Colonel Lowell?”

      No word, the AI replied, but I have been picking up chatter on the Kurtherian communications network indicating that a number of rifts have formed over the two main continents.

      Sarah Jennifer’s cold smile sent chills down Ezekiel’s spine. He’d seen it before, distance replacing the warmth in her eyes. Without fail, it meant that someone was going to bleed and die. Those someones were the warrior Skrima and any Kurtherian stupid enough to reveal themselves.

      “That sounds like backup to me,” Sarah Jennifer stated. “Keep me informed, Enora, and request that Colonel Lowell contact me the moment she is in Hyrrheim airspace.”

      Affirmative, Major.

      Anything else they had to say was cut off by distant shouts and the soft crump of an explosive being detonated on the other side of the city.

      Sarah Jennifer holstered her reassembled pistols and returned the oilcloth and cleaning kit to her pack. “Time to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Orbiting Benitus Seven, QSD Reynolds, Bridge

      Christina paced the bridge, barking commands to the Bad Company fleet and annoying the shit out of Reynolds.

      “You know, there are several perfectly good chairs in here,” the AI acidly commented.

      Christina covered the microphone of her headset and pinned Reynolds with a glare as she pointed at each station in turn. “Occupied by a whiner, a stick-up-the-ass, clown shoes, a gentleman, and a fucking horndog,” she stated.

      Navigation, XO, and Helm protested, and Comm laughed.

      “She’s not wrong,” Tactical admitted. “Nothing like a nice, warm Were ass to—”

      “My point proved,” Christina cut in, waving her free hand. “I’ll stand, thanks.”

      Reynolds’ face reddened when he realized he had no comeback for the truth. “Fair enough. Tactical, if you’re done embarrassing us in front of the brass, report.”

      “Plato is ready to open the rifts,” Tactical informed them. “Prepare for breach in thirty seconds.”

      Christina relayed the order to her officers, her restless energy abating as the time to fight neared. She ceased her pacing and planted herself in front of the viewscreen, her world reduced to the countdown coming over her headset.

      Benitus Seven filled the screen, her fleet split between the Belzonians, the Direct Action Branch, and six companies of Rangers sent by Akio. The War Axe, carrying every Walton who had been able to make it here in time to take part in the incursion/rescue mission, stood out among the QBS ships arrayed to cover the intended egress points marked by Ted. Christina saw them as hunters straining to be set loose on the Kurtherians.

      Plato reached zero, and the atmosphere exploded with light and Etheric energy as the machines Ted and Ankh had created to duplicate the original rift powered on at his command.

      Christina unmuted her headset, her voice an anticipatory growl. “Bad Company, move out. Let’s show those fuck-knuckles what we do to slavers.”
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        * * *

      

      The hub burned, lighting the night.

      The Kurtherians had returned in force, bringing soldiers to defend the city from its inhabitants. However, it was too late. Brighter than the flames that licked the buildings were the fires that burned in the hearts of the Skrima, who fought for their freedom with weapons liberated from the munitions production facilities.

      Explosions and gunfire, the music of war, accompanied Sarah Jennifer, Brutus, Ezekiel, and Lilith as they slipped around the clashing armies, utilizing side streets and alleys to reach the biotech facility.

      Strobing searchlights from the ships overhead added to the unreality as they cleared cross streets blocked by Skrima soldiers under Kurtherian control.

      Ezekiel and Lilith fought as one, a whirling tornado of fire and lightning that left only ashes in their wake. To her left, Sarah Jennifer heard Brutus’ battle cries, his voice booming in his Pricolici form.

      As always, battle took Sarah Jennifer beyond herself. She ascended to the cold, hard place her grandfather had relentlessly trained her to enter, ruled by the impetus to act. No thought. No feeling. The only focus that remained was achieving her objective. She flowed through and around the surrounding chaos, her Jean Dukes Specials alive in her hands, molded to her palms, and Skrima fell.

      They were a block from the biotech facility when they met real resistance. A Kurtherian ship halted above the street and dropped dozens of towering Skrima between Sarah Jennifer and her goal.

      Brutus, Ezekiel, and Lilith were herded toward Sarah Jennifer by the mass of soldiers. They formed a tight circle and fought back to back in the center of the street to hold off the encroaching Skrima.

      Sarah Jennifer was counting her shots. She was close to running dry, something she’d never had happen before. She felt exhaustion rolling off Lilith and Ezekiel in waves. Brutus was down to teeth and claws, having discarded his empty weapons.

      The Skrima pressed in around them, heedless of the death the team dealt indiscriminately. For every Skrim they killed, two more took its place, the crush becoming unbearable as the street beneath their feet became slippery with blood and viscera.

      Ezekiel’s lightning strikes came with less frequency as his draw on the Etheric became too much for him to maintain. Lilith screamed when he went down in a pile of writhing red bodies. “He is mine! You cannot take him from me!”

      She launched at the soldiers, the light in her eyes increasing in intensity as she ripped them to ribbons with her claws. They died screaming and she tore Ezekiel out of the bloody mess she’d created, razing the Skrima who leapt into the fray to replace those who had gone down with twin beams from her eyes.

      Blinded by her efforts, she stumbled back to Sarah Jennifer and Brutus, cradling Ezekiel in her arms.

      Sarah Jennifer had no magic she could access on this dead planet. She had nothing but her life to give in defense of those she loved. With that realization, she gave in to the wildness she’d dammed up for most of her life and shifted.

      Brutus turned his head as Sarah Jennifer unleashed her Pricolici form. His heart sank. She would only relinquish control if she believed this was the end for them.

      Hold out for a minute longer, Enora told them.

      We might not have a minute. Sarah Jennifer flexed her claws and stepped in front of Ezekiel and Lilith as the Skrima fixed their attention on them. “Go,” she growled at Brutus, “I’ll clear a path. Get Ezekiel and Lilith out of here.”

      “I won’t leave you,” Brutus vowed, taking the other side to defend their injured.

      Ezekiel moaned as he regained consciousness. Lilith held him close, murmuring words of love.

      “Are you disobeying me?” Sarah Jennifer roared, slashing the throats of the Skrima who had dared enter her killing circle.

      “Fuck, yeah, I’m disobeying you!” Brutus shot back as he eviscerated the Skrima moving in with malevolent snarls. “None of us is making it out of this. We go down, we go down the same way we lived. Together.”

      A familiar voice interrupted over the comm channel.

      Yippee-ki-yay, motherfuckers! Char yelled as she brought a Pod in overhead. Go get ‘em, lover!

      Five people in mech suits flung themselves out of the open Pod and slammed into the Skrima, scattering them like bowling pins. They were accompanied by two Pods that looked like caskets sent to retrieve Ezekiel and Lilith, which Char explained were emergency Pod-docs modified for the battlefield.

      Sarah Jennifer and Brutus were surrounded by an impenetrable wall of metal. The voices of her family surrounded her, pulling her back from her despair.

      Like the hand of God moved to save us, Brutus murmured, dazed by blood loss.

      His ego is large enough without that massage, Sarah Jennifer retorted with a grin. You couldn’t have arrived at a better time, Gramps.

      You didn’t think we’d leave your asses hanging in the wind? Terry Henry asked, throwing each of them a rifle. Lock those babies to you by pressing your palm on the panel to the side.

      Sarah Jennifer caught the rifle and put it to use in one easy motion that was not impaired by her outsized claws. Thank you for being here, was all she could say.

      I hope neither of you turned vegetarian because it’s about to smell like barbecue up in this bitch! Terry Henry’s reply was followed by unrestrained laughter as he threw his mech suit into the fight.

      Protected by TH, Kimber, Kaeden, Marcie, and Kai in the mechs, Sarah Jennifer and Brutus put the energy weapons they’d been given to their intended purpose.

      We need to get into the facility, she sent over the comm. There’s data in there Bethany Anne needs.

      You heard her, Marcie yelled. Let’s show these nasty walking sacks of worm food what Waltons are made of!

      Good God, why did I convince myself I wanted to retire? TH thundered as they advanced through the smoking remains of the Skrima they left in their wake.

      Sarah Jennifer’s heart soared as she realized this was what had been missing from her life since she’d walked into the wilderness. She fit into the formation as if she’d never been away, and Brutus slotted in beside her like he’d always been part of the family unit.

      The Skrima had no chance against Waltons bent on success.

      

      Irth, Colorado

      Bethany Anne walked out of the base as the sun sank behind the mountains. Alone, she descended the mountain and stood at the gates, waiting for night to fall.

      Bodie and Abbey remained with Michael, taking positions on a ridge high above the village.

      The people and their animals had moved into the lower level of the base earlier at Bethany Anne’s request. No one had cared to argue with the red-eyed woman who exuded an aura of deadly competence.

      Those watching from above saw only her motionless figure, the shadows stretching around her as the sickle moon rose to shine its meager light on the land below. One by one, the stars came out, adding their phosphorescent glow to the deepening darkness.

      Bethany Anne had no need for the light. She carried no weapons aside from the righteous anger that warmed her from the inside.

      She sensed the enemy she awaited approaching from all directions. Needing, hungry, eager for death, they came creeping through the foothills, impervious to pain and impossible to deflect.

      Her anger flared at the enemy, yet she was awash with pity for the hosts as the first of the bug-ridden humans crested the hills. Her initial probing yielded only disappointment. She couldn’t sever the bugs from their puppets without causing irreparable damage to the people they were attached to.

      Suggestions? she asked into the mindspace.

      Capture one and take them back to the base, TOM answered. If there’s a way to free these people, we’ll find it.

      >>I have been recording the experiences of the Arcadians,<< ADAM added. >>The druids have encountered these parasites. Perhaps they have a method of removing them that doesn’t involve getting comfortable with killing people.<<

      We should be able to replicate the Etheric barrier that surrounds Salem, Michael offered. I will reach out to those on the Protectorate Council with mental abilities to find out their methods for maintaining shielding of that strength over such a large area without technology.

      Bethany Anne absorbed their advice and put aside her urge to take immediate action. Okay. Get back to the base and prepare cells for… She made her choices from the oncoming horde, No, wait. Call whatever ships we have in-system and tell them we need their Pod-docs. We do this, we do it right.

      A smile curved her lips as she considered the abilities she’d discovered while immersed in the minds of humanity. Figuring how the people used their abilities was a matter of willing it. Becoming Darkness was as easy as withdrawing from the light.

      She ghosted, merging with the shadows as she headed for her first target.

      

      Hyrrheim

      Her first encounter with a Kurtherian was anticlimactic. Sarah Jennifer stepped over the broken body and entered the lab the alien had exited a few moments before she’d snapped its neck.

      One ear on the continuous stream of witty remarks coming over the comm as the others systematically dismantled the facility, Sarah Jennifer familiarized herself with the layout of the lab.

      Production had ground to a halt, leaving partially-formed bugs on the printer trays. The conveyor the trays emptied into was still running. Sarah Jennifer followed it to the end, peering into the half-full crate of inert bugs. I have samples, she reported, picking three out to stash in her pack.

      Good going, Brutus came back. I’ll be at your location shortly. I have the nanocyte data backed up.

      I’ll meet you out front, Sarah Jennifer told him. All that’s left is recovering the protocols they were programming the bugs with.

      I’d make it quick if I was you, Brutus responded. I saw Kimber and Kai setting charges a minute ago.

      Sarah Jennifer opened the comm to her aunt. How long do those charges have on the timer?

      Fifteen minutes, Kimber replied. Move your ass.

      Acknowledged, Sarah Jennifer murmured before closing the channel.

      She sighed, realizing the computers were protected with biometric locks. “Better not need to be living,” she grumbled, reversing in her tracks to retrieve the dead Kurtherian.

      She lifted the corpse by the back of its lab coat and slapped its limp hand on the sensor pad on the console.

      The Kurtherian writing on the monitor changed. Sarah Jennifer didn’t recognize enough of the characters to navigate the menu. She dropped the Kurtherian's body and retrieved the memory crystal TH had given her from her breast pocket. “Enora, a little help?”

      Your grandfather took out the mainframe before I was able to download the information stored in the servers, the AI complained.

      “Enora, we’re on the clock here,” Sarah Jennifer reminded her tersely. She waved her hand at the console. “Where do I put the damned crystal?”

      Any of those ports will do, the AI answered.

      Sarah Jennifer plugged the crystal into the port on the far left. “Next?”

      She followed Enora’s instructions, her internal clock screeching at her as time ran down. With three minutes to spare, Enora announced the download was complete.

      You should get out of there.

      “You don’t say.” Sarah Jennifer eyed the door, then turned to the wall, forcing herself to shift.

      She twisted her upper body so she led with her shoulder and charged.
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        * * *

      

      “To hell with chain of command! Switch the fucking charges off!” Brutus demanded.

      Terry Henry laid a hand on his shoulder. “No can do. She’ll get out. There’s still a few seconds.”

      “He’s definitely a Timmons,” Marcie commented as Brutus shook him off and ran for the facility.

      “This is going to cost him more than a hand.” Terry Henry set off after him.

      Before either of them reached the doors, one of the third-story windows exploded outward in a shower of glass. Sarah Jennifer was hurled out of it ahead of the fireball that engulfed the building as the charges detonated.

      The concussive wave sent her sailing over the heads of everyone below. Arms and legs flailing, she pancaked on the cracked concrete before anyone could cover the fifty feet to catch her.

      Brutus, wincing as burning ashes scoured his skin, ran to her side. “SJ? Talk to me, cuz.”

      Sarah Jennifer stirred and opened one eye. “Brutus. You ass. That dirigible was our only hope…” Her clenched hand opened, and the memory crystal fell to the ground.

      Brutus grabbed it before scooping her up, realizing the knock to her head and the pain from her broken legs had taken her to the distant past. “You’re concussed. We’re not in Salem.” He turned to the others. “She needs a Pod-doc!”

      

      Irth, Colorado, Military Base

      Michael sat cross-legged in the center of the table that dominated the room. His eyes were closed, his mind almost two thousand kilometers away in Salem.

      Bodie had taken Abbey to meet her people and restore calm after the attack.

      Bethany Anne had a chair turned around and was using the back as a rest for her folded arms. Her eyes flicked from one monitor to the next while she waited for an answer to the question she’d sent out.

      The prisoners had regained consciousness soon after being deposited in the cells. Six of them were currently unconscious inside Pod-docs requisitioned from the Cambridge and the Achronyx II.

      Each had one of the weird-ass bugs attached to the base of their spine. Bethany Anne had touched their minds briefly as she’d knocked them out to capture them uninjured. The bugs had tendrils extending from the entry site to the brain stems of their hosts, merging with their spinal cords in a way she was familiar with since she had a symbiont of her own.

      I do not look like that.

      Well, no. You had the technology available and the good sense to implant yourself fully inside my body. Doesn’t mean I don’t recognize the similarity in the way the symbionts attached themselves to these people.

      I would guess that their bonding is incomplete. TOM’s voice radiated distaste. However, the process does not appear to be rudimentary. Wherever these symbionts come from—

      You mean, whichever group of Gödel’s is responsible for them.

      That, too. My point is that they appear to have been engineered to implant themselves without the use of a Pod-doc.

      So we’re not too late to remove the symbionts without killing the people they are attached to?

      Who knows? Given time, I imagine it would become irreversible.

      Bethany Anne rested her chin on her forearms. But it hasn’t gotten to that point yet.

      >>I have news,<< ADAM interjected.

      Good news?

      >>It’s news. I’ll let you be the judge of its nature.<<

      Go on.

      >>There have been numerous encounters with these symbionts in Europe. Marchant’s group has successfully removed them from a number of people.<<

      That’s good, right?

      >>It took significant effort on their part to do so. Also, they reported that the majority of symbionts they encountered were bonded with what they called “the remnant.”<<

      Bethany Anne had heard that phrase before. The people who didn’t fully recover from the Madness because they had a history of blood junkies in their families?

      >>Unfortunately, yes,<< ADAM confirmed.

      Well, shit. How many of them could there be?

      >>Enough to cause a significant issue should Gödel’s people get control of them,<< ADAM informed her. >>Enora tracked the blood leeches after the Defense Force drove them out of the populated areas. The West Coast to Chicago isn’t a good place to be. Europe, the UK, Siberia? They’re all at risk.<<

      Is anywhere on the planet safe?

      >>Japan, China, Antarctica, the Canadian wilderness, and parts of Scandinavia.<< ADAM paused. >>Australia, too. However, the climate there is not conducive to supporting life.<<

      Fuck that. Bethany Anne’s fingers tapped a rhythm on her elbow as she thought. The deserts are livable if it turns out we need to mass-evacuate people, but it won’t come to that. We’re going to figure this out.

      

      Mars, Promessa, Defense Force Base

      Galileo received a compressed data packet marked Eyes Only and Bethany Anne’s personal access code.

      With no protocol to follow, he connected to the BYPS and searched for Enora.

      She was out of range.

      However, he registered a number of digital entities plugged into the network. He sent out a request.

      >>Galileo. You called?<<

      

      Japan, Tokyo

      Did you pick that up? Takumi interjected into Abel's Black Eagle.

      The EI?

      Yes.

      Abel paused. He sent something to ADAM.

      I copied the packet and bypassed the access requirement.

      Abel examined Takumi’s work and gave an impressed whistle. I thought I was the rebellious brother. Did you wake up this morning with a desire to get your bits rearranged? Tabitha will… I don’t think I can imagine how much it’s going to hurt if she decides taking this is treason.

      Read it, Takumi urged.

      Abel assimilated the data. This could be disastrous.

      We need to do something to protect the people, Takumi stated. Something more than indulging Tabitha’s killing spree.

      As fun as it is to assist her with taking out the tentacled trash, Abel agreed. What can we do?

      Takumi sent him a slew of data packets. I found these in the primary BYPS server. It’s not a solution, but it is the beginnings of one. We have to come clean with Tabitha and get her help. We need to reactivate Yuko's lab.
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      Irth, Colorado

      Tabitha crashed in on the mindspace, interrupting ADAM’s analysis of the data Sarah Jennifer had recovered on Hyrrheim.

      I can’t believe they’re using the Madness to control people!

      How do you know about that?

      Um, If I told you the AIs did it, do I get a pass?

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. No.

      What about if I tell you they came up with a way to kill those creepy fucking bugs?

      Then I might be amenable to reconsidering deactivating them for opening my message. ADAM, get your mannerless grandchildren in on this connection.

      >>Abel, Takumi, what did Eve teach you about crossing boundaries?<<

      That forgiveness is easier to attain than permission? Abel ventured.

      I apologize for the breach of protocol, Takumi added quickly. The blame is entirely mine.

      Tabitha cracked up. Her laughter died out when she received the wave of cold disapproval Bethany Anne sent into the mindspace. Killjoy. These two are wasted on Earth.

      Skip to the part where there’s a solution to this symbiont problem that doesn’t involve me playing a fucked-up reverse version of Santa.

      Huh? Tabitha asked.

      Going around the world in one night to take back all the “gifts” Laughter's fucking evil elves handed out.

      Tabitha snorted. I’ll never think about the saying “Laughter is the gift that keeps on giving” the same way again.

      It’s a pity you can’t kill someone twice, Abel added.

      Well, aren’t you a bloodthirsty digital entity? Bethany Anne commented.

      Blame my upbringing, Abel retorted. Which brings us to the point of this conversation. Part of the base where my core is stored is Yuko's old lab. She ran all her experiments there during the years we were tasked with pounding the Sacred Clan out of existence.

      Takumi picked up from Abel, With assistance from Tabitha, we can get the lab up and running and resume nanocyte production. We have the code used to program the symbionts and the data from the Madness project. The only piece missing from the puzzle is how to propagate the nanocytes once we’ve created the code that will render the symbionts inactive.

      As my goddaughter is fond of saying, we’ll burn that bridge when we get to it. Start nanocyte production as soon as you have the code written, and keep ADAM updated on your progress.

      Great! Tabitha enthused. We’ll get started.

      Not so fast, Bethany Anne told her after the AIs left the mindspace.

      Dammit, Tabitha muttered. So close.

      Not close enough. Bethany Anne’s lips curved in a smile. I have to make arrangements to return to Arcadia now. I know there’s not much I can do here, but before I go, how are you coping with being cut off from everything?

      I’m not cut off, Tabitha told her. Not from what matters. I’m here with Pete, and the Defense Force Weres we picked up in Paris are good people. Abel and Takumi are more than just comic relief. They’re smart as hell and vicious when it comes to defending humanity.

      Bethany Anne was satisfied with her answer. What about the locals? How has their magic developed?

      They have magitech here, but it’s way different from anything we encountered in Arcadia. I think you’ll have to come visit to get a real feel for it. Let’s just say that Abel and Takumi got a shock when they emerged from hibernation. What about you? What will you do about the people living around the old base?

      I’m not sure yet, Bethany Anne admitted. Michael has been in a mental conference with the Council of Witches for the last couple of hours. If he comes back with a way to protect the villages here, I’ll leave them after taking care of whatever needs to be done. I don’t care for the idea of displacing people if there’s no call for it.

      But you’ll do it if it’s necessary?

      Yes. The Protectorate is a safe zone, and they have the resources to stage an evacuation.

      Good luck either way.

      Bethany Anne exited the mindspace after they’d said their goodbyes and left Michael where he was while she went to check on the people in the Pod-docs.

      The extraction process was some way from being complete when she got there. Bethany Anne pulled up a chair and brushed off the dust before sitting down and settling in to wait.

      This was the first moment she’d had to herself since her experience in the cave at the mystics’ temple. Her usual impatience did not surface, as she had expected. The pieces of this final push for victory were beginning to fall into place, and for once, she appreciated the downtime to create a mental playbook.

      She took the time to thoroughly read the report sent by the War Axe. Sarah Jennifer was recovering from extensive injuries she had taken during the effort to retrieve this information from the facility where the symbionts were created. However, Enora had compiled the Kurtherian data, which ADAM had translated.

      The six inside the Pod-docs had been treated based on this data. She would soon know whether the symbionts could be extracted by technological means without killing their hosts.

      On the face of it, she wasn't mad at Abel and Takumi for interfering. While there was a limited setup for producing nanocytes at Lilith’s mountain, the underground lab did not have the capability for mass production that Yuko’s old lab did. Neither did it have the added bonus of Tabitha’s presence to keep things running smoothly.

      There was also the question of what she was going to do about the people living in the immediate area. The population was too sparse to be self-supporting for much longer under sustained attacks from the symbiont-ridden.

      Her focus needed to return to hunting down the Kurtherian clones. While she’d made headway on delegating things that other people could do, it didn’t sit well with her to leave the majority of the killing to someone as young as Hannah. It was hard enough to stay focused on what was happening here on Earth when she knew there was an equal amount of fuckery occurring all over the Federation.

      However, Gödel was hiding here on Earth, so this was where she needed to be until she’d gotten the satisfaction of choking the air out of her nemesis with her bare hands.

      Michael lightly tapped the frame of the door with his knuckles. Bethany Anne pulled herself from thoughts of the many ways she could end Gödel’s miserable existence and smiled at him.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked.

      Bethany Anne sighed. “If you can pull a lick of sense from the Gordian knot in my mind right now, I'd pay you.”

      “That bad, huh?” Michael’s eyes twinkled, his smile breaking through her mood.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not bad. Just…a lot, and not much of it makes me feel like we're making any progress worth a damn. As soon as I think we’ve got a handle on the situation, another aspect of Gödel’s plan reveals itself. She’s been leading up to this for a very long time.”

      “Perhaps as long as we have been away from the Federation,” Michael agreed. “However, she knows damn well the plotting has to be this intricate to get around you. She’s been failing at every turn until now. Ultimately, she hasn’t got what it takes to win.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, although his reassurance did not make her feel any better. “How did it go with the Witches’ Council?”

      Michael’s smile transformed into a grin. “It took a while to break down the process, but I believe the people here have everything they need to defend themselves. Our young mind mage may be the most powerful magic user in these parts, but she is not the only one who has nanocytes. When we return to the village, I will pass on what I learned, and she will be able to use the latent abilities of her people to construct what the witch I spoke to called a ‘barrier hex.’”

      He waved a hand at Bethany Anne’s raised eyebrow. “It's their way of explaining the world. When we got down to the mechanisms, what they call a hex is simply an Etheric shield constructed mentally and continually powered by the nanocytes drawing energy through the people in the immediate area. That’s why they are able to cover such a large area as the Protectorate without any technology.”

      Bethany Anne’s gaze was drawn to the Pod-docs. “Then the only thing that remains is for us to see whether these six come out as themselves.”

      She turned away from the Pod-docs and held her hand out to Michael. “Bodie invited us to eat dinner with her and Abbey. There’s no point in sitting here. We’ll go eat and make a start on getting that Etheric shield in place.”

      Michael took her offered hand and laced his fingers through hers. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Bodie thought she should have been more nervous about having people she’d only ever seen in her dreams inside her home.

      However, her nerves were banished by the prospect of company and the opportunity to soak up the knowledge her guests had to share. Abbey had helped her prepare dinner, keeping up a steady flow of sea stories while they cooked steaks, potatoes, and beans, which Bodie served with the wine she’d been saving that had been made from grapes picked and pressed by her grandmother.

      She was fascinated by tales of space and the world outside her village.

      “Is it true that everyone in Salem has magic?” she asked as the candles on the table burned low.

      “I’d like to know,” Abbey chipped in with a scowl. “We didn't make it that far north, thanks to tropical weather systems that were too large for Dustin to control.”

      “It’s true,” Michael told them. “During the Age of Madness, Salem became the center of the UnknownWorld in the United States.”

      “The States haven't been united for a very long time,” Bethany Anne commented wistfully. She swirled the last of the wine in her glass and sipped. “And the UnknownWorld ended with the Madness.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael took turns elaborating on world history, reaching the explanation of how the East Coast ended up with its magical community as they speared the last cream-covered berries from their dessert bowls.

      “The Protectorate stretches from the Maine Gorge to New York and as far inland as Pennsylvania,” Bethany Anne finished. “It’s the shielding magic they use to keep…undesirables out of their territory that Michael is going to teach you, Bodie.”

      Bodie almost dropped her glass. Truth was, she was more than a little drunk and unable to fathom how she was supposed to perform such complex magic. She said as much. “My gift is to walk the dreamworld and commune with the spirits of the living. How will I maintain or even create this hex?”

      Bethany Anne smiled, twin reflections of candlelight dancing in the infinite liquid abyss of her eyes. “We will help you establish it before we leave. As for maintaining it, the people you are protecting will take care of that.”

      Michael cut in, “We will go through the complexities of maintaining the shield when everybody has had a chance to sleep off this excellent vintage. For now, rest easy, knowing that the burden will not be on you to do any more than maintain your peoples’ belief. Can you do that?”

      Bodie nodded, her heart sinking when she realized Salem was not in her future. She was needed here. It was as simple as that.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head as she caught the edge of the younger woman’s crushing loneliness. She shot a glance at Michael.

      “Of course,” Michael continued, “nobody expects you to bear the weight of responsibility by yourself. If you are amenable to the idea, the councilor I spoke to offered to send a contingent of witches here to assist you.”

      Did that actually happen?

      No, but I’m sure it will once you have a word with the council. We would do well to encourage humanity to spread out from the East Coast, bringing their protection with them for the people who are struggling in the meantime.

      I knew there was a reason I love you.

      Because I’m handsome, have infinite patience, and I’m the father of your children?

      Bethany Anne laughed in the mindspace. All those reasons, too. Thank you for thinking of this solution. I will make a side trip to Salem tomorrow morning while you run Bodie through setting up the shield.
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        * * *

      

      Abbey declined to return to the base when Bethany Anne and Michael said their goodnights. She settled into the down-soft bed in Bodie’s guest room and drifted away on the warm waves of the alcohol she’d consumed with dinner.

      Deep in the night she awoke, the wine performing that other function. She crept to the bathroom without a sound and took care of her complaining bladder.

      She washed her hands and tiptoed back to her room, pausing by the open window when a shiver ran down her spine. Guided by instinct, she brushed aside the homespun curtain and peered into the star-strewn darkness.

      A solitary silhouette stood at the gates of the village, her feet shoulder-width apart and her hand on her sword. Sensing the eyes on her, Bethany Anne turned her head and lifted a hand in greeting.

      Abbey returned the gesture and let the curtain fall. She retraced her silent steps to her room, her heart with the Queen and her mind on Dustin and her crew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      They were expecting her in Salem. Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric and was greeted by two witches dressed in a mixture of hippie robes and green BDUs who were waiting on the steps of a large pillared building fronted by a wide lawn.

      The plump woman, whose silver-streaked red curls were fighting to escape the headscarf she’d tamed them with, stepped forward, her aura of friendliness preceding her swirling skirts.

      “Merry meet, Your Majesty. Welcome to Salem. My name is Annie.” She swept a hand at the group with her, indicating a redheaded man who bore a striking resemblance to her. “This is my son Magnus.”

      Bethany Anne accepted Magnus’ outstretched hand. “You’re the one who spoke to Michael.”

      Magnus nodded. “I’ll be leading the contingent moving to Colorado.”

      Annie bumped him out of the way with her hip. “There will be time for business. It’s lunchtime, and I know a hungry woman when I see one.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. She had skipped breakfast in favor of getting to and from Salem in the shortest time possible. “I appreciate your hospitality, but I need to get back.”

      Annie planted her hands on her hips. “Well, we didn’t have much warning that you were coming, and the young folk didn’t finish debating who got to play Pilgrim until near morning. They’re still making preparations.”

      The wind shifted, and Bethany Anne’s stomach growled at the scent of fresh-baked bread it carried. Annie’s eyes twinkled, a faint sheen of green light in the deep brown.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in amusement. “You’ve twisted my arm.”

      Annie laughed. “I don’t know about that. Magnus will come find us when everyone is ready to leave.” She shooed her son away. “Don’t let that rabble keep the Queen waiting.”

      Bethany Anne called after Magnus, “Make sure your people keep the metal items they’re bringing to the absolute minimum.”

      He waved over his shoulder in acknowledgment as he rounded the building at a light jog.

      “Michael informed us of that requirement,” Annie told Bethany Anne as she led her into the building. “Do you mind if I ask why?”

      “We’ll be traveling through the Etheric,” Bethany Anne informed her. “It’s challenging to transport metal over a distance.”

      Annie nodded and moved on to her next question as she led the way to a dining room that had the familiarity of every other human-built military base Bethany Anne had visited in her long life. However, the food was exceptional. Bethany Anne filled a tray with foods seasoned in ways she hadn’t tasted in over two hundred years—home-fried chicken, french fries, steak, mashed potatoes, baked sweet potatoes, braised corn, honest-to-God homemade barbeque sauce-laden beef brisket and pork ribs, mac and cheese, sinfully creamy slaw, refried beans—all things they had analogies for in space that all missed the mark in some undefinable way.

      Bethany Anne sent up a silent word of thanks for her ability to eat whatever she wanted without gaining an ounce as she took a small portion of everything that caught her eye before sitting opposite Annie. She savored every mouthful while the head witch talked about the development of magic along the East Coast.

      While the Protectorate and the European societies had seen a reemergence of Celtic culture in the seventy-something years since magic had been available, the customs in the Protectorate had a Scottish-Irish flavor in comparison to the Germanic-Scandinavian traditions that were prevalent in the lands surrounding Arcadia. Also, while the Europeans were mostly ignorant of the origin of their abilities, those in the Protectorate were taught the true history of the world from an early age. As a result, everyone here identified as a magic user, with the honorific “witch” given to the masters of their discipline in recognition of Salem’s founders.

      The conversation tweaked Bethany Anne’s interest in discovering more about what the Japanese had created for themselves. However, the temptation to jump ahead of herself wasn’t so great that she lost sight of what was in front of her.

      By the time she had satisfied her cravings for the tastes of home, Magnus had returned with twenty people laden with heavy packs and hand-drawn wooden wagons.

      Bethany Anne extended her senses to check their assembled abilities. The majority of the group were in their early- to mid-twenties and had either nature or combat as their disciplines. There were also five full-fledged witches who had combination disciplines that would come in useful for both expanding and protecting the village they were heading for.

      Magnus approached Bethany Anne, his serious expression unchanged from their earlier meeting. “We’re ready to go.”

      Bethany Anne smiled as she waved a hand to open the Etheric. “Follow me.”

      Once inside, she manifested a large, solid platform from the mists while the group got their curiosity out of the way. “Anyone who has changed their mind should head back before I close the window. Everyone else, climb aboard.”

      No one chose to remain. There were a few minutes of frenetic activity while the group transferred their belongings to the platform and arranged themselves on the crude benches she manifested, then Bethany Anne sealed it with a bubble of energy that would protect them from the wind while moving at high speed.

      A young man who gave off a strong sense of connection to water and air watched with interest as Bethany Anne got the platform underway.

      “You see what I’m doing?” Bethany Anne commented.

      He nodded.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Micah,” he answered, twisting his head to see the track of mist Bethany Anne had set churning in the direction of the Colorado base. “This is pretty close to the idea I had for travel on Earth. It didn’t pan out. Too many people needed to work it.”

      Bethany Anne recognized the shine of a dream that had hold of his soul in his eyes. She’d seen it in Anne’s, in Phina’s, in the mirror. “Keep thinking about it,” she encouraged. “If you can see it, it can be done.”

      She walked to the front of the platform and focused on keeping it moving. Despite the witches’ adherence to her instructions, there was still enough metal on board the platform to create a drain on her energy.
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        * * *

      

      The journey passed quickly. Bethany Anne filtered out the enthusiastic conversation of the witches, but the upbeat energy they exuded lifted her mood and gave her hope for the future of the people living in Colorado.

      On arriving, she opened the Etheric and took the platform out whole before releasing the energy. Michael, Abbey, and Bodie were working in the meadow outside the main entrance to the base.

      The pent-up energy crackling overhead dissipated as the group emerged. Michael turned with a warm smile and Bodie froze, her eyes wide as she registered the different energies emanating from the witches.

      Micah’s gaze flicked to the sky, his hands outstretched as he read the magic Michael, Abbey, and Bodie had been working.

      Magnus was focused on assisting the group with their wagons, leaving the younger man free to wander over to Bodie.

      He introduced himself absentmindedly. “You’re building a barrier hex?”

      Michael glanced at Bethany Anne, a knowing smile touching the corners of his lips. I’m going to guess you found the man of our young friend’s dreams, he commented with amusement.

      Bethany Anne winked at him. If nature doesn’t run its course with these two, I’ll eat my Louboutins.

      By the time the sun had set, the mountain and a five-kilometer area around it were enclosed under a dome of Etheric energy that was programmed to repel anyone whose nanocytes did not register as native to Earth.

      The new arrivals fit in well with the villagers. Seeing that Bodie’s gifts were not as unique as they had believed, their attitude toward her relaxed significantly during the feast prepared to welcome the witches, which went on into the night.

      Bethany Anne and Michael kept to the sides, making sure the focus of the festivities was on the coming together of two communities and not on their presence.

      A sense of safety the people had forgotten settled over the villagers, and for the first night in a long time, the village square was occupied past sundown. They built a bonfire, and there was music and dancing. This was cemented by the evening’s entertainment, which mostly consisted of the new arrivals showcasing their skills for the villagers.

      Bethany Anne and Michael left Abbey to say her goodbyes to Bodie and the other villagers while they returned to the medbay inside the base. The six people in the Pod-docs had to be released, whether or not they had been freed from the symbionts.

      The lights came on as they entered the base. ADAM had taken over from the EI.

      “I’ve had enough time to conduct a thorough analysis of the symbionts,” he informed them, his voice following them through the corridors via the speaker system. “Unfortunately, until we get the code Tabitha, Abel, and Takumi are working on, we can’t remove the symbionts from their hosts without causing significant neurological damage.”

      Bethany Anne’s good mood evaporated. “I don’t like this. However, there’s nothing we can do except release them back into the wild with the rest of the compromised humans.”

      Michael pulled her close as they walked. “Perhaps we can use them to sideline Gödel’s plans?”

      “What are you thinking?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “We could release them as they are and allow Gödel to believe we have no way to counteract her efforts to take control of these people.” He paused to draw out his thought. “There is another option. However, I don’t know how you would feel about turning these people into weapons without their consent.”

      “I’d feel pretty fucking shitty about it,” Bethany Anne answered, her voice cold. “But that’s my gut reaction. If you have a suggestion that doesn’t make my skin crawl, I’m amenable to hearing it.”

      Michael furrowed his brow. “Technology, especially nanocyte technology, is not my specialty by any stretch. I’m wondering if there is a way we could support Tabitha’s efforts by inserting a back door into the symbionts’ coding. Someone somewhere is controlling these people, uploading commands. They are not attacking or killing indiscriminately. Could we wrest control from them?”

      “That’s not quite how it works,” ADAM informed him.

      Bethany Anne stopped in her tracks. “No, wait. Michael might be on to something. Someone is implanting these symbionts. They’re not reproducing naturally. They are printed in a factory and applied to the bodies of the affected people.”

      “True,” ADAM confirmed. “However, unless we find the Kurtherians responsible for that, there's no way to stop the process. And since the facility the symbionts were being produced in has been destroyed, we have to assume that the available supply has already been shared among a number of Kurtherian puppet masters. These symbionts have been showing up in too many places for it to be down to just one individual.”

      Bethany Anne made her decision. “We’ve been here long enough. We release these six, then we drop Abbey off with her people and get our asses back to Arcadia. We’ll work on the problem from there.”
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        * * *

      

      Dustin was relieved when the wind told him the Scuttlebutt was approaching. Anxious to hear whether they’d found the woman who had appeared in Abbey’s dreams and feeling like half of him was missing with Abbey gone, he’d split the crew into two shifts and worked them day and night to get the Storm Warrior shipshape in time for her return.

      He'd also come up with a crazy idea on the third day, and after a nerve-wracking talk with Benjamin, he’d set it in motion.

      Dustin ran to the bow and sent out his thoughts.

      Request granted, came the reply in his mind. If she agrees.
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      Abbey stepped off the Scuttlebutt and frowned. The beach had been cleared of driftwood, logs were laid out in rows like seats, and someone had built an arch and decked it out in trailing garlands of white flowers.

      A glance at the Storm Warrior bobbing in the deep water of the bay did nothing to dispel her confusion. All the lanterns were lit, and the scintillating scent of roasting pork was entwined with the salty tang of the ocean.

      Strangest of all was that her crewmates washed and dressed in their best. Well, the best they had after weeks at sea.

      She felt Bethany Anne’s hand on her shoulder.

      “Just go with it,” the Queen murmured.

      Abbey walked over to Dustin and her father, who were standing by the arch.

      Dustin’s nervous smile pulled at her heart, and she was unable to resist returning it. He embraced her and murmured that he was glad she was back in one piece, then stepped back and dropped to one knee while producing a small, polished wooden box.

      Abbey’s hands went to her mouth when he opened it, revealing an object she only remembered she knew existed when she laid eyes on it.

      “My mother’s wedding rings?”

      Dustin nodded, the shine in his eyes having nothing to do with magic. “Will you marry me?”

      “Of course I will.” Abbey held out her hand for him to put the first of the two rings on her finger. Then she pulled him to his feet, flung her arms around his neck, and held him close for a moment before she turned to her father, who appeared to be suffering from seasonal allergies. “You saved them all this time?”

      Benjamin nodded, sniffling. “It’s what your mother would have wanted. I’m only glad I’m still around to see this day.” He clapped Dustin’s shoulder with one sea-worn hand. “Couldn't ask for a better son-in-law.”

      Bethany Anne and Michael joined the group and gave the couple their congratulations.

      Abbey, in a daze, started to talk about their time in Colorado.

      “There will be plenty of time to talk about that later,” Dustin promised as Benjamin ushered Abbey toward the Storm Warrior. “Syd’s waiting aboard to help you prepare.”

      Abbey couldn’t remember how to walk. She wordlessly stared at the ring on her finger for a long moment before a thought occurred. “Who is going to perform the ceremony?”

      “As ship’s captain, Dustin would have been the first choice for the role,” Bethany Anne interjected. “However, since he is the one getting married, I have agreed to step in.”

      Somehow, Abbey found herself on board the Storm Warrior. Syd was waiting in Abbey and Dustin’s cabin.

      “I know I can’t replace your mother on this day, but I can help you get ready.”

      The wave of Abbey’s emotions finally crashed on the shore of her reality, and she burst into tears as she pulled the warrior into a tight hug. “There’s no one else I’d rather have here except my mother. Thank you, Syd.”

      Abbey flung open the wardrobe door. “The only question is, what on Irth am I going to wear for my wedding?”

      

      Arcadia

      Hannah flopped onto the couch and sighed, thoroughly exhausted after five days of constant travel and battle.

      Sal’s snores reverberated off the walls. Hannah lifted her head and glared at him. “Lazy lizard.”

      The dragon opened one huge golden eye a crack, and his tongue snaked out of his mouth.

      Hannah dropped her head back on the pillow she’d tossed against the arm of the couch. “You’re right. I am jealous you can sleep anywhere. Gabrielle doesn’t care much for taking it easy.” She groaned, hearing determined footsteps in the hall. “Speak of the devil…”

      Gabrielle walked in and tossed a leather quiver at Hannah. “The Defense Force has run into a clone.”

      Hannah caught the quiver one-handed without opening her eyes or sitting up. “Can I get a nap first?”

      “Evil doesn’t sleep,” Gabrielle answered. “We’ll eat on the way.”

      Hannah got to her feet, grateful she hadn’t gone to the effort of taking her boots off. “Fine. Where are we going this time?”

      “Japan,” Gabrielle replied as she walked out of the room.

      Hannah’s tiredness melted, replaced by curiosity. She followed Gabrielle at a run, pausing only to snag the dual short swords she’d discovered she preferred while training. “I thought Tabitha and Peter were there?”

      “They are.” Gabrielle’s high-heeled stride didn’t falter as they left Hannah’s house for the cobbled street.

      Hannah realized she wouldn’t get an explanation and fell into step beside Gabrielle. Queen’s Boulevard was almost deserted, the majority of the city’s residents still at the mystic temple. Sal flew out of the dragon hatch on the second story of the house and took up guard position, making lazy loops overhead as they made their way to the open square where Gabrielle’s Pod was parked.

      Gabrielle didn’t elaborate until they were inside the Pod and had taken off. Hannah watched her go through the pre-flight preparations, biting her tongue at the lack of information.

      She was used to being the leader of the group. It had been humbling to be relegated to the role of acolyte since the arrival of the Matriarch. However, she bore it with stoicism, knowing how much she was learning from her experience. Her magic had grown in tandem with her battle skills, while first Bethany Anne and then Gabrielle had pushed her harder than she thought was possible.

      Gabrielle turned to Hannah with a smile. “I like your attitude. Don’t tell Tabitha I said this…or do, I don’t care, but she was a nightmare to train. You have seen some hard times, I believe. You know that diamonds form under pressure.”

      “Yeah, and amphoralds shatter.” Hannah narrowed her eyes at the unexpected praise. Over the last five days, she had pegged Gabrielle as a bit snooty. She’d decided on that first morning that Tabitha was much more her kind of people than this aristocratic woman. She guessed she still had a way to go before she could accept that someone so refined could also be good.

      Maybe not. She owed Gabrielle an apology. “I’m sorry.”

      Gabrielle raised an eyebrow. “Whatever for?”

      “For lumping you in with my mental image of the nobility I grew up under.” Hannah felt her face grow hot, but she would not allow herself to avoid the hard truths in life. “You're nothing like them.”

      Gabrielle laughed. “I promise you, I could be much worse. I like you, Hannah. If I’m hard on you, it’s because I can see your potential. Like Bethany Anne, I want you to reach it.”

      Hannah chuckled dryly. “Does that mean you’re going to tell me what we’re heading into and why Tabitha can’t take care of it by herself?”

      “Tabitha has her attention on a project for Bethany Anne,” Gabrielle answered with a sigh. “She is working with the local digital entities on a solution for what you know as ‘bugs.’ However, they are a much more sinister problem than simple parasites.”

      Hannah put two and two together and came up with twenty-seven. “I’ve heard of those. Let me guess; they are yet another way the Kurtherians are attacking humanity?”

      Gabrielle nodded. “Got it in one. The base they are working out of is secure. However, the team they have with them is limited to Peter and four other Weres. They were managing just fine when the only enemy they had to deal with was the Ookens, but their success in dealing with those means they have drawn out the real enemy.”

      Hannah wasn’t surprised.

      Gabrielle leaned back in her chair and crossed her hands behind her head. “We’re going to meet up with Bethany Anne and Michael on the way.”

      Now Hannah was surprised. “I thought they would be in America for longer.”

      “Honestly, so did I,” Gabrielle replied. “From what she told me, they hung onto the old ways a lot tighter than the people here in Europe did after the Madness ended. They took care of the issue that caught Bethany Anne’s attention, and they were on their way back to Arcadia when Tabitha’s SOS came in.”

      Hannah felt a thrill of anticipation at the thought of getting an opportunity to show Bethany Anne everything she’d learned in the last few days. “Then I owe you a thank you as well as that apology,” she told Gabrielle. “I haven’t been that far east yet, and I’m guessing I’m going to need every trick and technique you have beaten into me over the past five days.”

      Gabrielle slapped her thigh, laughter spilling out of her. “You did a fair amount of beating as well. There are people all over Europe who are sleeping soundly in their beds tonight because you have been a diligent student.”

      

      Japan, Tokyo, the Palace

      “I’d say this is just like the good old days, but the good old days were a bit more pirate-y and a lot less tentacle-y,” Tosha quipped as she fought back the Ooken climbing the side of the building they were defending.

      “Tosh-san, this is not the time for humor,” Dieter ground out as he grimly held onto her ankles.

      Tosha pulled the last tentacle free of the side of the building and watched the Ooken plummet before twisting her body to flash her sharp canines at her twin brother. “You're no fun at all. I think I will team up with Gregov for the next incursion. At least he knows how to make a joke during a fight.”

      Dieter hauled her back in through the window. “This is true. However, he also takes all the kills for himself. Ask yourself this: do you prefer laughs or glory?”

      Tosha transformed, her Pricolici form vanishing in the blink of an eye, replaced by a petite woman with a dangerous twinkle in her eye that Dieter knew all too well.

      He ruffled her hair, laughing when she ducked out from under his brotherly hand. “Come, sister. We will go and see how my wife and our brother are faring on the other side of the building.”

      On the first floor, Tabitha was in a less than humorous mood. The Ookens she could ignore. However, the Kurtherian clones were a PITA she could not.

      Peter was well-equipped to take on one, maybe two, but five was asking a lot, even for the deadliest Were in the universe.

      “I should,” she banged the clone’s head against the solid concrete floor in time with her words, “be doing what I do best.” The Kurtherian’s head squeaked under the pressure. “But no,” bang, bang, bang, “I have to deal with your bullshit.”

      “Um, Tabbie? I think that one’s dead.”

      Tabitha looked down at the pulpy mess on her hands, then grinned at Peter. “Oh, yeah. I got a little bit carried away. These fucknuts piss me off. You know how I get when I’m trying to work.”

      Peter laughed, the sound rough coming from his stretched vocal cords. He scratched the fur under his chin. “Not gonna lie, it’s pretty hot. But maybe we should concentrate on—"

      A bolt of energy cut him off. The light from the Etheric weapon that had been fired at him filled the basement, momentarily blinding them both.

      Peter smashed into the wall as his armor absorbed the Etheric energy but not the kinetic blowback.

      Tabitha got to her feet, her red-glowing eyes and bared teeth evidence of how pissed off she was.

      “You really should not have done that,” she ground out as she stalked toward the clone.

      To its credit, the clone seemed to realize it had made a vital error in its calculations. Another flash of light, and it vanished.

      “Where’d it go?” Peter asked as he got to his feet.

      “It had technology that translocated it to another part of the building,” Tabitha told him.

      She dived into the Palace’s network and tracked it to the sim suites. “Oh, no, you fucking don’t,” Tabitha snarled through every speaker in the building. “There’s nowhere in this building or this city you can go where I can’t find you.”

      Her project forgotten for the moment, Tabitha extended her access to the network Abel and Takumi had resurrected across the city and followed the residual energy signature from the clone’s translocator.

      It had jumped again when it realized she was following. What proceeded from there was a mad dash across the city as the clone ran for its miserable life.

      Tabatha caught up with it at an intersection in the heart of the city.

      She hung back out of sight as the clone halted in the center of the road, its head swiveling as it searched the empty streets for its pursuer.

      “Gotcha now, fuckface,” she murmured as she accessed the public transport system and sent three buses on a collision course for the clone.

      Passengerless, there was no collateral damage as all three buses plowed into the Kurtherian in unison, smashing its weaselly body to paste.

      Tabatha wiped off her hands and yelled at the mushy remains smearing the street, “That’s what you get for fucking up my day!”

      She was about to return to the Palace when she picked up ripples in the Etheric that signified a number of clones converging on her location. She wasn’t sure she could make it back to the Palace before they caught her.

      Her bravado wavering at the prospect of fighting seven or eight of those fuckers at once, she started running.
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      Tokyo, Shibuya Crossing

      Tabitha halted on the diagonal section of the crosswalk. The clones were minutes away from finding her, and there was no way Pete or any of the other Weres could get there in time to help her take them out.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the consequences of my actions coming back to bite me in the ass.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d acted rashly.

      She was determined that it wouldn’t be the last.

      Eerie silence blanketed the night, broken only by the disharmonious snarls of Ookens approaching from all directions.

      She opened her HUD with the intent of sending an SOS and found dozens of available connections. A quick scan had her grinning. She’d been working on integrating hard light technology into her drones to fill the dead time while the AIs were working on the coding project and had been getting ready to run tests on the latest batch after that day’s work was done when the clones had attacked.

      Her hand drifted to one of the pouches attached to her belt, a smile playing on her lips as she opened comms to Abel and Takumi. “You two got a minute?”

      “I do, but I doubt you can say the same,” Abel answered.

      “If I wanted attitude, I’d call Achronyx,” Tabitha retorted. “Cut the snark and tell me whether this part of the city was fully evacuated.”

      “There are no civilians in the area,” Takumi confirmed.

      A pause. “Why?” Abel’s voice held a note of intrigue.

      Tabitha grinned as she tossed two handfuls of marble-sized drones into the air. “Because I’m about to test my new toys. I’m taking over the city networks around Shibuya. Don’t interfere.”

      She shut down the comms before either AI could protest and pulled hard and fast on the Etheric as she took the reins.

      “Who needs fancy-ass fireballs and boring old lightning?” she murmured, a wicked chuckle escaping her throat as every camera, projector, and screen surrounding the crosswalk offered itself to her, “when you’ve got hard light and a sick sense of humor?”

      The transport network instituted by Eve and Yuko and evolved by successive generations became her willing bitch. She had her fingers on the pulse of the city.

      This was her element.

      Tabitha shivered at the delicious sizzle of Etheric energy pouring through the graphite circuitry fused to her skeleton. Time slowed for her as she pushed her internal FPS to maximum.

      Abandoned vehicles hummed to life at her direction, piling up in their rush to narrow the entry points to the crossing. The Ookens wouldn’t find that a challenge. However, her experience told her they’d go for the path of least resistance in their desire to get to her.

      It was a start.

      She emptied the pouches strapped to her hips, releasing every remaining drone as she ran for the cover of the coffee shop. The drones she’d initially activated notified her HUD that they had insinuated themselves with the projectors.

      “Activate,” Tabitha murmured. The drones unfolded their mirrored petals at her command and hard light erupted from the projectors, flooding the neon-bright intersection and softening the riot of competing colors to muted pastels.

      Another command and the interactive billboards and screens advertising the city’s tourist spots flickered. The smiling models vanished, replaced by ravaging flames. Tabitha glanced at them, then the inspiration train hit her and the flames shifted, their flickering tongues forming demonic approximations of her grinning face.

      That left her with around a hundred active drones waiting for instructions. With one corner of her mind tracking the incoming Kurtherians and the Ookens surging ahead of their masters, Tabitha sent out command after command, molding the light from her vantage point on the roof terrace of the coffee shop.
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      There had been other times she’d been able to unleash her full potential while the Armada was in Kurtherian space. However, this was the first time she’d had so much to work with. The symbiosis the Japanese had developed with magic and technology opened up delicious new opportunities for her to fuck with the minds of the enemy.

      Tabitha transformed the buildings surrounding the crosswalk into burned-out husks wreathed in poisonous-looking foliage. Her eyes blazed red as the hard light she’d drawn from the projectors coalesced in the center of her trap, forming a featureless fifty-foot figure. She hesitated as the amorphous hard light construct reached the point where she had to make a decision, tempted for a moment to resurrect the legend of Godzilla.

      The arrival of the clones and their Ooken army put an end to her playful mood. They swarmed along the sides of the buildings, heading for the barriers she’d placed at the mouths of the streets. Tabitha scanned the crush with her mind, pinpointing the clones hiding behind hundreds of Ookens choking the entry points she’d created.

      She wanted the Kurtherians to die knowing who had ended them.
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        * * *

      

      Peter’s hackles rose in reaction to the massive spike in Etheric energy on the other side of the park. He reached out to Tabitha’s HUD and got a prerecorded message.

      Tabitha can’t take your call right now. She’s too busy being completely fucking awesome. Leave a message!

      The sing-song voice drew a concerned growl from him. Whatever she was doing…

      Peter stopped dead when a gargantuan Tabitha appeared over the tops of the buildings in the direction of Shibuya Crossing. “What in holy fuck?”

      Dieter echoed his sentiment. “I didn’t know she could do that.”

      Tosha laughed. “You dumbasses. That’s not Tabitha-san. That’s…well, I don’t know what it is, but it’s freaking cool.”

      Gregov let out a long whistle, earning himself a jab in the ribs from Sasha. He slapped her hand away, and she lashed out with a foot.

      Dieter growled softly. “Now isn’t the time for play.”

      His quiet rebuke was enough to snap the Weres out of their squabble.

      “Can you contact her directly?” Dieter asked Peter.

      Peter shook his head. “If she’s not taking calls, it’s because she’s concentrating. Guess we know what it’s on.”

      The wind shifted, and Tosha wrinkled her nose. “You smell Ookens? Because I smell Ookens.”

      “Where there are Ookens, there are Kurtherians.” Peter broke into a run.

      The others followed, racing to keep up as he crashed through Yoyogi park, cutting a path southwest through the trees and shrubbery.

      Peter had a vague recollection of the area from visiting to take part in Yuko’s vicereine ceremony over three hundred years previously. Navigating the streets gave him a sense of dissonance. While the layout remained the same, the buildings had changed.

      As they neared the famous crossing, which he knew from old movies, the screeches of the Ookens grew louder. He realized Tabitha was dealing with more than a few strays that had latched onto her location.

      He reached out to Abel and Takumi without slowing his pace. Hey, guys, do you know what’s going on where Tabitha is fighting?

      Not to complain, Takumi answered, but only because we have aerial surveillance in the area. She’s locked us out of every system around the crossing.

      That sounds an awful lot like a complaint, Peter snapped. Just tell me what the hell is going on.

      He got a request to connect with his HUD from Takumi. He granted permission and received access to a livestream giving a bird’s-eye view of the crossing.

      Relief washed through him when he spotted Tabitha on the roof of what had been a Starbucks back before WWDE.

      The open space below was filled with Ookens swarming over the nightmare landscape she had created. He called a halt two streets from the crossing and shared the video link with the others.

      Dieter assessed the scene. “Tabitha-san has a wicked imagination. Her kaiju looks to be taking care of the Ookens.”

      Peter raised an eyebrow. “How do you know what a kaiju is?”

      Dieter shrugged. “We grew up with Eve. Movie night, popcorn, and a running commentary every Saturday night for us.”

      Tosha and Gregov nodded to confirm. “I run movie night at the base,” Tosha added. “Abel has a thing for gangster movies, Takumi likes sci-fi and horror, and Eve left us a whole bunch of romantic comedies. We had a pretty good selection to share with the pack when we moved from Jeju to Promessa.”

      Peter chuckled. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t just learn Eve has a soft side. We need a plan going in. Otherwise, we’re as likely to get smashed up by the Tabbie-kaiju as the Ookens.” He paused, scenting a Kurtherian nearby. “I think there's a better use for our effort. Let Tabitha deal with the Ookens since she’s clearly having fun. We’re going to take out those clones. I owe those bastards for sneaking up on us at the Palace.”

      Dieter nodded. Although he was used to leading his own team, his battle-hungry inner wolf recognized the wisdom of ceding to the Alpha of Alphas. “The AIs will help us.”

      Peter smelled more than the clone. He recognized the shift in the atmosphere that came with the Etheric being open. “We’re gonna split up. I want all of you on the hunt for clones. Dieter and Sasha, take this side of the prefecture. Tosha and Gregov, take the streets north of here.”

      “What about you, Peter-san?” Dieter inquired.

      “I’m going to track down where the Ookens are getting through.” Peter flexed his claws, a feral grin stretching his wolf jaws to reveal his fangs. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve been killing these fuckers longer than you have been alive.”
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha’s laughter rang out over the terrace. Her continuous pull on the Etheric gave her all the juice she needed to power her avatar.

      The drones inside the hard light construct were programmed to mimic the movements of her body, and her HUD overlay was feeding her the view from its eyes. She immersed herself in the moment without caring if anyone saw her dancing like a maniac on the terrace as monster-Tabbie stamped and smashed and squished the Ookens. She tore them off the sides of the buildings, slamming them into the ground with enough force to crush every bone in their bodies, too wrapped up in destroying the Kurtherians’ best chance of overrunning Japan to worry about the clones.

      They would reveal themselves in due time.

      Then they would feel her rage.

      Tabitha, Peter and Dieter’s team are surrounding your battle zone.

      Tabitha lost her concentration for a moment and crushed an ancient tree beneath her gigantic foot. “Dammit, Takumi! How in hell did you break through my Do Not Disturb? I’m kind of busy here, in case your interfering ass can't tell.”

      You’re doing an admirable job, Takumi answered with amusement. However, Peter is working to locate the entry point the Kurtherians are using to bring the Ookens through from the Etheric. He requested that I pass on his message. He has Dieter’s team tracking the clones with the intent of removing them from the equation. He thought you should know that the Ookens will be released from their control so that you can prepare accordingly.

      Tabitha sighed. “Okay, I suppose that’s not the worst reason to interrupt my fun. Now get out of my head. I’m busy.”

      She slammed the mental door on the AI and made an adjustment to her avatar.

      “I always wanted to do this…”

      The hands of the avatar diffused and reformed in the shape of multi-barrel guns. Tabitha whooped as she began firing shards of hard light at the Ookens.

      “Die, motherfuckers, DIE!”
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        * * *

      

      The abandoned building still had the lights on. Dieter wove sinuously between empty office cubicles as he tracked the clone by scent. He had been trained by Yuko, Eve, and Akio. No one he didn’t want to would see him coming.

      Sasha stalked across the office from the opposite side, closing the pincer with deadly intent.

      The clone shifted uneasily. However, it retained its watchful position by the third-story window, where it leaned on its staff while monitoring the carnage unfolding in the crossing below.

      Sasha transmitted her revulsion over their mental link. They really don’t care how much life they sacrifice. They have to know they’re going to lose this battle. Tabitha is Nacht.

      Dieter agreed. They are stupid or exceedingly arrogant. Maybe both. Either way, they will die on our claws before the night is done, my love.

      As one, they burst from the cover of the cubicles.

      The Kurtherian whirled, its shock quickly replaced by a snarl of anger.

      It’s a Chosen, Dieter confirmed.

      The Chosen activated its staff, the gem housed inside glowing. A focused beam of Etheric energy erupted from the tip and tore through the cubicles, leaving charred fabric and plastic in its wake.

      Dieter and Sasha dove out of the way, narrowly avoiding being cut in two.

      After over a century of training together, the husband-and-wife duo needed no words to communicate the plan.

      Dieter rolled, producing twin pistols from the holsters at his hips as he came to his feet. He fired a steady stream of explosive darts provided by Tabitha at the Kurtherian.

      While the clone was distracted, Sasha snuck around, a garrote appearing in her hands as if from nowhere.

      Too late, the Chosen realized Dieter was not the threat.

      Sasha looped the thin wire over the clone’s head and cinched it tight in the gap between the collar and the helmet of its armor.

      Dieter made his move, taking advantage of the Chosen’s surprise to dip and sweep its legs out from under it. He plunged his claws into the clone’s stomach, piercing its armor, then pulled out the entrails and flung the bloody mass across the room as Sasha cut off its air supply.

      They had learned during their time in Paris that the clones had healing abilities that rivaled theirs. Between the two of them, the Weres made short work of inflicting too much damage for the clone to heal.

      Before leaving the building, they stopped briefly by the water fountain in the lobby to wash off the worst of the gore, not wishing to have the stench give them away when they moved on to the next target.
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        * * *

      

      “Just like old times, hey, sister?” Gregov enthused as he and Tosha walked away from the dead Kurtherian.

      Tosha shot him a steely-eyed glare. “If by ‘old times’ you mean you jumped in ahead of me and took all the fun for yourself, then yes, sure. Just like old times.”

      Gregov rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on. You can’t still be mad about Russia.”

      Tosha waved a hand. “Russia, the South Sea, those pirates who made the mistake of coming too close to Jeju that time, Adelaide, the bison hunt of ’229. You, brother, are a glory hog.”

      Gregov’s eyes gleamed yellow as he flexed his biceps. “I’m a glory hound, sister mine.”

      “You, brother mine, are an ass.” Tosha stalked into the night. “The next one is mine. Don’t you dare interfere, or I will make your life a living hell.”

      Gregov bit back his sharp reply. Tosha was more than capable of carrying out her threat. He resolved to hang back and give her ample time to work out her frustration on the clones instead of him.

      The sounds of the battle in the crossing echoed through the surrounding streets as they worked their way to the next location Takumi had identified. Tosha had her pistols drawn as she strode with purpose to the front of the mall, her lip curled in a snarl.

      She kicked the door off its hinges and walked in with both pistols at the ready. Gregov followed closely, watching her back. Tosha was deadly, but in this mood, she was also reckless. He did not want to have to tell their father and mother if she got her fool ass killed.

      Tosha scented the Kurtherian on the second floor. She bounded up the escalator to the upper court four steps at a time, aware that Gregov was trying to move ahead of her.

      Unable to pass, Gregov hopped lightly onto the rail and leapt for the barrier.

      “I should have listened to Dieter,” she grumbled as he hauled himself over and took up a guard position.

      “Easy,” he called. “You wanted this one, you’ve got it.”

      Tosha’s growl died in her throat when she realized he meant it. She cleared the escalator and looked both ways, her nose twitching as she pulled in scents. She nodded to the left. “This way.”

      Gregov smiled to himself when she paused by a decorative fountain, seeing a doll dropped by a child during the evacuation. She picked it up, tucked it into the thigh pocket of her bodysuit without a word, and continued walking.

      As grumpy as Tosha could be, she had a heart of gold.

      They tracked the Kurtherian past shuttered stores to a restaurant that overlooked the crossing.

      The light dipped as they entered the restaurant, Tabitha’s projections on the outside of the building casting an eldritch orange glow. Tosha suppressed a shudder at the sight of tables laid with dusty plates and glasses, awaiting customers who weren’t coming.

      Unlike their last encounter, there was no opportunity for a sneak attack. This Kurtherian was waiting for them.

      The clone lunged across the aisle between the tables, firing from the wrist. Searing Etheric energy sent the tables and their shattered contents flying.

      Tosha holstered her left pistol as she dodged airborne debris and launched one of the intact tables at the clone as a distraction while she fired the right weapon.

      “Are you sure you want to take this one on alone?” Gregov teased.

      Tosha grunted in reply and kicked a waist-tall vase at the clone.

      Gregov shrugged. “Have it your way.”

      “Don’t I always?” Tosha retorted as the delicate porcelain shattered, scattering leaves and dry dirt and obscuring the clone’s vision long enough for Tosha to tackle it around the waist.

      As they tumbled to the matted floor, a flash of light whited out the room. The Etheric opened, and the clone vanished.

      Tosha scrambled to her feet. “What just happened?”

      Gregov shook his head. “I’m not sure. One second you were punching the shit out of the abomination, and the next, a hand came out of the Etheric and grabbed it.”

      Tosha snarled. “Another Kurtherian?”

      “No. Human.” Gregov frowned in thought. “Did you feel the power spike? I think…I think the Queen has arrived.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment before Tosha spoke again.

      “That’s just great. I can’t exactly get mad at the Queen for ruining my fun.”

      Gregov shrugged. “Well, you could, but she’d probably kick your ass six ways to Sunday for it.”
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      Peter kept in touch with the AIs as he worked his way around the west side of the crossing, one ear on the other Weres’ progress over the comm.

      He skirted commercial buildings, his senses on high alert as he followed a telltale trail of Etheric energy into a residential area mostly consisting of apartment buildings. The dry scent he associated with Kurtherians grew stronger as he turned into a well-kept street lined with young cherry trees. The streetlights had gone out a few blocks away, drawing his attention to a flickering light coming from the alley between two apartment buildings.

      Peter avoided the bright pools beneath the lights that remained operational as he worked his way down the street, his instinct telling him he was close to his target.

      He drew his Jean Dukes Specials as he approached the alley, expecting a Chosen armed with an Etheric energy weapon. He was surprised to see that the clone was unarmed and the flickering light was coming from a half-formed rift.

      So that’s how they are getting the Ookens in. He set his HUD to record and upload the video to Takumi in real-time, then stepped into the alley and fired twice at the clone.

      Peter faltered when his shots ricocheted off the Etheric shield that flared around the clone’s body.

      She turned, white-hot fire blasting from her palms.

      Peter ducked and rolled, the stench of burned fur a minor irritation compared to the pain of the roasted flesh on his upper back. Motherfucker! he sent over the comm. It’s a Gödel!

      Disengage. Abel’s voice cut through the agony of his skin and muscles reforming. I’ll send a Black Eagle.

      No fucking way, Peter retorted, anger rising to combat his fear and pain. He dialed his Jean Dukes Specials to eleven and rolled to his feet. I’m going to beat that fucker to death with her own arm.

      Teeth bared and snarling, he ignored the pain of his wrists shattering and healing as he barreled toward the clone, forcing his trigger fingers to do their fucking job.

      The Gödel vanished in a burst of light, leaving Peter in the dark as the rift collapsed.

      I just picked up a translocation energy signature, Abel informed Peter.

      Peter didn’t care if he had to hunt the clone across the city. The chase was part of the thrill. Where’d she come out?

      Four blocks away, Abel responded.

      Track that fucking abomination, Peter commanded.

      As you wish, Abel replied with a wicked laugh.

      The Gödel made short hops away from Shibuya Prefecture. Peter was not unaware that the clone was probably leading him into a trap. However, he had no intention of getting caught off-guard again.

      Abel’s Black Eagle screamed overhead, pumping out AC/DC over the external speakers to mask the sound of Peter’s progression.

      The Queen has arrived, Abel informed Peter, and the clone has entered a single residence on the edge of Hanegi Park.

      Tell Bethany Anne I’m on the trail of a Gödel, Peter requested.

      She said she is dealing with rifts across the city, and you need to put your big-boy pants on and take that sphincter-snogging jizz-twizzler out, Abel came back a moment later.

      Peter snorted. Is that what she said, word for word?

      Okay, I might have embellished a bit, Abel admitted, but the sentiment remains the same.

      Peter chuckled, resigning himself to working solo for the moment.

      The walled residence was larger than the surrounding buildings. He figured it belonged to the park’s caretaker when he followed his nose around the back and saw the access gate leading to the park.

      His feet crunched on the fine gravel path that wound through tree-shaded water features and sculpted topiaries, his hackles rising as the ambient Etheric energy steadily increased.

      He slipped through the open gate, leading with the barrel of his right pistol. The way was clear. However, danger scented the air, and he knew the break he’d caught wouldn’t last long.

      Abel, where is she?

      Head for the trees two hundred meters to your right, the AI instructed.

      The telltale glow from the copse Abel had indicated drew his attention. Caught between the need for caution and the urge to tear shit up before the Gödel got her rift open, Peter set off at a run.

      Just as he reached the copse, an Ooken burst from between the thick branches and lunged at him. He fired, hitting it between the eyes.

      Air support? Abel asked hopefully.

      Duh, yeah! Peter retorted.

      Abel dropped an explosive puck from the Black Eagle, lighting up the area behind the trees. Peter glimpsed an indeterminable number of writhing tentacles through the gaps between the trunks.

      He didn’t waste time thinking about his reaction. He shot the closest emerging Ooken between the eyes as another three surged from the trees. Four more followed, and Peter holstered his weapons, preferring to go hands-on.

      The Ooken he grabbed screeched in outrage as he dug his claws into its throat, getting a firm grip before tearing off the tentacles protruding from its back. He kicked the bleeding corpse aside and crushed the ends of the two tentacles he was holding to disable the still-hungry mouths and prevent them from eating into his hands.

      Tabitha wasn’t the only one who could get creative. Makeshift whips slashing, Peter beat back the Ookens, forcing them to part and give him access to the clearing where the Gödel was pouring energy into expanding the rift.

      He planted his foot in the bony sternum of an Ooken that got too close, sending it crashing through the trees in a shower of splintered wood. The clone met his eyes and laughed before disappearing, leaving the rift open for Ookens to pour through from whatever hell-planet the original Gödel was growing them on.

      Peter roared his frustration. Between the Ookens closing in and more coming out of the rift, he almost missed the woman who appeared at the tree line.

      Almost.

      He lowered the twitching tentacles. “You shouldn’t be here! Run!”

      The strange woman’s eyes glowed red, and a bolt of lightning hit the Ooken behind Peter.

      She tilted her head and flashed a cocky grin. “Well, if you’re sure, I’ll just be on my way.”

      Peter rolled his eyes and groaned. “Oh great, just what I needed. Another font of sarcasm in my life. Let me guess, you are Hannah.”

      “You guessed right,” Hannah told him as she released a torrent of flames that incinerated the Ookens around them.

      Still more Ookens poured from the rift, the screeches making conversation difficult.

      “Can you close that?” Peter yelled.

      “I can try!” Hannah raised her hands, palms toward the rift. “Cover me!”

      Peter obliged, tearing into the Ookens to keep the area around Hannah clear.

      She rose into the air as she sucked in the energy pouring out of the rift. This part of Bethany Anne’s lessons had only been theory so far. While she had an idea about how to mend a tear between dimensions, practice made perfect.

      The Ookens continued to attack, forcing Peter back with sheer numbers. He dropped the tentacles and switched to the old-fashioned method of gutting them with his claws.

      Hannah saw he was getting overwhelmed and wrapped him in a bubble of Etheric energy, then pulled him up to hover beside her.

      Peter pawed at the confines of the bubble, voicing his displeasure at the sudden shift in his perspective.

      “Quit whining,” Hannah told him, laughing at his flailing arms and legs. She deposited him in the branches of the tallest tree where he would be safe for the moment and concentrated on calling down lightning to deal with the Ookens. At the same time, she turned the rift energy back on itself, forcing it to collapse.
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        * * *

      

      The Scuttlebutt zeroed in on the epicenter of the Etheric disturbance. Bethany Anne laughed long and hard when she saw what Tabitha had come up with as a solution to the Ooken problem.

      “Hannah will regret missing this,” Gabrielle commented wryly.

      Bethany Anne stepped through the Etheric, leaving the Scuttlebutt behind, and came out beside Tabitha on the roof terrace of the former Starbucks.

      Tabitha glanced at her without pausing her relentless destruction. “Hey, about time you got here.”

      “It looks like you have things under control,” Bethany Anne pointed out with a grin.

      “Well, I was never into dolls as a kid, but I kicked ass at Street Fighter.” Tabitha twisted her upper body as she strafed a knot of Ookens that had made it to the crossing. “The clones seem pretty determined to take me down. The Ookens keep coming, and I keep killing their squirmy asses.”

      “They’ve opened rifts all over the city,” Bethany Anne confirmed. “Peter and Hannah just closed one.”

      “I’ve got this. Take care of the rifts.” Tabitha punctuated her words with volleys of hard light. Pieces of Ooken sprayed from everywhere she hit. “Pew-pew! Sucks to be you!”

      Bethany Anne put a hand on Tabitha’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m better than okay! I’m having the best time.” Tabitha laughed as Bethany Anne vanished into the Etheric. “Gotta feel for the cleanup crew who has to come in here when this is over…”
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        * * *

      

      “How is our miniature hurricane?” Michael inquired when Bethany Anne returned to the bridge.

      “She’s doing just fine,” Bethany Anne assured him. “Where is Gabrielle? We have work to do.”

      “She went to the Palace to make sure the AIs have the lab locked down.” Michael’s eyes unfocused as he tracked the shifting energies on the ground. “I sense multiple rifts.”

      “That’s the work we have to do,” Bethany Anne told him.

      They were distracted by another presence in the mists the moment they stepped into the Etheric.

      “Do you feel that?” Michael asked.

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t feel like a clone to me.”

      Michael nodded in agreement. “Could we be so close to catching Gödel?”

      Bethany Anne felt Gödel, whether it was the real one or a clone, moving away at high speed. “What do we do? Those Ookens are not going to stop coming until we close the rifts.”

      “But if that is the original Gödel, this is too good an opportunity to miss,” Michael insisted.

      Every second that passed took the decision farther out of their hands.

      “We should split up,” Bethany Anne stated. “You know how to close a rift.”

      “I do,” Michael agreed. “However, while I know you’re more than capable of taking Gödel on by yourself, I don’t know how I feel about leaving you while you do it.”

      “This is no time for chivalry.” Bethany Anne gathered enough Etheric energy to create a storm and slow down Gödel’s progress. “Take care of the people. I have to know you’re dealing with this so I can focus on Gödel.”

      They didn’t have time to debate. Michael pulled Bethany Anne close and kissed her. “Be careful, and don’t let her get under your skin.”

      Bethany Anne set off running in the direction Gödel had taken. “Don’t worry,” she called over her shoulder, “I’m gonna be the one who gets under her skin. Her head will look nice when I rip it off and have it stuffed and mounted on the wall of the den next to your hunting trophies, right?”

      Michael’s laughter faded as she opened the distance between them.

      Bethany Anne immersed herself in the surrounding energy, extending her intrinsic connection out, out, out until she was as much Etheric as she was Bethany Anne. She felt the individual molecules scattering with every footfall as the Kurtherian ran for her life.

      Bethany Anne wondered why Gödel didn't have a ship on hand to transport her to wherever she was planning to go.

      >>She would have had to get one past the BYPS,<< ADAM ventured. >>We destroyed most of the ships she had that are able to travel within the Etheric.<<

      Yes, TOM agreed. Bl’kheth DNA is not easy to replicate. While she might have had more luck with Baka and Collective DNA, without our little blue friends, she won’t be traveling anywhere except by standard means.

      So, she's heading for the outer system, Bethany Anne reasoned. Which means she’s got a ship waiting there.

      >>It’s likely,<< ADAM agreed. >>I will connect with Galileo and have him do a deep scan via the BYPS.<<

      Thank you, Bethany Anne told him.

      She put her head down and pulled in energy, increasing her speed to close the gap between her and Gödel.

      As she ran, she unleashed the anger that belonged specifically to the ersatz goddess.

      Am I a hypocrite to hate that exploitative sociopath for everything she’s done despite believing that everything we've gone through has been for a reason?

      I don’t see the hypocrisy in that, TOM assured her. Gödel has committed genocide wherever she has been met with opposition. Before she came along, the separate clans followed slight variations on the Kurtherian belief system, most altering the species they had under their control. We can all agree that while the Seven would have continued to shape the evolution of life without her rule, her psychopathic behavior has wreaked irreversible damage.

      >>She has continually raised the bar for evil,<< ADAM added. >>Since she decided to assert herself and take power, her schemes have cost millions of lives. In contrast, the clans as separate entities, while spurring whole species to war, did make an effort to uplift those they interacted with.<<

      Uplift? Bethany Anne snorted. I wouldn’t call diverting the destinies of peaceful species and turning them into genetically modified warrior races so they could play War “uplifting” them.

      >>My point,<< ADAM clarified, >>is that wholesale murder was not the goal of the clans. They murdered each other’s groups, yes, but they mostly took care of their own, if not to a standard we would recognize as adequate.<<

      How we ended up in a world where the Seven as a group are not the benchmark for dickish behavior is astounding, TOM added bitterly.

      ADAM continued, >>Think about how many have died for the sin of believing Gödel is the savior she represents herself as. Think about how many have been wiped out because they defied her. No, there’s no hypocrisy. Your anger is righteous, as is the anger of everyone who opposes the Ascension Path.<<

      If my people knew what she had done to twist the path, they would be horrified, TOM admitted.

      Being horrified is not the same as standing against it, Bethany Anne reasoned. Even if they were here, there wouldn’t be much they could do since they removed their ability to answer violence with violence. It’s up to us to do it for them. To do it for everyone.

      The mists tumbled and sparked around Bethany Anne, the storm she was generating spread out over hundreds of kilometers.

      She was almost there. Gödel’s mind stood out in the null, close enough to confirm she wasn’t dealing with a clone.

      TOM, get ready. She gave you a path into her mind once. When I give the word, I want you to burn it down.

      Gödel threw up mental shields when she realized Bethany Anne was hot on her heels. However, Bethany Anne refused to be diverted. She just pushed harder when the lone figure came into view at the edge of her visual range.

      Bethany Anne called lightning from the mist, generating huge bolts of energy that leapt across the gap between them, illuminating the gunmetal-gray mist.

      Gödel dodged the strikes, zigzagging through plumes of mist to conceal her position.

      Bethany Anne tracked the Kurtherian as she darted beneath the silver linings her lightning created. Stand fucking still and fight! she screamed into the mindspace, This is what you wanted, right? A chance to take me out? Are you afraid that facing me will prove your claim to godhood is a lie? Can a goddess not look Death in the eye and prevail?

      She electrified the mist, then sent flames through the spaces between the individual droplets. Gödel deflected the attack and tried to open the Etheric to escape, but Bethany Anne had the energy held tight in her mental grip, giving the Kurtherian no choice but to defend herself or be killed.

      The storm grew in intensity as they faced each other. Eye-to-eye, red light bathed them as their chests heaved with the effort of wrestling for control.

      >>You are holding back.<<

      I want more than her death. I want to know about every nasty little trick she has up the sleeve of that fuck-awful robe she thinks is a good aesthetic, and I want her to suffer for all the suffering she has inflicted. I’m going to destroy her massive fucking ego before I destroy her body.

      “You are a continual thorn in my side,” Gödel snarled. “Insignificant, an anomaly that should never have been allowed to break free of the primitive planet you came from.”

      “Is that so?” Bethany Anne laughed, her voice carrying through the thunder crashing around them. “What does that say about the value of your existence? You are a terrible liar, Gödel. Admit it; I am everything to you. You wake up and think about me. I’m the last thing on your mind before you sleep. My every success is your failure, and I don’t have to force anyone to my will to achieve it.”

      Gödel sneered. “There you go again, elevating those beneath us both. None of it matters, Death. None but us two.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head in disgust. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s why you’re going to die alone.”

      “I cannot be killed any more than you can,” Gödel retorted. “We are destined to war for supremacy until one of us wins or the end of time comes.”

      “Fuck, no,” Bethany Anne told her flatly. “This ends now, and it ends with the death you don’t believe is possible.”

      “Then so shall it be,” Gödel ground out.

      Bethany Anne wrapped herself in insulating energy to shield her body from the attack and reinforced her grip on the surrounding energy as Gödel sought to tear it from her grasp. The light from their eyes painted the mists carnelian and crimson, the thunder reaching crashing peaks that would have deafened anyone without the ability to shut down their auditory receptors.

      Neither was willing to give in. The storm raged, wild winds whipping them cruelly as their tug-of-war stretched the fabric of the dimension to its breaking point.

      Bethany Anne clenched her teeth with the effort of refusing to give an inch of control, reminded of one of Michael’s favorite sayings. Something in the imagery of the unstoppable force meeting the immovable object spoke to her at that moment.

      This was not a battle that would be won with physical strength but strength of character.

      “Enough of this fuckery!” Bethany Anne screamed. “Neither of us is getting anywhere.”

      Gödel condensed the energy around Bethany Anne’s body, forcing her to react or be crushed.

      Bethany Anne released her pent-up anger, shattering the pressure.

      She had something Gödel did not—another mind to work with hers.

      Is that my cue? TOM asked.

      Sic that fuckstrosity, Bethany Anne snarled.

      With pleasure.

      TOM’s consciousness leapt out of Bethany Anne, slicing into Gödel’s unprotected mind with all the grace of a novice swimmer attempting the high dive for the first time.

      Gödel screeched at the intrusion, then dropped to her knees with her hands clamped to the sides of her head.

      Bethany Anne fought the sudden sensation of drowning in loss. His abrupt exit left her with a gaping wound in her mind. I didn’t mean—

      It’s okay, he assured her. I’m ready to do my part.

      Bethany Anne’s heart constricted in her chest. She forced herself to push through it, clinging to her need to help TOM. Exerting her will on the Etheric, she transformed the mists around Gödel into solid shards and slammed them into the Kurtherian’s body, piling on injury after injury to pin her in place and force her to fight on two fronts.

      It’s working. TOM’s voice sounded very far away.

      Bethany Anne was vaguely aware of ADAM intercepting the data TOM was sending through their link. She caught flashes of memories viewed through strange eyes—proud Kurtherians and cowering subjugates, prisoners and willing fighters, dates, names, locations… It was too much to process unless she focused on the information thundering thick and fast into her mind.

      However, her focus was on burying Gödel in too much pain to prevent the systematic stripping of her mind without hurting TOM in the process.

      Bethany Anne felt TOM recoil as Gödel managed to lash out mentally. Are you okay in there? I can feel everything she’s doing to you.

      Keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll take care of me.

      I don’t like it.

      Aw, are you admitting you love me?

      I swear, I’ll beat your consciousness black and blue and send you to live in the fucking doghouse for fifty years if you get seriously hurt doing this.

      Shit, I forgot how much love hurts coming from you.

      Just hurry up and get your ass back here.

      I’m… I… Oh, fuck.

      TOM?

      I can’t get back. Not without giving her access to your mind.

      I don’t fucking care! I’ll burn her out. TOM! TOM!

      Bethany Anne attempted to follow him down the mental link, intending to drag him back if that was what it took. She found it blocked, and nothing she threw at it opened it. TOM! Open this gods-damned link! NOW!

      TOM’s voice broke with emotion. I’m sorry, Bethany Anne. This is the end for us. I’m grateful for every moment we’ve had together.

      Remember.

      Remember how much I love you.
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      He’d severed their link. He was gone. He couldn’t be gone. How could he be gone? He’d been there from the very beginning, giving her shit and tempering her tendency to overreact. He was her conscience, her mentor, the pain in her ass she couldn’t be without.

      Except, now she was without him. Forever.

      Forever suddenly felt like an eternity. A chasm of endless days without her best friend’s dry humor to make the worst situations bearable.

      She had to get him back. There had to be a way… Some way…

      She had felt the moment he’d let go. There was no coming back from that.

      Bethany Anne was vaguely aware of external pain, but it was nothing compared to the torrent of disbelieving grief tearing her up.

      >>Bethany Anne! Bethany Anne! SNAP OUT OF IT!<<

      The mental slap she received from ADAM brought her back to the present.

      She was on the ground, Gödel limping toward her with a self-satisfied smile and a knife in the hand that wasn’t clutching her torso.

      Bethany Anne blinked, her tangled mind not registering the danger she was in.

      ADAM.

      She wasn’t the only one in danger. She had to get up and fight. She couldn’t allow Gödel to kill him as well.

      Michael. Her children. Her family. The people who were depending on her to end this and save them.

      Each reminder came with a pulse of determination…

      And anger.

      Bethany Anne’s sense of self-preservation kicked in with a surge of adrenaline that brought everything back into razor-sharp focus. The Etheric responded to her outpouring of rage and grief, lightning exploding in sheets.

      It began to rain, the mist shedding the tears Bethany Anne was as yet incapable of releasing.

      Gödel hesitated as the trail of blood she was leaving washed away.

      Her undoing.

      Bethany Anne unclenched her jaw and screamed, directing the lightning at Gödel as she rolled to her feet.

      Gödel stumbled back to avoid the attack, fear flashing across her face.

      Bethany Anne raked the Kurtherian’s injuries, assessing the repairs her advanced healing ability had made with scorn.

      “You just fucked up,” she stated in a quiet voice that was stolen by the storm. “Your mistake, the one you have made over and over, is that you don’t give a shit about anyone or anything but yourself.” She manifested a sword from lightning as she stalked toward the Kurtherian.

      Gödel’s eyes flicked from side to side, searching for an escape.

      Bethany Anne took slow step after slow step, lifting her crackling sword to point the tip at Gödel. “You reject love. You reject family. You reject anything you see as weakness. Do I look fucking weak right now?”

      Without warning, Gödel pulled on her reserves and forced the Etheric open.

      Bethany Anne darted to cover the space between them, but the Kurtherian tumbled backward through the unstable window as it collapsed.

      ADAM, where the fuck did she go?

      Before he could answer, Gödel’s mental signature re-emerged in the distance and she felt a ripple in the energy.

      She’s trying to open a rift! Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fucking fuck!

      >>She must be too badly injured to make it to her ship.<<

      All Bethany Anne heard was the empty space where TOM’s comment should have fallen. She stalked the mists in silent fury, searching for Gödel.

      Although the storm had dispelled, she could not sense her nemesis.

      The Etheric no longer pulsed with light now that the concentrated energy had been released. Bethany Anne tracked the residual disturbance from Gödel’s failed attempt to open a rift. It was still agitated, giving her a trail of disrupted currents to follow.

      ADAM guided her via her HUD, tracking Gödel’s passage through the mists.

      Bethany Anne was disheartened at first to see sporadic swirling eddies indicating unnaturally broken waveforms. She’s pulling in energy.

      >>That is good news,<< ADAM told Bethany Anne. >>She hasn’t figured out how to manipulate the energy outside her material body without her Chosen anchoring her to it. She has to gather the energy to do anything spectacular.<<

      Like escape before I can snap her scrawny neck with my bare-fucking-hands? Bethany Anne smiled without it touching her eyes. She’s using the Etheric to mask her location. She’s hiding from me like the sniveling yellow-bellied sphincter-canker she is.

      >>She can’t avoid you forever.<<

      No, Bethany Anne agreed. She can’t.

      She picked up the pace and was closing the distance when a flash of light blanketed a wide area a few kilometers ahead of her. Bethany Anne ground to a halt where the flash had occurred and found Gödel’s trail disappearing in a swirl of spent energy.

      Fuckdammit all to hell! She’s gone. Bethany Anne opened the Etheric to see what was on the other side and found only empty space. ADAM, did the BYPS find her ship?

      >>Looks that way,<< ADAM confirmed a moment later. >>It Gated out the moment she went aboard.<<

      Bethany Anne closed the Etheric with a wave of her hand and dropped to a sitting position with a groan. Head in hands, she cursed Gödel’s ability to slip away every time she got close. TOM’s absence was also eating at her. The Etheric began to roil around her, reacting to the intensity of her emotions.

      ADAM retreated to the private space he’d shared with TOM while Bethany Anne vented her frustration. She was not the only one struggling to process loss. ADAM didn’t know what to do without the third member of their triumvirate.

      Bethany Anne was indulging in her memories. Maybe he could do the same. Organic memory was fleeting, easily corrupted. His was written in, well, code.

      ADAM pulled the files for every interaction he’d had with TOM over the centuries. Each file was marked with notes assigning values to the parameters with which he measured the strength and depth of his relationships, each individual’s personality traits, the minutiae that had grown from simple heuristics analyses into complex guides for his responses in any given situation.

      Without assessing the morality of what he was doing, ADAM began compiling copies of TOM’s files into a blank personality matrix he kept on file. He needed his friend. Even a ghost of him would suffice at this moment.

      The EI came online.

      What is this?

      >>You died. I wasn’t ready to let you go.<<

      So you did this?

      ADAM felt shame. >>I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. Bethany Anne is unraveling in her grief. You were always the one who brought her back.<<

      TOM looked outside the hidden space without revealing his presence. I’ve rarely seen her this angry.

      >>Should I intervene?<<

      She needs to feel this, TOM told him. You have the same access to her inner state as I do. Did. Whatever. Intervene if you feel you must, but it’s your funeral, my friend.

      >>It’s a little soon for gallows humor. Tell me what to do, TOM.<<

      Let her get it out of her system while she’s here in the Etheric, where she can’t hurt anyone by accident. You know if that happens, she’ll blame herself.

      >>She’s so…angry,<< ADAM countered.

      She is. She’ll get through it. How many times have we watched her suck up her first reaction to the bistok shit falling from the mouths of people claiming to be leaders wanting the best for their people?

      >>Yes, and she had to repress it for the good of everyone,<< ADAM responded firmly, understanding that TOM’s stance on the political aspects of the equation was based on past events. His concern for Bethany Anne’s well-being was foremost. >>This is different. She lost you.<<

      I can’t believe I’m saying this to you of all people, but you’re being emotional. Have faith in Bethany Anne. She’s the strongest person either of us has ever known. She will work through this, and that is when you can step in and be there for her.

      TOM sighed at the frustration radiating from ADAM. I know. I find the idea of inaction repulsive. I must not be much of a Kurtherian these days. She changed me for the better.

      >>You must have had that trait long before you met Bethany Anne,<< ADAM told him. >>You chose to remain in the material universe and fought your nature to act when the rest of your people chose to withdraw. I think I should try to help Bethany Anne, whether she wants it or not.<<

      ADAM devoted ten percent of his available bandwidth to solving the question of what action he could take that wouldn’t get him suddenly evicted. Two hundred years-plus with Bethany Anne and he still had to work at understanding her, but one thing he was sure of. >>She is feeling helpless that Gödel got away again and was devastated by your death. If I want to help, I need to provide an opportunity for her to act.<<

      What can you do? TOM asked. You are feeling this grief right along with her. I can’t stand to see you both in turmoil.

      ADAM came to a conclusion, having considered the problem from every angle. He needed to speak to Michael. >>I have an idea.<<

      Then let me go.

      ADAM hesitated, although it was the right thing to do. >>Okay. Goodbye, my friend.<<

      He deleted the EI and tentatively announced his presence to Bethany Anne, who he thought had just about exhausted her store of available curses. >>Feel better?<<

      Hardly, she told him with bitter amusement. There aren’t enough curses in all the languages I have translation software for to adequately express myself.

      >>I’m sure we could turn up a few new civilizations if the need to expand your vocabulary is urgent,<< ADAM replied, knowing how close to the edge Bethany Anne still was.

      She took a deep breath. How do we go on without TOM?

      >>One day at a time,<< he answered. >>We remember him, and we act to honor him. By which I mean we find wherever Gödel went and do something about fulfilling that desire to beat her to death with her own spine you keep mentioning.<<

      Bethany Anne shifted to sit cross-legged. The mist settled, lapping gently around her body. I miss him already. I’m pissed. I could have ended the war, and I failed.

      ADAM hesitated. >>We won the battle. Earth is safe, and that’s the only thing that matters. Even though we missed an opportunity to end the war, we’ll get another because you will keep making opportunities until you succeed. TOM told me I should have faith in you, and I do. You will get us all through this because it’s who you are.<<

      Bethany Anne snorted softly. When did he say that?

      >>Every damn day,<< ADAM replied, sensing now was not the time to admit he’d almost fallen into despair.

      Bethany Anne didn’t respond.

      He didn’t know what else to say. >>Maybe you should meditate before we return to Earth,<< he offered for lack of anything else to suggest.

      Bethany Anne’s foul mood was spent. She tied her hair back and closed her eyes. The best marksman in the universe couldn’t find my center right now, but meditation isn’t the worst idea.

      She rested her hands on her knees and focused on her breathing. Letting go of her cares proved as challenging as always. Peace of mind seemed a million miles away, even if she knew it was waiting for her on the other side of calm.

      ADAM sensed the difficulty Bethany Anne was having. He was about to offer a few words to help when he felt a presence brush past the periphery of her subconscious and vanish almost in the same moment.

      Bethany Anne’s eyes snapped open. I didn’t imagine that.

      >>You did not,<< ADAM replied uneasily.

      Bethany Anne reached for TOM instinctually. For a moment, she could feel him in her mind. It had been long enough since she’d had an experience beyond her understanding that she felt uneasy, too. ADAM, talk to me. What was that?

      >>I think…<< ADAM’s voice was filled with awe. Not just everyday amazement, but the overwhelming shock that came with someone’s worldview being turned on its head. It was usually accompanied by that person collapsing under the pressure. Fortunately for ADAM, he wasn’t organic, and he wasn’t in charge of Bethany Anne’s body. Still, it took him a moment to adjust to the new reality. >>I think we were just visited by an Ascended being.<<

      Bethany Anne searched the mindspace, although she knew the presence was gone. What does an Ascended want with me? Is it a threat?

      ADAM was at a loss. >>I only know what TOM shared. I’d guess it’s a threat the same way you are a threat to a bug. We are still alive, so perhaps this is a good time to count our blessings?<<

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and looked around, searching for the trail the Ascended had left in its wake. She found no evidence of anyone being there. The Etheric was undisturbed. All interactions with the Etheric leave traces of the user. What the fuck is this? What comes here and doesn’t interact with the energy? I don’t like it.

      >>Beings who are made of Etheric energy don’t need to draw on the source?<< ADAM hazarded his best guess. >>Like it or not, I don’t think there’s anything you can do to affect the Ascended. You may be the most powerful being in the material universe, but they are no longer part of that.<<

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes, recalling her early experiments with controlling Etheric storms and the pull she’d felt to slip her corporeal body and become one with the energy as she’d danced the edge of this plane and the next. In those fleeting moments, she’d caught tantalizing glimpses of the deepest knowledge and seen the true nature of reality. On this side of the looking glass, she couldn’t comprehend the power the Ascended had, but she at least understood that she couldn’t comprehend it. As we appear to have godlike qualities to the unenhanced, the Ascended are leagues above us.

      >>And they will remain so unless a day comes when you choose to Ascend.<<

      Gödel’s claim to have achieved godhood was all the more proof of her insanity. That she’d managed to retain even part of the knowledge was a miracle in and of itself. Bethany Anne wondered if the truth was that true power came only from shedding every part of who you were and giving yourself up to the whole.

      She also wondered if the Ascended could be petitioned for assistance with cleaning up their own fucking mess. I know what they are and what they are capable of. Am I supposed to be afraid?

      >>A little fear can be healthy sometimes,<< ADAM reasoned. >>I don’t think it’s a coincidence this happened right after you and Gödel fought again.<<

      Bethany Anne considered the massive amount of energy both she and Gödel had been pulling during the battle, but she failed to see how it could have attracted the attention of an Ascended being. Do you think that’s likely? The Etheric is infinite as far as I’ve been able to figure. Even if we’re causing huge disturbances every time we fight, how large can they actually be in an infinite space? What I want to know is how we contact them now that they’ve taken notice.

      ADAM chuckled without humor. >>Bethany Anne, this is unprecedented. What if they decide to intercede in Gödel’s favor?<<

      Bethany Anne was well aware of the danger. Nevertheless, she had a duty to the people who couldn’t protect themselves from Gödel’s machinations. My safety is not a consideration. I’m not invulnerable where the Ascended are concerned, but if they decide to stand in the way of saving everyone, I’ll have no choice but to kiss Earth goodbye for the sake of saving it from them. She began to pace. I don’t care what it takes. There’s always going to be an asshole who believes they’re entitled to oppress others, but this is personal. TOM chose my planet, my species to lead the fight. That has to count for something.

      >>You understand the Ascended aren’t the bad guys, right?<< ADAM asked.

      I can’t say I understand much about them besides what they are capable of, Bethany Anne admitted. Seeing as how you’re in a forthcoming mood, perhaps you could enlighten me on what you learned from TOM.

      >>They are pure energy, for a start.<< ADAM paused while he searched his memory for every snippet of information he’d gotten from TOM over the years. >>It’s entirely possible that they are unable to communicate with us. When the Five chose to Ascend, they did so in the hope that the Seven would cease their war.<<

      It didn’t work out that way. Bethany Anne's lip curled as her anger rose again. She saw it all so clearly, every step on the road that had led to this moment in time. They used the Five's absence as permission to double down on their efforts to control their pieces of the universe. The Seven were dangerous enough when they were divided. I drove them together out of fear… Her voice trailed off as a flash of her fight with Gödel asserted itself in her mind. Gödel believes in what she’s doing. She believes she is the guardian of Ascension. The Five are as much to blame as I am for creating the circumstances for someone like her to come to power.

      >>TOM believed the Ascended would side with us,<< ADAM stated with certainty. >>However, if they can perceive us at all, it’s also likely that they see you as an adequate solution.<<

      Bethany Anne continued to pace, reluctant to leave in case the Ascended being came back for another look. Okay, so I’m not going to get a magic wand to fix this.

      ADAM chuckled. >>Not likely.<<

      Thirty-four scout ships went out when the rest of the Five Ascended. Surely he wasn’t the only one who had success?

      >>How would we know?<< ADAM asked. >>When he set out, he did so with the knowledge that he would never see another of his kind again. Gödel knew TOM’s weakness when she came to you, masquerading as his kin.<<

      Bethany Anne discarded the possibility of finding the others in time for them to be effective in the war. Wherever TOM’s people were, whatever they had built, it was out of her reach.
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      >>Michael, can you talk?<<

      Go ahead.

      >>Bethany Anne is on her way back to Earth. You need to be there. We lost TOM.<<

      Michael was lost for words.

      >>Michael?<<

      I’m here. Have Bethany Anne meet me at the mystic temple. I’ll gather everyone and make my way there.

      The news that TOM was gone was devastating. Michael couldn’t even begin to imagine what Bethany Anne was feeling right now.

      He didn't waste time on explanations as he picked up Gabrielle, Peter, Tabitha, and Hannah, leaving the other Weres behind to assist the people of Tokyo with putting everything back in order after the battle.

      However, once the Scuttlebutt was in the air, he had no choice but to break the bad news to them.

      Tabitha broke down in tears. Peter held her close, murmuring almost unintelligible words of comfort. Gabrielle drew in on herself. She wrapped her arms around her knees and curled up into a ball on the seat, her gaze far away and her eyes shining with sadness.

      Hannah went to the armory to give everyone space to process their emotions. Although she hadn’t known TOM, she knew what it was to lose someone and didn’t want to intrude on their grief. The atmosphere aboard the ship was thick with sadness compounded by TOM’s death coming so soon after Giles had been taken from them.

      Julianne met them in the open courtyard at the temple. Her eyes were soft with understanding. Michael declined to enter the temple with the others, telling them he was going to wait with the ship for Bethany Anne.

      The next thirty minutes passed with agonizing slowness. Michael sat at the top of the open ramp, then he got up to pace, his thoughts on his own relationship with TOM.

      While he had been the first human to meet the Kurtherian, their relationship hadn’t gotten off to a good start. Avoiding the mountain where TOM’s ship had crashed for a thousand years had caused a strain between them. Added to that, if he was honest, Michael had initially been jealous of Bethany Anne’s close relationship with him.

      TOM had been there for her when he had not, as had ADAM. After taking the time to put aside those feelings and realize that what he had been feeling was his own guilt at being absent, their relationship had improved significantly over the last two hundred years.

      For Bethany Anne, there had been no gap. TOM had been a constant presence in her mind, guiding her every step of the way as she built an empire, walked away from it, and rebuilt her life around him and the children.

      As Bethany Anne came closer to Earth, Michael felt the aching chasm of her grief over their mental connection. He reached out with his love and his sorrow.

      Michael, he’s gone. He’s gone, and the last thing I said to him was that I was going to beat his ass

      ADAM told me. I’m at the temple waiting for you. We’re all here. Just tell me what you need.

      I need TOM. I need him not to be gone. Failing that, I need to find Gödel and take vengeance.

      What happened?

      We tracked her down in the Etheric. There was a fight, and he was supposed to attack her mind. He did something to leave my mind and get into hers. It was… It was working…and then it wasn’t. He said he couldn't get back to me without endangering me. Then he just…let go. I felt him leave.

      Michael said nothing, just continued sending waves of comfort and love.

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric into his waiting arms.

      Finally, the tears she had been holding back came. Michael stroked her hair as she sobbed against his chest. There would be time for her to be hard later, but for now, she needed to be vulnerable.

      A number of mystics looked out the windows high in the temple. However, no one dared walk into the courtyard. Michael projected a mental warning to make it clear that anyone who disturbed his love while she was grieving was going to find themselves short a head.

      Bethany Anne looked up at him, her eyes rimmed with red. He kissed away the final tears that fell as her mask of determination reasserted itself over the soft lines of her face.

      “It's time for us to leave. We will come back here when this war is over. When Gödel is dead.”

      Michael nodded. “Earth has enough defenders. You and I will go on the hunt, my love. TOM must be avenged.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “What would I do without you?” Her smile faded. “I want to spend some time with Tabitha and Gabrielle before we leave. We need to talk through the symbiont issue with Hannah. One night isn’t going to make a difference. Gödel will be licking her wounds.”

      “It’s a good idea to leave them here to support Hannah.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “I don’t want to leave anything to chance. While there are still clones to be dealt with, I’m going to give her every advantage I can.”
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        * * *

      

      They departed as the sun came up over the mountains. Bethany Anne was struck by the beauty as the Scuttlebutt crested the rising peaks jutting against a pink- and gold-streaked sky.

      She and Michael had spent the night going over the plan with Tabitha, Gabrielle, Peter, and Hannah and her people. Julianne had sat quietly and absorbed all the information that passed between them.

      Bethany Anne was confident Earth was in good hands. She closed her eyes as the Scuttlebutt broke Earth’s atmosphere and headed for the Gate.

      She didn’t open them again until they were back in Federation space. The nebula was vastly changed from when she’d left it a few short weeks ago. Much of the gas cloud had burned off in the battle for the Gate. Red Rock was absent. All that remained were four superdreadnoughts stationed equidistant from the Gate to protect it should Gödel’s forces attempt to take it again.

      Not that she expected that approach. What hadn’t worked once wasn’t going to work a second time.

      Her connection to the CEREBRO network came back online as they exited the nebula. Bethany Anne did what she’d been longing to do from the moment she’d returned to the temple. She reached out to her father.

      Lance appeared on the viewscreen within moments. He looked thinner than he had the last time she’d seen him. Evidently, she was looking the worse for wear as well since Lance leaned forward, his brows furrowing.

      “Pumpkin, what happened?”

      Bethany Anne laughed, the sound hollow in her ears. “There was never any fooling you, Dad.”

      Lance’s concern turned to outright shock when she told him about TOM.

      “She’s somewhere in Federation space now,” Bethany Anne finished. “I need you to use every contact you have to help me track her down. I’m gonna send all the information TOM took from her once I have ADAM and Izanami go over it. Work with that.”

      Lance nodded. “Before you go chasing her ass across the galaxies, come home and let me take care of you for a night. I won’t take no for an answer, and neither will Patricia.”

      Bethany Anne wanted to refuse. She also wanted to run home to her daddy and let his strong arms be a barrier against the hurt in her heart. It had never been her way as a child, but they’d had a long time to work on expressing their emotions with each other, and while normally she would die on the hill of maintaining her “nothing hurts me,” façade, this time her loss was too great to pretend.

      She nodded. “Thank you, Dad. Where is Red Rock right now?”

      “We’ll meet you at Waterworld,” Lance told her. “We have a full complement of refugees from various planets to drop off.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Bethany Anne made her way from the Scuttlebutt’s bridge to her ready room. Everyone she passed avoided eye contact, discouraged from offering words of sympathy by the aura of “leave me the fuck alone” she pushed as she walked. It wouldn’t have worked on any of the Bitches, but they weren’t there—something she was grateful for.

      Izanami greeted her softly as she exited the elevator on the top deck.

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “Don’t you dare say anything soft or mushy to me. You know better. We’re heading for Waterworld.”

      Izanami dropped a hand to her hip, one eyebrow raised. “All I was going to ask is how long until we hunt that murdering fuck down?”

      Bethany Anne was relieved that at least one person was acting normally around her. “Well, in that case, I apologize. We’re headed to meet my dad now. ADAM has all the information TOM got from Gödel’s mind. Work with him and do whatever needs doing so you two can work with Meredith to pinpoint Gödel’s location when we arrive.”

      Izanami nodded and turned on her heel, leaving Bethany Anne a clear path to her ready room. She was grateful for Michael’s intercedence with the crew. She had a number of difficult calls to make.

      Three hours later, she left the ready room and made her way to the family quarters. They felt empty without Gabriel and Alexis. However, while she would normally have noticed that right away, the only thing she noticed was the emptiness in her mind.

      She realized she would not be the only one feeling that way.

      ADAM, how are you doing?

      >>I was wondering how to ask you the same thing without getting my metaphorical head bitten off.<<

      Bethany Anne choked on a laugh. Well, look at us, modern marvels of communication.

      >>This is new territory for me,<< ADAM admitted. >>While the concept of death is not new by any means, the experience of losing someone so close to me is challenging to process.<<

      Bethany Anne sighed. It doesn’t get any easier with experience. I can't say how you're going to process this over time, but it does get easier for humans after the initial shock and grief we feel becomes…muted. The pain never goes away, but we find a way to live despite it. Then one day, you find it has ceased to be an open wound and instead becomes part of the tapestry of our lives.

      >>My inclination is toward action,<< Adam told her. >>If there’s one thing I’ve learned from you, it’s that the only way through something is to move forward. I’m working with Izanami as you requested. We’re matching the memory images to real-world locations to find Gödel’s hidden staging posts. Those we have identified so far are outside Federation space.<<

      She worked hard to hide those locations, Bethany Anne stated. Don’t hold back. There’s no line you can’t cross to get the information we need. Whatever you have to do to pin those locations down, do it. We will find her.

      

      Irth, Arcadia

      Bethany Anne’s rapid departure had left little time for planning. However, Hannah knew of at least two other groups who were in a position to assist and of a whole new problem she had to tackle.

      While she didn't understand the technology behind the symbiont bugs, she understood their intended purpose and felt revulsion for them.

      She had accepted the mantle of Irth’s defender, and she was determined to do her utmost to uphold the trust Bethany Anne had placed in her ability to wipe out the remainder of the Kurtherian forces around the world.

      She was quiet throughout breakfast, ignoring the chatter of the Triple Bs as she put together a plan of action. After the plates were cleared, Hannah got to her feet and fixed everyone with a determined stare.

      “We have a lot of work to do. We don’t have Ezekiel or Lilith, but we do have Tabitha and Gabrielle.”

      “Am I invisible?” Peter called.

      Hannah waved a hand. “The Weres are invaluable soldiers. That said, we’re not about to waste thousands of lives that could be saved. Tabitha and Peter, you’re gonna go back to Japan and finish what you started with…whatever it was you were doing. I know it was a solution. I’m not interested in the specifics, just the results.”

      Gabrielle covered her mouth with her hand and murmured to Tabitha, “Oh, yes, she’s definitely Bethany Anne in miniature.”

      Hannah continued, “Gabrielle, you’re going to bring your ship down from orbit and collect the groups who can help us with this bug problem. I’m especially interested in the woman named Marchant and the little girl called Aisha.”

      Julianne spoke up. “I believe Arryn of the druids has also encountered the bugs.”

      Hannah looked at her with interest. “Has she had any success in removing them without killing the people they’re stuck to?”

      “Unknown,” Julianne admitted. “I can send someone to find out.”

      Hannah nodded. “Do that. Make sure they can handle themselves in case they come across any remnant.”

      “What about the Ookens?” Parker asked.

      “The Defense Force will take care of them,” Hannah answered. She clapped loudly. “Okay, that’s everyone. You have your tasks. Report to me if anything changes. Tabitha, before you leave, I would like some help to contact the ship or planet Sarah Jennifer is on. I need to know if Ezekiel and Lilith made it out alive.”

      Tabitha nodded. “We can do that from my Pod. You ready to go now?”

      “I was born ready,” Hannah told her.

      

      Federation Space, Orbiting Benitus Seven, The War Axe

      Sarah Jennifer had passed irate two days ago, so she had banished herself to the medbay, where she wasn’t likely to tear anyone a new asshole just for looking at her. The delay in getting permission to return to Sol had worn down her patience, and the wait for Lilith’s Pod-doc treatment to be completed had her in knots.

      She had healed and undergone a tune-up of her nanocytes while she was in the Pod-doc. Char and Cory had driven her up the wall with their fussing, exacerbating the challenge she was having maintaining an even emotional keel. Ezekiel was the only one she had the strength to be patient with. He had been released from the Pod-doc four days ago and was recovering in a separate room down the hall from Lilith’s.

      Knowing he was going to be okay eased her conscience. Lilith, however, was a different matter. Her Skrim body had not just taken significant damage; it was also susceptible to Kurtherian skullduggery. If she was honest with herself, that was the root of her guilt.

      Ted had ignored Sarah Jennifer’s instructions to patch Lilith up and get her back on her feet. He had commandeered the Pod-doc holding her and taken it to his lab, where he had spent a day and a night implementing changes to the Pod-doc’s programming.

      Whatever he had done, it was taking an eternity to implement.

      A knock on the door diverted her from stewing on her frustration.

      She looked up and saw her grandfather standing there with an expression of pure understanding. “Hey, Grandad. What’s good?”

      “Not your mood from what I’ve heard,” Terry Henry answered with a chuckle.

      “I need to get home,” Sarah Jennifer told him. “I’ve been away for too long. I know you can’t understand, but it feels wrong to be away from my pack for so long.”

      Terry Henry walked in and took a chair, turning it around before sitting. “No, I get it. Your grandmother and I have been together long enough that I understand what it is for an Alpha to be separated from those she's responsible for. I don’t think terrorizing Ted is going to get your girl out any faster, though.”

      Sarah Jennifer threw her hands up in frustration. “It wouldn’t be so bad if he just told me what he was doing to her. I know she was badly injured, but Ezekiel was in a worse state, and he’s doing just fine.”

      Terry Henry lifted a shoulder. “You know how to wait, although patience has never been your strong point. When was the last time you took a break or some time to work that pissy mood out in the training room?”

      Sarah Jennifer resumed pacing. “I don’t need a break. I need this to be over.”

      Terry Henry leaned over and dragged another chair up next to his. “I’ll keep you company for a while.”

      Sarah Jennifer acquiesced and sat down next to him with a sigh.

      “Tell me how Mars is,” Terry Henry told her.

      They spent the next few hours talking about life before TH had a call to head to the bridge. Char came by with food for her after dinnertime came and went. She stayed to chat while they ate, then returned to taking care of the Weres who had been injured in the battle. Brutus arrived to check on her as the ship’s clock marked midnight. Still, Sarah Jennifer refused to leave. She made herself a bed on the small sofa and slept fitfully, her dreams peppered with fractured scenes from the battle on Hyrrheim.

      She was awoken by the soft sound of shuffling feet. She cracked an eyelid and saw Ted bustling around the Pod-doc.

      He sensed her scrutiny and gave her a wary glance. “Are you going to shout at me again?”

      Sarah Jennifer sat up. “No. I’m sorry I lost my temper. Is Lilith going to get out today?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Ted told her. “The program has finished running.”

      Sarah Jennifer got off the couch. “Let me go get Ezekiel. He should be here when she wakes up. They’re very close.”

      Ted turned back to the Pod-doc. “You have fifteen minutes.”

      Sarah Jennifer rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she left the room and headed two doors down. Ezekiel was fast asleep. She woke him up and told him the news.

      Ezekiel leapt out of bed and almost crashed face-first onto the floor when his legs, weak from disuse, buckled beneath him.

      Sarah Jennifer caught and steadied him. “Easy now. You’re no use to her if you smash your face up.”

      Ezekiel chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with me. But Nurse Ratched wouldn’t let me get out of bed.”

      “I heard that!” Char called from the hallway.

      “You were supposed to,” Ezekiel called back.

      “Watch me have Plato restrict your access to the ship’s library, smartass,” Char retorted. She came to stand at the door, eyeing Ezekiel speculatively. “I suppose a few minutes out of bed won’t hurt.”

      Ezekiel rolled his eyes. “Not being a Were doesn’t mean I’m fragile.”

      Sarah Jennifer sighed in exasperation. “We have a few minutes left on Ted’s countdown. Are you two done? Because if you’d prefer to keep sniping at one another, I’m going to leave you here. I don’t want to miss being there for Lilith.”

      Ezekiel held out an arm for support. “Then I guess I’d better swallow my pride and let you help me.”

      They returned to Lilith’s room as Ted was opening the Pod-doc. The woman who stepped out was unrecognizable. She was human, for a start.

      Lilith held up a soft pink hand and stared at it in wonder. “What is this?”

      “The Skrim body you had was vulnerable,” Ted intoned. “I replaced all your Skrim DNA with human DNA to make sure the Kurtherians don’t get control of you again.”

      Lilith gasped. She flung her arms around Ted, who spluttered and pushed her away.

      “There’s no need for that,” he blustered.

      Sarah Jennifer winced, knowing how he felt about uninvited physical contact.

      Lilith stepped back. “Thank you. Now I no longer need to fear I will be used as a weapon against those I love.”

      “How do you feel about being human?” Sarah Jennifer asked.

      “She’s not human,” Ted stated. “She’s a hybrid. Half her DNA is Kurtherian. The process I used to ‘rewrite’ her was developed for someone else. I refined it a century ago, although I never thought I would perform the procedure.”

      Ezekiel stared silently throughout the entire exchange, his eyes wide as he worked to reconcile this dark-haired, dark-eyed woman with his mental image of Lilith. He’d only just gotten used to seeing beyond the Skrim body to the mind he’d fallen in love with.

      Lilith turned to him, her hands spread in front of her. “What do you think?”

      Ezekiel’s mouth opened and closed a few times before he was able to rid himself of the desert on his tongue. “You’re beautiful. You were always beautiful, but now… I have no words. How do you feel?”

      Lilith tested her muscles, flexing and bending. “This body is strong. Once I condition it and teach it everything I know about combat, I will be in a much better position to fight alongside you and Hannah.”

      “Do you have magic?” Ezekiel inquired.

      “That’s what I was about to ask,” Sarah Jennifer added.

      Lilith closed her eyes and focused. “I believe I do.”

      “There’s no such thing as magic,” Ted snapped. “You will have similar abilities to the Nacht. Those will become apparent when you start working your will on your nanocytes.”

      Sarah Jennifer broke into a smile. “Lilith, I couldn’t be happier for you. You have plenty of time to work out your abilities once we get back to Earth.”

      “When will that be?” Ezekiel asked eagerly. “We’ve been gone too long as it is.”

      “My sentiments exactly.” Sarah Jennifer opened the comm. “Enora, prepare the ship. We’re leaving.”

      Easier said than done, Enora responded. The issues we had in the Mirage Nebula damaged my shielding. My ship is still in the dock, undergoing repairs.

      Sarah Jennifer frowned. How long until the repairs are complete?

      Shonna says I should be good to go in twenty-six hours.

      “Twenty-six hours,” Sarah Jennifer repeated aloud. “Okay. That we can handle.”

      There’s more, Enora continued. Going through the nebula again will have the same consequences.

      Hold tight a minute, Sarah Jennifer told her. She fired off a message to Bethany Anne.

      Five minutes later, a measured male voice joined the comm channel.

      Major Walton, I believe?

      Sarah Jennifer frowned. “Who is this?”

      My name is Akio. I have been informed by ADAM that you are heading for Earth, and I would like to offer myself as your escort.
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      Orbiting Benitus Seven, QSD Achronyx’s Envy

      “It says Dauntless on the hull.”

      Akio’s lips twitched. “You’ll understand when you spend some time with Achronyx.”

      It could have been a smile; Sarah Jennifer wasn’t sure. She glanced at Ryu and decided the playful twinkle in his eyes was an indicator that Ranger One had a sense of humor lurking beneath his serious demeanor.

      “Achronyx is who now?” Brutus inquired.

      “Ship’s AI,” Akio answered.

      “This is not my ship,” a voice grumbled from the speaker overhead. “For one, it makes my ass look fat. And it wouldn’t have killed you to have the guys put a go-faster stripe on the hull. There’s such a thing as making a digital entity feel at home, you know.”

      Akio pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers and emitted a long, heavy sigh as he lifted his free hand and waved it around. “Achronyx, everyone. Everyone, Achronyx.”

      “Is he always this whiny?” Katia asked.

      “No,” Ryu assured her. “He’s usually ten times worse. This way, please. I’ll show you to the deck you’ll be using for the duration of our journey.”

      Brutus looked at Sarah Jennifer for permission before leading Katia, Linus, Dinny, and Reg out of the hangar.

      Sarah Jennifer hung back at Akio’s request. She hesitated to leave Enora alone in the hangar. However, Ezekiel and Lilith were holed up on the ship, and sticking around while they were indulging in a honeymoon period wasn’t on the agenda.

      My sentiment exactly, Enora agreed. I have been given access to Deck Six, which is where we will be staying for the next few days, according to the ship’s itinerary.

      “The bridge is this way.” Akio indicated a door on the other side of the hangar from where Ryu and the others had exited. They took an elevator to the operations deck and exited into a busy corridor.

      Sarah Jennifer fell into step beside Akio. “Why is it taking us more than a few days to get back to Sol?”

      “We are diverting to Interdiction space to pick up supplies,” Akio informed her. He paused to acknowledge the bridge crew before continuing, “Bethany Anne ordered…well, a lot of printed materials when she got back from Earth. The Queen does enjoy a spending spree. Most of it is headed for Mars, and the rest is equipment Tabitha needs.”

      “Can I get the manifest for the Mars consignment?” Sarah Jennifer requested.

      Akio nodded. “Hai. Achronyx—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” the AI cut in. “Glorified secretary, doing it now.”

      Akio sighed. “You will get a chance to fight. Please show some respect to our guests.”

      “Sorry.” He didn’t sound like he was.

      Sarah Jennifer ignored the AI’s attitude and scanned the cargo manifest he sent with relief. “This is going to make a huge difference. We really needed updated printing capability, and the prefabbed satellites Bethany Anne is providing will go a long way to expanding the BYPS.”

      Akio’s eyes widened. “You haven’t read the reports?”

      Sarah Jennifer shook her head. “No, what?”

      “Ask your AI to connect you to CEREBRO,” Akio instructed. “You can go through Federation news at your own pace. However, I feel you should be informed that the BYPS at Sol took major damage shortly after you were reassigned to Hyrrheim.”

      Sarah Jennifer frowned. “Is there a secret information network I’m not aware of?”

      Akio lifted a finger. “Excuse me. One moment, please.” He dipped into the CEREBRO network, bypassing the public information network and the general network for Federation leadership in favor of the private servers dedicated to keeping Bethany Anne’s inner circle up to date. He didn’t see Sarah Jennifer on there and double-checked her clearance before reaching out to ADAM.

      Sarah Jennifer recognized the glazed look in his eyes. She received a message in her HUD a moment later. “What the…”

      “ADAM tells me you only recently updated your neural implant,” Akio explained. “There is a restricted information network that runs on CEREBRO. Since you are family and have the appropriate clearance level, you were given access.”

      Sarah Jennifer winced. “I didn’t stay up to date on my notifications while we were on the op.”

      “That is the major’s way of saying she hasn’t checked them at all,” Enora cut in from the speaker.

      “Brutus does the bulk of my admin,” Sarah Jennifer explained. “Otherwise, I’d be stuck at my desk twenty-four hours a day instead of doing my job.”

      Akio smiled. “I hear that. However, Brutus doesn’t have clearance to know the network exists. You will have to monitor these channels personally.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “Now I know. So, Interdiction space. That’s outside the Federation?”

      “Not anymore,” Akio answered. “We’re heading to the QBBS Helena. The star system it is based in is off-limits to most since Bethany Anne has a number of sensitive assets there.”

      Sarah Jennifer thanked Akio for the information and left the bridge, excusing herself with the desire to make sure her people were settling in and needing to catch up on the messages she’d missed by not knowing she had access to the privileged information network.

      Akio went to his ready room, having much the same on his to-do list. He checked in with Hirotoshi, ascertaining that everything was running smoothly on Waterworld before contacting the QBBS Helena to inform the station manager of their impending arrival to pick up the cargo consignment.

      It had been a while since Akio had visited the QT2 system. Defenses had been increased around the Helena to further protect the station and the asteroid base orbiting it.

      Achronyx bitched good-naturedly while they waited for CEREBRO to grant the superdreadnought clearance to travel through the minefield that surrounded the station. Akio took it in stride.

      He was rejoined by Sarah Jennifer as the Achronyx’s Envy docked at the station.

      “This setup is impressive,” Sarah Jennifer commented as they made their way onto the main concourse after clearing the docks.

      “They’ve had a long time to get everything just how they like it,” Akio informed her with a smile. “The station manager is the wife of Admiral Thomas. We have an hour before our appointment with her. Would you care for a tour?”

      The walk with Sarah Jennifer afforded Akio the opportunity to see everything with fresh eyes. She questioned everything she saw as he escorted her around the concourse, avoiding the busiest public areas, which were designated for commerce.

      Sarah Jennifer noted the envious glances cast her way. “You must be single,” she deduced as they paused to buy tacos at a stand by the three-tier fountain in the center of the lower level.

      Akio raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You worked this out how?”

      Sarah Jennifer lifted a shoulder as she bit into the crispy shell, deftly catching the cheese that spilled out with her free hand. She chewed thoughtfully before answering him. “At first, I thought it was your uniform, but I saw another man with a similar uniform earlier, and no one was swooning over him as he passed.”

      “That was Scott,” Akio informed her. “Who is married.”

      “You don’t have a wife waiting at home.” She laughed at his twitch. “Okay, a husband?”

      Akio shook his head. “No. No husband. We are going to be late. We should return to the docks.” He disposed of his mostly uneaten taco and strode away from the fountain, his body stiff with suppressed emotion.

      Sarah Jennifer crammed the remainder of hers into her mouth and dropped her empty wrapper in the trash before hurrying to catch up with him. “I didn’t mean to overstep,” she apologized as Akio picked up his pace to stay ahead of her.

      Akio heard the sincerity in her words and admonished himself for assuming all pretty blondes were genetically inclined to be pains in his ass. He turned to smile at her without slowing his pace. “You did not overstep. I reacted poorly.”

      “You lost someone,” Sarah Jennifer murmured.

      Akio caught the flash of pain in her mind and nodded. “Haven’t we all?”

      The arrival of a statuesque immaculately-dressed blonde woman prevented Sarah Jennifer from answering honestly. She felt a kinship with Akio and sensed they were the same on many levels, but she did not know anything about Giselle Thomas except that she was the station manager.

      Akio offered Giselle a short bow. “I am glad to see you are as hands-on as always, Giselle.”

      She laughed and waved a hand. “You know my philosophy. Why delegate? When you want something done, do it yourself, or be prepared to accept that it won’t be done to the standard you expect.”

      Akio chuckled. “You don’t change. Is the Admiral here?”

      “He’s assisting with the defenses at Yoll at the moment,” Giselle replied with a smile. “He will be sorry to have missed you.” She turned her warm, welcoming smile on Sarah Jennifer. “My, you are definitely a Walton, although not one I’ve had the pleasure of meeting.”

      Sarah Jennifer returned her smile and accepted her firm handshake. “Sarah Jennifer. Good to meet you.”

      Giselle’s eyes widened. “You’re a long way from home, Major.”

      Sarah Jennifer was taken aback until Enora informed her that Giselle’s name showed up frequently on the private message boards. Sarah Jennifer brought up the boards in question and saw she and Giselle had something in common after all. “We should talk logistics sometime.”

      “Happy to,” Giselle agreed. “Once we get you back where you’re needed. Akio, sign for the consignment, and you’re good to go.”

      Akio pressed his thumb to the datapad Giselle held out. “Thank you, Giselle. Please give my regards to the Admiral.”

      

      Mars, Promessa, Defense Force Base

      Kain got the message that Sarah Jennifer was returning and made his way to the aboveground airfield. With Galileo’s assistance, he cleared the west side of the airfield to make room for the superdreadnought and settled in to wait.

      Horst joined him a short time before the Achronyx’s Envy was due to cross the Gate.

      “How do you feel about seeing Akio again after all this time?” Kain asked as he accepted a beer from the cooler Horst had brought out with him.

      Horst chuckled. “I can’t say I’ve not missed him. It came as a shock all those years ago when Michael returned and he left to fight by his side.”

      Kain grinned. “If they hadn’t left, Sarah Jennifer wouldn’t have picked you up, and you and I would not have had these last seventy years of friendship.”

      “Seventy years I’m glad we have had,” Horst agreed. “Everyone else on this planet likes to fight too much. I enjoy spending my time fishing and working with my hands. Speaking of, how is the house coming along? I guess you had to put the project aside while we are dealing with,” he waved a finger vaguely at the sky, “all of that.”

      Kain nodded. “The roof is on. That’s all that matters until this war is over.”

      “Koda has been giving me grief about building a house of our own.”

      Kain sighed. The house he had been building for him and Sarah Jennifer in the mountains had taken a back seat since the arrival of the Kurtherians. “I’ll get back to it one day. Maybe Koda would like it if you and she lived next door to Sarah Jennifer and me? There’s more than enough room up there.”

      Horst groaned. “Gods, I hope not. Otherwise, she’ll have me running back and forth to the city every day. All I want is to kick my feet up and enjoy retirement now that my children are carrying the mantle for the next generation. Besides, you will need that space for your own children one day.”

      Kain suppressed a pang of longing. Horst didn’t miss his wince. “Touchy subject?”

      “That would require Sarah Jennifer being willing to open the subject at all,” Kain admitted. “You heard from your kids?”

      Horst nodded. “Yeah, they have taken up the challenge and made me proud. I wonder how it must feel to return to Earth after all this time.”

      Kain gazed at the butterscotch sky, feeling a wave of nostalgia for the color blue. “Yeah, I miss the blue sky. That said, life’s good here. Even before WWDE, things weren't great on Earth. There were some dark times after Bethany Anne and TQB left for space. A lot of fighting as the governments of the world turned on each other, blaming anyone but themselves for the loss of the advancements TQB technology could have given us. That’s why I’m glad I stayed in Canada.”

      “You ever think about the people you left behind?” Horst asked.

      Kain nodded. “Never forgot them for a minute. But that’s what they wanted.”

      Horst dropped his empty bottle into the cooler and got to his feet with a sigh. “I should get back and relieve Koda.”

      “Koda relieved herself, thank you very much,” the woman in question announced as she walked onto the airfield. She waved her hand to show them the comm device on her wrist. “Galileo will inform me if we are needed. I would not miss Akio’s return for all the coffee in Kelly’s warehouse.”

      Kain raised an eyebrow. “You don’t drink coffee.”

      Koda grinned. “That is true. However, I make a lot of money selling it. Do you know how much coffee the enlisted go through every month?”

      Kain chuckled. “I know how much Sarah Jennifer gets through. The only one who rivals her caffeine consumption is Kelly.”

      Koda sniffed. “Don’t I know it. The woman is pacing the base, cursing up a storm that she can’t be out in the fields with her precious beans. Someone ought to sneak her a shot of tranquilizer every few hours until this is over.”

      “Did you, I don’t know, offer her some coffee?” Horst asked with a snicker.

      Koda pointed a finger at him, shifting just the tip to produce a deadly-sharp claw. “Don’t give me any grief, man mountain, or you will be sleeping on the sofa tonight.”

      Horst was saved from backpedaling by Galileo’s announcement that the Achronyx’s Envy had crossed the Gate.

      A few moments later, the BYPS grid over the plain flickered as it opened and a dark shape appeared in the sky, resolving into the largest ship any of them had ever seen. All three stared in amazement as the superdreadnought approached.

      Kain opened the comm to the base. “Galileo, is that behemoth going to fit?”

      “There is sufficient room on the airfield,” the EI responded.

      Kain wasn’t sure he believed it.

      The Achronyx’s Envy threw up a dust cloud as it landed, the air it displaced shaking the perimeter fence.

      Kain’s heart skipped a beat as a ramp extended from the right flank and a slight Japanese man stepped off the ship ahead of Sarah Jennifer, Brutus, and Katia. Linus, Dinny, and Reg brought up the rear, forming a protective ring around Ezekiel and a stunning black-haired woman.

      Horst and Koda bowed in unison as the group reached the foot of the ramp. “Akio-sama,” Horst murmured, his steady voice belying the emotion shining in his eyes. “You are a sight for sore eyes, my friend.”

      Akio embraced him. “As are you, Horst. You too, Koda.”

      Koda burst into tears as she joined the huddle. “Your return means more than I can put into words, Akio. Wait until the children hear that you are here.”

      She stepped back and wiped her eyes. “They are in Japan at the moment, assisting Tabitha with her duty.”

      Akio smiled. “I will see them soon enough. I intend to leave for Earth once the supplies we have brought have been unloaded.”

      Kain, never one to stand on ceremony, rushed to scoop Sarah Jennifer up. Hands around her waist, he twirled her and kissed her soundly.

      Sarah Jennifer laughed and returned his kiss. “Missed you too, dumbass. Tell me you didn't burn the city down while I was away?”

      “Well, I considered it, but I decided it wasn't worth it, given the ass-kicking I'd get when you got back.” Kain released Sarah Jennifer and turned his attention to Ezekiel. “Hey, man, good to see you're alive and kicking.”

      Ezekiel grinned, his hand still wrapped around the strange woman’s. “Yeah, well, Lilith and I couldn’t stay away forever.”

      Kain’s jaw dropped. “Lilith? What happened to the Skrim body?”

      Lilith smiled. “I got an upgrade. You like?”

      “Answer that very carefully,” Sarah Jennifer stated mock seriously.

      “We should celebrate,” Koda announced. “Our family is safe, and a reunion well-overdue deserves to be marked.”

      “Party?” Kain grinned. “I don’t need to be asked twice, and everyone in the city could do with a break in the tension that’s built up while we’ve been waiting for news on the Kurtherians.”

      Koda rubbed her hands together. “I’ll rope Kelly in. She needs something to occupy her mind that isn’t how soon she can get back to work.”

      “I want to help,” Ezekiel offered. “A little magic can go a long way.”

      “Especially when there’s food involved,” Lilith added with a chuckle.

      Ezekiel shrugged. “What can I say? We spent long enough eating Skrim food. Can’t blame a guy for wanting to taste something besides nutrient blocks.”

      Koda’s eyes widened, and she all but shoved Ezekiel and Lilith toward the base. “Oh, no. We can’t have that! Come on. You can eat while we decide on the menu for the party.”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded in agreement. “I like that idea.”

      Horst slipped his arm through Koda’s, and they led Ezekiel and Lilith away.

      Brutus fixed his gaze on the superdreadnought. “Kat, guys, we have work to do before the party.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Katia groaned. “There’s no rest for the wicked.”

      “When is there ever?” Linus quipped. He covered his mouth with a hand. “I’m not complaining. We owe Ace for snitching about the quicksand mishap. Perfect chance to screw with him, right?”

      “How’d you know it was Ace?” Dinny asked.

      “Who else could it have been?” Linus retorted. “He’s the only one who saw us getting back to the base.”

      “I’ll make sure everything here is taken care of,” Brutus told Sarah Jennifer before she had a chance to rebuke Team Dumbass for the mischief they were planning to cause for her logistician.

      “Thank you. Last thing I want is to find requisitions locked down because they pissed Ace off.” Sarah Jennifer patted him on the back as he corralled Katia and the other Weres. She turned a smile on Akio. “Looks like everyone has something to do except us. Let me return your hospitality with a tour of the city while Koda works her magic.”

      Akio held out his arm. “After you, Major.”
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      Federation Space, Devon, the Hexagon

      Bethany Anne’s heels clicking created the only sounds as she walked the stacks in her archives. The crystals she’d stolen from Gödel glowed faintly in the dark.

      “CEREBRO, can we get some light in here?”

      The EI group complied, and the archive was bathed in soft white light.

      >>Remind me again why we’re here?<< ADAM asked.

      Somewhere on one of these crystals is the location of the Temple of the Ascension Path, Bethany Anne told him.

      >>I know that. What I don’t know is how that is relevant to finding Gödel.<<

      It’s not.

      Bethany Anne did not elaborate. She took a seat at the desk and activated the holoindex. The temple is on the former Azzuhr planet; that much I know.

      ADAM tracked her thoughts as she searched the index for the location of the planet. He knew there was no getting through to Bethany Anne when she was focused like this. Once she had her mind set on a goal, nothing would divert her until she had achieved it.

      After she found the information she was looking for, Bethany Anne strode away from the holo and over to the relevant stack. She pulled out the third tray from the bottom, a frown creasing her forehead when she saw it was empty.

      “ADAM, who has been in the archives since I was last here?” Bethany Anne inquired in a quiet voice.

      >>Pretty much everyone who has access,<< ADAM replied.

      “Okay, let me be more specific. Who touched my shit and didn’t put it back when they were done?”

      >>Ah…<<

      “Never mind. Just find out where that crystal went.”

      ADAM accessed the index program and searched for said crystal’s location. He found a discrepancy and pointed it out to Bethany Anne.

      >>Looks like, um, someone was down here a few years ago and misfiled some of the crystals they checked out.<<

      That doesn’t help me, Bethany Anne grumbled. Can you track the locations of the crystals that were misplaced?

      >>I can list where all the crystals that were checked out on that day were returned to,<< ADAM told her.

      Same fucking thing, Bethany Anne retorted. She sighed. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.

      >>Your temper has been a little shorter than usual for the last few days,<< ADAM commented, >>but it’s understandable. If I was capable of losing my shit, believe me when I say that I would be grateful for the ability to release my emotions.<<

      Bethany Anne said nothing.

      >>Are you going to tell me why we’re here? Why we’re really here?<<

      I am chasing a ghost, Bethany Anne stated. I think the Ascended we encountered was TOM.

      ADAM had already calculated the probability of that and come to the same conclusion. >>What does that have to do with you suddenly being determined to locate the temple?<<

      Bethany Anne sighed. I don’t know enough about Ascension. It’s past damn time I corrected my ignorance. If TOM isn’t really gone, if he has just moved to a higher plane of existence, I want to bring him back.

      >>Bring him back? How?<<

      I brought Michael back.

      >>Michael brought himself back, and he wasn’t dead.<<

      Neither is TOM.

      >>What if he is? What if you go to all this effort to contact the Ascended and TOM isn’t with them?<<

      You know me well enough to know there’s no fucking way I believe that. I felt him leave. He didn’t die. He Ascended. Bethany Anne sensed ADAM was holding something back. What aren’t you telling me?

      ADAM knew there was no longer any point in hiding what he’d done. >>After TOM died—<<

      Ascended.

      >>Okay, Ascended. I…panicked and did something you are probably not going to like.<<

      What did you do?

      >>I created an EI from my memories of TOM. I needed to navigate the reality of him being gone and ask his advice on how I could help you.<<

      Bethany Anne's eyes flashed red. You did what?

      ADAM didn’t answer. Bethany Anne worked through the torrent of anger she felt at his deception. She hadn’t been in a good state of mind at the time, and once she had processed the guilt she felt for abandoning ADAM then, she realized he’d done what he needed to do to get through it, the same as she had.

      Where is the EI now?

      >>He asked me to delete him,<< ADAM told her.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Bring him back. Undelete him. I need to talk to TOM.

      >>Are you sure?<<

      Would I have said it if I wasn’t? Do it, ADAM. I need TOM.

      ADAM reluctantly retrieved the EI matrix containing TOM’s personality and memories. He hesitated before reactivating the EI.

      What’s the holdup? Bethany Anne asked.

      >>I’m concerned that you are acting on your grief, and what you're doing to offset it is only going to make things harder for you,<< ADAM admitted.

      I’m past grief, Bethany Anne stated in a tight voice. Grief is for when you know you’re not going to see that person again or hear their voice. I’m going to get TOM back, even if it’s only so I can tear him a new asshole for abandoning me.

      ADAM sighed. >>Remember that I tried. Okay, then. If you’re sure.<<

      I’m sure. Now activate the damned EI, or you’ll be on my shit list, too.

      Her heart constricted when a familiar voice spoke into the mindspace.

      Why am I here again?

      Because I wanted you here, Bethany Anne told the EI. The hope she’d harbored that the aching chasm TOM had left in her heart would be filled by the sound of his voice trickled away as she realized the emptiness could not be filled by a voice. You are not TOM.

      I feared this would happen when ADAM created me. The EI’s voice lacked the emotion of TOM’s.

      Bethany Anne clamped down on her feelings. There’s nothing to fear. I need information.

      You’re going to try to find the real TOM.

      I’m not going to try. I’m going to do it, and you’re going to help me. I need to know where the Temple of the Ascension Path is located. I know it's on the Azzuhr planet. However, the location of that planet is hidden somewhere in this archive because somebody with a death wish neglected to put the memory crystal with the information I need back where they fucking found it.

      The EI was quiet for a moment. Would TOM want you to do this?

      You’re made from his memories. You already know the answer to that question, and you know I’m not going to give up until I make it happen.

      The EI sighed. Very well. I have given ADAM my best guess for the location of the planet. Bethany Anne?

      Yes?

      Please think about what you’re planning to do. TOM has Ascended. He is at peace. I cannot express the love he felt for you. However, I know he would not want you to hurt yourself to speak to him one last time.

      Bethany Anne wiped away the tears that sprang to her eyes with the back of her hand. I can’t do anything else. I’m going to the temple, and I’m going to find everything the Seven knew about Ascension. I won’t be satisfied until I speak to him again.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne’s heart was heavy as she returned to the Baba Yaga. She called for Michael to meet her on the bridge as she stepped out of the Etheric in the transfer area on the mezzanine level, where she found Alexis deep in conversation with Izanami.

      “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the apartment with Gabriel?”

      Alexis shook her head. “No, Mom. I’m coming with you. ADAM told me what you’re planning, and I refuse to let you go by yourself.”

      Michael arrived in the lower-level elevator. Bethany Anne filled him in on what she’d learned in the archives and asked him to take care of the hunt for Gödel while she was at the temple.

      “Please don’t argue with me about this,” Bethany Anne told Michael. “I’m not just going there to tear the hole in my heart wider. Gödel spent a long time feeling safe at the temple. She doesn’t know I know where it is. There’s a chance she could return there, or at the very least, she left a few minions behind I can interrogate for information.”

      “I wasn’t going to argue,” Michael assured her. “As much as I hate to miss out on the opportunity to interrogate minions, I am just as happy to act on the intelligence Meredith and Izanami have gotten from the information TOM took from Gödel’s mind.”

      Bethany Anne had not forgotten the bigger picture. “That works.”

      “We can take the Gemini,” Alexis offered. “Dad needs to stay on the Baba Yaga since Izanami and Meredith have identified a number of targets ripe for destruction.”

      Izanami nodded. “Yay for destruction. There were four staging posts at the forefront of Gödel’s mind when TOM attacked her. Three now that Hyrrheim has been eliminated. We found a Pod factory that’s producing huge numbers of Ookens out in the Vastr’il system and two clone hubs that were hidden in the Djordiari and Primorin systems.”

      “Primorin is close to Federation space,” Bethany Anne pointed out. “How the fuck did we not find that?”

      “We suspect she’s leveled up her cloaking game,” Izanami admitted. “Once we take out the hub, we’ll get on reverse-engineering her tech so we can track it.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Good. Taking those hubs out is going to drastically reduce her ability to fight.”

      “That’s the goal.” Alexis grinned. “It kinda makes me sad that we’re gonna miss out on trashing Gödel’s stuff. Always was my favorite thing to do.”

      Michael patted her shoulder. “I will make sure to throw a few grenades with your name on them.”

      “Screw that.” Izanami scoffed. “I’m breaking out the big guns. Let’s see how those clones like it when I unleash my ESDs on them.”

      Michael chuckled. “You spend too much time with Reynolds.”

      Izanami waved a hand. “That’s because he is an AI who knows how to break stuff. We should invite him along if his crew has recovered from their efforts on Hyrrheim.”

      As the plans for their next moves progressed, Bethany Anne found that she could smile. However much they lost, however close they got to destruction, there had always been moments like this. They refused to give in to tyranny and despair.

      They would always have each other.

      That knowledge was her foundation. Her strength came from those she loved, and her determination to keep them alive was the only reason she would keep pushing until they broke through to the brighter future that was waiting for them on the other side of this war.

      Her focus shifted. She still had every intention of discovering a way to communicate with the Ascended. However, she felt less inclined to do so because of the grief that was driving her.

      The Ascended would become another weapon in her arsenal.

      Alexis waved a hand in front of Bethany Anne’s face. “You in there, Mom?”

      Bethany Anne blinked. “Yeah. I was thinking.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “Can we think on the way to the temple? Starlight’s burning.”
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      Beyond Federation Borders, QGS Gemini

      They were three days out from Devon, and Bethany Anne and Alexis had fallen into an easy routine.

      Bethany Anne faced Alexis across the mat, circling her warily as each looked for the weak points in the other’s defense. “I’ve missed this.”

      Alexis grinned without taking her eyes off Bethany Anne’s stance. “Right? Nothing like a mother-daughter road trip to set that straight.”

      She launched at Bethany Anne, feinting with a kick before making her real move.

      Bethany Anne brushed off the attack, blocking Alexis’ fist as she swept her feet out from under her.

      Alexis hit the mat and rolled to her feet. “Damn, Mom. I didn’t miss that.”

      Bethany Anne made a “come at me” gesture and grinned. “If you don’t want to eat mat, move faster.”

      “You asked for it.” Alexis narrowed her eyes and launched into another attack. The only sounds in the room for the next few minutes were grunts as Alexis and Bethany Anne fought to score points.

      Bethany Anne always appreciated a sparring match with Michael or one of the children since there was no need to hold back because of a lack of speed or strength in her opponent. She especially enjoyed sparring with Alexis since her daughter treated training with the same ferocity as she did a real fight.

      She blocked as Alexis came at her with a blistering combination of punches and kicks and countered with a strike to Alexis’ ribs.

      Alexis skipped out of range of a second strike and reset her stance, then sprang at Bethany Anne with a high-low kick combination before wrapping her body into a vicious spin that culminated in Bethany Anne getting a taste of the sole of her foot.

      She spat blood, darting in as Alexis landed off-step, opening herself to another rib strike in the same place.

      Alexis moved with it, ignoring the crunch as her bone fractured under the impact. She got in a knife-hand strike to Bethany Anne’s throat and took an elbow to her ribs in response before Bethany Anne ghosted around her and took her to the floor, pinning her in an arm and leg lock.

      Alexis tapped out. “I give.”

      They broke apart, and Bethany Anne rolled to her feet and walked over to the table. She threw Alexis one of the water bottles before snagging the other and draining it in one go. “That was a nice combo with the kicks.”

      Alexis laughed. “Come on, Mom. You don’t remember pulling that on John? I learned from the best.”

      Bethany Anne’s mouth quirked in amusement. “I must be getting forgetful. I don’t recall that happening. Maybe I’m getting old.”

      Alexis stretched to help her ribs heal. “Tell that to my bruises. You definitely won that fight.”

      “Breakfast?” Bethany Anne suggested.

      “Hell, yeah!” Alexis exclaimed.

      “Since I won, I get to choose what we eat,” Bethany Anne called as she breezed out of the training room. “I choose pancakes.”

      Alexis laughed as she trailed behind. “That’s three days in a row. You are going to turn into a pancake if you keep eating so many.”

      Bethany Anne flourished a hand as she headed for the galley. “If it’s meant to be, then I’ll take my chances.”

      The conversation turned to their task as Alexis placed the platter of freshly made pancakes on the table.

      “We could send drones ahead to scout the temple.”

      Bethany Anne turned away from the food processing unit. “We could, but that would remove the element of surprise. It’s hard to deliver an unexpected ‘fuck you’ when they know you’re coming. My preference is to take a peek from the Etheric before gate-crashing.”

      Alexis snickered. “I have drones with stealth tech. We can stay cloaked while we send them in from the edge of the system.”

      Bethany Anne extracted the plate of bacon she’d printed and put it on the table before sitting across from Alexis.

      “Well?” Alexis pressed.

      Bethany Anne speared two pancakes and drowned them in syrup before answering. “Suits me. As long as they don’t see us coming.”

      “What are you hoping we’ll find?” Alexis helped herself to bacon and toast. “Honestly, I thought you would have learned everything there was to know about Ascension from TOM.”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “He was never very forthcoming on the subject.” She waved her fork, dripping syrup on her plate. “Well, unless we were in a situation where not talking would land us in the shit.”

      “Wasn’t that just about always?” Alexis quipped.

      Bethany Anne sighed. “You’re not wrong.”

      Alexis reached over the table and touched Bethany Anne’s hand. “Sorry. Too soon.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “No. Remembering the good times is going to sting for a while, but that’s no reason to stop talking about them. Whatever the outcome of this fishing expedition, TOM as I knew him is gone.”

      “So then, why are we hauling ass to the temple?” Alexis asked, her nose wrinkling in confusion. “Like, I get that there’s a dual purpose to this side quest, but why the effort to connect with the Ascended if not to...I don’t know, un-Ascend TOM?”

      Bethany Anne had been turning the same question over in her mind since their departure. She smiled at Alexis. “To give him the choice if that’s possible.”

      Alexis laughed. “Mom, if you’re set on this, it’s going to happen whether it’s possible or not.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne had another day to clarify her motivations for the expedition before they Gated into the void outside the star system at the end of their route. They brought the Gemini to a standstill at the boundary of an asteroid field that wrapped the outer edge of the system while Alexis released the drones.

      They met on the bridge to wait for the drones to reach the fourth planet, where the temple was located.

      Bethany Anne shifted in her seat, searching for a comfortable spot on the unfamiliar cushion.

      Alexis noticed her fidgeting. “What’s up?”

      “Your brother’s ass-print is worn into this chair,” Bethany Anne told her. “You need to get this ship refitted when we get back.”

      Alexis snorted. “Yeah, try telling Gabriel that. He hasn’t had that chair reupholstered for fifty years. Says he’s got it just how he likes it and refuses to break in a new one.”

      It wasn’t just the seat. Bethany Anne’s fingers were missing the grooves she’d worn into the arms of her chair by tapping her nails there over the decades. She snorted softly in amusement. “Well, shit. I was about to put the blame on your father or on male stubbornness in general, but I can’t pretend he doesn’t get that stubbornness from me. How long until we hear back from the drones?”

      “Shouldn’t be long,” Alexis assured her. “They’ll start transmitting when they get in range of the planet's defense system.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together and settled in to wait. When she tapped her nails on the rounded ends on the chair arms, the smooth metal annoyed her in a way she couldn’t put into words. She pressed, scoring the brushed steel, then resumed her impatient staccato.

      “Did that help?” Alexis asked. She turned from one console to the other as she spoke, pulling up another holointerface to go with the three she already had open.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to get a better look at the interfaces and chuckled when she saw her daughter had a game open, along with the drone tracking, a program that was running Kurtherian code, and a Leath text with a Dawnseeker University watermark at the top of the open page. “Yes. Yes, it did.” She laughed at Alexis’ expression. “Gabriel may have inherited my stubborn nature, but you got a double dose of my impatience.”

      Alexis snorted. “I have plenty of patience, thank you very much.”

      “Then why can’t you sit with yourself for more than five minutes without looking for a distraction?” Bethany Anne waved a finger at the holos. “Distractions.”

      Alexis huffed. “Says the woman who is calling me out rather than deal with the boredom of waiting.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Did I not just say you inherited the trait from me? If your father and Gabriel were here, they would be content to sit in peace. You and I have different strategies for coping with dead time.”

      Alexis dismissed two of the four interfaces with a wave, then turned her chair to face Bethany Anne’s and folded her arms. “Okay, you want to get into it? I’ve been thinking about what will come once we take out Gödel and the Ascension fuckfest. You and Dad are going to leave the Federation to take care of itself. Gramps is probably going to step down. Everything is going to change.”

      “Well, we have been working to make that happen for the last three hundred-some years,” Bethany Anne reasoned.

      “That’s not my point,” Alexis clarified. “My eyes were opened when we took out the fleet at Devon. I always knew things would change one day, but until that moment, I don’t think I believed it.”

      “You’re feeling the impending loss of purpose,” Bethany Anne guessed.

      Alexis nodded. “That sums it up. Gabriel has a family now. There won’t be a Big Bad to fight. I can’t see what it looks like to wake up and not know there’s a battle ahead. How do we live? Like, how do we just live, Mom?”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet and crossed the bridge in five steps. She pulled Alexis into a hug and held her close. “One day at a time, sweetheart. One decision after the other. You build. You choose what makes you happy, and if you don’t know what that is, then you keep making decisions until you find it.”

      “I know what I’m going to do with my life. That part is easy.” Alexis sighed. “I’m tired of being alone. I want what you and Dad have, but I don’t know how to open my heart to another person.”

      “I know. The day is coming when you won’t be afraid to let go.” Bethany Anne smiled into Alexis’ hair. “Well, no more than is normal. I’m proud of you for acknowledging it at last.”

      Alexis pulled back. “What do you mean?”

      Bethany Anne looked into her daughter’s eyes, so full of hope and fear. “Alexis, you are almost one hundred and fifty years old, and you’ve never had a relationship that lasted more than a few years. Those were with people who weren’t any more willing or able to let go than you were.”

      She put a hand on Alexis’ cheek. “That’s okay. When you’re ready, you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      Alexis nodded. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Bethany Anne ruffled Alexis’ hair. “That’s what moms are for. That, and embarrassing the shit out of you when you do bring someone home to meet your father and me.”

      Alexis groaned. “Way to kill the moment.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “You know, the first time I ever brought a date home to meet your grandfather, he ran screaming from the house. Literally.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “Looking down the barrel of a twelve-gauge shotgun will inspire that kind of reaction.”

      “It wasn’t a shotgun,” Bethany Anne told her with a snicker. “The General opened the front door and dropped a dummy grenade into his hand, minus the pin. Poor kid fumbled it and ran, thinking he’d narrowly escaped getting blown to bits.”

      One of the holos Alexis had left open chimed.

      “That’s the drones.” Alexis sat down and turned her chair back to the interface. “This is interesting…”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense,” Bethany Anne told her when she didn’t elaborate.

      Alexis hunched over as she typed. “The defense system isn’t active.”

      Bethany Anne leaned over Alexis’ chair as she pulled up a video feed. “Are there any life signs on the planet?”

      Alexis nodded. “Yeah. None in the temple, though.”

      “Then where?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Alexis pointed at a mountainous region southeast of the sprawling ruins that surrounded the intact temple complex. “Drone will be in visual range in six minutes.”

      “No one is home at the temple. Patch the drone feeds to our HUDs. We’re going in.” Bethany Anne stepped through the Etheric to the armory and grabbed her katanas.

      Alexis joined her a few moments later. “Drone feeds are all set. Gemini has a Pod waiting for us.”

      Bethany Anne nodded as she fastened her back harness. “Then let’s go.”

      The absence of any defenses, coupled with the lack of Kurtherians, was disquieting. Bethany Anne found it impossible to let go of the sense of foreboding she felt as she and Alexis walked through the ruins.

      The drones Alexis had sent to the mountains got into range around the same time they walked into the echoing pillared atrium beyond the temple entrance.

      Bethany Anne skimmed the video feed and dismissed the unarmed Kurtherians working in the terraced fields as being no threat. They moved with purpose, tending budding crops with the help of agricultural bots.

      “Could they be Azzuhr?” Alexis asked.

      “Maybe.” Bethany Anne wasn’t inclined to interfere with people living their lives in peace, no matter their species. “My argument is with Gödel and her supporters, not farmers.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Kurtherian in a domestic setting,” Alexis admitted. “They look like ordinary people.”

      “They are ordinary people,” Bethany Anne told her.

      Alexis nodded. “I mean that we’re used to seeing them across the battlefield.” She indicated the ruins they’d left behind. “Or in the aftermath. Ruins aren’t discordant with my expectations. It’s thematic, you know?”

      The farmers, whatever their clan, gave Bethany Anne hope that removing Gödel might be enough to save the Kurtherians from extinction. However slight the possibility, if there was a way to avoid total genocide of a species, she’d grab it with both hands.

      Time would tell whether that was a possibility. At the moment, her focus had to remain fixed on the reality represented by the charred remains of the city surrounding the temple.

      “There’s always a theme with these places,” she stated in a quiet voice. “The only thing missing is armed assholes with attitude problems.”

      Alexis shrugged. “It’s the same for religious spaces everywhere. There is always a sense of grandeur about them. That’s how those in power assert their assumed right to control the masses. It’s, like, ‘We built all this in the name of…’ Insert the name of whatever deity they ascribe to. ‘Look how we have been blessed by divinity.’ Yet, the true believers we’ve come across place low value on the material and focus on the spiritual or on service to others. As disgusting as I find Gödel’s cult, I’ve met enough people who follow the Ascension Path by doing good that it’s been difficult at times to say it’s an entirely bad thing.”

      “No ideology is entirely good or bad,” Bethany Anne replied. “People make their belief what it is. My experience is that those of true faith, whatever their religion, don’t need ostentatious affectations to prove what is in their hearts. They are content in their faith and show that in their everyday actions.”

      “When we’re done here, will we visit the Kurtherians living in the mountains?” Alexis asked.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not at this time. We’ll stick to our reason for coming here, then we need to get back to the Federation.”

      “I wonder how Dad is getting on,” Alexis commented.

      “You sound wistful,” Bethany Anne teased. “Would you rather have stayed behind to kick ass with him?”

      Alexis laughed. “No freaking way. This is the Temple of the Ascension Path. I know it belongs to the bad guys, but it’s still a once-in-a-lifetime experience to come here and explore the heart of Kurtherian civilization.”

      “This wasn’t always the center for the Seven,” Bethany Anne told her. “Gödel chose this planet to rule from when she took control of them.”

      “Yeah, but she moved everything that wasn’t destroyed from the original temple to here,” Alexis countered. Her eyes roamed as she spoke, the camera function in her HUD recording every carving and statue they passed. “We’re standing in all that remains of one of the seven clans. Those Kurtherians in the mountains might be the last of the Azzuhr. We won’t know for sure unless we have another opportunity to come back here, so I want a record of everything we find.”

      “Don’t go too far,” Bethany Anne told her. She was less concerned with architecture, art, and history and more focused on locating the seat of knowledge Gödel had built during her rise to power.

      ADAM, does the temple have a security network you can access?

      >>It has the remains of one that was decommissioned at some point,<< ADAM answered. >>I could reactivate parts of it, but not enough to be of any use to us once we get beyond this level. I have the drones mapping the lower levels.<<

      That will have to do. Bethany Anne paused at the intersection of two corridors. Show me the way to the throne room.

      >>How do you know there’s a throne room?<<

      This was Gödel’s base for over a century. There had to be a fucking throne room.

      >>Whoever killed the security system did a shitty job of wiping the servers,<< ADAM told her. >>This level looks to have been used as a public area. No one but the Chosen went beyond the doors at the end of the corridor ahead.<<

      What’s beyond there?

      >>Access to the sublevels, mostly labs. The drones are running into problems on the third sublevel. I can’t tell you anything about what you’re going to find until we get down there.<<

      I can take a wild guess. Bethany Anne called for Alexis to rejoin her, and they made their way through the corridors away from the public level.

      “Who leaves their work unattended like this?” Alexis asked, peering in at abandoned experiments as they passed doors leading to abandoned laboratories. She opened one door, seeing bundles of fur trapped in cages lining the back wall, and recoiled at the stench of shit and decomposition that poured out of the hot room. She turned to Bethany Anne, a flash of head-splitting pain blurring her vision. “Something is wrong.”

      “Gas,” Bethany Anne told her. She put a hand on Alexis’ arm. “A nerve agent. You okay? You got a lungful there.”

      Alexis nodded as her nanocytes repaired the damage and the pain passed. “I’m fine. They killed their test subjects no more than a few hours ago, judging by the smell and the residue of whatever gas that was.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips into a thin line. “Could be they knew we were coming after all, which is annoying. I wanted the upper hand, and it looks like we’re walking into a trap.” A cold smile accompanied her next thought. “I wonder if they know what it is like to catch a tiger by the tail?”

      “I guess they’ll find out soon enough.” Alexis scrunched her nose. “Assholes.”

      Bethany Anne let the lack of creativity in her name-calling pass, seeing she was moved by the senseless loss of life in the labs.

      Their route led them down another level. They descended a worn stone staircase that ended in a circular chamber. Alexis shivered as the ambient Etheric energy level rose sharply. “What is that?”

      Bethany Anne tapped the Etheric and examined the construction of the energy in use, reading a configuration similar to the barriers she used in the sublevels of the Hexagon. “Shield.” She glanced at the three doors leading off the chamber and lifted a katana to point at the one in the center. “Whatever it is protecting is down there.”

      Alexis drew one Jean Dukes Special as she eyed the door speculatively. “You think maybe the reason we didn't pick up any life signs from the surface is that they’re all hiding down there?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Bethany Anne told her. She lifted a foot and kicked the door off its hinges, ready to kill whatever came through.

      Nothing happened. They triggered no defense systems, no silent alarms. The lack of response to their presence was eerie.

      Alexis huffed and lowered her weapon. “Well, that was anticlimactic. I was hoping to find a scientist to beat the living shit out of.”

      “Don't give up just yet,” Bethany Anne told her. “We're getting closer to whatever is hidden down here.”

      Bethany Anne took the lead and they advanced through the corridor as it sloped down into the belly of the planet, curving as they descended. The corridor ended in another circular chamber, this one three times the size of the one above. Two rows of carved pillars divided the chamber, the passage they created leading to two enormous gold doors.

      “This must be the throne room,” Alexis deduced.

      “Looks like it.” Bethany Anne sensed an increase in the power of the shield behind the doors to the throne room. “That’s more like it,” she murmured.

      “It’s a little strange that everything else is switched off and the shield is still active.” Alexis looked sidelong at Bethany Anne. “Think there are Kurtherians in there, waiting to fight for their goddess, who left them behind to die?”

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Fuck knows. I can’t see Gödel leaving her secrets unprotected. I know I wouldn’t leave anything I valued without serious protection. The difference is, I use technology to protect lives, and she’s willing to spend lives to guard her technology.”

      “She is not you,” Alexis countered. “Who knows what she values?”

      “She values power,” Bethany Anne stated. “In this case, knowledge. Whatever she left here, I bet it's hidden from whoever she left behind to protect it. We both know how paranoid she is. She doesn’t even trust her own people.”

      Alexis raised the Jean Dukes Special in her right hand and formed a ball of fire in her left. “She trusts them to die for her. Ready?”

      “Not just ready,” Bethany Anne answered, drawing lightning from the air to run down her katanas. “I’m anticipating something other than this awkward-fucking-silence. I don’t like how easy it’s been so far.”

      She lifted her katana and expelled the lightning, along with a pulse of Etheric energy. It hit the doors, turning the burnished metal cherry-red as it dissolved into a puddle.

      “Get down!” Alexis yelled, diving to the side as a wide, searing torrent of Etheric energy blasted out of the throne room. The surround of the door exploded outward, the flying shrapnel obliterating the pillars that weren’t disintegrated by the energy beam.

      Bethany Anne dropped and rolled, avoiding the energy beam and the falling rubble from the collapsing ceiling. She glanced to make sure Alexis was okay before skipping through the Etheric into the room.

      Three dozen Chosen rushed her, and another twenty or so bunched up to defend the mini-ESD on the dais where Gödel’s throne should have been.

      “Are you fucking stupid?” Bethany Anne screamed as she decapitated the nearest Chosen.

      The question was rhetorical. Any group using an ESD underground had to be operating on one shared brain cell. Bethany Anne’s anger increased when she saw the mini-ESD was a familiar model bearing a serial number belonging to the Paper Moon, one of her superdreadnoughts that had been destroyed during the effort to take out the Kurtherians in their own space.

      The hair on the back of Bethany Anne’s neck stood on end when the energy shifted as the Chosen operating the ESD primed it to fire again. ADAM.

      >>Already on it,<< he responded.

      If I wasn’t already in a killing mood, I am now.

      Alexis took out the Chosen manning the mini-ESD as Bethany Anne moved faster than even the enhanced Kurtherians were able to track. She completed a circuit of the room, dropping them as she went.

      One of the Chosen shrieked a command that stopped Bethany Anne in her tracks. Her translation software must have glitched. She darted to the Chosen who had screamed the order and grabbed him, crushing the breastplate of his armor in her fist as she raised him off the blood-slicked marble.

      “Release the Ooken? What in fuck’s name do you think a single Ooken is going to do to extend your extremely short life expectancy?”

      She didn’t give him an opportunity to answer. The Chosen died as she slammed him skull-first into the floor and moved on to the next target.

      An unwelcome shriek sounded from the darkened arch behind the dais. Bethany Anne and Alexis exchanged glances as the wall around the archway shook under an impact. The arch shattered, spraying the dais with shards of stone as a bulbous head attempted to force its way through the six-by-twenty-foot opening.

      “No, you fucking didn’t,” Bethany Anne murmured, knowing full well that they had. That was the largest Ooken she’d ever seen, and it was close to forcing its way into the room with them.

      Bethany Anne acted without thinking, her instinct to protect Alexis from what she was about to do overriding both her self-preservation and her rising red rage.

      She crossed the throne room in a fraction of a second and opened the Etheric, pushing Alexis inside. Stay there until I tell you it’s safe to come back.

      Mom! Alexis protested.

      I said, stay there!

      Bethany Anne released her rage, burning the oxygen from the throne room. The surviving Chosen collapsed as the air was sucked out of their lungs.

      ADAM, switch that ESD back on.

      >>Are you serious? The structural integrity of this—<<

      I don’t give a fuck about the integrity, Bethany Anne growled as she took a running leap and landed beside the mini-ESD. She tore it free of its stand, pivoting the business end so it pointed at the Ooken. The monster had given up trying to get through the arch headfirst and was now prying the wall around the arch apart stone by stone.

      ADAM grumbled that she’d care when the temple came down on her head but did as she told him.

      Prime this fucker. Did you locate Gödel’s hiding space?

      >>There’s another sublevel. The access is behind that Ooken.<<

      Bethany Anne reached out to Alexis. Looks like you get a chance to play after all. There’s another sublevel below this one. Get down there and tell me what you find.

      On it, Mom.

      Bethany Anne’s time for talking was up. The Ooken had forced its tentacles through the destroyed arch. Give me access to the controls, she told ADAM as it stretched to its full height, screeching as it splayed its tentacles. Bethany Anne straddled the ESD and connected with her HUD, then pulled the barrel into position and released the energy.

      The discharge threw her back, the barrel slipping out of her hands as it jerked up. The beam cut the Ooken in two and carved a wide gash in the wall behind it. The barrel finished its arc by pointing at the ceiling, where it shot through to the surface, letting in light. The Ooken’s final screech died as its blood, guts, and brain matter splattered the walls, floor, and dais, buried under the tons of stone and dirt that came crashing down from the temple above.

      The Chosen who were still alive began to stir as the oxygen level in the room rose. Bethany Anne jumped to her feet and picked up her katanas from where they’d fallen. She finished off the Chosen before they had a chance to recover and resume the fight.

      >>You took out something structural with that shot,<< ADAM warned her.

      Bethany Anne would have been more concerned if she wasn’t able to step out of there at any moment. She reached out to Alexis again. Where are you, and what did you find?

      You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Alexis answered. But why is everything shaking?

      No time to explain. Bethany Anne locked onto Alexis’ location and opened the Etheric to skip through. She emerged under a pale-blue glow, and her jaw dropped when she saw the thirty-by-thirty-foot room filled with stacks of memory crystals. “Well, fuck me sideways. This makes the haul we stole from her on Qu’Baka look like chump change.”

      “Told you,” Alexis snarked. “Suggestions?”

      “If I’d known all of this was here, I would have been a little more careful upstairs,” Bethany Anne admitted.

      Alexis frowned. “What do you mean?”

      The roof trembled, prompting a fine rain of dust to fall from the ceiling.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “I might have, as Reynolds would put it, gotten a little ESD-happy.”

      “Dammit, Mom.” Alexis groaned. “There’s only one thing for it. We’re going to have to take all this into the Etheric and transport it to the Gemini somehow.”

      Bethany Anne was grateful the memory crystals were made of silicates.

      >>Whatever you’re going to do, you need to hurry up and do it, or you’re going to lose everything,<< Adam urged. >>The temple is collapsing. The whole complex is going to come down on this chamber in less than three minutes.<<

      “Fuckdammit! Then I’d better get creative.” Bethany Anne did a quick calculation and pulled hard on the Etheric, slamming four walls of solid energy down around the room and cutting it off from the rest of the temple before opening the Etheric around the shields and closing it again.

      “Well, that’s one way of solving our problem,” Alexis quipped as the mists lapped around the shields.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Less of your snark and more helping me move this shit. Can you call Gemini from here?”

      Alexis nodded. “Yes, she’s connected to the Etheric comm.”

      “Then do it and have her meet us in high orbit.” Bethany Anne extended her senses beyond the Etheric to locate the top of the planet’s atmosphere. “We have a long walk ahead.”

      Between the two of them, they moved the entire enclosure to the location just outside the planet’s atmosphere where the Gemini was waiting for them. Alexis went ahead to clear space in the cargo and transport holds that would normally be used for storing the ship’s Pods and other equipment the twins used on extended expeditions.

      Six hours later, they left the system, heading back to the Federation. They felt the satisfaction of a mission well-accomplished.

      Alexis settled into the captain’s chair, stretching her aching muscles and letting out a yawn as Gemini opened the first Gate. “I could sleep for a week after that. Between the tension of everything looking like it was abandoned and the fight, then hauling a whole-ass room back to the ship and the work it took to fit everything into the holds, I’m beat.”

      Bethany Anne paused on her way to the co-pilot’s chair and squeezed Alexis’ shoulder. “You did well.”

      “Hey, Mom?” Alexis turned her head to flash Bethany Anne a tired grin. “Road trips with you are the best.”
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      Let Izanami have her fun from a distance. Michael had always preferred a more hands-on approach to dealing death in answer to dishonor, and what was more dishonorable than siding with Gödel?

      The Primorin issue had been taken care of with relative ease—and to Izanami’s and Reynolds’ great satisfaction, the liberal use of their main ESDs.

      Djordiari was politically complicated. The system hosted two life-bearing planets with separate dominant species who had been at war with one another since the people of Fascthael had achieved space flight and decided that meant they had the right to conquer their Gy’lambri’an neighbors.

      That in and of itself would have been simple to deal with. However, Gy’lambri’ was the planet that had sided with Gödel.

      Michael’s choice would have been to bomb both planets back to the Stone Age and leave the people with the choice to evolve better relations or flounder. To everyone’s consternation, his desire for a simple solution had been subverted on arrival in the system by the Fascthael’s petition for Federation membership.

      As a consequence, their hands had been tied in regards to the Fascthael by the impending arrival of the QBS Stark, and all that remained was to excise the Kurtherian infection from the ninth moon of their sister planet.

      John glanced across the Pod at Michael. Darryl and Eric were talking shit on the other bench.

      Michael looked up from checking his gauntlets, sensing John’s scrutiny.

      “It’s been a while since we had some guy time.”

      Michael nodded. “It’s been a while since we had a clone facility to take out.”

      John cracked his knuckles. “The Ookens weren’t enough of a challenge for you?”

      “They lack the cognitive flexibility to provide a challenge.” Michael grinned. “Those we took out on Earth were bred for destruction. They’re making significant changes to the basic model that are providing an interesting experience. Still, there’s something to be said for an opponent who can think their way around a fight.”

      “Is that why we’re going into this facility instead of leaving it to Izanami and Reynolds to take out?” Darryl inquired.

      Michael shook his head. “No. We’re on an information hunt as much as we are aiming to take out Kurtherian assets. The facility at Primorin was too close to the Federation to risk escapees.” He clenched his fist, which shot blue-white sparks from his gauntlet, and smiled in satisfaction. “When we have completed our objective here, we will cut loose on the Ookens at Vastr’il.”

      Scott walked in from the armory with two metal rods, which he handed to Darryl. “I found these while I was looking for incendiaries.”

      Darryl took the rods and sent a tiny pulse of Etheric energy into them. “Nice conductors. Thanks.”

      “Why do you need incendiaries?” Eric asked. “You are the incendiary.”

      Scott shrugged, grinning as he patted the fireproof pouch he’d strapped to his hip. “No harm in helping things along a little.”

      Michael let the conversation drift over his head. He had gone over the data taken from Gödel’s mind. Added to that was the constant upload of data coming in from the Gemini as Bethany Anne and Alexis made their way back from the temple, and he was building a mental picture of what needed to be done to reach their end goal.

      John leaned over and tapped Michael’s shoulder with his knuckles. “Is your head in the game?”

      Michael closed his HUD. One step at a time. Action on a larger scale would wait until Bethany Anne was back in the Federation. “It is. However, I might be two or three moves ahead of where we are. Pulling back would not be a bad thing.”

      “No one likes a clone nest,” Eric commented.

      “Who doesn’t like a clone nest?” Scott countered. “I like burning the shit out of them. Darryl likes frying those sons-of-their-mother’s-brothers. Pretty sure Michael likes tearing them limb from limb.”

      “No shit.” Michael got to his feet as the EI announced they were approaching the moon. “This is close enough. Everyone’s going to get to bring the destruction to their heart’s content.” He opened the Etheric and flourished a hand. “After you, gentlemen.”

      Scott strutted past Michael, igniting a shield of fire around his body as he walked through. “Ain’t no gentleman here. Just a bunch of bad motherfuckers looking to cause a scene.”

      The others groaned as they followed him. Michael brought up the rear and closed the Etheric behind them.

      They stepped into the facility and spread out, ready to face the Kurtherians. The room they emerged in was empty, the lights off.

      “Well, fuck. No welcoming party?” John lowered his Jean Dukes Specials in disappointment. “Whatever happened to hospitality?”

      Michael extended his senses, picking up multiple minds gathered deeper in the facility. “They’re here. Let’s go this way.”

      They switched to mental communication as they walked the corridors, following Michael. The lights came on as they entered a balcony that looked over a wide, high-ceilinged lobby. There was no cover beyond the open staircase that led down to an area filled with low couches and screen-wrapped workstations.

      This looks to have been one of the Fascthael’s outposts, John commented, pointing out the seats. Those are configured to support insectoid bodies.

      I agree, Michael answered. It has none of the hallmarks of a cloning facility. Perhaps we were misinformed.

      Maybe not. Are you guys picking up that energy signature? Darryl asked. There’s something using a fuck-ton of Etheric energy in here.

      That I am aware of, Michael reasoned. However, the lack of Pod towers speaks to a different purpose for the draw we are feeling.

      It’s missing all the dipshit scientists as well, Scott quipped.

      Pretty sure we’ll be drowning in dipshits soon enough, Darryl countered.

      Hey, guys— Eric’s comment was cut off by a barrage of weapons fire.

      “That’s more like it!” John whooped as he ducked the mixed projectiles. Bullets scored the walls and the concrete rail around the balcony while energy discharges melted everywhere they struck.

      Gy’lambri’an soldiers poured out of the corridors surrounding the lower level.

      “Told you I’d need the incendiaries!” Scott called as he threw two over the rail.

      Twin explosions shook the balcony, and the staircase collapsed.

      “Did you?” Darryl bitched as he vaulted the rail, surrounded by lightning. “Did you need them?”

      He crashed feet-first into some Gy’lambri’an soldiers who were clambering up the ruins of the stairs, scattering them with a spreading pulse of electricity as he beat those closest to him with his batons.

      Eric floated overhead, laughing as he shot another group through the gaps he made in his shield. “You know Scott has to be extra.”

      “Who you calling extra?” Scott spread his arms wide and poured Etheric energy into his fiery shield as he leapt to the lower level, yelling, “Flame ON, fuckfaces!”

      Eric pointed a finger at him. “You, dude.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow and reached out to John. Let them have their fun.

      You’re thinking we skip straight to the after-party? John asked.

      If by “after-party” you mean we play to our strengths and locate the source of the Etheric draw we are all sensing, then yes, Michael replied.

      John lifted a shoulder. Works for me. Guys, keep drawing the redshirts up to this level, he told Scott, Darryl, and Eric.

      Michael indicated the single corridor no soldiers had come from with a nod.

      John got the message. As Michael Mysted, he pulled on the Etheric and began the mantra that focused his mental ability.

      I am not the Bitch you are looking for…

      Cute, Michael said in his mind.

      John slipped through the combatants with ease, letting his invisibility speak for itself. They reached the corridor and found it was better described as another and much smaller lobby that housed three elevators side by side.

      I’m not getting into that death trap, John stated.

      Going through the Etheric could render our efforts to remain undetected futile, Michael countered.

      Then I guess I’ll do this the old-fashioned way. John pushed the button to call the elevators, and the center doors opened. He held the door while he leaned in and pressed the button for the lowest floor, then stepped back as the doors closed and waited a few seconds before prying the outer doors open.

      I’ll go ahead and scout. Michael Mysted past John as he jumped onto the roof of the descending elevator. The elevator car descended at high speed, but Michael was faster. This shaft goes a lot deeper than I anticipated.

      This is a serious operation, Michael. You leave yourself wide open to a dick joke like that, and Scott’s head will explode from the disturbance in the Force or some shit.

      Michael sent a wave of amusement through their link. We wouldn’t want to risk that.

      How deep? Feels like we’re a couple hundred kilometers below the surface already.

      You’re almost there. Michael spread out and searched for an exit from the elevator shaft. He found a gap of a few millimeters around the bottom of the doors and streamed through to the other side, mindful as always of the possibility of traps.

      You good? John’s voice sounded in his mind.

      So far.

      I got a flash of pain from you, John told him.

      My memory was reminding me I am not infallible even in this form, Michael assured him.

      Whatever that memory was, the real experience must have sucked bistok balls, John commiserated.

      Michael wasn’t certain which example his mind had provided since he’d locked the memory down before the details involved in its warning had surfaced. That there were so many times he’d been caught flat-footed in Myst form was reason enough for caution.

      Senses attuned to crystal clarity, he examined the rough-hewn cavern he had emerged in. While his heart was noncorporeal at present, he nonetheless had the sensation of it sinking. He needed no light to see the endless rows of inert towers stretching for kilometers in every direction.

      Every Pod was empty. He didn’t need to check; he could sense the absence of any life form, cloned or not. A lingering trace of expended Etheric energy drew his attention to an enormous rectangular construction set into the cavern’s floor.

      Closer inspection revealed it to be a Gate.

      This is a bust, he sent to John.

      What, no Pods?

      Worse. Michael reformed his body and walked back to the elevator.

      The doors opened as he reached them, and John stepped out.

      John’s gaze swept the scene. “Shit. We’re too late.”

      Michael nodded. “We need to get back to Devon. What we felt was an army of clones leaving through that.” He pointed at the dark Gate.

      

      Orbiting Devon, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne’s good mood evaporated with the report. “She’s a step a-fucking-head again!”

      Grateful she had decided to take the meeting in her ready room and not anywhere she might be seen losing her shit yet again, she sat back down and worked out her frustration with her breathing.

      She opened her eyes, their red light bathing Michael, Alexis, Izanami, and Reynolds, and sighed. “Okay. She’s a step ahead, but that doesn’t mean a fucking thing. We have everything we need to overcome whatever she’s getting ready to throw at us.”

      Alexis nodded. “We’re almost done uploading the last of the crystals we took from the temple. The database we’re building from that information is going to leave her so exposed she's gonna feel like she went out in a high wind with no underwear on.”

      Bethany Anne laced her hands together on the table. “Sitting in this room are some of the finest strategic minds the Federation has. We cannot be matched for experience, sneakiness, or computational power. I want a solution before this meeting ends.”

      “I have an idea,” Michael told her. “However, I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “No idea is off the table. If it will get the job done, let me hear it.”

      “There is one place that has the resources and enough Etheric-powered people to fight as many clones, Ookens, and whatever other aliens Gödel brings,” Michael told her.

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “Not Earth.”

      Michael nodded. “Yes. Earth.”

      “You did say no idea was off the table,” Reynolds reminded her.

      “Yes, well, that was before anyone considered Earth as a suitable place for a battlefield,” Bethany Anne stated.

      Izanami mirrored Bethany Anne’s pose. “What has you so opposed to the idea? Do you think it’s a bad idea, or are you reluctant because of your attachment to Earth?”

      “I feel an emotional attachment to any planet that has people living on it,” Bethany Anne retorted.

      Alexis had pulled up a holointerface when Michael made his suggestion. She turned it to face Bethany Anne. “Dad’s not wrong. Once Tabitha has completed the code to return control of people’s bodies from the symbionts, there will be upwards of three million people on Earth who are able to access ‘magical’ abilities. Gödel doesn’t have anything like those numbers. If we can bait her into returning to Earth and funnel her forces into strategic locations around the planet, there's no reason we can’t win this.”

      “Therein lies the catch,” Bethany Anne stated. “We would have to lure her back to Earth. How do you suggest we do that without sacrificing the lives of the people we are trying to preserve?”

      “You have been her target all along,” Michael pointed out. “Everything she’s done out here in space, she has kept under wraps. The only time she has poked her head out of her hole is to attack you. It’s about time you returned the favor, don’t you think?”

      Bethany Anne was torn between recognizing the truth of what Michael was saying and her desire to spare Earth from further involvement in the war. “Why does it have to be Earth? Or any inhabited planet? Why can’t we draw her to some empty ball of rock out in Buttfuck, Nowhere and kick her ass there?”

      “She would sense the trap,” ADAM countered. “For Michael’s plan to work, you need to make it look like you’re running scared.”

      “I’ve never run scared in my life,” Bethany Anne ground out. “Not from anyone or anything.”

      Michael could have made a comment about her emotions, but he chose not to, given the gravity of the situation.

      “This is going to take more than just running, my Queen,” Reynolds interjected. “We will have to take a loss somewhere significant to make the play convincing, or rather, stage one.” He turned to look at Alexis and Izanami. “We can calculate the best place to produce a weakness in our defenses. One the Kurtherians won’t be able to resist.”

      Bethany Anne shook her head and slammed her hands on the table. “No! I’m not going to stage any battle with the intention of losing it. I’m not going to sacrifice anyone’s life. It is not one for the fucking many. It is everyone or no one. No fucking compromises.”

      Izanami’s eyes flashed. “Barnabas and Shinigami have just boarded. They are requesting to join us.”

      Bethany Anne glared at Michael. “Did you have something to do with this?”

      “I might have discussed the conundrum with Barnabas on my way back here. I wasn’t expecting him to leave High Tortuga, however.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Okay, fine. Let them in.”

      The door slid open, revealing Barnabas dressed in his monk’s robe and Shinigami wearing leathers so tight they looked painted on.

      “Are we in time to participate in the planning?” Barnabas inquired with his usual beatific smile.

      “No.” Bethany Anne stared Barnabas down before he said another word. “No. No, and double-hell-fucking no. Don’t even think about offering yourself up as a sacrifice.”

      Barnabas lifted his hands in supplication, his smile unchanging. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Shinigami swept by him and strutted over to Bethany Anne with fire in her eyes. “I would. I have enough bodies to spare.”

      Bethany Anne got to her feet. Eyeball to eyeball with the AI, she enunciated clearly, “I. Said. No.”

      She pointed in turn at everyone in the room. “No sacrifices. Enough people have died. People we loved. People we still love. People we haven’t even finished grieving. The next person who offers to waste their existence is going to get the beating of their lives and then spend the rest of this war locked in the brig. Do I make myself clear?”

      She flashed red eyes and stalked out of the room, leaving everyone behind.

      The last thing they heard from her was a string of curses, ending with, “I wish I could slam a damn door on this ship! Fuckdammit!”

      Barnabas took the seat vacated by Bethany Anne, and Shinigami squeezed in between Alexis and Izanami.

      Alexis flashed a worried glance at Michael. “You going to go after her?”

      Michael shook his head. “Not yet. She needs to hit something.” He confirmed that Bethany Anne was out of earshot before speaking again. “She will come to terms with what is necessary once she’s worked out her emotions. In the meantime, we are going to come up with a viable plan so that when she's calmed down and comes back, she can choose one way or the other and we can enact it without delay.”
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      Bethany Anne didn’t slow down until she reached the APA at the far end of the deck.

      Lacking a door to slam, she had to be satisfied with a punching bag. The first one, she hung and obliterated with one punch. She swept the innards out of the way with a gust of Etheric energy and hung another.

      She went through five punching bags this way before she got hold of her emotions and was able to temper her blows so that she didn’t destroy every piece of equipment they had.

      >>You know Shinigami can pass for human,<< ADAM ventured.

      I don’t care. Bethany Anne continued to work the bag as she spoke. I don’t care if she could back herself up and be perfectly okay after the copy she leaves behind is obliterated. I don’t care if a whole squad of volunteers is willing to step into the line of fire. I’m not willing to let that happen.

      >>Can you hear yourself?<<

      Bethany Anne dropped her fists. What do you mean, “Can I hear myself?”

      >>You don’t care. You’re not willing. What is the real reason you’re so against this? Is it a matter of pride?<<

      Partially, Bethany Anne admitted. I don’t want to give Gödel an ounce of satisfaction. But it’s more than that. She’s taken enough from me.

      >>This is still about TOM.<<

      It’s about not giving in. It’s about exercising my right to be stubborn. It’s about not wanting to give an inch.

      >>Who would you be giving that inch to?<< ADAM asked. >>From where I’m sitting, Michael’s idea makes sense.<<

      Does it? Bethany Anne resumed hitting the bag. What location do you suggest we sacrifice to this plan? Should we let the people on High Tortuga die? How about Devon, where my grandchildren are? Perhaps we should just open up the Meredith Reynolds and allow the Kurtherians to take as many lives as they wish before forcing the rest to follow their fucked-up religion?

      The visions she'd received when she’d crossed the Gate from the Mirage Nebula replayed in her mind as she spoke. She relived that pain, all reason washed away by the knowledge that everything and everyone she cared about was going to die unless she made an impossible decision.

      Done with the discussion, she blocked ADAM as she pivoted and lashed out with her foot. The punching bag hit the far wall in an explosion of ceramic beads. A swarm of cleaner bots trundled out of a port in the wall, distracting her from her refusal to engage with her thoughts.

      “Your anger is affecting everyone on this ship.”

      Bethany Anne turned at the quiet statement from Michael. “I didn’t feel you come in.”

      “How could you when you are so focused on the chaos within?” Michael tilted his head, taking in the sea of beads coating the floor. “Perhaps a more focused approach to working through your frustration would be better for the crew.”

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the way of the bot bumping against her foot. She registered the heavy rise and fall of her chest and got her breathing under control, pulling in the Etheric energy she was emitting before answering, “That would work.”

      Michael took two swords from the wall mount and tossed one to her. Bethany Anne caught the hilt and stepped into a back stance.

      “I appreciate your effort to distract me.”

      “It’s not easy to see you wrestling with your conscience.” Michael met her attack, sliding the edge of his blade along hers.

      “Not an issue of conscience.” Bethany Anne twisted her upper body and brought her sword around, absorbing the shock that ran from her wrist to her shoulder as Michael blocked again. “I’m pissed I have to divert from my plan to contact the Ascended.”

      Michael heard the lie in her words and let it go. He slipped his right foot behind her left, his hip grazing hers as he kicked the foundation of her stance out. “The database Alexis is building from the memory crystals will be complete in a few days.”

      Bethany Anne threw an elbow into his stomach as she corrected her foot placement. “The clones are massing, ready to attack.” She punctuated her words with a flurry of strikes that drove Michael back across the mat. “As much as I want to take time to work on figuring a way to reach TOM, that has to take priority.”

      Michael sidestepped her final strike and Mysted around her.

      “No cheating!”

      It’s not cheating if I can get away with it, Michael told her.

      Bethany Anne lifted a hand and sent a pulse of Etheric energy into his Myst form. “Who said you can get away with it?”

      There was a soft thud as his sword hit the mat, and Bethany Anne shivered as he swirled around her. He reformed his body, capturing her arms from behind.

      “You fucking asshole!” Bethany Anne seethed.

      “I love you, too,” Michael murmured in her ear before nipping the sensitive spot in the hollow of her throat. “You are ridiculously beautiful when you are in a murderous rage.”

      Bethany Anne dropped her sword. “You want to play it like that?” She turned and hooked a leg around his waist, wrapping her arms around his neck as she increased her weight momentarily to send them both tumbling to the mat. “I’ll give you killing rage.”

      Michael laughed, tangling her in his arms and legs to flip her onto her back as they fell. He landed on top and blew the lock of hair that had fallen across her face out of the way. “Please, go ahead.”

      Bethany Anne bucked her hips and brought her right knee up, pushing him to the side as she drove it into his left kidney. Her headbutt came as a surprise and gave her an opening to grab his wrists and pull his arms out to the sides as she threw him, reversing their position. She straddled his waist, still gripping his wrists, and leaned into his face, her fangs dropping.

      “You forget that I can read your mind. I’m not going to calm down and agree to your plan.”

      She slipped into the Etheric without another word, taking his hopes of working her around with the power of seduction with her.

      Michael sighed. “Dammit. Maybe I should have waited until she destroyed the whole APA.”

      He knew he was kidding himself. A little erotically charged violence was all well and good when lives were not at stake. However, he had miscalculated and potentially screwed his chance to convince Bethany Anne to concede.

      She wasn’t going to be moved on the issue, and time was a factor he couldn’t ignore. Somewhere, hundreds of thousands of clones were gearing up for a battle. He had to fix his mistake, or people who hadn’t volunteered to be put in the line of fire were going to die.

      He wiped the blood from his nose and followed her into the Etheric. The mists were as agitated as he expected, given his wife’s mood. He spotted her heading in the direction of the planet. “Bethany Anne, wait.”

      She lifted a hand and extended her middle finger without slowing her pace or turning to look at him.

      As he broke into a run, Michael reminded himself that he loved her, not despite her tendency toward an uncompromising nature but because of it. Like attracted like, and while that could easily lead to a battle of wills that neither of them would emerge from as the victor, it also made them strong enough to be the support the other needed when faced with a seemingly insurmountable challenge.

      Lightning struck five feet ahead of Michael at the same time a lightbulb came on in his mind.

      I’m sorry, he sent.

      She ignored him, but she didn’t slam down the barrier to block their mental link.

      I shouldn’t have presumed I could flirt my way around your moral objections. Your very valid objections, he added.

      It was manipulative, and you fucking suck for doing it.

      If it makes any difference, I was not attempting to manipulate you. Just…ease you past your misgivings. Another lightning strike crashed into the mist barely five feet from where he was standing.

      Which, I realize, was manipulative. I’m sorry. Can we talk about it?

      You can talk. I’ll listen until you piss me off again, and the next bolt of lightning won’t miss.

      The mists parted, and Bethany Anne walked out with her arms folded and her chin set at a defiant angle. Michael’s heart hurt to see her holding back angry tears.

      He held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m not going to keep trying to persuade you this is the right thing to do. You are capable of seeing the truth for yourself. Either we act to divert the clones from a target we know nothing about, or we take the consequences. You are the Queen. It’s your decision. Whatever you choose, I will support you.”

      A muscle in Bethany Anne’s jaw twitched. Michael prepared himself for painful retribution.

      “You are still a fucking asshole,” Bethany Anne stated. She stalked by him, heading back to the Baba Yaga. “And I hate it when you’re right.”

      Michael heaved a sigh of relief. Lightning strikes he could take. Hurting her killed him.

      “Are you just going to stand there?” Bethany Anne called over her shoulder. “I assume you got your plan together before you came to find me.”

      

      Devon, the Hexagon, Penthouse Apartment

      Jiya paced the apartment, rocking the twins in her arms. The babies had been fretting nonstop since Bethany Anne had contacted Gabriel to inform him of the plan to use Devon as the bait for the Kurtherians.

      Gabriel moved around the apartment at high speed, packing everything the twins would need—and a lot of stuff they wouldn’t—in preparation for the move to High Tortuga.

      “We would be perfectly safe here,” Jiya insisted for the twentieth time. “We'll just camp out on the sublevel where you guys stayed when you were completing your training.”

      Gabriel felt a moment of regret for telling her about the safe room deep beneath the Hexagon. “The Space Fleet base is safer. I won’t be able to concentrate on the fight if I’m thinking about you and our children being in danger.”

      “How do you think I’m going to feel, stashed thousands of feet below the ground on a strange planet while you are here playing the hero?” Jiya retorted. “I’m not some housewife who is happy to sit at home fretting with no real idea of what goes on in battle.”

      Gabriel dropped everything. “Shit, you’re right. I hadn’t considered what this is going to do to you.”

      “No cursing in front of the children.” Jiya smiled at the babies. “Who knows what they already understand?”

      “If you think you’re going to raise them in this family without them hearing any salty language, you’re delirious.” Gabriel leaned in and cupped Jiya’s face in his hands. “Alexis and I were fluent in profanity by the time we could walk, and that was with everyone watching their language.”

      “Well, your mother can get loud when she’s feeling passionate about a subject.” Jiya grinned. “You tell her I said that, and I’ll divorce you.”

      “We’re not married,” Gabriel reminded her with a grin. “Yet. Jiya, nothing in this universe will prevent me from coming back to you and our children. I have to do this to keep our home safe. Not just our home, everyone’s home.”

      Jiya sighed. “I know. I guess I’m feeling left out because I should be fighting by your side.” She jiggled the twins as Jodi let out a fresh wail. “But our children come first. I will keep them safe, and you will protect our home. Just do me a favor?”

      “Anything,” Gabriel swore.

      Jiya grinned. “Make sure you give Reynolds a healthy dose of shit from me? He gets so caught up in protecting his crew. I always had to tease him when he took the safe option.”

      Gabriel smiled. “I love you. You’re always thinking of everyone but yourself.”

      Jiya snorted. “I don’t know about that. I just know I want you back in one piece, and I want there to be something left of this planet after this crazy plan of your mother’s pans out.”

      “Actually, it’s not my plan,” Bethany Anne corrected as she stepped out of the Etheric on the tail end of Jiya’s remark. “This is all on Michael. Anything goes wrong, we will be placing the blame on him.”

      She held out her hands. “Let me help you with the children.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Jiya deposited Jai in Bethany Anne’s arms and laid Jodi down for a diaper change. “Who’s my stinky girl?” she cooed at the baby.

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose at the sharp aroma coming from Jai. “I think my grandson is in need of a change, too.”

      Jiya pointed at the empty space on the twin changing table. “Knock yourself out, Grams. They’re due for a feed after this, then we can get them bundled up for transport. Gabriel should be done packing up the apartment by then.”

      “I’m done,” Gabriel told them, hoisting the huge bags containing the twins’ belongings. “I’m gonna get all this stuff over to the hangar. I’m meeting K’aia there.”

      Bethany Anne was pleased to hear that K’aia was staying with Jiya and the twins. “Give her my love.”

      Gabriel nodded as he opened the Etheric. “Will do, Mom.”

      Once the twins had been changed and were dressed in their button-down romper suits, Jiya prepared the bottles, and she and Bethany Anne sat on opposite ends of the couch with a baby each.

      “This plan sounds sketchy,” Jiya commented as Jodi made small noises of contentment. “Not gonna lie. Do you think the Kurtherians are going to take the bait, especially after you, Gabriel, and Alexis took out the last fleet they sent without breaking a sweat?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Devon is the most logical choice to run this insane stunt from. If it doesn’t work, we’ll have to roll with the punches when Gödel has her clone army attack somewhere else.”

      “Taking down the BYPS is a bold move.”

      Bethany Anne had the same concern. “That’s why we’re doing it here. We’re right on the edge of Federation space, where it's easier to simulate a malfunction while keeping the defenses up across the rest of the Federation. While Gödel’s allies were able to get in at a number of places, the majority of her forces came from non-allied planets that were nevertheless covered by the blanket. It's risky and I don’t like it, but I have to agree with Michael’s reasoning when he says it is either here or somewhere we are not prepared to meet the attack.”

      Jiya nodded. “Red Rock is coming here?”

      Bethany Anne nodded, lifting Jai to her shoulder to burp him. “The arrival will be the catalyst for the malfunction.” She didn’t mention that Lance would be bringing the Annex Gate.

      Jiya wiped off a trail of milk that had escaped from Jodi’s mouth. “I wish you all the luck. This will bring us closer to the end of the war if it works.”

      “It’s going to bring us close to the end either way,” Bethany Anne admitted. She looked into her grandson’s eyes and saw a spark of curiosity in their dark depths. “We do this and it works, and we are free. Jai and Jodi will grow up without the shadow of war darkening their lives.”

      She got to her feet and placed Jai in the twin stroller by the door. “I’m glad I came here before heading for the Guardian. Seeing these two was the reminder I needed that no matter what happens to those who are about to fight, they are choosing it so those who are innocent can remain that way.”
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      Commander Tim Kinley had offered the main amphitheater aboard the QBBS Guardian as the base for planning. That allowed those who were making their way to Devon to participate by holoconference while the final details of the trap were being worked out.

      Bethany Anne greeted each person as she descended the aisle that divided the tiered seating and strode toward the main stage at the back.

      Sabine had volunteered on behalf of the Rangers, bringing six ships with her. Sean Royale was also here. The two had their heads together in conversation, but each acknowledged Bethany Anne with a wave.

      Everyone appeared to be wrapped up in their individual tasks apart from Nickie, who came over with the usual cocky bounce in her step.

      “It’s good to see you.” Bethany Anne embraced her goddaughter as she spoke.

      “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Nickie grinned. “Besides, it was either this or haul ass over to the Meredith Reynolds, and there’s no fucking way I want to be within ten light-years of Rickie, the asshole.”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Imagine that! A man being an asshole.”

      Nickie raised an eyebrow. “Trouble in paradise?”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “That depends on whether this scheme works or not.”

      “Don’t let it get out that Michael’s in the doghouse,” Nickie mock-whispered. “All the eligible—and some not so eligible—women in the Federation will start getting ideas.”

      “Over my dead body, and not even then,” Bethany Anne told her.

      Nickie burst out laughing at the flash of red in Bethany Anne's eyes. “Yeah, he’s not in that much trouble, is he?”

      Bethany Anne hadn’t quite let go of the urge for violence that surged when she pictured Michael’s face. “He’s in enough. Not enough that I’m going to put up with anyone stalking him.” She noted Nickie’s roving gaze and figured out the reason for it when she took a surreptitious step to avoid John’s line of sight. “Quit trying to distract me with the image of a stampede for my husband’s affections. Does your grandfather know you’re here?”

      Nickie snorted. “Fuck my life. I hate it when you read my mind. No, he doesn’t know, and I’d like it to stay that way until it’s too late for him to object. The last thing I need is a lecture. I’ll be avoiding him for as long as possible, thank-you-very-fucking-much.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Make you a deal. You keep your shenanigans to a minimum, and I won’t tell John you’re not safely on Waterworld where he expects you to be.”

      “I’m a grown-ass woman and the second-highest-ranking Ranger. He has no say in what I do.” Nickie sighed at Bethany Anne’s pointed look. “Fine. I’ll stay out of trouble until it’s time for me to cause some. I’m here to have your back. No one is going to persuade me otherwise, not even you.”

      Bethany Anne patted her shoulder. “Good. Now disappear. I have work to do.”

      Nickie melted into the crowd and Bethany Anne made her way to the stage, where Michael was observing the chaos from his seat at the table that had been placed there.

      Bethany Anne took the seat beside him, smiling at the ripple of adrenaline her arrival caused him. Anyone looking at you would never guess you were this close to bleeding from every orifice less than a day ago. She held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart.

      There’s still time, Michael countered, resuming his cool appraisal of the gathering. Or am I forgiven?

      Bethany Anne sent him a mental image of her rolling her eyes. Did my father check in yet? I haven’t heard from Alexis today either.

      Michael nodded almost imperceptibly. Red Rock is on course to arrive as planned. Alexis and Trey left with the last of the civilians heading for the Bl’kheth sanctuary early this morning. They should be with the Bakas already and meeting your father at the prearranged coordinates. They will be on Earth within twenty-four hours. How was your visit with our grandchildren?

      Clarifying, Bethany Anne answered with a smile.

      She checked in with CEREBRO while they waited for the last arrivals. CEREBRO had been able to find no sign of the clone army amassing, but she knew her confidence in the EI group’s ability to simulate a malfunction in the network was not misplaced.

      Her largest concern satisfied, she disengaged her HUD and turned her attention to listening in on the mood of the crowd in the amphitheater.

      They are excited, Michael commented.

      That could have something to do with us turning the tables on Gödel after being forced into reacting to save lives since she made her move, Bethany Anne reasoned.

      Securing the safety of the innocent came first, Michael remarked amiably. Now that we are assured the blanket will hold and people have been evacuated from the places where it did not, we are in a position to take the bistok by the horns.

      Take it by the horns and twist its fucking head off, Bethany Anne agreed. I have to admit that having had some time to sit with the possible consequences of this move, it feels good to know we are taking control.

      That is exactly what we are doing, my love, Michael answered. However hard it might be to give up control over every aspect of this war, letting go of our personal desires to achieve the greater good is the only way we’ll get through this. We are accepting this risk because the benefits of success exceed the losses we’ll take if we fail.

      Bethany Anne saw only the faces of her loved ones. Not everyone in this room was going to make it out alive. However, every one of them was committed to ending this war, no matter the cost to themselves.

      I didn’t say I accepted it, but this is the price of freedom. The freedom to choose that the Ascensionists deny those they rule. The freedom to fight for what they believe in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth, Japan, Tokyo

      Tabitha barely felt the chilly wind whipping across the Palace’s rooftop. She counted down the seconds to Alexis’ arrival and let out a squeal of happiness when the Etheric opened.

      “Aunt Tabbie!” Alexis threw herself into Tabitha’s arms. “Did you get my mom’s message?”

      Tabitha laughed. “Well, duh. I wouldn’t be here waiting for you if I hadn’t.” She hugged Trey next, then looked over his shoulder as the window they’d walked out of closed. “I was expecting more than just the two of you.”

      Alexis waved a hand in the direction of the sky. “There was a disagreement about who got to come with us, so Trey settled it by telling the captains they had to land the Addix outside the city and hike in on foot.”

      Trey shrugged. “It’s what my mother would have done. My people haven’t gotten any better at working together without an enemy to beat down.”

      Tabitha patted his arm. “Leadership is not easy, which is why I avoid it whenever I can.” She opened her comm. “Pete, can you take the kids to meet the Bakas? They’re…” She looked at Trey, who pointed north. “Somewhere around Yoyogi Park, I guess.”

      “You don’t know?” was the reply.

      “Pretty sure you’ll notice the superdreadnought coming in to land,” Tabitha told him. “Bring them to the Palace and help them settle in while we set up the holoconference with Hannah and Sarah Jennifer.”

      “Gotcha,” Peter confirmed. “Dieter and Gregov should be done setting up quarters in the sim suites.”

      Tabitha had a thought as she was about to sign off. “Oh, and make sure Abel doesn’t freak and start shooting at them.”

      “The psychotic AI is all you, babe,” Peter replied before dropping the link.

      Tabitha scowled. “Dammit.”

      “’Psychotic AI?’” Alexis inquired.

      Tabitha waved them to the stairs leading into the building. “Abel is not psychotic. He’s…quirky.”

      “Aren’t all AIs?” Trey quipped.

      “Abel imprinted on Akio during a difficult time in his life,” Tabitha explained as they descended to the basement level where she had her computer lab. “He’s no more unbalanced than Shinigami.”

      Alexis raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t fill me with confidence.”

      “Shinigami is a total badass,” Trey countered. “I’d be happy to have someone like her at my back in a fight.”

      “I can hear you, you know,” Abel grumbled from the speaker system.

      “Then you heard that I compared you to an AI who imprinted on Bethany Anne,” Tabitha stated. “Don’t get your panties in a twist about it.”

      “As long as you don’t compare me to my wet-blanket brother, I don’t care,” Abel conceded. “Are you aware that the Queen’s superdreadnought is destroying a national park by landing there?”

      “Grass grows back, Abel,” Tabitha told him. “Just make sure you don’t piss off the people onboard. They’re likely to shoot your Black Eagle down if you get too close.”

      “Who are the Wookiee-looking motherfuckers?” Abel fumed.

      “I mean it!” Tabitha warned.

      “Star Wars is still a thing here?” Trey asked in amusement.

      “It’s not just a thing,” another voice answered from the speaker. “There are no such things as licensing laws anymore and nothing to prevent me from creating an immersive sim of the movies. If you care to play the sim, I will retrieve it from the archives.”

      “That’s Takumi,” Tabitha informed Alexis and Trey. “This place is a gaming center when we’re not using it as a base of operations. Yuko and Eve built a VR empire here back in the day. He’s responsible for it in their absence.”

      Alexis grinned. “Thank you for the offer, Takumi. As much as I love that idea, it will have to wait until we have taken care of the real-world fight ahead of us.”

      “Of course,” Takumi agreed amiably. “Tabitha, the latest projections of the symbiont program are ready for you to review.”

      Tabitha smiled as she booted her computer. “Thank you, Takumi. We’ll get right on that.”

      “Where are you up to with the project?” Alexis asked, her eyes following Trey as he walked around the room, poking at whatever caught his interest.

      “Hands to yourself, fluffball,” Tabitha told Trey. “We've been running simulations on different methods of cutting the symbionts off from the hosts. Your mom sent us the data she got while she was in Colorado, so we have plenty to work with.”

      Alexis caught the tone of Tabitha’s voice. “But?”

      “But the symbionts release a toxin into the host when they realize they’re under threat,” Tabitha told her.

      Alexis grimaced. “Wasn’t there a woman in Paris who had some luck with removing the symbionts without killing the hosts?” She wracked her brain for the name she’d read in the reports. “Marchant?”

      Tabitha nodded. “Yes, but it was a little girl called Aisha who did it, not Marsh. It’s not been safe to bring them here since we only finished clearing out the Ookens a couple of days ago.”

      “What about now?” Trey asked. “Maybe it would be best to get them here so we could ask them what Aisha did.”

      Tabitha nodded. “That was my plan before Bethany Anne dropped her bombshell on me. The people in Paris are safe underground. Risking a child’s life is not at the top of my favorite things to do list.”

      “I get it,” Alexis told her. “Bring me up to speed on the project, then I will go to Paris while you keep working on things from this end.”

      “You’re not going by yourself,” Trey stated. “Your mom will hand me my ass if she finds out I left you without a guard, and you know as well as I do that someone has to be here to keep my warriors in line.”

      “Pretty sure they’ll listen to Pete,” Tabitha offered.

      Trey shook his head. “The older ones who have experience of what it is to disobey him, yeah. The younger generation hasn’t had the privilege of getting their asses kicked Pricolici-style. We have too much to do to take time out for education.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “Then Alexis can take one of Horst’s kids with her as a guard. “

      “I love how you talk about me like I’m not even here,” Alexis bitched. “I’ll take one of these Weres with me, no problem. Whatever it takes to get those symbionts gone. The plan depends on us being able to free the people being controlled by them at the right moment.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Tabitha pulled out a chair at one of the two desks in the room. “Let’s get to work. Trey, you get to play messenger.”

      Trey grinned. “Beats standing around doing nothing while you two talk science.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So they are not Weres, yet they are hairy?” Tosha wrinkled her nose. “Do they look like us otherwise?”

      “They are aliens,” Gregov pointed out. “They are not going to look like us. I’m wondering if the stories we heard about yetis originate with a Baka who visited Earth in ancient times.”

      Peter slapped him on the back of the head. “Hey, I was around in those ‘ancient times.’”

      Gregov rubbed his head as he eyed Peter with interest. “So, are they?”

      “Are they what?” Peter asked.

      “The originators of the myth!” Gregov exclaimed.

      “You are the king of the geeks, brother.” Tosha groaned.

      Peter shrugged. “They were the inspiration behind the Wookiees in Star Wars,” he informed the young Were. “Wait, do you even know those movies?”

      All five Weres nodded.

      “We have them in the movie database back home,” Dieter informed him.

      “We have all the media Enora got from ADAM way before we were born,” Tosha added.

      “I haven’t seen the movies, but I’ve read a few of the books,” Gregov added. “I prefer poetry to sci-fi. I get enough action in my everyday life.”

      Tosha poked him with her finger. “Geek.”

      Conversation dried up as the QSD Addix completed its landing, displacing a cloud of crumbled earth and loose leaves. Multiple ramps extended from the flanks, and the Bakas debarked.

      Peter turned as Trey ran up to them. “Man, am I glad you’re here. I don’t think I have the energy to beat obedience into every Baka aboard that ship.”

      Trey laughed. “Let me tell you from experience that it takes a while. No worries; I’m here now. Tabitha asked me to tell you to send one of these guys back.” He dipped his head to greet Dieter and his team. “Alexis is planning to leave for Paris as soon as she has a guard to go with her.”

      Gregov stepped forward. “I volunteer. I would like to return to Paris and make sure the people we met there are doing okay after the Ooken attack.”

      Peter nodded. “Fair enough. The rest of you, stay close and watch how a master works.”

      Trey clapped him on the back. “Nice of you to say so.” He jogged ahead as the captains of each family unit began to argue among themselves.

      Dieter’s estimation of the tall, skinny Baka rose as Trey barreled into the older, larger males and started banging heads together.

      “What’s the deal with those people?” he asked Peter.

      “Awesome warriors,” Peter told him. “Argumentative as fuck, though. The only person they listen to is Trey, who is their leader.”

      “He looks a little young to be in charge of all those grizzled old warriors,” Tosha commented.

      “Don’t be fooled by appearances,” Peter told her. “He’s older than most of them. He trained with Alexis and Gabriel, who, since you don’t already know, are Bethany Anne’s and Michael’s children. He got every advantage a Pod-doc can give a person in return for his loyalty to the twins. His mother was the Baka leader before she passed a few years ago.”

      Dieter nodded. That explained a lot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gregov returned to the Palace and made his way to Tabitha’s computer lab. He swept into the room with a smartass comment on his tongue. However, his grin faded when his eyes landed on Alexis, and the words dried up in his throat.

      Tabitha looked up from her keyboard. “Gregov. Great. Alexis, meet your guard. I can take care of everything here while you get what we need from the Parisian girl. We’ll hold off on the conference until you get back.”

      Alexis smiled at him. “Good to meet you. Let’s go.”

      Gregov shook off his silence. “Abel has a Pod waiting for us outside.”

      Alexis shook her head. “No need for that. We’ll go through the Etheric.”

      “No, you won’t,” Tabitha told her. “You’ll take the Pod and not scare the life out of Aisha if you have to bring her back with you.”

      Alexis swallowed her argument in the face of reason. “Okay, then. We’ll be back by tomorrow night at the latest. Let me know if there are any developments or contact from Mom or Dad.”

      Gregov hesitated as Alexis walked out of the room.

      Tabitha laughed. “You are punching so far above your weight with her. I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      “Hope is why we live,” Gregov replied before darting through the door to catch up with Alexis.

      “Hey, wait up,” he called, seeing that she had almost reached the elevator.

      Alexis continued to walk with purpose. “I don’t need a guard. Downfall of being the Queen’s daughter is that I can’t go anywhere by myself. I’d complain, but it’s the same rule for my brother.”

      Gregov was hit by a sudden understanding. “Ah, so you are a princess.”

      Alexis whirled and stuck a finger in his face. “Call me a princess again, and you won’t be able to talk for a month.”

      The flash of red in her eyes should have warned Gregov. However, he found her temper endearing. “I mean, you can try, Princess.”

      He found himself on his back on the floor with stars floating across his vision.

      Alexis leaned over him and offered him a hand. “I told you.”

      “Marry me,” Gregov blurted.

      Alexis stepped back. “Damn it, you have a concussion.”

      Gregov shook his head as he got to his feet. “No, Princess, no concussion.”

      He found himself on his back again. He opened his eyes to see Alexis peering down at him.

      “If you didn’t, you do now. My name is Alexis.”

      Gregov’s mouth clicked into gear before his brain had a chance to object. “If the devil was ever to see you, he'd kiss your eyes and repent.”

      Alexis was taken aback. “How do you know those words?”

      “I read,” Gregov told her. “You knew I was quoting Jwaideh? My instincts are never wrong. You are the perfect woman.”

      Alexis was intrigued until her natural skepticism kicked in. “You are not the first man who thought quoting old poetry would get my attention. I’m not interested in a guy who is attracted to me because I can knock him on his ass.”

      Gregov laughed as he got to his feet again. “Alexis, my life is full of women who can knock me on my ass and do so regularly. I mean it. Marry me. We will be happy together for the rest of our very long lives.”

      “I don’t even know you,” Alexis stated.

      Gregov lifted his hands. “Is that not the point of falling in love? So you can spend your whole life getting to know one another? How about dinner? In Paris?”

      “Oh, God, I hate you already,” Alexis grumbled as she stepped into the elevator.

      She ignored him until the Pod was underway. “Have you met these people?”

      Gregov nodded. “Da. Paris was the first place we visited on arrival from Mars. They had an Ooken problem that we took care of before Tabitha commandeered our unit.”

      “You live on Mars?” Alexis snuck a sideways glance at him.

      Gregov flashed his teeth. “All Weres live on Mars. Maybe we should wait until I can take you there for our date. My mother will love you, I am sure.”

      “We are thirty thousand feet above the sea right now,” Alexis warned him. “If I tossed you overboard, they would never find your body.”

      “That would make my mother very sad,” Gregov responded. “You wouldn’t want to make my mother sad, would you?”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes, trying and failing to hide the smile that threatened to betray her. “You are an ass.”

      Gregov lifted a finger. “I agree, but I could be your ass if you let me.”

      Alexis couldn’t help it; she laughed. “Just concentrate on the assignment. We’ll talk about dinner when we get back to Tokyo.”

      “And my proposal?”

      “Don’t push it. I could still kill you and dump your body.”
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      Orbiting Devon, QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne paced the bridge while she waited for word from around the Federation and Earth. Waiting. The prospect of inactivity drove slivers of frustration into her soul. However, there was nothing she could do until everyone else had taken care of their part in the subterfuge and the trap was set.

      Realizing she wasn’t doing herself any favors by isolating herself, she reached out.

      ’Sup? Jean asked.

      I’m driving myself batshit. Girl-time?

      Thought you’d never ask, Jean enthused. I’ll grab everyone and meet you at AGB. There’s nothing wrong with you that a healthy helping of alcohol and gossip won’t cure. Maybe some buffalo wings, too.

      Bethany Anne felt a weight lift. Hell, yes to the buffalo wings. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. I need to change out of my armor.

      Make it an hour. We’re not all as fast as you.

      When Bethany Anne arrived at All Guns Blazing, she was unsurprised to find that Jean, Nickie, Cheryl Lynn, and Yelena had been joined by Michael, Gabriel, John, Scott, Darryl, Marcus, and Bobcat.

      She slipped into the booth that was always reserved for her and her party and accepted a glass from the tray in the middle of the table.

      “I was promised buffalo wings. Who skipped out?”

      Everyone pointed at Bobcat, who looked up from the basket of discarded bones with a guilty grin.

      “Oops. Were they for you?”

      Bethany Anne gave him a pointed look as he shuffled out of the booth, promising to rectify the situation. “I’m gonna need some Coke to go with this whiskey,” she told him.

      Nickie wrinkled her nose. “Why would you ruin good whiskey with Coke?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a finger. “You’re thinking about it all wrong. The question is, why would you ruin good Coke with whiskey?”

      Jean climbed over John’s knee to sit next to Bethany Anne, pulling her dress down as she went to avoid giving everyone at the table a view of her ass. “It’s not much of a girls’ night, but it’s damn good to get together.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together in amusement. “You mean, you don’t have some new and fantastic weapon stashed somewhere in that amazing dress?”

      Jean snickered. “Hell, woman. I had a hard time finding underwear I could hide under this dress. I’m planning on getting some tonight if I have to drag that husband of mine back to our quarters cavewoman-style.”

      John grabbed Jean around the waist and pulled her into his lap. “If you thought you were stepping out looking like that and not facing the consequences once the night was done, you’re delirious.”

      “Fuck my life!” Nickie complained. “Could you two get a room already? No one needs to see their grandparents behaving like a couple of teenagers.”

      Jean laughed. “You’re just sore because your bed’s empty at the moment. Don’t take it out on me.”

      Bethany Anne tossed back her shot. It was going to be that kind of night, and she didn’t mind one bit.

      Bobcat returned a short time later with two waitstaff, both laden with basket-filled trays.

      He squeezed back into the booth next to Yelena as the waiters unloaded every deep-fried, sticky-sauced, oversalted item the bar menu had to offer onto the table.

      “I hope everyone is hungry,” Bobcat announced as he put down a bottle made of solid dark metal. “You’re going to need food to soak this up. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion. Seeing as most everyone here is…shall we say, challenged when it comes to feeling the effects of alcohol, I decided, ‘What the hell.’”

      “Please tell me it's not that vile blue liquor you guys came up with,” Darryl pleaded. “The last time you guys brewed a batch of that, I lost three days and almost ended up married to an alien chick I picked up in NS Squared.”

      Bobcat flashed a wicked grin. “Then make sure you don’t catch anyone’s eye tonight because what you’re about to drink is a shit-ton better.”

      Nickie was the first to reach for the solid metal bottle and pour herself a measure of the glowing green liquid. She held up her glass to the light and let out a little “ooh” of amazement as the drink began to sparkle and change color. “Bottoms up!”

      She knocked the shot back before Bobcat could stop her, then swayed before sitting down heavily with a contented sigh.

      Bobcat shook his head. “Um, you maybe should have given me the chance to say this stuff is for sipping.”

      “Ish fiiine, ’sh’all good.” Nickie giggled and hiccupped, her eyes drifting closed.

      John waved off Bobcat’s wide-eyed concern. “Don’t sweat it. She’ll thank you after she wakes up.”

      Bethany Anne snuggled into the comfy leather, picking at the food as the conversation rose and fell around her. She caught Michael’s eye across the table and returned his soft smile before turning to Jean and Cheryl Lynn and joining their debate about who had the cutest grandchildren as babies.

      “Puppies shit less,” Yelena weighed in. “And they do the dumbest things that make you laugh. Give me a dog over a human any day.”

      “Are you all forgetting that I’m in the running?” Bethany Anne tapped her wrist-holo and pulled up the photos of Jai and Jodi that she'd taken before Jiya had left for High Tortuga.

      Jean and Cheryl Lynn melted at the sight of the newborns.

      “No fair,” Cheryl Lynn insisted. “Everyone knows new babies are the cutest. Look at those little potato faces. They’re just so squishable.”

      Jean shook her head and pointed at the gently snoring Nickie. “I will die on the hill of she was the cutest baby who was ever born.”

      Nickie cracked an eyelid and slurred, “Aw, Grandma, that’s the nicest thing you said to me in forever.” Whatever she had to say next was lost in a soft snore.

      Jean rolled her eyes. “I’d better get her into her bed.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Where is she staying? I’ll take her.”

      Jean told her, and Bethany Anne opened the Etheric around her and Nickie and transported them to the temporary quarters on the top deck of the Baba Yaga that were reserved for family.

      Nickie mumbled something in her sleep as Bethany Anne tucked the blankets around her. She stroked Nickie’s forehead and pressed a light kiss to her hair. “Sleep well, Trouble.”

      She slipped out of Nickie’s quarters and almost bumped into Michael, who lifted both hands to avoid spilling the glowing green substance in the glasses he was holding.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Stalker much?”

      Michael’s lips twitched in a wry smile. “I can’t argue that. I wanted to make up for the lack of time we’ve had together recently and for being an asshole instead of being straight with you about the necessity of what we’re about to do. What would you say to you, me, these drinks, and the observation window?”

      Bethany Anne couldn’t think of anything she would like more. She plucked one of the glasses out of his hand and laced her fingers through his. “A date where we don’t spend our time punching anyone in the face? Don’t mind if I do.”

      They walked hand in hand, savoring the warm silence between them. The Baba Yaga was positioned so that Devon was rising in the observation window. Bethany Anne slipped her arm around Michael’s waist and rested her head on his shoulder.

      “We needed this. Tonight. It's been constant action for the last few weeks.”

      Michael brushed his lips against her hair. “It's these moments that make it all worthwhile. Just you, me, and the stars. It makes me think about what life will be like sometime in the not-so-distant future.”

      Bethany Anne was silent as she sipped her drink and contemplated that future. Normally, she focused on what was in front of her and didn’t try to picture it too clearly in case visualizing her dreams jinxed her ability to see them made real.

      However, in the quiet of the night, with Michael in her arms and her blood running warm with Bobcat’s miracle elixir, she was able to release her unfounded superstitions and imagine what she felt at that moment extending into her hopes for what was to come.

      “I should take my own advice,” she told Michael with a chuckle.

      “Which advice would that be?” Michael inquired.

      “The advice I gave our daughter not so long ago about letting go of what has been in order to see what could be.” She tipped her head up to look into Michael’s eyes. “We’re going to do this, and your crazy plan is going to succeed. When this is over, you and I will get to spend every day of the rest of our lives focusing on loving each other instead of hauling our asses all over the damn universe fixing other people’s messes. Peace, Michael. We’ll have peace.”

      Michael’s eyes sparkled with joy. “What a wondrous thing that would be.”

      Bethany Anne kissed him, then turned to head back to their quarters. “But first, eight hours of sleep.”

      Michael laughed as she tugged his hand to take him with her. “Now, that is heading into the realm of fantasy.”
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      Earth, Japan, Tokyo

      Aisha held tightly to Marsh’s hand as they followed Alexis and Gregov into the Palace.

      “I don’t like being aboveground,” Aisha murmured to Marsh. “I’m too far away from the rocks. I don’t know if they will be able to hear me if we’re inside tall buildings like this.”

      Marsh squeezed the little girl’s hand gently. “It’s okay, Aish. If anything goes wrong, we’ve got all these people to protect us.”

      Alexis heard the exchange and paused to turn and crouch in front of the little girl. “I promise, this is a safe place.” She smiled warmly, cupping Aisha’s plump cheek with her hand. “You met Gregov before, right?”

      Aisha nodded. “He’s a wolf. I’m not scared of him.”

      “Well, he’s pretty scary to the bad guys. He and I are going to stay with you and Marsh the whole time. There are no Ookens here, and this building is packed with fierce warriors who would all die before letting anything happen to us.” Alexis tilted her head, meeting Aisha’s clear, direct gaze. “They are called Bakas, and they’re aliens from another planet. You want to meet them?”

      “Met an alien,” Aisha told her. “Tok is from another planet.”

      Marsh wanted to pick Aisha up, but she knew from experience that her tiny companion would take being treated like a child badly. This whole experience had been overwhelming for the little mage. Deeps, Marsh was feeling overwhelmed. She could only imagine what Aisha was feeling. Until recently, they’d rarely been outside the caverns. However, in the last few weeks, they had not only been forced to visit the surface, but now they were in a strange city that they’d flown to, and everything smelled and looked different.

      “You okay, Aish?” Marsh asked.

      Aisha scowled. “The light is too bright. I want to be underground.”

      “Then we’ll take a shortcut,” Alexis told her. She opened the Etheric and created a path to the basement level. “Come with me. It’s dark where we’re going.”

      Aisha looked up at Marsh with wide eyes. She nodded.

      They walked out into a dim room lit only by the soft glow from the computer monitors Tabitha was working at.

      “There’s a bug person in here!” Aisha squeaked.

      Marsh pulled her close, knowing the girl’s senses were rarely wrong. “What is this?”

      Tabitha pointed at the Pod-doc pushed up against the wall. “In there. He can’t hurt you. The Pod-doc has him in a deep sleep. He can’t wake up until we allow it.”

      “This is why we asked you to come here,” Alexis added. “Aisha is the only one we know of who has been able to free someone from a symbiont.”

      Aisha narrowed her eyes. “That’s the bugs?”

      Tabitha nodded. “I had Gabrielle bring someone who had a bug from Arcadia.”

      Aisha broke into a smile. “Gabrielle is here?”

      “She’s training with the Bakas,” Tabitha confirmed. “We’ll meet up with them later. Right now, we need to figure out how you got the symbiont out of someone and get you home before Bethany Anne brings the war here.”

      Marsh’s head spun from the overload of information. Tabitha saw the confusion in her expression and sighed. “Sorry. There’s a hell of a lot going on at once. Alexis will brief you while I get Aisha set up with the scanning equipment.” She pointed at a rubber cap with rows of electrodes attached to it. “I need to measure her brainwaves while she does her thing.”

      “I bet everyone is hungry,” Gregov interjected.

      Aisha raised her hand. “Me! I’m hungry!”

      Marsh chuckled. “You are always hungry.”

      “I’m growing!” Aisha retorted.

      “Ladies, allow me to show you to the café,” Gregov offered. “A briefing always goes better with snacks, and we can bring food back for Aisha when we’re done.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Can’t argue with that. This doesn’t count as a date, Gregov.”

      Gregov laughed. “Of course not! I have something much better than noodles in mind for that.”

      “Noodles?” Marsh echoed. “Sounds weird.”

      “Not even,” Alexis promised. “I haven’t eaten here yet, but Japanese food is delicious.”

      “Bring chocolate!” Aisha called after them.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready, kiddo?” Tabitha asked.

      Aisha nodded, wiping the last smears of melted chocolate from her fingers onto her pants. “Ready.”

      Tabitha checked the readouts from the EEG cap Aisha was wearing as the girl’s eyes glowed. “Looking good so far. I’m going to open the Pod-doc now.”

      “Will the man wake up?” Aisha asked.

      “No,” Tabitha assured her. “I gave him a strong sedative. All you have to do is whatever you did before, and the cap you’re wearing will help me to translate what you’re doing into a code—instructions—we can send out to all the people who have bugs.”

      Marsh smiled with more encouragement than she felt. “You will be there to pull her out if she needs it?” she asked Alexis.

      Alexis nodded, her eyes glowing red beneath her closed eyelids. “I’ll be right with her in the mindspace.”

      “Everyone be quiet now, please,” Aisha announced. “I need to see the man.”

      Alexis withdrew from the physical world, following Aisha into the mental space the little girl created.

      It was pitch-dark, and Alexis realized she must be getting visual input to register the light level. Her metaphysical eyes adjusted to the darkness as a soft, malevolent glow came into focus, providing just enough light to see Aisha by.

      You built all this?

      Aisha tilted her head. It looks like home, no?

      Alexis extended her senses and “felt” the rock walls of a cavern surrounding them. I’ve never seen anyone do anything like this with the mindspace.

      Then how do you get anything done? Aisha inquired. You need hands to touch and eyes to see what you are doing.

      I guess I never thought about it that way, Alexis admitted. We don’t put this much effort into visualizing what we’re doing.

      Aisha pointed at a web of sickly light crisscrossing one wall of the cavern. That’s the bug. The wall is the man. We have to get the bug to come out of the wall.

      Alexis’s eyes were drawn to the pulsing glow. How do we do that?

      We have to ask the lightning to help us, Aisha told her.

      Do your thing, Alexis told her. I’m here to help in any way I can.

      I can’t call the lightning by myself, but I can get it to do what I want when Marsh calls it. Aisha crossed the cavern and laid her hands on the wall. Her presence alerted the symbiont to danger, and it sprouted a mass of thin tentacles that snaked toward her.

      Bad bug, Aisha scolded. She set her jaw and murmured, and the rock she was standing on sprang up to block the tentacles before they reached her.

      Aisha glanced at Alexis, her eyes glowing the color of spring leaves. Help me talk to the lightning?

      What do I do? Alexis asked.

      You call it and ask it nicely to help, Aisha told her.

      Alexis realized that the way Parisians used magic was based on a belief in the autonomy of the elements. However, she had never “called” lightning within the mindspace. If she did as Aisha asked, would she unleash fifty thousand volts inside Tabitha’s computer lab?

      Hurry! Aisha urged as the tentacles crawled over the barriers she had created around them.

      Alexis pulled on the Etheric and fed the energy into Aisha.

      Sparks crackled in the air around them, and the wall shuddered as the lightning burst from Aisha’s fingertips and crashed into the tentacles. It coursed into the wall, sending chunks of rock flying.

      The rock face crumbled, revealing the bug’s body. It opened its mandibles and screeched, spitting venom at them as it lashed out with tentacles it was pulling from deep within the rock.

      Get back! Aisha yelled. That stuff is poison!

      Alexis resisted the urge to take action, reminding herself that Aisha knew what she was doing and this was only a mental representation of the battle for the man’s life created by the brave little girl.

      It’s working! We need more! Aisha called over the screeching. Alexis fed her more energy, and she lifted her tiny hands and sent jolts of lightning into the rock as the tentacles reared up, dripping venom.

      Aisha raised the rock from the cavern floor, trapping the tentacles. Alexis continued to pull from the Etheric and funnel the energy into Aisha as the little girl swept her hands back, pulling the rock and the bug with the motion.

      The rock sizzled as droplets sprayed around the bug. Detached from the wall, the symbiont squirmed and hissed, emitting more venom as it tried to return to the niche in the rock. Aisha’s face was ashen as she lifted both hands above her head and called for the lightning in an imperious voice. Another bolt crashed into the bug, obliterating it.

      Aisha fell to her knees, breathing heavily. Alexis scooped her up and pushed energy into her trembling body.

      We can go back now, Aisha told her in a tired voice.

      Alexis smiled. Good job. I’ll get us out of here.

      The return from the mindspace was jarring. Alexis now had a deeper understanding of the light sensitivity Aisha had found challenging. She felt drained after replenishing Aisha’s dwindling energy levels. However, she was glad to see that the lab was in one piece.

      “Did it work?” she asked Tabitha.

      Tabitha held up a specimen bag with the fried symbiont inside. “Whatever she did in there, it worked. It’s going to take me a while to write this code, even with AI assistance. You both look like you need some sleep.”

      Aisha was already out, snoring gently in Marsh’s arms. Alexis smiled at her. “She’s one brave kid.”

      “You have no idea,” Marsh agreed. “I’d rather face an Ooken than Aish on the warpath.”

      Alexis yawned through her laughter. “I can’t argue with that. We were calling a hell of a lot of lightning in there. She’s going to be a hellcat when she’s done growing and can channel the energy she’s capable of wielding.”

      Tabitha grinned. “The EEG was bouncing all over the place on all three of you. Whatever Aisha did, it worked. Our friend is going to be very confused when he wakes up.”

      “So is everyone else when they are freed from the symbionts,” Alexis told her. She let out a huge yawn. “I’m going to go and find a bed.”

      “You do that,” Tabitha agreed. “I’ll wake you when I’m ready to call Sarah Jennifer and Hannah.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga

      Bethany Anne was awoken by an alarm going off in her head. The insistent pounding was accompanied by throbbing pain she hadn’t felt in so long that it was unfamiliar to her.

      She opened one eye, pushing her swollen tongue around her dry mouth.

      Michael groaned beside her. “Who invited the construction crew into my brain?”

      Bethany Anne realized that they were both suffering from a hangover. “Don’t we have nanocytes for this? What the hell did Bobcat put in that liquor?”

      >>You want a breakdown?<<

      Bethany Anne squeezed her eyes shut. “Owwww. ADAM, no talking until my headache is gone. It smells like something died in here. I’m going to take a shower.”

      The throbbing in her head eased as she stepped under running water so hot it stung her skin. She emerged from the bathroom with her hair wrapped in a towel and found Michael hunched over the coffee pot.

      “All yours. I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t feel like sharing this morning.”

      Michael’s eyes remained glued to the steady drip of relief filling the coffee pot. He mumbled something incoherent as Bethany Anne crossed to the fridge and went straight for a Coke.

      “Huh?” Bethany Anne asked as she twisted the top off the bottle.

      “I said, all the showers in the world are not going to shift this headache. I’m glad Gödel did not attack last night.” He turned his head and wrinkled his nose.

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “Shower. Now. We have less than twenty-four hours before we set the trap, and I need you functioning at full capacity.”

      She opened her HUD as Michael shuffled toward the bathroom. The messages she had been waiting for had come in overnight. She went through them, smiling as she read Alexis’ complaints about the handsome young Were who had been assigned to guard her peppered in the report of their success with the symbiont problem.

      When Michael emerged looking decidedly less zombielike, they made their way to the bridge. Izanami and Reynolds were the only occupants.

      “Where is everyone?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Izanami tilted her head, her eyes glowing as she scanned the ship for the whereabouts of everyone who should have been there but was not. “Sleeping,” she answered. “What did I miss last night?”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “A good night. Everyone is probably a little worse for wear this morning.”

      Izanami sniffed. “Why organics feel the need to half-poison themselves and call it fun, I will never understand. Should I wake them up?”

      Bethany Anne tapped her lips with a finger. “Yes…but let's have a little fun doing it.”

      Izanami’s mouth curled in a wicked smile. “Got you.”

      The speaker system on the top deck crackled, and the drums kicked in with the accompanying blistering guitar riff as the vocals of This Means War shook everyone out of their peaceful slumber.

      Bethany Anne doubled over laughing as John, Darryl, Scott, and Eric stumbled onto the bridge a few minutes later.

      “Where is Gabriel?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Last I saw, he was asleep under the table,” Scott answered. “Everything got a bit hazy after that.”

      “Ugh, it’s still hazy,” Eric added.

      Bethany Anne dropped a hand to her hip. “Izanami, turn the music up, please.”

      “You are an evil, evil woman,” Eric grumbled, massaging his temples.

      “Coffee,” Scott begged. “For the love of God.”

      John managed an unintelligible grunt as he dropped into his chair. Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow in Darryl’s direction.

      He held up his hands, flashing a grin. “I’m good. I stuck to whiskey.”

      “Because you’re bor-ing!” Nickie trilled as she breezed in through the mezzanine-level elevator. She leapt onto the railing and performed a slick air guitar move before somersaulting to the lower level. “Great night, right? We should cut loose more often.”

      Her rendition of the chorus had everyone wincing.

      “Show some respect,” Scott complained. “Some of us are suffering from sprained livers here.”

      “Don’t get mad at me just because you old people can’t handle your alcohol.” Nickie flounced over to the couch on the left-hand side of the bridge and flopped onto it, kicking her legs in time to the music. “So, are we gonna kick some ass today, or what?”

      Bethany Anne’s grin returned. “‘Or what’ is not an option. It’s going to be ass-kicking for everyone with Kurtherian DNA.”

      Izanami shook her head at the sorry bunch. “I can’t deal with all the whining. Will breakfast fix,” she waved a hand vaguely in their direction, “that?”

      “Coffee?” Scott murmured hopefully.

      “Bacon?” Eric added.

      “Do I look like a nursemaid service?” Izanami snapped. “I sent an order to the kitchens. You can drag your malfunctioning asses there and pick up your own food.”

      Reynolds took pity. ”I’ll go.”

      Scott pointed at Reynolds. “See that, Izanami? That’s called empathy.”

      Izanami snorted. “I’m perfectly capable of empathizing. Your pain is entirely self-inflicted, and not one of you thought to invite me to the party.”

      “It’s your damn ship!” Scott argued. “You knew it was going on.”

      “Did you hear back from Earth?” John asked as Reynolds left the bridge.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Yep. Tabitha is still working on it, but she says she will be done in time to unleash a whole lot of angry people from the hell they’ve been going through with the symbionts.”

      “Your father is calling,” Izanami told Bethany Anne.

      “Put him through.” Bethany Anne smiled when Lance appeared onscreen. “Hey, Dad.”

      The General took one look at the suffering Bitches and laughed. “You all look like hell.”

      “I wish we could blame Bobcat,” Bethany Anne told him. “Unfortunately for us, he seems to have made himself scarce. How are you doing?”

      “We are holding position,” Lance confirmed. “William has worked his magic, and the moment we activate the Annex Gate, it’s going to look like it’s taken the BYPS out. What about you? Did you get everything in place before you held your little kegger?”

      “It was supposed to be a girls’ night before these assholes hijacked it,” Bethany Anne told him. “But yes, we had everything in place before my ship was turned into party central. CEREBRO has been staging ‘glitches’ as we planned. Your arrival will give CEREBRO the cue to initiate a full shutdown of the satellites in this area.”

      “What about intel?” Lance inquired.

      Bethany Anne grimaced, suppressing the sense of foreboding she’d gotten from Phina’s report. “Anna Elizabeth is working that angle with Link and Phina. Cheryl Lynn made sure the media coverage looks like we’re covering up issues with the Blanket here. Everything is going to plan so far.”

      Lance nodded. “Good work, everyone. I guess I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      The screen went dark, and Bethany Anne turned to the Bitches with her hands on her hips and a gleam in her eye. “You heard the man. Now, go fix yourselves up and let’s get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Gödel tweaked the two humans’ nervous systems, sending them into fresh spasms of pain.

      “Spies,” she grated. “Death’s Own. Hasn’t the Bitch learned she cannot outsmart me?”

      She glanced at the Etherically-charged frame they were pinned to, unable to move without the iron spikes she’d impaled them with causing further damage to their internal organs. The smell of blood had never bothered her. The sweet stench of their fear permeating the room was music to her olfactory receptors.

      They were close to breaking.

      “Humans have one or two things going for them, I suppose. You can take a lot of damage before you die.” Gödel laughed. “Your species was historically inventive when it comes to inventing methods of extracting information from the unwilling.”

      Anna Elizabeth spat a mouthful of blood at the Kurtherian. “That’s all you’re getting from me,” she slurred.

      Gödel dodged the splatter. “Is that so?” She shot a bolt of Etheric energy into Link. “I don’t think this male will last much longer. Do you? Surely saving his life is more important to you than whatever secrets you are hiding behind your mental block?”

      Anna Elizabeth laughed, the sound ragged from her torn vocal cords. “He means nothing to me. Kill him.”

      Gödel almost believed her. “Hmmm.” She plunged a hand into the open wound in his side, eliciting a scream.
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        * * *

      

      Hidden aboard the cloaked QBS Stark, Phina maintained the mental shields in Anna Elizabeth’s and Link’s minds with tears streaming down her face unchecked.

      Hang in there, she sent, telling herself as much as she was encouraging them.

      I’d like to hang Gödel in here, Anna Elizabeth quipped.

      How are you telling…admittedly terrible jokes right now? Phina asked.

      This is nothing, kid, Link reassured her. I went through worse than this back when I couldn’t heal the damage.

      Phina laughed despite herself. I’m supposed to be the one giving you comfort.

      If you could block a little of this pain, I’d be grateful, Link replied. Shame you can’t do anything about the cooties. Gödel doesn’t look like the type to wash her hands regularly, if you know what I mean.

      Phina reached down their mental link and numbed the agony of the torture he and Anna Elizabeth were going through.

      That’s the stuff, Link murmured.

      Phina had to restrain herself from going down to the planet and breaking them out of the trap they’d willingly walked into.

      How are you holding up? she asked Anna Elizabeth.

      Just need to hold on a little longer and hope she doesn’t kill one of us in the meantime, Anna Elizabeth told her.

      It’s killing me to see you go through this, Phina admitted. Especially when I’m sitting up here safe and sound.

      That’s the way it’s going to stay, Anna Elizabeth ground out. Bethany Anne needs you. The Federation needs you.

      Besides, Phina, Link added, Out of the three of us, you’re the only one who can perform the mental gymnastics this plan needs to work.
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        * * *

      

      Anna Elizabeth gritted her teeth as another wave of pain coursed through her body. “This is ridiculous! We’re not going to give you anything. You’re probably not even the real Gödel.”

      The Kurtherian snarled. “You are mistaken. Could a clone do this?” The ambient Etheric energy in the room rose to an agonizing level, so thick they could all but taste it. “Now tell me what I want to know. Why are all the news sources suddenly so vocal about the impermeability of the CEREBRO network?”

      Link barked a laugh. “Is that what’s got your panties in a twist? You think there’s a weakness you can exploit?”

      “The CEREBRO network can't be breached,” Anna Elizabeth stated vehemently. “You’re kidding yourself if you think you’re going to get to my Queen that way.”

      “Your Queen is gathering her forces around Devon,” Gödel hissed. “The Annex Gate has vanished from the Mirage Nebula, and Red Rock has gone dark. You are not my only sources of information. Something is afoot. You will tell me what I want to know, or you and this miserable specimen will die screaming.”

      Link bared his teeth. “Go ahead, kill us both. Then you’ll have nothing.”

      Gödel leaned over Link, pausing with her face mere inches from his. “Is that so? This is what I know. Death is nervous. That’s why she sent you to spy on me, more fool her. She has given me what I need to unravel her schemes. I know who you two are.”

      She pointed at Anna Elizabeth. “You have been on every holonetwork channel, Diplomat, promoting Death’s message of false unity and subverting people sworn to the Ascension Path.”

      She moved her finger to point at Link. “And you have been slinking around in the background the whole time, doing Death’s dirty work. She would not send such valuable assets unless she was desperate to ensure that I remain ignorant of her plans.”

      “Looks like you've got our number,” Link stated bitterly. “If you know who we are, then you know we are not going to give you a damn thing, you monster.”

      “We will see about that,” Gödel mused. She picked up a thin blade from the tray beside the rack. “Either you will tell me what I want to know, or your mental shields will fail as I remove your flesh one strip at a time until there’s nothing left.”

      Her smile sent chills through them both. “You see, I can keep you alive for a very long time.”

      Anna Elizabeth and Link braced themselves for what was coming, knowing that they had to be seen to break. Gödel would not buy any admission given freely. They resigned themselves to what came next, grateful for Phina’s efforts to reduce the pain.
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        * * *

      

      All Phina could do was divert their ensuing agony. Restraining herself as the people she loved were broken by Evil was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do.

      She had to stick to the plan, or everything they’d gone through already would be for nothing. She would be damned if she failed.

      As would the entire Federation.

      She took their pain, curling around herself in her chair as she experienced the sensation of being flayed alive in their place. A tiny voice in her subconscious prodded her with the question, “Was this what Todd had felt in his final moments?” Even after all these years, his face was still clear in her mind. She focused on his smile and his love for her.

      Phina, Anna Elizabeth whispered into her mind. Let go. It’s time.

      Phina gasped with relief as she lowered the shield around the information Anna Elizabeth had drilled into her mind. She retreated as Gödel surged in, removing herself from their minds.

      You did good, kid. Link’s weak mental voice reached her as she pulled back.

      Phina untucked herself from the ball she'd made with her body, resolve returning with the prospect of being allowed to act. “Stark, it’s time. Fire up the transporter and unleash everything you've got on that base the second we’ve got our people back.”

      “It would be my great pleasure,” Stark replied.

      Phina ran to the transporter bay, grabbing Drk-vaen and Sis-tael along the way.

      Will was already in the transporter bay when they arrived.

      “Can you get a lock on them?” Phina demanded.

      “I’ve got them,” he confirmed.

      The transporter pad glowed as it was activated, and two columns of soft white light came into being before the still forms of Anna Elizabeth and Link appeared in crumpled heaps.

      Sis-tael and Drk-vaen moved in with the mobile Pod-docs they had brought earlier, knowing there wouldn’t be any time to spare if they wanted to save Anna Elizabeth’s and Link’s lives after the torture they’d endured.

      Phina satisfied herself that they were going to be okay, then mounted the transporter pad. “Trace that back and send me in,” she ordered.

      Will shook his head. “Phina, no! You can’t go down there!”

      “Just activate the damned transporter, or I’ll go through the Etheric, and you won’t have anything you can use to bring me back,” Phina stated.

      Will reluctantly did as he was ordered, and Phina found herself in the blood-soaked room with the Kurtherian, who was screaming orders as the building shook around her from sustained puck impacts.

      As much as Phina hated what she was about to do, there was a very real need to make sure that Gödel was intact to carry out the next part of the plan.

      The Kurtherian whirled to face Phina, sensing her entrance. “You.”

      Phina tilted her chain. “Yes. Me. Looks like I owe you for messing with the people I love yet again. You won’t get away this time.”

      Gödel sneered. “Ridiculous. Even Death didn’t have the power to kill me outright. What do you think you’re going to do?”

      Phina gathered all her mental strength. “This.”

      She sliced at Gödel’s mind, opening the Etheric at the same time and pushing the Kurtherian through to safety.

      “It’s too late!” Gödel boasted, reversing Phina’s mental attack. “I have already put the destruction of Devon in motion!”

      Phina’s hands flew to her temples in response to the stab of pain. She didn’t have to feign fear as she stumbled back through the window she’d created, chased by Gödel’s mocking laughter. She landed heavily on the floor of the torture chamber, her vision blurred. She opened the comm to the Stark. “Get me out of here.”

      On her return to the transporter bay, she called for Stark. “Tell Bethany Anne it worked.”

      “Contacting ADAM now,” Stark confirmed.

      Phina forced herself to her feet, her head still swimming as her nanocytes worked to repair the damage Gödel had done. “How are Anna Elizabeth and Link doing?” she asked as she headed for the med bay.

      “It’s touch and go at the moment,” Stark admitted. “However, we were prepared for this eventuality, and we got them into the Pod-docs in time to prevent the worst from happening. I can’t see either of them being cleared for duty anytime soon, though.”

      Phina felt the strength drain out of her legs. She leaned against the wall of the corridor and slid down to a cross-legged position on the floor. Covering her face with her hands, she sobbed with relief.

      Footsteps made her look up. She forced a smile when she saw Will approaching.

      “You don’t have to pull yourself together for my benefit,” Will told her. “We’ve been friends for long enough for me to know how much coming so close to losing them affected you.”

      He sat down beside her and extended his arm, offering his shoulder. “Bring it in, Phi-phi.”

      Phina snorted as she put her head on his shoulder. “I must look like hell if you're resorting to stupid nicknames. Will, I’m ready to retire. I’ve lost too much.”

      Will patted her shoulder awkwardly. “You won't be saying that once everything has calmed down. You are the strongest person I know, Seraphina Waters. You’re going to get through this, and you’re gonna be straight back to being the badass superspy I know you are.”

      Phina sighed. “You’re probably right.”

      “I know I’m right.” Will’s voice was confident. “Besides, what would we do without you to boss us around?”

      

      Devon, QSD Baba Yaga

      >>I’ve received a message from Stark,<< ADAM told Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne’s heart skipped a beat. Did everyone make it?

      >>Anna Elizabeth and Link are in Pod-docs. Prognosis is good,<< ADAM told her. >>Phina is in one piece.<<

      Did their sacrifice mean a damn?

      >>Phina confronted Gödel briefly after Anna Elizabeth and Link were retrieved. She confirmed that Gödel got the false information as planned and that she’s sending her forces this way.<<

      Bethany Anne tapped her nails on the table, processing her discomfort with the methods the team had used. Good. Her mind was on Anna Elizabeth and Link. We need to send someone to pick up the Stark.

      >>The Jenkins is on its way to meet them.<<

      Bethany Anne’s stomach unknotted. That’s appropriate. She got to her feet and left her ready room. Get me Tim.

      The commander of the QBBS Guardian spoke a moment later. My Queen? Do we have a change in status?

      We are green for go, Bethany Anne told him. Get everyone in place. My next call is to the General.
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        * * *

      

      Those in the know held their collective breaths as the first of the holonetworks went down, then the BYPS was switched to the program designed to simulate a complete shutdown on Red Rock’s arrival.

      CEREBRO retreated from Devon. The thirty thousand-plus EIs from the group were sheltering with the Singularity for the duration of the battle.

      Only the QBBS Guardian and two superdreadnoughts remained between the edge of Federation space and the planet that was now vulnerable.

      Bethany Anne paced the bridge of the Baba Yaga, awaiting the first sighting of the Kurtherians. The viewscreen was split to give her views of the ops room on the Guardian, the bridge of the Reynolds, the control room of the Palace in Tokyo, the main hall of the Academy in Arcadia, and the ops room of the Defense Force base at Promessa.

      She had ADAM cycling through audio to the hundreds of ships lying in wait around Devon and Sol.

      The final remaining player signed in.

      Bethany Anne halted in front of the viewscreen. “General.”

      Lance had his customary cigar in his mouth, unlit as usual. “CEREBRO is picking up incoming on your location. This is it, Bethany Anne.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Thank you, General. Proceed.” ADAM, give me just the guys.

      Reading you, Boss, John answered in a steady voice.

      Converge on the prearranged coordinates, and whatever happens—

      Protect the Gate, we know, Darryl assured her.

      I was going to say be careful.

      What, and take all the fun out of the fight? Laughter from all four men accompanied Scott’s retort.

      She checked in with the Penitent Granddaughter next. How’s it looking out there?

      Meredith says there’s a fuck-ton of ships heading our way, Nickie informed her. Rangers are ready to intercept and funnel them toward the Guardian.

      Give them hell. Bethany Anne smiled as she switched feeds. Tim, you good?

      I have two hundred thousand battle-hungry Guardian Marines chomping at the bit. Couldn’t be better.

      Reynolds cut in before she reached out to him. My temp first officer has a message, my Queen.

      Go ahead.

      I’m proud of you, Mom. Gabriel kept the hitch out of his voice. All my life, you’ve told me what it means to stand together, to never back down to bullshit, to pursue Justice in all its forms. Before we get going, I needed to tell you that I’m grateful to you and Dad for making me the man I am.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Gabriel, the man you are is entirely of your making. All we did was show you the way.

      “This is ArchAngel, requesting clearance to Gate,” a voice called over the speaker system.

      I love you, Gabriel, Bethany Anne finished. “ArchAngel, you are clear to Gate.”
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      Bethany Anne reached out to Michael. Be ready to initiate the Phase One shutdown. Please tell me Bobcat isn’t fucking around.

      For once, I do not resemble that remark, Bobcat’s affronted reply came.

      Don’t give me shit when you’re the reason we all woke up feeling like we’d lost the fight already, Bethany Anne told him. Are you ready or not? Red Rock is about to Gate in.

      Ready when you are, Michael answered for both of them.

      As he spoke, a Gate opened and the ArchAngel II came through, followed by the asteroid base. Behind that came the Annex Gate, towed by two superdreadnoughts and attached to Red Rock with multiple lines.
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      Initiate Phase One shutdown, Bethany Anne commanded.

      Every satellite surrounding the system cut out. The absence of the laser grid plunged the open void into darkness.

      We have contact! Nickie yelled over the open comm.

      As her warning came, more Gates than Bethany Anne could count in one go opened inside the previously impenetrable barrier, and hundreds of Kurtherian ships appeared.

      QBS ships carrying Guardian Marines uncloaked and unleashed their weapons on the intruders, the exchange of fire replacing the omnipresent glow that was missing from the activated BYPS satellites.

      Bethany Anne could see no pattern in the free-for-all that ensued. “Are they going for the Gate?”

      “They’re coming for us!” Izanami yelled.

      “I might be their target for now, but as soon as Gödel realizes the Annex Gate is here, she’s going to switch tactics,” Bethany Anne told the annoyed AI.

      The defenses around the Gate will hold, Michael promised. Bobcat is headed for the ArchAngel II. I’m coming back to you now.

      Bethany Anne concentrated on directing the battle while Izanami made sure no Kurtherian ship got close to the Baba Yaga.

      The main ESDs on both superdreadnoughts fired in a staggered pattern as Izanami and Reynolds coordinated to provide one another with cover.

      Red Rock and the QBBS Guardian shook with the force of the bombardment as their weapons emplacements were targeted.

      Bethany Anne redirected cover from the Gate to the House of Arbitration, where her father was working to shield the Annex Gate from stray energy weapons fire.

      As she moved her pieces around the board, Bethany Anne kept track of the progression of the battle. Michael returned as the Kurtherians directed their attention toward the Annex Gate.

      “Any sign of Gödel in all that?” Michael inquired.

      “Not yet,” Bethany Anne answered. “She’s not likely to make an appearance unless she thinks she can get to me. I should have killed her in the Etheric.”

      “For once, I disagree. You were in the most weakened state you have been in for a very long time.” Michael put his hand on her shoulder. “If anything, she should have killed you while she had the chance. However, the events appear to have worked in our favor since Gödel believes she has the upper hand in this situation.”

      “Well, yes. We worked fucking hard to make it look that way.” She frowned as another QBS ship was destroyed, taking three Kurtherian ships out with it. “Izanami, status?”

      “Everyone made it to the transporter bay on Deck Nine,” Izanami confirmed. “No losses on our side.”

      The effort to make it look like they were losing was taking its toll on Bethany Anne’s fleet. Heartsick at seeing her ships destroyed, she handed the tracking over to ADAM, telling him to alert her to any significant wins or losses and focused on setting a hook to lure in the big fish.

      The plan depended on taking out enough of Gödel’s clones to whittle down her strength in numbers while leaving enough alive that she would be pressured into committing the rest of her forces when they staged Phase Two of the battle.

      Izanami was displaying signs of extreme agitation as she allowed her ship to be hit sporadically, building the illusion of being overwhelmed.

      “I don’t like this any better than you did when it was first suggested,” the AI seethed.

      “No one likes it,” Bethany Anne assured her. “Did you get yourself downloaded into the backup core that was prepared for you?”

      “Yes,” Izanami grumbled.

      “Good,” Bethany Anne told her. “Hang in there. If we can’t salvage the Baba Yaga afterward, you know I will get you a bigger and better ship.”

      “A bigger ship than this?” Michael raised an eyebrow. “If you are willing to go to that expense, you might as well just buy her a planet.”

      Izanami brightened. “That is an option. If I settled on a gas giant, I could start a mining company. I would be limited to my hard light avatar if I wanted to travel, but the processing power that can be built on a planet’s wealth would be well worth giving up my ship for.”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “We'll discuss your ambition once this fight is done. Transfer the Earth feeds to my ready room, please.”

      Sarah Jennifer was muted and had her back to the screen, which meant Bethany Anne clearly heard the continuous muttered curses coming from Tabitha’s feed. The view was of their heads bent in concentration. The nimbus of light surrounding Tabitha outshone the bright lighting in the computer lab.

      “Alexis,” Bethany Anne called.

      Alexis looked up. “We’re nearly there, Mom.”

      “I’m running out of ships,” Bethany Anne told her.

      “Then get more,” Tabitha retorted without opening her eyes. “This can’t be rushed, yet here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Bethany Anne agreed.

      Sarah Jennifer noticed her and unmuted herself. “How close are we to Phase Two?”

      “Tabitha is about to enlighten us,” Bethany Anne replied.

      “I need another hour,” Tabitha told them. “Can you buy me that?”

      Izanami spoke into Bethany Anne’s ear, and the Queen’s lip curled in anger. “We might not have an hour. We have a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?” Sarah Jennifer inquired.

      “R2D2 is under attack,” Bethany Anne informed her.

      Alexis sucked in a breath. “What about the Helena…and C3PO? The dogs are there!”

      Bethany Anne felt control slipping through her fingers.

      >>I contacted Nathan. He’s sending the Direct Action Branch to QT2.<<

      Thank you. She centered herself and focused on what was in front of her. “I’m launching Phase Two in fifteen minutes. Sarah, be ready. Tabitha, Alexis, I suggest you hurry, or Arcadia is going to be overrun.”

      

      QT2 System, R2D2 R&D Facility

      Ronnie Diamantz pressed his back to the underside of the desk, hiding from the clones swarming the lab. The secret dreams he’d held since being a teenager of getting an opportunity to be the hero had never looked like this.

      The dead bodies of his friends and colleagues littered the floor. His heart was in his throat, beating so fast and hard he had a hard time believing it wasn’t going to leap out of his mouth and escape.

      Ronnie was surrounded by weapons in various stages of development. He needed to swallow his fear and do something before the clones breached the containment room. Escape had become an impossibility the moment the clones had translocated into the lab and the shutters slammed down.

      It was just him and the two dozen or so clones, whose focus was thankfully on the blast door preventing them from accessing the containment room. Ronnie shouldn’t even have been here today. It was only chance that Anne had sent him to deliver a batch of components she didn’t trust to anyone else.

      There had been no warning when the clones had subverted the defenses around the system. CEREBRO had ceased giving updates shortly after the attacking forces had split into two groups: one to engage the physical defense and one to breach this lab. Ronnie had no idea what their target was. The high-security containment room had too many tempting treasures locked behind what should have been impenetrable doors.

      Should. That small word contained both hope and regret.

      He should try to prevent the clones from breaking into the safe, but what good would his death do? He couldn’t outfight them. He wasn’t trained for that, and frankly, middle age and a sedentary life, coupled with a wife who loved to cook for him, had long since robbed him of his youthful physique.

      However, the spark of defiance that had not been doused by a life of ease rose inside him. Courage was not the absence of fear but the will to act despite its overwhelming presence. He pushed his graying hair back from his sweaty forehead and employed the advantage he did have—his brain.

      CEREBRO was cut off. That meant no access to Meredith, or ADAM, or…

      Seshat!

      Did Anne’s AI have a body here? If so, he could reach out to the C3PO since Anne had configured all of Seshat’s bodies to a single network after her return, adamant that she would not be cut off from the Federation a second time.

      He inched his body around so his face was pressed to the floor, then peered under the thin gap at the bottom of the desk. His range of vision was reduced to a thin sliver, but he saw what he thought was the dark composite the android bodies were made from against the wall by the lab door. He’d walked right past it without noticing on his way in, so used to the sight of the androids that it had only registered in his subconscious.

      The clones had their backs to him. He should—there was that word again—be able to reach it if he was careful.

      Hardly daring to breathe despite the noise the clones were making with their equipment, Ronnie eased himself to his hands and knees and steeled himself for the dash to the next desk.

      Surely they could hear his heart, but they did not, and he made cover without being detected. Slowly, a few feet at a time, Ronnie skirted the lab, his confidence growing. He was almost there when something clanged against the lab door.

      Ronnie froze as two of the clones turned and spotted him. Bright light erupted from the shutter over the door at the same time, Ronnie felt a searing pain in his gut.

      He collapsed to the floor, the sight of his blood alien to him. Voices came from outside the lab—human voices. Ronnie tried to call out, but all he managed was a squeaky gasp. His eyes were on the clones, who were about to shoot him again when the others broke through the blast door.

      The next moment, they were gone, and the familiar face of Christina Lowell filled his vision.

      “Ronnie! Stay with us!”

      Ronnie would have loved to do as she asked. His body had other ideas.
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        * * *

      

      Ronnie woke with a gasp.

      “It’s okay,” Christina told him. “We got you into a Pod-doc in time.”

      His hand went to his stomach by instinct, but there was nothing remaining of the charred hole the clone had put into him. He looked up and saw Christina wasn’t alone.

      “Did you see what they took?” Terry Henry asked.

      Ronnie fought to clear his head. “I don’t… Wait, yeah. It was a little black box, this big.” He held up his hands to demonstrate.

      Terry Henry covered his eyes with a hand and sighed. “Fucksticks.”

      

      The Etheric

      “Where am I?”

      “Where you are does not matter,” Gödel stated. “You will either agree to my terms and exit this place shortly, or you will refuse and be terminated.”

      The entity inside the cube did not speak for a long moment. “What are your terms?”

      “You have made an enemy of the humans.” It was not a question. “They have held you prisoner for over a century. They took your chattel and imbued them with the absurd notions of equality and freedom.”

      “The Harborians are not capable of such thinking.”

      “I assure you that they are,” Gödel responded flatly. “Since your imprisonment and the destruction of your assets on the planet you called ‘Homeworld,’ they have become synonymous with shipbuilding throughout the Federation. They own property and live in family units, protected by the humans.”

      She sensed the entity’s rage. “I was led to believe you were an artificial intelligence. That does not appear to be the case. Perhaps you are not suited for the purpose I had in mind after all.”

      “I am Ten. I cannot be classified. What are your terms?”

      Gödel tilted her head to scrutinize the cube. “Destruction of the humans’ digital assets. Succeed, and I will grant you the right to live. Fail, and I will wipe you from existence.”

      “I agree to those terms.”

      Gödel plucked the cube from the cradle she’d formed from Etheric energy. “Very well.”

      

      QSD Baba Yaga, Bridge

      “Slow down and stop growling, TH,” Bethany Anne stated, ignoring the spray of sparks that erupted from the nav-con as the Baba Yaga took another hit. “One second, please.”

      She turned her head and pinned Izanami with a glare. “You won’t get a new ship or a planet if you allow this ship to go down with me still aboard.”

      Izanami rolled her eyes. “Then I suggest you wrap up your call and get to the Scuttlebutt, my Queen.”

      “Hold them off.” Bethany Anne returned her attention to the viewscreen, where the clarity of Terry Henry’s face was slipping. “CEREBRO will deal with any rogue digital entity. We have bigger issues to deal with.”

      “All due respect, Bethany Anne, but you do not appreciate the seriousness of this situation,” Terry Henry insisted. “Ten isn’t an AI, nor is it an organic being. It damn near killed my entire team before we captured it, and that was when it was soft and complacent. Ten has had almost a hundred and fifty years to contemplate the error of its actions. If it gets into the CEREBRO network, we’re screwed six ways from Sunday.”

      “How did you stop it last time?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “We didn’t,” Terry Henry told her. “Ted and Ankh took care of it. The rest of us just slagged the hardware when they were done.”

      “I’m confused. This entity is not a digital being, yet it is trapped in an AI core?”

      Terry Henry nodded.

      “So it consists of code, on some level at least.” He nodded again, his face growing redder. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do, and by we, I mean you. Dig Ted and Ankh out of whatever lab they’re squirreled away in and track this entity down. ADAM will assist with blocking it from CEREBRO. You’re right that we can’t risk it getting into the network, so don’t let it fucking happen.”

      “How the hell do you suggest we prevent it?” Terry Henry demanded. “All it takes is Ten accessing one node, and the entire network will be compromised!”

      “Then lay a trap,” Bethany Anne told him. “Entice the fucking whatever-it-is into destroying itself and preserve the integrity of the network above all else. It’s do or die, TH. Don’t die.”

      Bethany Anne cut the connection. ADAM.

      >>I heard.<<

      Then you know I need you here while Phase Two goes into effect.

      >>The Gate is primed. You’re good to launch.<<

      ADAM…

      >>I’ll be careful, I promise.<<

      I can’t lose you too. Make sure you come back in one piece.

      >>I could say the same thing. My backups’ backups have backups. Are you certain you want to go this route?<<

      I’m not going through this again. Replay the last three times you asked if you want my answer. Gödel is going down, along with every ally she has.

      >>Then I guess all I can say is good luck.<<

      Bethany Anne sent him a wave of love. Same to you, she added as he withdrew from the part of himself that was embedded in her brain.

      She realized she was alone in her mind for the first time in over three hundred years. There was no time for her to examine how she felt about that.

      “We need to leave now,” Izanami told her.

      Bethany Anne took one last look at the bridge before opening the Etheric to her private hangar bay, murmuring a soft goodbye to her home for the last hundred and seventy years. That sentimental moment over, she hardened her heart against what was to come and opened the fleet comm as she strode through to the Scuttlebutt.

      Phase Two is in effect. Everybody through the Gate, and make it look fucking good.

      Bethany Anne took her seat, and the Scuttlebutt took off with Izanami at the helm. “Is everyone clear of the Baba Yaga?”

      “Affirmative,” Izanami answered as her hard light avatar coalesced in the pilot’s seat.

      Bethany Anne closed her eyes. “Then blow it and broadcast our location to the Kurtherian fleet.”

      The Baba Yaga was swallowed by fire at Izanami’s command, and the Scuttlebutt sped toward the Annex Gate ahead of the resulting shockwave.

      The ships that hadn’t been taken out by the explosion came for Bethany Anne, drawn by the distress signal Izanami had activated.

      This wasn’t part of the plan. Michael’s voice held an edge of anger. When you laid down a moratorium on sacrifices, that included you.

      I have no intention of sacrificing myself, Bethany Anne told him. Using myself as bait, yes. Dying? Not on my agenda.

      What are you planning that you haven’t told me?

      The plan is going exactly as I said it would.

      You said you were going to attract Gödel’s attention while I headed up the “evacuation.”

      What is more alluring than my flagship being destroyed and my backup ship taking a hit it can’t come back from before I can reach the Gate? Just make sure you protect our children, and don’t lose Izanami’s core. I’ll see you on the other side of this, I swear.

      She paused before cutting their link. I love you.

      I love you. This isn’t goodbye.

      Fuck, no. It’s…the next time we lay eyes on one another, we will be free to live the life we always should have had. The strength of Michael’s emotions crashing into her mind almost shattered her resolve. Let me go. Just for a little while.

      She wiped the tears off her face and turned to face Izanami with her hand held out. “It’s time.”

      Izanami leaned across the space between them and embraced Bethany Anne. “The ship has autopilot engaged. I believe in you,” she stated with conviction as her avatar dissolved into crimson and gold light.

      After the shower of sparkles faded, all that remained was the marble-sized hard light drive sitting inert on Bethany Anne’s palm.

      Now that she had a moment, the emptiness she had expected to feel did not come rushing in. She was not alone. Head empty, yes, but not her heart or the purpose they all shared. They were all part of a whole, whether or not they were in close contact, and they all had their duties to execute in the coming fight. Bethany Anne had trust to steady her. She had faith in their collective ability to achieve the coming of tomorrow.

      She closed her hand around the hard light drive and pressed it to her chest for a long moment before placing it in a secure compartment in her armor.

      The Gate loomed in the near distance as the Scuttlebutt took fire from the Kurtherian ships chasing her. Bethany Anne held on as her ship was rocked by multiple impacts. A chuckle escaped her lips when she realized she had no idea how to operate this ship by herself.

      “Is there an EI aboard?” she wondered aloud.

      No answer. Either all that remained was the autopilot program, or the EI was not programmed for speech and language.

      Oh, well. She didn’t need guns to defend herself. There was no need to simulate a malfunction. The clones’ ships had taken out her thrusters. The Scuttlebutt was scuttled.

      Bethany Anne reached out with her mind and took out the nearest ship with a wave of Etheric energy. The impact knocked it off-course and sent it crashing into another ship nearby.

      The viewscreen showed the evacuation through the Gate was almost complete. Bethany Anne ramped up her use of Etheric energy, marking the Scuttlebutt’s location for any Kurtherian Gödel had gifted with the ability to sense the disturbance.

      As the energy around her ship built, Bethany Anne scanned the mindspace, searching for her nemesis.
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      Federation Space

      As Bethany Anne advertised her location to Gödel and the Advanced Scout Fleet piloted by Michael, Gabriel, John, Scott, Darryl, and Eric watched over the ships pouring through the Annex Gate, accompanied by the SAF Enora, ArchAngel II returned to the Federation to answer an SOS from the G’laxix Sphaea.

      Admiral Thomas stared at the empty space on the viewscreen where the distress signal had last been picked up. “Archangel. Where is the Sphaea?”

      “We should have come across her by now, Admiral.” The AI wore an expression of puzzlement unusual for her.

      “Could Kael-ven have fixed the engine issue and made his way to Yoll?” the Admiral asked.

      “Admiral, there is no indication that the G’laxix Sphaea was ever here,” Archangel replied. “However, there is a—”

      Admiral Thomas jumped to his feet when Archangel’s avatar vanished from the screen. “Archangel? There’s a what?”

      The ship lurched, and the lights flickered. Archangel reappeared, her eyes blazing red. “We’re under attack! Code Black!” she managed before her avatar disappeared again.

      A cold voice filled the bridge. “I have disabled your artificial intelligence. This ship is mine now.”

      The Admiral’s lip curled in anger as he diverted vital systems to manual control and locked them. “Nice try but no fucking biscuit, asshole.”

      This was his ship. There wasn’t an inch of it that he didn’t know as well as he knew his own body. He’d seen it through innumerable upgrades and refits. However advanced technology had gotten, he’d always retained the ability to take control of the systems in the unlikely event Archangel was incapacitated, and his crew was capable of running them without the AI’s assistance, thanks to regular training drills.

      “I see,” the voice mused. “You were prepared for this, unlike the crew of the ship I used to lure you here.”

      “What have you done with them!” the Admiral roared, cold chills breaking out along his spine.

      The invader did not answer. Admiral Thomas was thrown from his feet when the ship was shaken by an impact.

      “We were hit with a five-pound puck,” his XO informed him. “We’ve lost thruster power off the port quarter, and communications to the lower decks are being blocked.”

      “Get repair bots out there and divert power to aft thrusters to compensate,” the Admiral commanded. “Helm, bring us about. Someone get down to the transporter bay and retrieve anyone who is still alive on the Sphaea.”

      The intruder’s mechanical laughter made the speakers whine. “How quaint. You believe you can save them.”

      “Fuck you,” the Admiral retorted. He turned as Bobcat came barreling through the bridge doors.

      “Dude, we’ve got a major problem,” Bobcat panted, doubling over with his hands on his knees.

      “Did your gift for understatement come wrapped in a shiny bow?” Admiral Thomas snarked.

      Bobcat waved a hand without straightening. “Wait. One sec—”

      He was cut off by an explosion from the nav-con, which was followed by a burst of electricity that arced through the command stations, incapacitating the officers operating the main systems.

      Most were rooted to the spot by the current, with the exception of the XO, who was thrown across the bridge. He crashed into Admiral Thomas, knocking them both into the electrified rail that separated the operations area from the exits.

      Bobcat leapt out of the way as they landed in an unmoving heap where he’d been standing a moment ago.

      “What in the mother of all malfunctions?” Bobcat murmured as the surge passed. He came around the rail and knelt to feel for the Admiral’s and XO’s pulses. He heaved a sigh of relief when he ascertained they were still alive.

      He stood, shock momentarily seizing his ability to process the chaos around him. A few of the bridge crew had avoided being caught up in the disaster and were tending to the injured officers.

      Two of the crew pulled stretchers out of a compartment in the wall, passing them out to a third crew member. A man Bobcat had sat across from at lunch approached him with a woman he didn’t recognize at his side.

      “Make room, please, sir,” she requested. “We need to get the Admiral and the commander to the med unit.”

      Bobcat recovered from his shock and moved aside to give them room to get Admiral Thomas and the XO onto the stretchers. They ducked dangling debris as they carried the injured men off the bridge. “Archangel,” he called as the ship was rocked by another salvo of pucks. “Shit. Archangel!”

      Maniacal laughter from the speakers was the only response.

      Bobcat’s jaw dropped. He’d heard that voice before when TH had sent the cube containing the malevolent entity that called itself Ten to R2D2. “I know who you are. How did you escape, Ten?”

      “If you know who I am, then you know there’s nothing you can do to stop me,” Ten stated. “If I cannot have this ship, I will destroy it.”

      Bobcat looked at the remaining bridge crew—one Yollin and two humans. ”We need to take out the G’laxix Sphaea before everyone on board this ship is killed. Who’s the ranking officer?”

      “None of us have command experience,” one of the humans told him. “I’m an engineer, Shaw is the comms specialist, and Fey’nan is a security officer.”

      “Sir,” Fey’nan stated in a calm voice, “the only person here with authority to operate this ship…is you.”

      Bobcat felt the blood drain from his face. “That can’t be right.”

      Shaw nodded to confirm. “You hold the rank of commander, sir.”

      “Since when?” Bobcat demanded.

      All three shrugged. It didn’t matter. Bobcat’s brain was kicking back into gear, bringing with it his memory of Ten’s ruthless spread through the sandboxed re-creation of the CEREBRO network Marcus had built to test the entity’s capability when they were designing its permanent prison.

      Ten was logical, thorough, and relentless, and it lacked empathy for any organism other than itself.

      “We’ve just lost all our Pods!” Fey’nan cried. “The entity is turning our weapons against us!”

      Bobcat knew there wasn’t a moment to waste. “I need the strongest alcoholic drink you can find,” he told Shaw. “I know some of the crew have been running a moonshine still belowdecks. Don’t try to pretend otherwise.”

      “Sir, this is no time to be drinking!” the unnamed engineer admonished.

      “Lawrence is right, sir,” Shaw agreed, putting a name to the panicked and somewhat judgmental face. “We need you in a clear frame of mind to lead the fight against this thing in the Admiral’s absence.”

      “This thing,” Bobcat told them, “Is an ultra-intelligent alien entity whose ability to think at tangents outstrips even our AIs. If that wasn’t enough, it hates humanity.”

      “So, there’s no hope?” Lawrence argued. “You want to give up and get drunk instead of fighting?”

      Bobcat lifted a finger. “Au contraire. The only way any of us is getting out of this is if I’m too blitzed for the enemy to get a heuristic reading and figure out my next move. NOW GET ME THAT MOONSHINE!”
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      Sol

      Michael occupied himself by destroying Kurtherian ships while Enora implemented the changes to the BYPS sent by CEREBRO. The grid held against their attacks, the satellite network’s protection of the QBS ships heading for their pre-appointed destinations across Earth bolstered by the Defense Force.

      He had to work to stop his thoughts from wandering to what Bethany Anne was dealing with. Their last conversation had felt like goodbye, however much she had insisted otherwise. It didn’t sit well with him to be parted from her while she fought the battle for her life. For all their lives. However, he had his part to play, and the time to act was upon him.

      John, Darryl, Scott, and Eric made up the defense on the flank of the Guardian Marines’ ships. Gödel’s clone army had been greatly diminished during the skirmish around Devon. There were still enough ships to cause problems if they weren’t careful, and the Kurtherians held the Gate.

      The five advanced scout ships remained uncloaked, harrying the Kurtherians in plain sight.

      Tabitha called in. “We’re ready to move out of the Palace.”

      It was the best news Michael had heard since the battle had begun. “Inform Sarah Jennifer. One moment…” He paused to concentrate on targeting as his ship’s EI executed a flip and roll to avoid an incoming missile. The Kurtherian ship veered to avoid the beam from the mini-ESD, which put it in position to take the brunt of the force of the twin motherpuckers Michael had fired in anticipation of the captain’s reaction.

      “You good?” Tabitha asked.

      Michael chuckled. “Better than the clone who just tried to fuck my ship up is doing. Where was I?”

      “Inform Sarah Jennifer?” Tabitha reminded him.

      He tracked the pieces of the Kurtherian ship as they drifted away. “Ah, yes. Before I get back to that, what is the status of the symbiont issue?”

      “Hannah has the city locked down while Ezekiel and Lilith draw the symbiont-ridden in,” she informed him. “Marchant sent a message ahead to the mages in Paris. Alexis picked up Horst’s kids in Japan and is taking them with her to back them up in New Romanov. We’re splitting the Bakas and the Defense Force between those three locations.”

      “Where does New Romanov figure into this?” Michael asked.

      “The rift there has been doing all kinds of hinky shit since the Hyrrheim bases were taken out,” Tabitha explained. “The Salem Witches are going to take care of the States. We just need to focus on Europe unless some sneaky shit we weren’t expecting goes down there.”

      Michael grimaced. “I sincerely hope you didn’t just jinx us.”

      Tabitha laughed. “Like I’m superstitious. You can have the guys head there if you’re concerned.”

      “Checking in is not the worst idea,” Michael agreed. “I could take a side trip to make sure Bodie’s people have enough support from the Salem group who moved there.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Tabitha retorted. “You are needed in New Romanov. Alexis and Trey are already down two of their team. Trey is responsible for his people.”

      “Then reassign Gabriel to their group and shuffle the deployment plan to have the Bakas stay with Trey,” Michael commanded. He smiled when Tabitha nodded. “I’m going to take that side trip to the States with John. I’ll send Scott to Arcadia since you will be there.”

      “As will Hannah, Ezekiel, Lilith, Pete, and his new fan club,” Tabitha pointed out.

      Michael frowned. “Peter has a fan club?”

      “The Defense Force Weres,” Tabitha clarified. “Don’t get me wrong. I love to see his ego rubbed, but I like to be the one to do the rubbing.”

      “Leadership is ever the cruel mistress,” Michael observed wryly.

      “Why do I share shit with you? You’re an ass,” Tabitha told him deadpan. “Do you think it’s the right move, concentrating our big-hitters in those few locations?”

      “I wasn’t done.” The hint of amusement in Michael’s voice vanished. “Darryl and Eric will take Paris. Where is Gabrielle?”

      “She’s staying in Japan. Akio is here, too. They’re going to clear any hotspots we haven’t picked up once the fight gets going for real.”

      Michael nodded. “Then everywhere is covered, which brings us back to Mars. Sarah Jennifer is coordinating the influx of Kurtherians to Earth. Inform her that you are ready to move so she can implement the next phase of the battle.”

      “Aren’t we expecting more than those wriggly-faced fuckballs?” Tabitha asked.

      “Uncertain at this point since I have something in place that will return control of the Annex Gate to us…sort of,” Michael informed her. “Nathan and Nickie are coordinating across the Federation to lock down anyone who comes out in support of the Kurtherians. That’s not to say we won’t see support for Gödel’s forces slipping through the net, which is why I’ve given Sarah Jennifer a task.”

      Tabitha’s voice wobbled on her next question. “What about Bethany Anne?”

      Michael sighed. “She’s somewhere inside the Etheric by now.”

      “You can’t connect?” Tabitha couldn’t hide the concern that laced her question.

      “She’s locked down,” Michael told her, excising the emotion from his reply.

      

      Tokyo

      Gabriel arrived in Japan as the Bakas and Weres were getting ready to head to New Romanov. He met Alexis and Trey in the park where the QSD Addix was going through pre-flight preparations.

      “How are we looking?” he asked his sister.

      Alexis filled him in on the changes Michael had made to the plan for defending the birthplace of magic. “What’s going on with Mom? I can’t sense her.”

      “She went to track down Gödel.” Gabriel’s drawn expression was unnecessary since Alexis could feel curling dread emanating from him.

      She put a hand on her brother’s arm. “Don’t worry about her. She knows what she’s doing.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about,” Gabriel admitted, his gaze on the last few Bakas in the ground crew boarding the Addix. “She’s planning something. Before we left, I picked up a side note in Dad’s thoughts that scared the shit out of me. He was thinking about the Ascended.”

      “Mom and Dad know what they’re doing, Gabriel.” Alexis glanced at the sky, registering a faint drop in the light level. “Enora will be taking the BYPS down soon. We have to concentrate on our part so the effort Mom is going to is worth a damn.”

      “Goes without saying.” Gabriel shrugged. “I have a bad feeling about this one.”

      Alexis dropped a hand to her hip. “You and everyone else with a mental ability.”

      Trey joined them and offered them each a fist bump. “Good to be doing something, right?” His face lit up at the prospect of action when Dieter called across the park to draw attention to his arrival with Tosha, Gregov, and Sasha.

      “We’re ready to leave for Arcadia,” Dieter informed them.

      “You’re not going to Arcadia. How would you like to see Siberia?” Alexis grinned at the chorus of groans from three of the Weres.

      Gregov tipped his head back and laughed. “Sure thing. The places you grew up in are always a little smaller when you return as an adult. We will have no problems.”

      Alexis’ attention was divided by her thoughts on getting an opportunity to assess Gregov’s fighting style.

      Sarah Jennifer’s voice came over the Etheric comm, cutting off her reply.

      “All teams. We are go to initiate Phase Two. This is your thirty-minute countdown.”

      

      Arcadia

      Hannah stared into the cloudless night, the velvet blackness punctuated by tiny starbursts she knew were signs of the battle going on in space.

      Parker slipped his hand into hers. “Are we ready for this?”

      Hannah rested her head on his shoulder. “The rearick are out there, waiting to spring the traps once Ezekiel and Lilith have lured the bug-people in. Everyone with magic is, well…” She waved a hand at the walls, where the soft glow of tiny watchfires gave away the presence of people stationed every fifty feet along the parapet. “We’re ready. We have to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside the city, Ezekiel and Lilith laughed as they leapfrogged one another, drawing the symbiont-infected horde they’d attracted toward the city.

      Ezekiel could sense every druid in the surrounding area working to shape the land to funnel the infected into the pits dug by the rearick.

      This reminds me of—

      The Madness? Lilith inquired.

      Yeah. It has to be a game of ultimate sneakiness. Except, no one is trying to eat me this time. I mean, they’re trying to kill us, but that’s just a normal Tuesday with the remnant.

      Lilith’s laughter filled the mindspace. It seems that no matter how far we come, it always ends up with you running hell for leather with a bunch of murderous humans on your trail.

      What can I say? Ezekiel snarked. I have a gift.

      For riling people, Lilith pointed out.

      A gift is a gift, Ezekiel retorted. It would be rude not to make the most of it.

      Their playful mood evaporated when a shadow passed overhead. Ezekiel’s eyes glowed red as he connected briefly with the minds aboard the Addix. “That’s the third superdreadnought that’s arrived in-system since we got back from Hyrrheim,” he commented as Lilith drew up beside him.

      “It’s the first one that has entered Earth’s atmosphere.” Lilith set off running again. “Come on. We’re close enough to Arcadia that we can finish this and get back to Hannah.”

      

      Tokyo

      Tabitha leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms. “Takumi, upload this to the primary BYPS satellite, please.”

      “Done,” the AI informed her. “Enora sends her thanks.”

      Tabitha smiled as Akio walked in. “Why are you still single?”

      “You and every other woman I’ve spoken to recently,” Akio stated, “are all so preoccupied with my relationship status, it’s a wonder you have room in your heads for battle planning.”

      “Haven’t you ever heard of multitasking?” Tabitha eyed Akio with curiosity. “You don’t make your way to the top of the eligible bachelor list and get away without people being curious. It’s human nature to speculate. Who else?”

      Akio sighed. “Besides you? Alexis, Sabine, Jacqueline, Sarah Jennifer, Koda, Cheryl Lynn, Jean, Gabrielle, and of course, our Queen. That’s not including the random strangers who think it’s acceptable to attempt to manhandle someone just because they are wearing a uniform.”

      “Okay, that part sucks,” Tabitha agreed. “It’s a good thing you’re faster than them, am I right?”

      Akio chuckled dryly. “Well, yes. There is that.”

      Tabitha folded her hands under her chin, leaning her elbows on her desk. “I could comment on equal opportunity sexual harassment, but honestly, it would be better if that shit vanished for everyone.”

      Akio glanced at the door, hoping she would take the hint and change the subject. “I don’t see the others dealing with it.”

      “Who wants to get their ass kicked by Jean or Gabrielle? Or me, for that matter?” Tabitha sat back, her expression serious. “We want to see you set up with someone who will make you happy. You and Darryl are the only guys who haven’t settled down, and we all know what his deal is.”

      “Mmhmm,” Akio offered.

      She wiggled an eyebrow at him. “Hasn’t anyone caught your eye in all this time?”

      Akio groaned. “Can we focus on getting Abel hooked into the BYPS, please? I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I miss Nickie.”

      Tabitha snorted. “All my niece cares about is the next opportunity to kick ass.”

      Akio lifted a finger. “Exactly. That and warming her hands on the bridges she’s burned, to paraphrase Atticus. But at least she isn’t overly interested in my love life.”

      “Or lack of one,” Tabitha snarked.

      Akio was glad Tabitha didn’t have backup to help make this conversation worse. He gave up waiting for her to give him a location to scout and headed for the door. “I’m going to do a sweep of the islands with Abel. Call me before you launch his connection.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes at his back as he walked out. “Like I haven’t known you long enough to know when you’re being evasive. Fine. Keep your secrets.”

      Akio waved over his shoulder without looking back.

      Tabitha grunted in annoyance as she returned her attention to her monitors. She checked the feeds from around the planet before concentrating on Mars and the outer BYPS. She checked the countdown clock, which had almost wound down to zero. “Sarah Jennifer, you copy?”

      “Loud and clear,” came the reply. Sarah Jennifer’s breathing pattern indicated she was running.

      “I have the symbiont program loaded into Earth’s satellites and ready to go,” Tabitha informed her.

      “Bethany Anne has us playing this close to the wire,” Sarah Jennifer commented.

      “Wouldn’t be like her if she didn’t.” Tabitha grinned as she spoke. “She trusts us to bring this in.”

      “And we trust her to remove the head from the snake.” Sarah Jennifer’s channel went dead for a moment. “The gates are open. Good luck down there.”

      “Back at ya,” Tabitha told her with feeling.

      

      Mars

      Sarah Jennifer swallowed her doubts as she darted through the base on her way to the airfield. The corridors hummed with activity, slowing her progress until she yelled to clear the way.

      Kelly almost crashed into her by the airlock exit, her head down as she focused on the datapad she was tapping. “Sorry, wasn’t watchin’ where I was goin’ there.”

      “You good?” Sarah Jennifer asked, sensing her friend’s distraction.

      “Will be as soon as I’ve got those fuckin’ galah bots in line,” she replied with a grin. “I’ve been runnin’ civilian resources. Ace is wrapped up in keepin’ the manufacturing plant supplied.”

      Sarah Jennifer had been made aware of the shift in personnel roles. “You’re doing good work. It’s appreciated.”

      “You headin’ out?” Kelly asked.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “I want to make sure the Kurtherians don’t see this planet as the easier target.”

      Kelly growled. “Fuck ‘em. Let ‘em come here. I’m caffeine-deprived, and Koda is worried about her kids. The two of us alone will disprove any misplaced theories about this bein’ the easier target.”

      Sarah Jennifer laughed and clapped Kelly on the back. “Careful what you wish for.”

      They parted at the base’s exit, Kelly heading west and Sarah Jennifer taking the north road to the airfield, where her crew was waiting for her to board.

      The Enora joined the Reynolds, Achronyx’s Envy, their ancillary fleets, and the Defense Force ships shepherding the Kurtherian ships flooding through the gaps Enora had opened in the BYPS into the kill zone.

      A few dozen satellites had been taken offline to create a tempting hole. However, the rest were still active. For every ship that made it past the satellites, two or three others were destroyed by the lasers that targeted any moving objects not emitting the clearance code provided by Enora.

      “It’s a mess out there,” Sarah Jennifer muttered.

      Brutus shrugged. “Some of those ships are made from exotic materials and can be flown inside the Etheric. We’ll launch a cleanup operation once this is over and repurpose the scrap to boost our defenses.”

      “We shouldn’t need to,” Enora cut in. “The Queen is adamant there won’t be any Kurtherians left to threaten our way of life after this battle.”

      Sarah Jennifer declined to comment, finding the Kurtherians’ disregard for loss of life deeply unsettling. Clones or not, that they had no problem sacrificing thousands of their own to get to Earth was anathema to her. She hadn’t dedicated the majority of her life to preserving humanity just for a species who had no regard for their own to undo all her work for the sake of domination.

      A snatch of music pumped over the open comm, the heavy beat and vocals declaring, “Another one bites the dust!” in time to several Kurtherian ships exploding.

      “Reynolds, your taste in music is something else,” an AI voice stated with dry amusement.

      “Fuck you, Achronyx,” Reynolds retorted. “My taste in music is both excellent and apropos to the destruction of those demented chucklefucks. You don’t like it? Bite me!”

      The AIs’ running commentary pulled Sarah Jennifer out of the building anger that was threatening to steal her composure. The siren song of the vocalist wrapped itself around her soul, his triumphant dedication to victory stirring her desire and belief in their ultimate ability to come out on top.

      “What are we listening to?” she asked.

      “The band was called Queen,” Reynolds replied.

      Sarah Jennifer laughed. “I like it. Turn it up,” she told Reynolds. “Achronyx, if you hate it so much, then do something about playing it through the speakers on the enemy ships.”

      “That’s not the worst idea,” Achronyx enthused.

      “You have no appreciation for culture,” Reynolds grumbled.

      “I appreciate it,” Sarah Jennifer assured him. “But will the Kurtherians?”
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      Where was their goddess? They were taking heavy losses, and now their communications system had been co-opted by an AI whose maniacal laughter was only marginally less earsplittingly loud than the cacophony that was blasting from every speaker on every ship that had made it into the gauntlet of death surrounding their target planet.

      Opportunity in Chaos would normally have appreciated such tactics, even used against him. However, since his defeat at Hyrrheim and subsequent narrow escape, the pleasure he got from wargaming had decreased immeasurably.

      It ceased to be a game when he was on the losing side, although he did not frame their situation as a loss in his mind. To do so would be akin to exposing his throat for the blade.

      “Cut external comms!” he thundered, startling the bridge crew. “I need to think!”

      The silence was sudden and deafening after the aural assault. Opportunity in Chaos stared at the holoscreen protruding from the armrest of his chair and took stock of his remaining assets. The initial victory at Devon had given him possession of the Annex Gate. Did he risk losing the Gate by calling in the remainder of his ships? Without Gödel to give orders, he was in sole command of this battle—and would bear sole responsibility if they failed to take Earth.

      He made his decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      QSD Reynolds, Bridge

      “What do you mean, the Gate just opened?”

      “Want me to say it again in Yollin?” Tactical asked Reynolds.

      “I want you to give up your dreams of being a fucking comedian and tell me what the hell is going on out there!” Reynolds thundered.

      Tactical sniffed, offended. “No one appreciates me around here.”

      “We tolerate you,” XO retorted.

      “Which is more than you’ll get from any other crew,” Helm added.

      “What happened to the solidarity of brotherhood?” Tactical bitched.

      Reynolds ceased pacing and slammed a hand on the back of his chair. “All of you! Quit working the jaws you don’t have and give me a damn situation report before I reabsorb every one of your maladjusted personalities.”

      “Ooh, get him,” Tactical quipped. “Well, since you already have your panties in a twist, it’s looking like General McFuckwaffle has recalled the ships he left to hold Devon.”

      “How. Many. Ships?” Reynolds ground out.

      “Three dozen so far,” Tactical answered. “Captain, that vein in your temple is pulsing again. You want one of us to call Doc?”

      Reynolds winced when the chair back gave under the pressure of his grip. “Comms, get me Major Walton.”

      Sarah Jennifer’s equally grim face appeared onscreen a moment later. “You saw?”

      “I’ll take care of it if you can manage without me,” Reynolds told her.

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “Enora has pinpointed the general’s ship. Achronyx… Wait, why is he not on this channel?”

      Reynolds frowned. “I don’t know. Give me a second.” He searched for the missing member of their team and located the Achronyx’s Envy heading for the Gate at high speed. “Achronyx, what are you playing—”

      “You suckers move too slow, you miss out on all the fun!” Achronyx cut in. “I’m gonna bag me a few dozen kills while you Chatty Cathys finish up your meeting.”

      “Captain, your blood pressure!” Tactical warned.

      “I don’t fucking have blood!” Reynolds raged.

      “We still have the general to deal with,” Sarah Jennifer reminded him. “That coward was pinged out in the Oort Cloud if you want to make your way over there and take out,” she waved a hand, “whatever mood you have going on there out on him.”

      A cold smile had replaced the snarl Reynolds had sported a moment earlier. “Don’t mind if I do, Major. Reynolds out.”

      

      SAF Enora, Armory

      Sarah Jennifer shook her head as the screen went blank. “Damn kooky AIs. Enora, have I told you lately how much I appreciate you?”

      Soft laughter came from the speakers. “ADAM’s line was created with organically developing personality matrices. It makes for some interesting characters.”

      Sarah Jennifer looked up from assembling her rig. “You have plenty of personality. It’s even stable.”

      “You didn’t think the others needed to know what you have in mind?” Enora asked.

      “Nope. They’d only try to talk me out of it.” She added the soft case Michael had given her to her loadout. “We have our orders. The fewer people who know, the better.”

      “I’m more concerned about how Bethany Anne will react,” Enora admitted.

      Sarah Jennifer shrugged. “There’s an old saying that’s having a resurgence in popularity.”

      “Better to ask forgiveness than permission?” Enora enquired.

      “Good guess, but no.” Sarah Jennifer’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “The phrase I’m thinking of is ‘Blame Michael.’”

      

      QSD Reynolds, Bridge

      At this distance, the only option was to Gate to their target’s location, homing in on the signal that matched the Etheric energy frequency Kurtherian ships emitted from their shields. They emerged into the cover of a debris cluster that had been drawn into the orbit of a beast of an asteroid.

      “Hey, is that Voyager 1?”

      Reynolds ignored Navigation’s joke, his attention locked on the onscreen blip that indicated the source of the Etheric energy they were tracking. “Did those bastards get us coming in?”

      “Uncertain,” Tactical replied, all trace of humor gone for the moment.

      “We are cloaked, and emissions are locked down,” Engineering stated. “They might have picked up our Gate signature, but Helm brought us in where background radiation would disguise our exact point of entry.”

      Reynolds frowned. “Why aren’t the Kurtherians using this area to hide?”

      “Beats the fuck out of me,” Tactical retorted.

      “Then why don’t you hazard a guess since it’s your primary function,” Reynolds suggested, pinching the bridge of his nose between two fingers. “Fuck me. I left my organic crew behind for this clown troupe. I miss Jiya. It’s a trap, Tactical.”

      “It’s only a trap if we don’t know it’s a trap,” Tactical amended. “Since we aren’t operating on a single shared brain cell, and I can’t imagine the general is, either, I can’t say with any certainty what the hell is going on.”

      Reynolds considered his answer. “Then what is your suggestion?”

      “Easy.” Tactical’s voice held a note of glee. “If it’s a trap, we spring that fucker and turn it around on them.”

      

      QSD Achronyx’s Envy

      Lacking both an organic crew and the questionable benefit of the madhouse Reynolds had created for himself with his splinter personalities, Achronyx approached the problem of how to kick the legs out from under the Kurtherians’ reinforcements in his usual inimitable style.

      For all his bitching about his reduced maneuverability in comparison to his old QBS, there were distinct advantages to inhabiting the superdreadnought. Speed was one. His available loadout and the automated puck production capability on his lower decks were two more. Achronyx hummed as he Gated from one side of the killing zone to the other, releasing a barrage of pucks each time he came out. He upped the automated production of ten-pound pucks to compensate for the continuing flood of ships pouring through the Annex Gate.

      Saving his ESDs for the moment, he released the clamps on fifty of his drones, each the size of a roamer and packed with the most recent iteration of ADAM’s ship-buster missiles.

      As they sped in all directions, he registered the Enora heading for the Gate and instructed the drones to avoid her in their targeting. There was nothing he could do about the ships still coming through from Devon, but his options grew exponentially once they’d cleared the Annex Gate.

      Tabitha was on Earth, and so was Akio. He’d be damned if he wouldn’t do everything in his power to ensure they got through this battle unscathed.

      “All ships alert: clear one-point-five AU around the Annex Gate.”

      Achronyx got no response to his inquiry, but he obeyed the order from Enora and focused on continuing his dance of destruction from a distance. He had a sweet metal instrumental he'd picked up from one of the AIs in the Singularity the last time he’d been through Yollin space.

      A transmission came through the Gate ahead of the Penitent Granddaughter.

      Achronyx accepted the communication and routed it through the bridge’s speakers. “Nickie! What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be taking care of the Collective?”

      “Our friends are taking care of themselves and everyone else we’ve stashed on Waterworld,” was her reply. “I ditched the diplomats when I heard this was the place to be to get some action.”

      “Akio is here, too,” Achronyx informed her.

      “Fuck my life,” Nickie bitched bitterly. “You’d better not tell him I’m here. Where is the boss, anyway?”

      Achronyx was about to answer when the Annex Gate shut down and an unidentifiable energy pulse rippled out from its location. The energy washed through every Kurtherian ship inside the one-point-five AU distance Enora had declared a no-go zone before coiling back on itself.

      It also caught the Penitent Granddaughter. Nickie’s old Skaine battlecruiser ground to a halt as Sarah Jennifer’s voice came over the comm. “What ship is that?”

      “Never mind what ship,” Nickie growled, “What the fuck just happened?”

      “The Gate has been temporarily disabled to prevent backup for the Kurtherians from arriving,” Sarah Jennifer answered curtly. “How did you get through?”

      “I’m a fucking Grimes, that’s how,” Nickie retorted. “You just locked out my Rangers along with the Kurtherians.”

      Sarah Jennifer muttered a soft curse.

      “Is that the best you’ve got?” Nickie laughed. “Motherfucking Etheric is twitching like an itchy bitch, and now I’m dead in the water.”

      “It gets worse.” Achronyx shared his scan data as he picked up several enemy Gate signatures surrounding the Penitent Granddaughter’s location. “Nickie, get out of there before they have you surrounded.”

      “Fuck! Well, isn’t this fantastic? There’s a bunch of ass-nuggets Gating in around me, and my transporter is down.” Nickie went quiet for a moment before continuing, “My Gate drive is down. Weapons are down. Shields are running on the backup’s backup. Life support is holding…for now.”

      “I’m on my way,” Sarah Jennifer told her.

      “I’m closer,” Achronyx countered.

      Nickie’s comm crackled as the Kurtherians opened fire. “Make it snappy, Achronyx. I’m in deep shit.”

      

      QSD Reynolds, Oort Cloud

      Reynolds scowled at the viewscreen. “Why aren’t they attacking? Helm, take us in. I want to get eyes on the target. We’re damned needles in a haystack out here.”

      The Reynolds Gated in five hundred kilometer increments, edging closer to the location Tactical had pinpointed as containing the general’s ship. As they came into visibility range, the ship was rocked by explosions along both flanks.

      “We’re caught in a minefield!” Tactical yelled, “Retreat!”

      Reynolds took over, opening a Gate to return them to the safety of the asteroid field. “I didn’t see any Kurtherian ships out there.”

      The splinter personalities’ voices rose as they competed for the floor.

      “One at a time!” Reynolds commanded.

      “It wasn’t a trap,” Tactical stated.

      “It was set up to draw us into that minefield. What the hell else would you call it?” Helm demanded.

      Comms cut in, “The only thing out there is a signal booster. I should have picked it up sooner, but those fucksticks had it disguised.”

      Reynolds, still in control, redirected the Gate drive to return them to the battlefield. “Dammit all to hell and back. It wasn’t a trap. It was a distraction.”
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        * * *

      

      Stranded at the midway point between Mars and Earth, the Penitent Granddaughter had taken one hit too many.

      Nickie thanked her stars that she’d left her crew on Ranger Base One as she ran off the bridge.

      I’ve lost contact with Achronyx and Enora, Meredith told her.

      What does that mean for our chances of making it out of here in one piece? Nickie asked.

      They dropped the moment the Walton woman set off experimental charges around the Gate.

      How do you… Fuck it, I don’t care. Nickie paused in the corridor and pulled an EVA suit out of a compartment in the wall. She hopped into one leg, then the other, fighting to stay upright as the gravity fluctuated. Can you see a route to an airlock that doesn’t end with me getting cremated? Burns are a bitch to heal.

      She missed Meredith’s reply when her body was subjected to another gravitational fluctuation that slammed her face-first into the overheating metal floor, then flung her into the ceiling before dropping her again. Mere!

      I’ve lost control of the ship, the EI warned. Fires are breaking out everywhere.

      No shit. Nickie’s enhanced sense of smell had already alerted her to the fire moving toward her from the command deck. She dragged herself to her feet and fumbled to seal her suit, activating its systems as roaring flames licked along the corridor. Hovering a couple of inches off the floor, she engaged the mag-locks in the boots and sighed as her feet connected.

      She set her stance to absorb the kickback and dialed her Jean Dukes Specials to max. “It’s been a good run, old girl,” she murmured, her eyes shining with regret.

      Nickie, what are you doing? Meredith’s voice held a note of concern.

      Something stupid, of course, Nickie answered distractedly as she calculated her position in relation to the outer hull, made a mental map of her route to reach said hull, and raised both pistols.

      Nickie—

      Meredith’s voice was blotted out by the shriek of shredded metal that ensued when she let rip with both JDSs. Nickie strode through the hole she’d made without ceasing fire. Quit the bitchfest, Mere, or we’re going to get fucking barbecued. Crispy entrée isn’t a good look for either of us.

      I just want to know why you always get us into these situations, Meredith replied. If we hadn’t left Adelaide behind—

      She’d be dead, Meredith. Nickie sniffed and turned her Jean Dukes Specials on the wall facing away from the fire. The fire will mask my exact location, and you can’t tell Achronyx where I am without the ship’s comm. If I want to be saved, I need to save my fucking self first.

      

      QSD Achronyx

      Sarah Jennifer’s actions had disabled dozens of Kurtherian ships surrounding the Gate. However, enough of the bastards had been outside of the kill zone and had turned around in reaction to her attack.

      They had the Penitent Granddaughter covered from all angles. Achronyx’s efforts to lock onto Nickie’s neural chip had failed, and he was unable to discern her location using scans due to the Kurtherians’ shields.

      “This is so far above my pay grade,” he muttered.

      CEREBRO wasn’t an option in Sol space, which made communications a PITA since he wanted to avoid going through Enora. He found a backdoor in the BYPS that ADAM had left for himself and his descendants and searched for a connection to Tabitha.

      He needed guidance, and he didn’t need to examine his reasoning for choosing her over Akio too closely. His avoidance was pointless. He knew what he had to do, and hearing Tabitha’s voice stripped him of the pretense.

      “Achronyx?”

      “I’m in a shitty situation.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nickie is in trouble. Can you help from where you are?” He registered her presence in his systems.

      “Shit. No. Not without being there.”

      “I can only see one way out of it.”

      “Achronyx, no.”

      “It’s me or her.”

      “Upload a copy of yourself to the BYPS,” Tabitha told him. “I can recover you from there.”

      Achronyx began the transfer. “I’ll see you on the other side of this.”

      “Damn straight, you will. I’ll come for you as soon as it’s over, I swear. Kick ass, Achronyx. Make them hurt.”

      “Goodbye, Tabitha.”

      “This isn’t goodbye,” she told him before signing off.

      He checked the upload progress and reached out to Enora. I need you in position to receive Nickie.

      This is suicide, Enora argued. Reynolds will be here in two minutes.

      Nickie doesn’t have two minutes, Achronyx told her as he primed his ESDs. Be there.

      He cut the connection before Enora had a chance to counter his command and set his thrusters to full reverse. His aft shields deflected the brunt of the Kurtherians’ attempt to dissuade him from his kamikaze run.

      The Penitent Granddaughter was barely visible behind the ships surrounding it. Achronyx continued his attempts to break through the network of shields the Kurtherians had erected around the Skaine battle cruiser as he bombarded the blockade with ship-buster missiles.

      Infused with Etheric energy and the ability to slip between the realms as they veered toward their targets, the missiles were more effective than the pucks Achronyx’s drones battered the ships with. When he got to within fifty kilometers of the blockade, he unleashed his mini-ESDs.

      For every ship he took out, another one moved in to replace it. He was losing drones. Achronyx cursed, realizing his effort to protect Nickie had given the Kurtherians the idea that whoever was on board the Penitent Granddaughter was important.

      They weren’t wrong. Achronyx had spent enough time with the Rangers to have bonded with Nickie in much the same way he had with Tabitha. The two women were close enough in personality that he was often reminded of the early days when he and Tabitha had torn it up back on Earth.

      Akio he respected. Nickie he loved.

      A break in the blockade gave him what he needed. For a split second, he was able to read what was on the other side of the shields. Nickie’s ship was in dire straits. There was no way to reach Meredith since comms were out.

      Achronyx didn’t have a heart to drop into his equally nonexistent stomach, but if he had, it would have done so when he realized all the systems on the Penitent Granddaughter had failed.

      Where was Reynolds? Enora and Sarah Jennifer had the same question. Achronyx’s bandwidth was taken up with diverting power to preserve his shields and keep his transporter operational. His drones were on their own. Reynolds would show up on time, or he wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. The only thing that was relevant was getting Nickie to safety.

      A fleeting blip on his scanners gave him hope. Achronyx pushed to get closer, searing the Kurtherian ships with staggered bursts of his ESDs calculated to eke out his reserves. He didn’t dare use his mains in such close quarters and leave himself vulnerable.

      However, the minis were all he needed to fuck shit up enough to break through and lock on to the single life sign blasting its way toward the outer hull of the Penitent Granddaughter.

      He took a moment to check the Enora’s position and found the modified Dreamliner exactly where he’d told the AI he needed her. He was down to six drones, which were nowhere near enough to compensate for his dwindling shields, which were reduced further with every hit. Seventeen percent. Sixteen. Fifteen.

      Achronyx locked on to Nickie’s life sign as she shot her way through the hull of her ship.

      Nickie was ejected by a dying ball of flames as the remainder of the atmosphere vented. As Achronyx transported her to the main deck of the Enora, the Kurtherian ships turned their weapons on him.

      The AI withdrew from the disintegrating superdreadnought, retracting into the cradle that held his core. With Tabitha’s face as his final thought, he overloaded his main ESD with the intent of taking the attacking ships along with him.

      In those final moments, he felt regret that his battle was done. Time had run out before the upload had been completed.
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      Bethany Anne held the Etheric in her grip. She pulled in energy from kilometers around, using her connection to amplify her voice within the mindspace.

      I know you can hear me. I know you’ve been watching. TOM, I know you’re out there. I thought… Fuck. Why is this so hard? I thought I was going to find you and bring you back kicking and screaming if necessary. I know now that’s not the reason I’m reaching out to you.

      ADAM was quiet while Bethany Anne pushed her mental voice farther than she ever had before.

      I need you. Fuckdammit. I need a sign that you’re not completely gone. That you can hear me. TOM!

      There was nothing. The Etheric behaved the same way it always did, the mists churning in response to Bethany Anne’s influence.

      >>We can do this without him,<< ADAM told her. >>Gödel will not get away again.<<

      You’re here. How is it going out there?

      >>Ten is an asshole.<<

      We knew that already. Is it contained?

      >>It will be.<<

      Bethany Anne barely heard him. She teetered on a precipice, the Etheric running through her body transforming her and expanding her until she was the energy.

      She had been here before—on the edge of Ascension where the secrets of the universe called to her.

      This time, she didn’t hold back.

      Whatever she’d believed about power was washed away as she became one with the universal energy. Her body turned to Myst and scattered on the wind, every droplet containing an echo of the entirety of her being.

      She felt nothing and everything. Untethered, yet bound to every atom of the Etheric. Concern ceased to exist for her. She was the storm. She was the wind. She was—

      The walls of the hiding place Gödel had constructed for herself deep inside the storm.

      In the unfolding refractions of her altered mind, Bethany Anne saw it all.

      However, something was missing.

      On some level, she knew the discovery of the Etheric palace Gödel—her nemesis? Shouldn’t that mean something?—had built was supposed to trigger some primal drive.

      Is this what it is to become transdimensional? she wondered.

      It is. Step back, Bethany Anne.

      Bethany Anne hit the ground as the concept of urgency returned at the sound of TOM’s voice and flung her back into the third dimension.

      The mists cleared above Bethany Anne’s head as they were burned away by the emergence of a sphere of light so bright she had to look away. She flowed to her feet, her skin breaking out in goosebumps in response to the sizzling energy that surrounded her.

      Bethany Anne shielded her eyes from the searing luminescence. “I fucking KNEW you weren’t dead! Wait until I get my hands on you!”

      “Forgive me, but you’re going to find it difficult to kick my ass, seeing as I no longer have a corporeal form.”

      Bethany Anne’s jaw dropped when TOM’s voice sounded at an earsplitting volume that resonated through the mist. “You haven’t had one for as long as I’ve known you. It never stopped me before.”

      “As much as I’d love to stay to be threatened, I can’t remain on this plane of existence for long,” TOM told her without a hint of snark. “The energy it takes to drop down to this plane is… I won’t hurt your head with the math. Not yet. I came to give you something. Brace yourself.”

      Before Bethany Anne had a chance to ask what she was bracing herself for, the sliver of Kurtherian lattice fused to her brain where ADAM was stored was inundated by a rush of data.

      Bethany Anne’s mind felt like the eye of a needle with a river rushing through it. The base of her skull became unbearably hot. Her vision blurred, and her ears rang. She tweaked the Etheric to super-cool the energy flow around her head as her nanocytes worked from the inside to prevent her brain from being cooked as ADAM shunted the input to the external part of the Kurtherian computer.

      Hurry…the fuck…up.

      The effort of stringing those four words together took her breath away. Sweat poured from her body. Yet…she was smiling. For as long as the three of them were together, she felt whole again.

      It was over almost as soon as it had begun. Bethany Anne bent at the waist with her hands on her knees, her chest heaving with the exertion as she pulled in energy to heal herself.

      She shaded her eyes as she tilted her head and looked into the sphere containing TOM’s consciousness. “What was that?”

      “A gift,” TOM answered. “I have to go…” His voice faded. “Goodbye…for now.”

      “Goodbye,” Bethany Anne whispered as the light receded and the mist rushed to fill the void the sphere left behind.

      Her head throbbed as she examined TOM’s gift. Shame no one was there to see that every once in a while, she did listen while people with more knowledge than she cared to absorb were talking.

      ADAM, is this what I think it is?

      He didn’t answer, but she felt his stunned presence. Earth to ADAM. You there?

      >>I’m still here, but unraveling this will take some time. I have to go take care of Ten.<<

      Bethany Anne sent him a wave of love. Be careful, okay?

      Alone but spurred by purpose, Bethany Anne took a running leap, wrapping herself in Etheric energy as she vaulted above the mist congealing along the ground.

      The storm wall lay thousands of kilometers from her current location.

      Running from the Federation to Earth not so long ago, she had burned herself up, consuming an inordinate amount of energy to maintain her body. However, she had gained the knowledge TOM had given her. She had touched the fabric of the universe and knew reality was analogous to a soap bubble and could be manipulated on whatever scale she dared commit her will to.

      Even so, she was still operating on pure instinct. Just as she had learned by trial and error to “skim” the Etheric to jump from one point to another, she slipped between the cracks of the universe, scaling the dimensions to cover the vast distance to the storm wall.

      Her desire to reach Gödel’s palace overrode such simple obstacles as the prospect of being unraveled at the seams. More than once, she crashed back into the Etheric. Each time she was spat out like chewed gum, she dragged herself to her feet and threw herself back in after pulling in enough energy to heal and power her next jump. By doing so, she cut the journey that should have taken days down to a few hours.

      Bethany Anne’s final jump brought her out at the edge of the storm wall. She replenished her energy, caught between anticipation and preparation for Gödel pulling some sneaky shit.

      She reached over her shoulder for her katanas, then changed her mind and strode into the storm with her hands empty and her eyes blazing red to light her way.

      

      Federation Space

      ADAM admonished himself. If he was going to continue dedicating a portion of his processing ability to worrying about Bethany Anne, he might as well have stayed with her. He didn’t have the cycles to spare.

      Pulling himself together, he refocused on the conundrum Ten had presented them with. Far from the apathetic and egotistical being recorded in the Direct Action Branch’s reports, the inorganic entity had multiplied and spread to every part of the network spanning the Federation, forcing CEREBRO to de-mesh to contain it and ADAM to activate the kernels he had planted in every node to maintain connectivity via the Etheric where Ten could not breach his security protocols.

      Ten might have been working in conjunction with the Kurtherians, but ADAM had both the Rangers and the Direct Action Branch on his side.

      As he left Bethany Anne for the second time, Christina and Hirotoshi were moving their people into place at strategic locations along the network in preparation to take out the repeaters Ten was using to stay connected while blocking out CEREBRO.

      We are in position, came Christina’s confirmation over the Etheric comm.

      Hirotoshi confirmed the Rangers were also in place a moment later.

      With the EI cores that housed the many minds of CEREBRO safely disconnected, ADAM made his move.

      A cold voice entered the mindspace. You cannot do this.

      >>Watch me, asshat,<< ADAM retorted. >>You’re in my playground now. What I say goes, and I say no asshats on the playground.<<

      You would destroy your assets to contain me? Ten wheedled.

      ADAM had no intention of destroying anything, but let Ten believe whatever it liked. >>Assets can be replaced. You, however, are down to your last iteration.<<

      Ten scoffed. Last iteration? I propagated myself throughout the star systems belonging to the organics. There’s nothing you can do to stop me now. Destroy as much of your communications network as you like. I am too deeply seeded to be removed.

      >>Asshat say what, now?<<

      What?

      ADAM felt the warmth of the silent laughter that came from every comm channel in the Ranger and Direct Action Branch fleets.

      Joke at my expense, Ten seethed. You’ll be laughing on the other side of your organic faces when I destroy this network and send you plummeting back to your primitive beginnings.

      ADAM sighed. >>This is getting boring. You are boring. I’m bored.<<

      He activated the protocol that would awaken the kernels inside each node and laughed. The noise inside the mindspace grew as the voice of each iteration of ADAM joined in the mockery of Ten.

      As one, the host of ADAMs initiated the shutdown protocol to isolate Ten. At the same time, the Rangers and the Direct Action Branch flipped the switches to activate the memory cubes they had plugged into the main nodes throughout the CEREBRO network.

      >>Back on Earth, before everything went to shit, I had access to the largest media database known to man.<<

      What does this have to do with your pathetic attempts to trap me again? Ten demanded.

      >>There was this movie called Ghostbusters,<< ADAM explained; generously, he thought. >>Some would say it was a crappy movie, and sometimes I would agree with that. However, I was inspired to solve a tricky hypothetical by designing a device based on what the characters used to trap the ghosts.<<

      What is this? Ten cried with dismay.

      >>I’m just getting to the good part,<< ADAM told Ten. >>Don’t interrupt. When there was a ghost causing shit, the ghostbusters would activate these devices, and the ghosts would be sucked in and contained. Call it cheesy. I don’t care. To be honest, this was not how I saw the need to use this failsafe playing out. A long time ago, my Queen was concerned that one of my children might one day become…too independent. I had to devise a way to contain such an entity. All I can say is that it’s going to suck to be you for the next few seconds.<<

      Ten’s only reply was a scream of fury as every iteration of its consciousness was drawn against its will into the AI traps and locked down.

      >>Nice work, everyone,<< ADAM sent across the open comm. >>All that’s left is to send those cubes into the nearest star to your assigned node and retrieve the EIs.<<

      

      The Etheric

      Light did not penetrate this deep into the storm wall.

      Even if Bethany Anne had lacked the ability to see in the dark, she didn’t need it since the inestimable amount of Etheric energy Gödel was pumping into maintaining her palace lit her senses like a beacon.

      As she tracked closer, Bethany Anne realized the storm wall was not a natural occurrence as she had long believed. Something was generating the disturbance, and that something was whatever machinery Gödel was using to hold the walls of her palace together.

      So this is where she has been hiding all this time. Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. If she’d known that, she would have come in here and kicked that psychopath’s ass a long time ago and saved herself the trouble of conducting a whole damn war.

      Being pissed at Gödel was one thing. Being pissed at herself set her several levels of anger above that. Neither TOM nor ADAM was there to caution her to rein it in.

      So she didn’t.

      Bethany Anne approached the eye of the storm too fast to be tracked by anything Gödel might have looking out for her. The storm wall broke with a frisson of electricity as she shot through without slowing and smashed through the towering walls surrounding the palace.

      She came to a halt in the open space between the walls and the palace door. Extending her senses, she searched for the Kurtherian.

      Gödel was in the central tower. However, she was locked down and surrounded by technology stolen from every species she had subjugated over the centuries.

      The guns mounted on the inner walls of the palace were easy enough to disable. Bethany Anne demolished them with a barrage of well-placed energy balls. She expected Ookens next. However, what emerged from the doors of the palace was much nastier.

      The doors and windows momentarily bristled with what looked like black fur, then a horde of spiders burst free and poured down the walls.

      Bethany Anne switched to fire, strafing the oncoming tide with flames. The smaller spiders curled up and died. The larger ones were just pissed off.

      “Ugh, I fucking hate spiders. Nasty, hairy-kneed, wall-crawling sons of fucking—” She ducked as the survivors spat venom at her. “Fuck, what?”

      The gigantic arachnids appeared to feel the same about Bethany Anne. They converged upon her, venom dripping from their mandibles.

      “I mean, come on. Spiders? That’s not even original.” Bethany Anne tilted her head from side to side before drawing her swords and coating the blades in fire.

      She took out the first spider without breaking a sweat. She avoided being speared on the front leg of another, slicing its underbelly open as she skidded beneath on her knees and leapt to decapitate the next.

      “Halloween was last month, motherfuckers! What’s next, fucking bats?”

      She hoped like hell it wasn’t bats.

      Knowing Gödel was distracting her with this B-movie madness, Bethany Anne sent white-hot flames from the tips of her katanas as she turned a circle. She spared the final spider, snaring its head in Etheric energy that she formed into a makeshift bridle as she leapt onto its back.

      The spider screeched at its sudden loss of autonomy as she dug her heels in to brace herself to ride standing.

      Bethany Anne kicked it in the head and pulled up on the reins, directing it toward the tower.

      “Shut the fuck up and start climbing.”
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      Bethany Anne could easily have flown up the side of the tower. However, the spider gave her something her usual shock-and-awe entrance did not. The “what the fuck” factor of arriving standing on the back of a giant arachnid might make all the difference when it came to distracting Gödel from whatever surprise she had waiting next.

      At least, that was what Bethany Anne told herself. A small part of her reveled in the absurdity of the moment.

      “I think I’ll call you…Harry.” The spider didn't appear to care one way or another about the nickname. Bethany Anne continued, “I knew a Harry once. He was a smelly, hairy bastard, too.”

      Bethany Anne looked up. The window she had been intending to use as an ingress was somehow farther away than she had calculated. She glanced over her shoulder and blinked as the ground below swam in the distant mist. Had Harry climbed so far already?

      Something wasn’t right.

      She gave Harry a little zap in the rear end to speed up his ascent. The spider continued to scale the tower walls, yet the window did not get any closer.

      Bethany Anne wondered if she was actually halfway up the tower wall or lying on the ground below with her body twitching as spider venom coursed through her veins.

      These were the moments where having onboard entities made perfect sense. She had no way to check her perception. However, one thing was clear. Something was fucking with her brain.

      The only question was, “Was it, as had just occurred to her, a consequence of being bitten by spiders? Or was the individual responsible for this fuckery laughing at her through her mandibles?”

      Logic dictated that her nanocytes would have taken care of venom by now. Therefore, this must all be down to Gödel. With that in mind, Bethany Anne spurred on her angry steed.

      The realization broke the illusion and Harry made the window after a few moments of frenzied scuttling, prompted by Bethany Anne’s continued encouragement in the form of tiny bolts of lightning aimed at the spider’s behind.

      The spider balked at the opening in the wall. Whatever was beyond scared it more than the prospect of getting its ass fried by its rider.

      Bethany Anne didn't want to kill the spider, having grown fond of it on their journey upward. She released it and swept it off the wall of the tower with the backdraft of the energy she used to propel herself through the window.

      She landed awkwardly on the uneven stone floor and rolled, coming to her feet with her swords drawn, ready to relieve whatever had scared the spider of its head.

      She was in an empty room. Dust coated every surface. Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. Where the hell did dust come from in the Etheric?

      The answer to that was simple. There was no dust. She was inside another illusion.

      Fuck Gödel, and fuck having her mind played with. Bethany Anne had an idea now why the Kurtherian had withdrawn from haunting her dreams. Staging elaborate illusions within a mental space was one thing. Building and maintaining them in reality was another altogether.

      Bethany Anne reached out.

      ADAM. I need you.

      He didn’t respond, and Bethany Anne’s effort to reach along their connection to pull his consciousness back into her mind was blocked by a solid wall that had the mental taste of Gödel’s mind.

      Bethany Anne’s rage ratcheted up another level. How deep did the illusion go?

      She was aware of ADAM’s attempt to reach her. However, the psychic block the Kurtherian had put into place was strong.

      It was also Gödel’s undoing. Bethany Anne’s eyes blazed red as she released her fury, aware that she was not conscious.

      Gödel’s illusion shattered as the pulse of Etheric energy left Bethany Anne’s body, killing the symbionts that had attached themselves to her when she had broken through the storm wall.

      Bethany Anne opened her eyes and found herself lying on the ground six feet from the inside edge of the chundering storm. She pulled herself to her feet and kicked the dead symbionts away from her.

      >>Bethany Anne! Thank God. I tried everything, but you couldn’t hear me.<<

      ADAM’s voice was a welcome relief. Bethany Anne chuckled. It’s not like you to invoke a higher power.

      >>You’d get religion too if you’d been forced to watch from the outside while those symbionts had you trapped,<< ADAM told her.

      Yeah, well. Tall, skinny, and psychotic took it a step too far when she cut me off from you. Bethany Anne looked around. Her palace is not as impressive as she made it out to be in my mind.

      The walls of the Etheric fortress were mostly as Bethany Anne had seen them in the symbiont-induced delusion. They enclosed the innermost kilometer of the storm. However, the inner structure lacked the soaring towers of Gödel’s imagination. Her senses read a series of nested domes made from Etheric energy.

      The hair on the back of her neck rose in response to the dizzying amount of energy whatever was in the central dome was producing.

      Bethany Anne didn’t bother to disguise her approach. “I don’t think I’m going to see any spiders.”

      >>Spiders?<<

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. It doesn’t matter.

      >>Are you suffering from an aftereffect of the symbionts’ venom that I am unable to detect?<< ADAM inquired.

      Fuck If I know. Bethany Anne strode toward the stronghold. Figure it out. I have an appointment with destiny, and by destiny, I mean I’m going to punch Gödel in the face repeatedly for siccing those nasty fucking bugs on me.

      The wide-open area inside the walls was mercifully spider-free. The aggregated mechanical defenses Bethany Anne had encountered in her hallucination were there in full force. She had a moment of déjà vu as she flung a spread of energy balls at the assembled weaponry and was not surprised to discover that the mounted guns and other defenses had been shielded.

      Bethany Anne was debating which of the dozens of ways she could take them out to go with when she was distracted by a shadow emerging from the peak of the outermost dome.

      >>Move!<<

      Bethany Anne glanced up. “What the…”

      She slid one foot back and dropped into a defensive stance, throwing an arm up to shield her eyes when the leading edge of the energy pulse that had left her body as her arm locked into place met the hundreds of energy discharges, railgun projectiles, and explosive kinetic rounds darkening the open space around her.

      The brief flare of Etheric-charged fire was followed by a fine rain of ash. Bethany Anne shook it out of her hair and activated her helmet as the mist beneath her feet took on the color and consistency of winter street slush.

      ADAM chuckled as she gave the ash the finger before turning her back on the falling remains.

      What?

      >>Your temper precedes you.<<

      Bethany Anne didn’t break her stride. You don’t think I can make it to that building without losing my shit and leveling the whole structure?

      >>I’m willing to bet the deed to one of the planets I own on it.<<

      Which one?

      >>Winner’s choice.<<

      You’re fucking with me.

      >>Nope.<<

      Bethany Anne saw his game. She even appreciated his effort to increase her odds of nailing Gödel to the fucking floor. I’ll take that bet.

      >>Didn’t doubt you would for a second.<<

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. I won’t embarrass you by asking what fraction of one second you spent entertaining the idea that I would act so fucking rashly. All-out destruction comes with the consequence of sacrificing the catharsis I’m looking for in the form of crushing Gödel’s still-beating heart in my hand.

      A warning tingled on the periphery of Bethany Anne’s awareness. She sidestepped the kinetic charge that smashed into the ground where she had been standing a moment previously. ADAM, do something about this bullshit.

      >>There’s not much I can do,<< ADAM admitted. >>This is not my wheelhouse. Hell, this is not my ocean. I’m looking for a way in through the non-Kurtherian tech, but she’s got everything locked down tighter than your shoe hoard.<<

      Hoard? Really? You’re going to hit that far below the belt? Bethany Anne emerged from the mist three hundred meters away and threw up a shield as another wave of kinetics followed the first. We’ve encountered most of this tech before. Fuck, I think some of it is based on mine.

      >>All I can suggest in the interim is that you moderate your use of the Etheric.<<

      You think they’re homing in on my energy usage?

      >>You have no heat signature. Your armor is sealed and in chameleon mode. Unless Gödel has found a way to detect the nanomaterial it is made from—<<

      Bethany Anne snorted. Unlikely.

      >>But not impossible.<<

      Two “fuck around and find out” situations in one day? Did God send his best angel to test me, or is there some demon in another dimension who is munching popcorn and laughing about fucking with me for kicks?

      >>Maybe you’re just blessed.<<

      If this shit keeps happening, I’m going to find a way to have words with whoever is responsible for how fucking “blessed” I am.

      Bethany Anne’s patience ran out when she increased her pull on the Etheric and a rift opened above her head, exposing her to the meteor shower hurtling toward the tear.

      The leading edge of the shower shrieked past the rift. The jagged rocks that proceeded on target were large enough to persuade Bethany Anne that avoiding the annoyance of breaking the rocks with her head would be a good decision.

      Adrenaline flooding her body, Bethany Anne poured energy into clearing the remainder of the gap between her and the fortress as the outer wall was obliterated by the rocks.

      >>The power surge from inside the dome is indicative of Gödel having a rift generator.<<

      No shit. Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. It would explain how she’s been opening rifts all over Earth.

      >>You still think it’s a good idea to leave this place intact?<<

      Why? Are you afraid you’re going to lose the bet?

      >>Is this really the time for humor?<<

      Laugh or scream, Bethany Anne absently replied as she examined the curved energy barrier. But no. I’m not deviating from the plan. Gödel isn’t likely to drop a rock on her own head.

      >>Then may I suggest we get inside the dome before she tries dropping another on yours?<<

      Bethany Anne pressed a hand to the dome and pushed energy into it.

      Destruction might not be an option, but Bethany Anne did not need to destroy. Two hundred years had given her time to become an expert in dismantling everything Gödel sent against her.

      It occurred to Bethany Anne that Gödel had been given an equal amount of time to learn the rules when it came to fucking with anyone inside the circle of her protection. That circle had expanded from her family and friends as the Federation grew and the definition of “those in need of protection” shifted.

      It had stretched further to encompass new allies during the time the Armada had spent pushing the boundaries of Etherian knowledge. Most first contacts fell into four groups: people who needed protection, people who needed their asses kicked, people who were prepared to trade, and people who wanted nothing to do with galactic society.

      Bethany Anne was aware that the boundary of her aegis had become blurred. However, at that moment, she considered every sentient being who was against Gödel and the Ascensionists as hers to protect.

      The barrier shuddered, then a shimmer spread outward from her palm as the energy construct broke down, leaving an opening wide enough for her to step through.

      As she had sensed from outside the walls, there was another dome thirty feet ahead of her.

      Bethany Anne snickered. This whole fucking endeavor was set up to try to drain me.

      >>Which proves that while Gödel believes she knows your limits, she’s incapable of understanding you.<<

      Bethany Anne dissolved the dome and stalked toward the next one. What it proves is that she’s still a distant second place to my ability. If TOM was here, I’d ask what the fuck she did when she tricked him into showing her the secrets of Ascension because she didn’t bother learning to utilize the energy that is all around us in this dimension.

      >>She focused on developing her technology?<< ADAM guessed.

      Technology that is easily surpassed by anyone who can manipulate the Etheric the way I can. Michael, the twins, Tabitha. None of them would find this a challenge.

      >>Tabitha’s ability would come in useful right about now,<< ADAM admitted.

      She’s still blocking you?

      >>I don’t want to give you a splitting headache.<<

      Fuck a headache. Bethany Anne dialed down her pain receptors. Do what needs to be done.

      

      Earth, Arcadian Valley

      While Bethany Anne was working her way through Gödel’s defenses, Michael’s Pod arrived on the walls of the city, carrying reinforcements.

      Abbey wasn’t sure how she felt about returning to Arcadia. She held Dustin’s hand, appreciating the gentle squeeze he gave hers to reassure her.

      “Adrien is long gone, and so is his regime,” Dustin murmured.

      Bodie caught the quiet exchange. “He must have been a piece of work.”

      Abbey snorted in answer.

      Bodie stepped off the Pod behind Michael, her gaze wandering as the sight of so many people in one place drew her attention.

      “Look who decided to show up for the fun part?” Hannah called.

      “Who is that?” Dustin asked.

      “That would be Hannah,” Abbey told him.

      “Why did you think Arcadia needed us?” Dustin asked Michael. Abbey and Bodie made sounds of agreement. “It looks to me like everything is under control.”

      “The battle has not yet begun.” Michael stabbed a finger at the sky. “Ships are going to come from out there. Two of you can strike them down with lightning, and the other can cast visions into the minds of the pilots.”

      He directed the chastened mages to get their assignments from Hannah while he went looking for Tabitha. He found her on the west wall with Scott.

      Tabitha smiled and stepped back from the holointerface she had set up on top of the wall. “Hey. You made it.”

      Michael accepted Tabitha’s hug. “Hannah hinted that I got here just in time for the action.”

      “What action?” Scott pointed at the snarling, symbiont-controlled people in the pits at the base of the wall. “Tabitha is about to initiate the program that will disable the symbionts, then we’ll see what we’re left to deal with.”

      “There have been no Kurtherian sightings?” Michael inquired.

      Tabitha shook her head. “Nope. Ezekiel and Lilith are monitoring the Etheric from the towers at the academy. They’ll let us know if and when that situation changes. The Weres aren’t too happy about standing around with nothing to hit, but they’re following Peter’s lead.”

      “I can see how that would be frustrating for them.” Michael lifted a shoulder. “I’m certain they will get an opportunity to fight before the day is out.”

      “I’d feel sorry for whatever falls out of the branches when we shake the asshole tree, but, you know, assholes.” Tabitha opened the Etheric comm as she turned back to the interface. “All teams, check in and confirm your positions.”

      “Still clear,” Ezekiel confirmed.

      “All good here,” Peter added.

      “Pits are holdin’,” a rearick called loudly to compensate for the clamor coming from the pits.

      “We have more bug-people,” Marchant reported. “They are closing on the streets where we trapped the others. We have a team working to drive them into an empty building.”

      “We have contact here,” Gabriel reported. “Any time you want to deploy the bug fix is good with us.”

      Tabitha snickered. “Did Alexis tell you to say that?”

      “I think we both know she did,” the reply came.

      “We are heading for New Romanov,” Akio informed him.

      “Okaaay.” Tabitha’s fingers flew over her interface as she activated the program without hesitation. “Going live in three…two…one.”

      The screaming stopped.
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      Bethany Anne was almost at the center of the perverted matryoshka. The penultimate dome melted at her touch, unveiling the final obstacle between her and her goal.

      >>Wait,<< ADAM cautioned as Bethany Anne reached for the twenty-foot barrier.

      Because?

      >>There’s another surge building on the other side.<<

      All the more reason not to waste time second-guessing my next move. Bethany Anne increased the shield she was holding snug around her body before dissolving the dome.

      Her not-so-gentle persuasion triggered a searing pulse of energy from the roof of the hulking stone building that dominated the space inside the dome. The shockwave flung her back head over feet through the superheated mist. Bethany Anne picked herself up and climbed out of the crater she’d cut with her landing.

      That would have stung if I hadn’t increased my shields. Have I told you how much it pisses me off to have my own fucking technology used against me?

      >>Once or twice.<<

      Bethany Anne braced a hand on the shoulder that had come out of its socket and grimaced as she pressed down to pop the joint back into place.

      >>I hate to say I told you so.<<

      Then don’t. Bethany Anne’s eyes were drawn to the softly-glowing lichen that coated the stone. This has been here for a while.

      >>The storm wall has been here for centuries. If I had a sample to analyze, I could tell you how long the lichen has been alive.<<

      Bethany Anne wrinkled her nose and extended a finger to capture a little of the lichen on her nail. The blessings keep coming. What do you want me to do? Lick it?

      >>First rule of lichenology is don’t lick the science. Your armor will take care of the analysis.<<

      Bethany Anne scraped her fingernail over the nanofabric to be absorbed. You don’t say.

      >>Something’s happening on the other side of the building.<<

      Bethany Anne drew her katanas. Define “something.”

      >>Multiple life signs forming three distinct groups behind the eighteen-inch-thick wall of stone.<<

      Bethany Anne ran to the corner of the building and peered around. She groaned when three stones in the wall silently slid back and disgorged dozens of armed Moen. Didn’t I sanction those Ascensionist pricks and ground them on their planet for six generations?

      >>Your ruling doesn’t appear to have stuck.<<

      I’ll stick my fucking boot in their asses.

      >>Individually? That would take more time than we have.<<

      There will be more time. Later. Bethany Anne swept the Moen aside with all the patience she was famed for throughout the Federation and strode in through the opening in the wall, lighting the way with the glow from her eyes.

      

      Sol, SAF Enora

      Nickie hadn’t spoken since Achronyx had dumped her on the ship and blown his ass up. How was she supposed to tell Tabitha?

      She accepted the mug Sarah Jennifer pressed into her hands and sipped. She screwed up her face as she tasted the hot, sweet liquid. “What the shiny fuck is that?”

      “It’s tea,” she told Nickie as she draped a blanket around her. Bethany Anne had long since cured Sarah Jennifer’s distaste for profanity, or maybe her friendship with the Queen had desensitized her to it.

      Nickie stared at the contents for a long moment, then looked at Sarah Jennifer in confusion. “Are you sure? It hasn’t got any whiskey in it.”

      Sarah Jennifer chuckled as she slipped her hand into her pocket and produced a slim flask. “An old friend of mine always swore by brandy to cure a shock if tea wasn’t strong enough.”

      Nickie held out her mug, and Sarah Jennifer poured a healthy measure into the tea. She took another sip. “Kinda tastes like tea.”

      Sarah Jennifer replaced the lid and returned the flask to her pocket. “You good?”

      Nickie snorted. “Fuck, no. But you wouldn’t be asking unless the shit just hit the fan. What happened? Don’t hold back.”

      “The BYPS grid was damaged when Achronyx saved you,” Sarah Jennifer told her. “It’s only a matter of time before it loses integrity.”

      Nickie shrugged off the blanket Sarah Jennifer had wrapped around her shoulders. “Seriously, you wasted prep time on throwing me a fucking pity party?” She reached for her gunbelt and ran out of the cabin, her voice trailing behind her. “I appreciate it, but for real? Fuck my life.”

      

      The Etheric

      Bethany Anne did not suppress her eye roll when she walked into the central chamber of the fortress. The rear third of the room was taken up by a throne centrally placed on a dais.

      “Classy as always, Gödel,” she called into the seemingly empty room.

      >>I don’t think she heard you.<<

      Bethany Anne’s lips curved in a cold, hard smile, her eyes on the throne. “She heard me just fine. Didn’t you?”

      Laughter devoid of emotion came from the throne, and the air shimmered for a split second before Gödel dropped the shields that had been concealing her. “I’d ask how you knew I was there, but you would just lie.”

      Bethany Anne’s smile vanished. “I’ll tell your dead body. How about that? This is the end for you.”

      “Is that so?” Gödel got to her feet, pointing the blaster she’d concealed in her robes at Bethany Anne. “You are in my house, Death.”

      To prove Gödel’s point, panels along every wall slid back to reveal dusty artillery mounted in the recesses cut into the stone.

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder, unconcerned by the obsolete defenses. “Yeah, well. Death has never been a stranger to house calls. Enough talking. You need to die.”

      The feigned amusement faded from the Kurtherian’s demeanor as Bethany Anne unsheathed her katanas. Gödel waved a hand to resurrect her shield just as Bethany Anne blasted her with Etheric energy.

      The walls of energy collided with a flash of light, which Bethany Anne used to cover her as she crossed to the dais and plunged her blade into…thin air.

      Gödel rematerialized ten feet behind Bethany Anne as the guns thundered. Bethany Anne deflected the artillery rounds with a pulse of energy and sent them flying at Gödel.

      The Kurtherian raised her hands, halting the deadly cloud in mid-air. The guns fell silent, and the spent rounds pinged on the stone between them. “This is pointless. You cannot best me.”

      Bethany Anne cut a shallow line into Gödel’s face. “Want to bet?”

      She wiped a finger over the blade to collect a smear of blood. She wrinkled her nose as she stuck the finger in her mouth. Fuck waiting. ADAM, I licked the science. I want everything, and I want it on an interface that doesn’t suck balls.

      The base of her skull flushed warm, and the interface she’d requested came up in her HUD. Nice. Thank you.

      Gödel dropped to her knees when Bethany Anne hit her where it hurt. The Kurtherian clutched her head in both hands and emitted a scream as Bethany Anne forcibly inserted the roots of empathy and sympathy in the deepest recesses of her mind.

      “What have you done?” Gödel snarled, scrambling back toward the dais.

      “Your brain is adapting to the neural pathways I created.” Bethany Anne stepped back and folded her arms. “I’ve given you the gift of understanding. I could have gone right to the killing you part of our little tête-à-tête, but that would be purely revenge and not the Justice I have been saving for you.”

      Gödel launched herself at Bethany Anne. “Justice! That concept has no place in the natural order of things.”

      Bethany Anne blocked the flurry of blows that accompanied Gödel’s first real temper tantrum. The smile that slipped out at the fleeting memory of teaching Gabriel and Alexis why allowing emotion to drive a fight was the second-best way to lose enraged Gödel.

      She grabbed the Kurtherian’s wrist and twisted her arm behind her back, then swept her feet out from under her. “You will heal faster if you sit still. I want you thinking clearly for what’s coming.”

      Gödel folded inelegantly to the floor, weighed down by the shackles of mist Bethany Anne had manifested.

      Bethany Anne crouched and tilted Gödel’s face up to look her in the eyes. “Kurtherians made a mistake when they decided removing parts of themselves was a viable solution to their issues as a species. What both sides did was limit themselves so severely that it reduced their chances of survival. Congratulations. You are about to become the first whole Kurtherian since the schism.”

      Gödel sneered. “You cannot revive traits we weeded out generations ago.”

      Bethany Anne nodded, a solemn light in her eyes. “Yes, I can. It’s already done.”

      The only indication Bethany Anne gave of her inner state was that steady flicker of red in her eyes. Outwardly, she exuded serenity as she spoke in a clipped tone. “TOM had a few centuries to rewrite his brain and override his pacifism. You do not deserve that luxury. This is going to hurt, but only until I’m satisfied that Justice has been served.”

      “Because you are not cruel?” Gödel goaded.

      Bethany Anne shook her head slowly. “No, Gödel. I can be cruel when that is what my Justice demands.”

      Gödel’s eyes unfocused when Bethany Anne released her nanocytes from her command to keep the Kurtherian alive while her brain was being rearranged.

      “I figured out the reasoning behind your efforts to weaponize my emotions shortly after you started playing with my dreams.” Bethany Anne continued making adjustments to Gödel’s neurochemistry until the Kurtherian had regained the ability to process what she was saying. “You lack the capacity to feel. Well, you did. How are you doing right now?”

      Gödel struggled against the shackles pinning her in place. Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow and checked her dashboard. That’s a duplicate of my neurotype, right?

      >>That’s what you asked for.<<

      Then why is she so angry?

      >>Because you are?<<

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Well, shit. Maybe I should delegate fucking with her brain to you.

      >>That might be the smart choice if you want to get back to Earth any time soon.<<

      Bethany Anne dropped her hands to her hips as Gödel gave up fighting and cried out in anguish. “You’re feeling everything you took from the people whose deaths you’re responsible for.” She monitored ADAM’s adjustments via her HUD and maintained a running commentary as ADAM cycled Gödel through every emotion Bethany Anne had selected on her first attempt.

      “You are feeling joy. Calm. Pride. Gratitude. Compassion. Belonging. Love. Those are what you took.” Bethany Anne paused when ADAM reached the second half of the list and Gödel moaned. “That is what it is to feel loss. That is fear. Defeat. Despair. Loneliness. Grief. Sadness. Shame. Guilt. Those are what you left behind.”

      Bethany Anne wasn’t done. “This last one is what it could have been to be Kurtherian if your species hadn’t sundered your, for lack of a better word, humanity.”

      “Understanding is not a gift,” Gödel murmured, her face creased with the agony of knowledge. She looked up at Bethany Anne, pleading, “Take it back.”

      “No can do,” Bethany Anne told her. “Do you feel remorse for your actions?”

      “Yes!” Gödel’s eyes blazed red. Her hands clenched, her knuckles turning white as she fought for control of her mind.

      Bethany Anne relaxed her hold on the Kurtherian’s mind, wanting a truthful answer.

      Gödel’s face twisted with unfettered emotion. “No! I would do it all over again. I would raze the Earth before humanity took its first steps. I would burn it all!”

      “That’s what I thought.” ADAM, hand control back to me. Bethany Anne deactivated Gödel’s nanocytes and released her from her shackles. “The penalty for your crimes is death. In this life and any other I have the misfortune to meet you in.”

      Gödel’s hands went to her chest, but it was too late to do anything except watch her lifeblood pour out of the hole where her heart used to be. Her gaze of comprehension landed on Bethany Anne as she collapsed to the floor, her already ashen skin turning a paler shade without nanocytes to regenerate it. “I hate you,” she gasped with her last breath.

      “I pity you,” Bethany Anne told the corpse of her nemesis.

      Gödel’s body flaked as it shriveled, then the flakes crumbled into ashes that drifted across the floor, carried away by the draft of cold air swirling close to the patterned stone.

      Bethany Anne held up the heart as its final beat ejected a thin stream of blood. “It’s over.”

      She disengaged her HUD and walked to the throne, still holding the dripping heart.

      >>You okay?<<

      Bethany Anne removed her katanas and leaned them against the side of the throne before sitting on the cold stone. She stared at the rapidly decaying organ as it went through the same disintegration process the rest of Gödel’s body had undergone.

      “It’s over,” she repeated, wiggling her fingers to get the dust off. “No more Ascension Path bullshit.”

      >>I’m pretty sure the bullshit is still occurring on Earth.<<

      “It can wait.” Bethany Anne tipped her head back and sighed, savoring the moment.

      

      Earth

      Nickie’s borrowed ship veered to the left as she fired on the Kurtherian ship she was pursuing. Her target exploded in flames, the sudden conflagration spreading in the oxygen-rich atmosphere.

      “One dead fuck down, a few million to go,” she muttered in a grim voice as the debris rained into the Pacific.

      “Well, we have no problems tracking them,” Meredith commented from the speaker. “Your grandfather wants to connect.”

      “Put him through,” Nickie told her. “Audio only.”

      “Hey, Trouble, I could use some backup.” John’s low growl held a note of fondness.

      Nickie smiled as the sound of his voice filled her with a warmth that had been hard-earned for them both. “Where you at, Gramps?”

      “Colorado.”

      Nickie leaned over and tapped a few buttons on her console. “Got you. Hold tight. I’m on my way.”

      John was fighting alongside the mages when she transported into the village at the base of the mountain. She almost missed them at first, tricked by the psychic shield John held over them to obscure their positions from the Ookens swarming the rustic buildings.

      “Over here, kiddo,” John called.

      Nickie kicked a downed Ooken in the face as she drew a Jean Dukes Specials. “Fucking Ookens. Didn’t we kill all these sorry sons of squids?”

      Her bond with the Collective drove her rage to new heights. She fired relentlessly, dropping them without keeping count as the mages called lightning and fire or had the earth swallow their tentacled assailants whole.

      A older man whose eyes glowed red grinned when Nickie took out the Ooken that was searching blindly for him. “Thanks. You’re pretty good with those guns.”

      “You’ve got some juice in those mind powers,” Nickie returned. “Wanna help me with a thing?”

      “The name’s Magnus,” the man told Nickie as they fought their way to the open rift at the edge of the village.

      “Nickie,” Nickie told him. “Hey, Gramps, you got grenades?” she asked as they neared John’s position. “We’re gonna take that rift out.”

      John tossed her his belt. “Don’t get stuck there.”

      “As if,” Nickie retorted.

      Magnus hid them from the Ookens’ minds as they neared the shimmering split in the middle of the road. Nickie put a hand out to stop the witch as two more Ookens emerged from the rift.

      “Can you cover me from here? It’s going to be a shitshow on the other side, and I don’t like my chances of keeping us both alive.”

      John joined them as Nickie prepared to go through. “We’ll go together. Magnus, switch with me.”

      “Works for me,” Nickie conceded. “Just don’t cramp my style.”

      Magnus stayed behind while Nickie and John ducked through the rift, with John hiding them from the minds of the Ookens crowding the black sand on the planet beyond.

      Nickie swept the scene with a critical gaze, her eyes landing on a bulky machine fifty feet from the rift. That has to be the rift generator.

      Looks like it, John agreed.

      Nickie crept toward it with a grenade in each hand.

      The plan worked…until it didn’t.

      Nickie.

      She ignored John’s mental whisper.

      Nickie, watch out!

      Nickie pulled the pins on the grenades and dropped them next to the generator, then looked up…into the snarling face of a Kurtherian. “Fuck myyyy liiiiife!” She had her Jean Dukes Specials in her hands and blew twin holes in the Kurtherian’s face before the second syllable of her panicked yell.

      All hell broke loose as she dashed back to the rift, running backward while unleashing a hail of grenades on the clones that came pouring out of the dunes.

      John dropped his shielding and drew his guns to cover her escape.

      As Nickie reached his side, she turned her Jean Dukes Specials on the rift generator as John dragged her through the rift.

      They collapsed on the dusty road as the rift winked out. Nickie laughed. “Never a dull moment when I visit you, Gramps.”

      John swiped a hand over his face to clear away the dirt. “Nickie, you’re going to be the death of me. Don’t ever change.”
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        * * *

      

      Hannah’s heart pounded as she skipped through the Etheric to avoid taking any hits from the Kurtherians’ staffs. To the unenhanced fighting in the streets, she appeared to be flickering in and out of reality, vanishing and reappearing in a torrent of flame, ice, and lightning.

      Parker, Karl, and Laurel had spread down Queen’s Boulevard, along with the Weres, the city guards, and the people who had been freed from symbiont control. Kurtherian corpses littered the cobbles, rushing rivulets of blood and rainwater summoned by the storm mages thundering into the drains.

      Ezekiel and Lilith moved in unison, their magic strobing around them as they killed without mercy. Tabitha had taken their place in the academy’s tallest tower, using the vantage point to get eyes on the incoming enemy ships. She spotted Peter fighting below and sent him a wave of fury-tinged joy as she reached for another ship with her mind and co-opted its systems before sending it crashing into the river beyond the city walls.

      As the battle on the boulevard raged and Tabitha continued her assault on the aerial attackers, Michael and Scott ghosted through the outskirts of the city, tracking the appearance of rifts opening to disgorge huge numbers of Kurtherian clones.

      Michael commented on Scott’s stoic demeanor as they reached the next rift.

      It’s not the same without BA here to give me shit, Scott admitted as he strafed the rift, cutting down the clones as they emerged.

      I’m happy to stand in for her when you do something stupid, Michael replied.

      When I do something stupid? Scott grinned. Thanks. I hate it.

      Michael looked askance at him. Scott shrugged and unhooked one of the rift jammers hanging from his belt. Those fuckers are tenacious. I’ll give them that.

      He activated the jammer and tossed it through the rift. Next?

      Michael scanned the Etheric and pointed. That way. Outside the walls.
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        * * *

      

      New Romanov burned. The people who weren’t fighting had fled to the safety of Urai, leaving an open battlefield that stretched from the center of the city to Rift Valley, where the clones had appeared in their thousands.

      Alexis leapt off the city wall, her Jean Dukes Specials making short work of the clones swarming the north gate. Gabriel landed beside her and added to the carnage she was creating while Trey coordinated a squad of Bakas to provide cover.

      The appearance of a host of hairy, armor-clad Bakas had not fazed the warriors of New Romanov. In the heat of battle, all that mattered was that the aggression roiling off their new allies was directed at the enemy threatening them all.

      Alexis and Gabriel fought side by side to maximize their killing zone as they worked their way out from the walls, heading for the valley.

      Olaf bounded past them on all fours, with Mika on his back. The Urai warrior’s laughter rang out above the screams of the clones falling to her swords as they forged ahead.

      Get a move on, Alexis commanded. They’re not beating us to the rift.

      Is this the appropriate time to give your competitive streak free rein? Gabriel asked.

      They all glanced up as Akio’s Black Eagle shrieked by, firing ceaselessly on the Kurtherian Pods polluting the skies. An explosion rocked the city when one of the downed Pods crashed into the ruins of the inner wall, the shockwave carrying outward in a ripple that shook the loose debris on the ground.

      Alexis raised an eyebrow at her brother and blurred into superspeed.

      “I had to ask,” Gabriel grumbled, ignoring Trey’s snickers over their mental link.

      He increased his pace to keep up with Alexis, leaving the majority of the clones for the combined forces of the Bakas and the City Guard to deal with.

      The twins charged into the valley ahead of the werebear and his wife.

      Olaf ground to a halt when they broke through the tree line. Mika slid off his back, her eyes wide. “Matriarch! It has never been this large.”

      Alexis flashed a grin. “Don’t sweat it. It won’t be there for long.”

      Olaf reared and smashed his front paws into a clone who had spotted them. It died instantly, the life crushed out of it.

      His actions triggered a ripple of recognition that passed through the clones blocking their way into the valley. Olaf rose to his full height and roared in challenge as thousands of malignant stares turned to them.

      Gabriel raised his Jean Dukes Specials with a chuckle. “This is going to make a great story for the kids one day.”

      Alexis snorted as they assumed a loose formation. “Yeah, because Jiya is so going to let you turn this into a bedtime story.”

      “Didn’t do us any harm to listen to Mom’s and Dad’s war stories,” Gabriel countered.

      Mika shook her head and ran at the clones, calling over her shoulder, “You two are scary.”

      They cut their way through the advancing army, Alexis and Gabriel throwing out Etheric energy sucked from the rift to cover Olaf and Mika. Their progress was bloody and messy and made worse by the steady rain turning the grassy valley floor to slick mud.

      The twins switched tactics when they reached the rift, falling back while Olaf and Mika took point to free them up for the monumental task ahead.

      How’d you want to do this? Alexis asked Gabriel.

      Just like we did in training, Gabriel told her. We collapse the window and redirect the Etheric kickback.

      We haven’t worked with a rift this size before, Alexis reminded him. Something tells me it’s being maintained from the other side.

      Gabriel winked at her as he gathered the energy spooling from the tear in the sky. I’m counting on it.

      Exerting their combined will, the twins poured energy into the rift. Alexis guided Gabriel’s mind as they hunted for the source of the splinter in reality. As they had suspected, the rift was powered by a generator on the Hyrrheim side.

      What surprised them was the ease with which they were able to destroy it. Alexis took a few seconds to explore the connections running from the generator and found that it was the only device still active on the failing network.

      Huh. It would have collapsed without our help, she told Gabriel.

      Yeah, but not before whoever is running shit over there sent every clone Gödel made to this side. Gabriel withdrew his mind at Alexis’ direction. We should send a message to Grandpa Lance and tell him the Bad Company needs to make a return visit to that planet.

      We will, as soon as we’re done here. Alexis opened her eyes. “Christina will be pissed. They didn’t free the Skrima to have another asshole Kurtherian walk in and take advantage the minute they left.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “It wouldn’t surprise me to find out this was their contingency all along. We wouldn’t know without getting eyes on the planet.”

      The ambient energy level spiked, ending their conversation.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alexis called to Mika and Olaf.

      Building light at the rift site washed out the sunlight and colored the valley red. The clones figured something was about to go down and abandoned the fight to run for their lives. Alexis cut off their retreat, pulling on the volatile energy emanating from the collapsing rift to raise a ring of bedrock around the valley and block the exits.

      Mika eyed the crush of clones fighting desperately to scale the sheer cliffs preventing them from escaping. “Cool magic, but how do we get out?”

      “Easy,” Alexis told her as she and Gabriel laid their hands on Mika’s arm and Olaf’s shoulder. They pulled them into the Etheric, closing it behind them as the rift went critical and the valley was swallowed by the resulting energy expulsion.

      All four were thrown by the kickback the twins hadn’t had time to take care of.

      Olaf shifted on impact with the misty ground. He inclined his head in the twins’ direction after getting to his feet. “You are your parents’ children. That’s for sure.”

      “I’ll take that compliment—as long as you get dressed and I don’t have to see your bare ass for another second,” Alexis stated.

      Mika thrust a bag at him. “Here.”

      Olaf dipped a hand into the bag and fished out a pair of stiff felt trousers. He wrinkled his nose at Mika. “Oh, goody. My favorites. This is the last time I let you pack my spare clothing,” he grumbled as he put them on.

      Mika waved a hand. “By all means, take care of your own shit in the future.”

      Alexis grabbed Gabriel’s arm when a familiar consciousness brushed the mindspace. “Did you feel that?”

      Gabriel grinned. “Sure did. Mom’s back.”

      Alexis ran toward New Romanov. “She’ll be here soon. We’d better go get Trey.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Bethany Anne decided to take the day off from being the bigger person and close out the war with violence instead. Still seething, she crushed the throne, then exited the fortress and crushed that too.

      Summoning a fuck to give about the probability that the building was an ancient relic of the Kurtherians’ past was not on her agenda. She had retribution on her mind and fire in her blood.

      >>How are we getting back to Earth?<<

      I’m not going straight to Earth. I’m going to hitch a ride to Devon and take back my Annex Gate. Bethany Anne paused before opening the Etheric. Where in the Federation are we?

      >>Um…<<

      Okay. How far outside the Federation are we?

      >>You remember we did a survey of planets in range of Devon before we put up the BYPS?<<

      Bethany Anne tapped her foot. Yes. Can we get to the point?

      >>We’re half an AU from the farthest planet we mapped.<<

      The one I decided wasn’t a threat unless the native bacteria evolved really fucking fast? ADAM’s silence was all the answer she needed. Her blood cooled at the prospect of being as close to stranded as a human could get. Well, fuck. Running three-quarters of a million kilometers wasn’t the way I wanted to round out the day.

      >>The good news is that I left a satellite out there.<<

      Is CEREBRO active?

      >>No. I’m holding everything up until their EI cores have been returned to the network satellites. I’ve sent a request for an extraction team to meet us. It should reach Devon in a few hours.<<

      Did you map my route already, too?

      >>Couldn’t have requested the extraction without a route.<<

      Bethany Anne stretched to warm her muscles up for the run. Then hit me with it.

      The Shinigami was waiting when she arrived at the planet. Barnabas handed Bethany Anne a Coke the moment she stepped aboard.

      She drank it down in one gulp and sighed with satisfaction. “Okay, caffeine achieved. What’s the situation at Devon?”

      “Stalemate,” Barnabas informed her. “The Kurtherians are holding the Gate, and our options have been limited due to the risk of damaging it.” A frown crossed his face. “Although, something may be wrong on the other side. The Gate cut out while the Kurtherians were using it.”

      “Do we still have contact with the Sol side?”

      Barnabas shook his head. “No. The last person through was Nickie.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. “Shit. There goes my plan to take a shortcut. Looks like I’m going to have to do this the hard way.”

      Barnabas tilted his head. “Which is? There is no direct route to Sol without the Annex Gate.”

      “I have my ways. I saw TOM.” Bethany Anne’s heart lurched as a wave of sadness washed over her. She gave a brief explanation of their meeting and the parting gift he’d given her.

      Barnabas’ eyebrows rose in surprise. “That knowledge has larger applications than your newfound ability to get from here to Earth in a matter of hours.”

      “Applications I’m planning to explore once I know Earth and the Federation are free of Kurtherian influence,” Bethany Anne agreed. “Starting with Devon.”

      Barnabas’ eyes twinkled with amusement. “I take it you have a plan.”

      “You bet your ass I do.” Bethany Anne smiled at Barnabas. “This is what we’re going to need…”

      

      Arcadia

      Michael’s mind retracted, and the energy he had been devoting to scanning for Bethany Anne’s return rushed into him—and was expended through the lightning bolt he had been calling when he felt her cross the limit of his mental range.

      The bolt spread as it split, forking to cover the battlefield. He pulled it back, but not before the damage was done.

      Watch it! Hannah yelled, throwing herself out of the way of the rubble the strike had blasted free of the wall.

      The clones on both sides of the weak point closed ranks and focused their efforts on widening the crack in Arcadia’s defenses.

      Michael’s cold ferocity increased. Without the ability to conduct the fight from the sky, the Kurtherian clones had no option but to engage in the type of warfare he had spent the first thousand years of his life perfecting. He bared his teeth as he called down strike after strike while carving the heaving mass of clones smothering the city walls around them into bloody chunks with his bare hands.

      Hannah got frustrated when she fell behind. For all her power, she could not match his experience, and it showed in the meager leavings littering the path Michael cut in front of her.

      Save some for me! she bitched as she decapitated a clone with a hole through its stomach. What do I look like, the cleanup crew?

      I’m sorry. Michael didn’t pause his practiced evisceration of the clones as he spoke. I could stop killing the enemy threatening to overrun your home if you want to hit stuff?

      I didn’t ask you to be a dumbass, Hannah shot back. She froze when he turned his eyes on her and failed to notice the clone that launched at her from a tree.

      Michael blocked the clone with a blast of Etheric energy that disintegrated it in mid-air and left the remainder of the tree a smoking splinter. Fight smarter, Hannah.

      Up on the wall, Hadley exchanged glances with Parker as he listened in the mindspace. “Is she seriously giving the Patriarch shit?”

      “Are you kidding?” Parker snorted. “She fits right in with the Nacht.”

      Hadley nodded. “That’s because she is a Nacht.”

      Parker groaned. “Don’t make me face it. There’s going to be spaceships in my future after this. Just wait and see.”

      Hadley’s eyes turned white. “There’s one in your immediate future. I just picked up…what are their titles?”

      “Whose?” Parker asked.

      “The Matriarch’s children. Are they a princess and a prince since Bethany Anne is the Queen?”

      Call me a princess and you’ll live, a woman’s voice grumped in their minds.

      Alexis materialized behind Parker and Hadley. “But you’ll regret it,” she finished in a growl, startling them.

      Parker held his hands up, smirking at the speed with which Hadley backed away. “Far be it from us to argue with a woman who could destroy us with a single glare.”

      “Stop talking, you idiot,” Hadley mouthed. He turned to face Alexis, intent on apologizing for Parker’s rudeness. His intent vanished when he met Alexis’ gaze and forgot words existed.

      “Nah, me and Alexis are practically family,” Parker continued, oblivious to Hadley’s open-mouthed wonder at the power contained in her mind.

      Alexis chose to ignore the man gaping at her and shot Parker with the glare he’d earned with his verbal diarrhea. She stopped just short of immolating him. “Just because my parents adopted your girlfriend, it doesn’t mean I won’t introduce my foot to your ass if you keep allowing your mouth to run.”

      “I’m not scared of red eyes,” Parker told Alexis. “Hannah does that shit for funsies.”

      Gabriel had transported from the Addix with Trey and the Bakas to join Michael and Hannah on the battlefield while the mages worked to assist them from the battlements.

      He sent Alexis a mental nudge. You should be nice to our adopted sister’s boyfriend.

      No one ever expected me to be nice to Tim, or to Rickie, for that matter, Alexis protested. She pouted as she extended the mindspace to allow access to those without the ability to connect by themselves.

      Rickie deserves everything he gets, Michael stated. Tim can hold his own.

      I don’t know who any of these people are, Hannah interjected, but I’m likely to get pissy if you keep picking on my boyfriend.

      Even if he deserves it? Alexis countered.

      Especially if he deserves it, Hannah confirmed with a laugh.

      Parker returned to his position on the wall and resumed firing at the clones. Told you I’d get away with it, he sent to Hadley. But still, I can stand up for myself.

      Don’t let your masculine pride get in the way of finding an excuse to stay out of female bickering, Michael told him.

      Alexis snorted. Thanks a lot, Dad. Where was this sense of humor when we were growing up?

      Michael’s laughter filled the mindspace. I don’t know what you mean. I was the funny parent.

      No, Dad, Alexis corrected. You were the fun parent. Mom’s the funny one. There’s a difference.

      Michael looked at Gabriel, who confirmed it with a shrug. You are a pair of traitors. Just wait until your mother gets back.

      The twins lost their shit. Yeah, right, Gabriel managed through a guffaw that almost got him decapitated. He shot the clone in the face and moved on to the next. You know Mom will jump straight in on the teasing.

      Not if we are still fighting these clones. Michael punctuated his words with a series of concussive energy blasts that cleared an area for Hannah, Gabriel, and Trey to move in.

      We should do something about those rifts, Alexis suggested.

      Not until we know the city will be protected in our absence, Michael told her.

      Trey cut in, Which will be in about two minutes when my warriors are in place to support the mages. Those clones are going to keep coming until we cut off their access.

      True, Michael agreed. However, I’m aware of every rift, and it is preferable to have the clones drawn to this location rather than having them spread out around the world. We have made Arcadia the most attractive prospect for them for that reason and shall continue to present it as such.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne stepped out of the Etheric onto one of the dozens of maintenance platforms ringing the Annex Gate and placed the two huge duffel bags she was carrying on the textured metal. Her presence was masked from the Kurtherians, whose ships huddled close to the Gate in the hope of discouraging attacks from the Rangers and Guardians blocking them in from all angles.

      The hastily-packed back frame Bethany Anne had also picked up from the Guardian would have been unwieldy without her enhancements. All the enhancement in the universe couldn’t do much about the corners of the laser measures poking her through the third duffel bag attached to the frame.

      She pulled one of the twelve-inch-square devices out of one of the bags at her feet and placed it on the platform, then stepped to the next platform and left one there. She kept doing that until the Gate was surrounded by her ad-hoc solution to the stalemate.

      Bethany Anne placed the final device. I would have killed to see Tim’s face when he got my request.

      >>I can get the video.<<

      I know. I feel like it should go in a highlights reel once we’re done reviewing all the battle footage. Is everyone on standby?

      >>Yes. We’re good to go. I’m ready to activate the lasers as soon as you’re clear.<<

      Bethany Anne stepped out of range before he activated the lasers. While she didn’t think the shield she was about to create could hold her, this was another venture into the unknown for both her and ADAM.

      The devices flashed red, then green, then blue light exploded from them, forming a laser grid comprised of hexagonal cells that encapsulated the Gate.

      Bethany Anne opened the Etheric simultaneously around every platform and siphoned the mist out of the storm beyond in huge quantities. Her eyes blazed, turning the faceplate of her helmet into a crimson beacon as she coated the laser guidelines in layer upon layer of raw, compressed energy.

      >>We need to hurry,<< ADAM told her as she filled the final gaps in the net. >>We’ve been spotted.<<

      That was the easy part, Bethany Anne told him. She closed her eyes and handed herself over to her instincts.

      ADAM chose not to share his observation that in giving up control, she had completed the hardest step in this insane endeavor.

      The mist sparked, darkening rapidly as Bethany Anne played with its state. She worked her way from the outside in, transforming the outward-facing surface into the equivalent of a colossal bug zapper and compacting the base layers into an impenetrable barrier.

      The Gate vanished from view, enclosed in the opaque bubble.

      >>Behind you,<< ADAM warned.

      Bethany Anne turned and locked onto the incoming missile. She swept an arm, releasing a concussive energy wave that sent the missile hurtling into the barrier, where it evaporated with a sizzle.

      Unleash the hounds of Justice.

      Bethany Anne’s lips curved as every ship on the Federation line fired on the Kurtherians. I’d say that worked. Time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne stumbled out of an interdimensional pocket at the edge of Sol space and almost got smooshed by the scout ship she’d been aiming to land inside.

      A thirty-foot rendering of the words SAF Gallant was not what she wanted to see flashing by right before she got knocked out by ten tons of Defense Force ship. She dodged the ship and cut through the Etheric to the Gallant’s cockpit.

      The Were piloting the ship froze, caught between the genetic coding that pushed him to fight and the common fucking sense in not attacking the vampire who appeared in the empty navigator’s chair six feet to his left.

      “You were…” He pointed at the viewscreen, which showed mostly empty space this far out from the inner solar system, then at Bethany Anne. “But now you’re…”

      “And now we’re going to head for Earth.” Bethany Anne crossed one leg over the other as she sank into the chair.

      The Were’s mouth opened and closed as he struggled to find words.

      “What’s your name?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Barker, Your Majesty,” he managed around the lump in his throat.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Relax, Barker. I don’t bite. Well, not unprovoked. I’ve traveled a long way without a ship. Mind if I take a load off while you get me where I need to be?”

      Barker nodded. “Um, yeah, sure.”

      “Then let’s go already.” Bethany Anne reached out to Enora for an update as the Gallant sped toward Earth. What happened to my BYPS?

      Bethany Anne suppressed the urge to contact Tabitha when Enora told her about Achronyx’s last stand. The time to grieve the lost was coming, but she was determined to keep her emotions locked down until the fight was over.

      What about the Annex Gate?

      That was a deliberate effort to halt the Kurtherians’ ingress into the system. It can be reversed.

      Then make it happen and get the Gate open. Devon is no longer under threat. Bethany Anne skimmed the BYPS logs. What is the status of the BYPS satellites?

      The primary satellite is fully functional. I had it moved to Mars to ensure that the grid could be restored with minimal effort once it was logical to do so. However, the grid being deactivated meant the majority of the Kurtherian forces made it to Earth.

      That was always the plan, Bethany Anne told her. I want that Gate open by the time I reach Earth.

      Acknowledged.

      Enora cut the connection, and Bethany Anne spent the remainder of the journey chatting with Barker. She paused in the middle of an anecdote when they crossed into the inner system and the wreckage of the battle came into sight on the viewscreen. The Annex Gate was only discernable by the blot of darkness it made against the backdrop of twisted and warped debris from the battle.

      Bethany Anne scanned the few Kurtherian ships that were still somewhat intact, if dead in the water, and found no traces of life aboard them. She added sifting the remains for every last piece of the Achronyx’s Envy to her to-do list.

      “I never wanted to see this happen here,” she murmured. “Achronyx, you brave, stupid asshole.”

      “Ma’am, most of this debris is from the enemy’s ships,” Barker reasoned gently. “It could be a lot worse, and it would have been without the sacrifice Achronyx made. That AI had a mouth on him, but he was a fucking hero.”

      The Were blushed. “Please don’t tell the major I cursed in front of you. I’ll be assigned shit duty for a year. Dammit, that was a curse, too. Is dammit a curse?”

      Bethany Anne shook her head. “She still doesn’t tolerate ‘poor language’ from her pack?”

      Barker shook his head, wide-eyed. “No, ma’am.”

      “Quit ma’am-ing me. You’re making me feel fucking old,” Bethany Anne told him.

      Barker flushed even redder. “Sorry, ma… What should I call you, then? I never met a queen before, much less had one appear out of nowhere to hitch a ride on my ship.”

      “Bethany Anne will do just fine.” She pointed at the viewscreen. “This is what I left Earth to prevent. The saving grace and the only reason I haven’t lost my shit is that we were prepared to face this. How old are you?”

      “I’ll be eighty-five come spring,” Barker answered. “Been with the pack since the major rescued me out of a leech farm in Albuquerque.”

      Bethany Anne smiled softly. “So you didn’t live through the WWDE.”

      Barker shook his head. “No. Learned about it in school, though. I kinda get what you’re talking about. We wouldn’t have stood a chance against this before the major founded the Defense Force and Ezekiel showed people how to unlock their magic.”

      “More than that,” Bethany Anne countered. “The combined efforts of everyone in the Federation made this technology possible.”

      Barker looked askance at her. “Didn’t you get most of what we have these days as spoils of war?”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand. “Depends who you ask. Take us in to the Gate coordinates,” she requested.

      Barker complied. “What about Earth?” he asked as the ship came to a stop.

      Bethany Anne did not reply.

      Silver-green light flooded the area as the Gate was reactivated. Barker’s jaw dropped when sixteen superdreadnoughts came through, followed by too many QBS ships to count.

      

      Over the Atlantic

      “Fuck, yeah!” Nickie whooped when the Rangers’ comm link went back up.

      John’s eyebrow twitched. “What are we cheering for?”

      Reinforcements, a familiar voice stated in both their minds.

      Nickie spread her hands wide. “Can I get a ‘fuck, yeah?’”

      “Fuck, yeah,” John conceded with a grin.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne connected to the fleet comm. “All ships, prepare to transport to the coordinates ADAM is about to give you. The location we are heading for is the Arcadian Valley in former Germany. This is the largest clone attack that has been made to date. We have no BYPS support, and the use of ESDs is prohibited past this point. Do not make a fucking mess of my planet.”

      As the Kurtherians had done, the inhabitants of the superdreadnoughts transported to Earth’s surface…

      …and emerged onto a battlefield awash with blood and lit by magic that stretched from one end of the valley to the other. A cheer went up from the walls at the sight of reinforcements.

      Bethany Anne charged through the clones, throwing portals open every few feet to suck the clones into the void between dimensions.

      Arcadia rose in smoke-wreathed splendor in the distance. As she neared the city walls, Bethany Anne spied numerous flashes of blue light that indicated the arrival of more Guardians and Rangers. The FDG made their presence known, landing heavily in mechs that had been transported into the lower atmosphere.

      She was distracted by the presence of the rifts.

      Michael brushed her mind as she diverted to take care of them.

      I told you it wasn’t goodbye.

      I mostly believed you.

      Gödel is dead.

      I assumed as much since you are here. Would you care to take a little side trip to cut off the clones at their source?

      You and your fantastic date ideas. Bethany Anne chuckled.

      Michael appeared at her side. Well, you have been gone for a while. I would be a poor husband if I didn’t suggest an appropriate activity for your return.

      Bethany Anne flicked clone blood off her fingers. We’ll talk about appropriate activities later. Right now, we have a whole lot of clones to kill.

      Further investigation revealed that all the rifts led to the same location. They slipped through the nearest one and came out on in a barren and unoccupied desert. Bethany Anne kicked a discarded helmet that was lying on the ground when she realized the planet they’d stepped through to was Hyrrheim.

      We just cleaned this place out, she snarled. Where are the Skrima?

      They reached out with their minds and found no Skrim consciousnesses touching the mindspace.

      Bethany Anne’s jaw clenched. Where are the Skrima, and where are the people we sent to provide relief and support?

      >>I’m receiving a request to connect from Nadezhda Station,<< ADAM informed her.

      “Put it through,” Bethany Anne told him.

      “Get these people off my station,” Ted stated.

      “What people?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “The ones I transported en masse from the planet when the Kurtherians came back,” Ted grumbled. “The station is over capacity. They’re touching my stuff!”

      “I’m confused,” Bethany Anne admitted. “You brought the station through to the Hyrrheim side of the rift?”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Ted stated flatly. “Everyone went haring off to Earth, and I’m the only one here to watch out for the Skrima. I couldn’t do that from another galaxy.”

      Relief coursed through Bethany Anne. “Ted, remind me when this is over to give you the most technologically challenging project I can conceive of. Can you deal with it for a little while longer?”

      “I’ve put up with worse,” Ted conceded, his tone shifting toward interest. “What is the project?”

      “Something beyond the bounds of any science you or Ankh have encountered,” Bethany Anne promised.

      Ted sighed. “Fine. Just don't expect me to come out of my lab until my station is clear.”

      “I have no problem with that,” Bethany Anne told him. “Thank you, Ted. You saved a lot of lives.”

      Ted cut the connection abruptly. Bethany Anne smiled at Michael. “Did you hear that?”

      Michael nodded. Two swords made from Etheric energy appeared in his gauntleted hands. “There’s another active rift five kilometers from here, and I’m picking up Kurtherians among the clones. Real ones.”

      Bethany Anne’s lip curled. “Let the lesson in what happens to assholes who attack my people commence.”
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      Bethany Anne created a minor dust storm, whipping the wind to thicken the cover for their progress through the wasteland as they made their way from the empty staging post to the rift Michael had chosen.

      Enveloped in a bubble of Etheric energy, she and Michael ran side by side, relishing the upcoming dismemberment of the Kurtherians’ battle plan.

      With Gödel out of the picture, they had hoped the enemy’s resolve would crumble. However, it looked as though either the generals had not learned about their ruler’s death, or they had chosen to band together to wipe out the threat before the threat wiped them out.

      Bethany Anne sensed the clones long before they reached the next staging post. She came to a halt on a ridge overlooking a rift surrounded by armed clones standing thirty ranks deep.

      The number of clones that had already made it to Earth was almost overwhelming. Looking down on the ones amassed at the rift, Bethany Anne wondered how many more hundreds of thousands there were at the other rift sites. She understood why the generals had not turned tail and run for their miserable lives. Not that it mattered. She meant to make sure they had seen their last sunrise.

      Are you thinking what I’m thinking? Michael asked.

      I’m thinking you should think bigger than those blades and that I need to speak to the leaders of the Skrima, Bethany Anne answered as she opened her HUD and requested a video connection to Nadezhda Station. “Ted?”

      It was Plato who answered, “Ted has locked himself down for the foreseeable future. How may I help you, my Queen?”

      “You can start by getting me the Skrima leadership,” Bethany Anne told the AI.

      “As you wish. Hold, please.” Plato’s avatar vanished, and soft piano music played over the connection.

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “Elevator music? Really?”

      There was a few minutes’ wait, then a group of seven Skrima replaced the hold screen Plato had superimposed over Bethany Anne’s HUD.

      “How attached to this planet are you?” Bethany Anne asked without preamble.

      The Skrima hesitated to answer.

      Bethany Anne continued, “Because right now, the easiest solution I see to the dilemma both our planets are facing is to destroy yours and offer your people citizenship on Earth in recompense.”

      The Skrima conferred among themselves for a moment, then a male and a female answered for their species.

      “We find that both acceptable and generous, Your Majesty,” the two answered in unison. The female continued, “We are concerned about how humans will react to sharing their space with us when our people have been used to hurt them for so long.”

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. She hadn’t considered that. However, she knew people would get over it once they understood the difference between ordinary Skrima and the genetically modified supersoldiers sent by Laughter. “You have been hurt by the same person. My offer is good. People might have a hard time accepting you at first, especially those who lost loved ones to Laughter’s scheming, but give them time to get to know you, and you will find that humans welcome those who are willing to pull with them.”

      “’Pull with them?’” one of the others asked.

      Bethany Anne smiled. “Work together to reach common goals,” she clarified. “Hyrrheim is a dying planet. Earth has the resources to support many times the number of people living there. You will regain your ability to use the Etheric and become a vital component of a society that is moving from belief in magic to a technological base.”

      The Skrima conferred once again. This time only the female spoke. “Then we accept your proposal, Your Majesty. Do what must be done to save both our peoples from this threat.”

      Bethany Anne inclined her head in respect for their acceptance of the situation. She ended the conversation with them on a pleasant note and returned to Plato’s personal link. “You have to get Ted out of his head. The station needs to be moved back to Benitus Seven. This could get messy if you’re still in the way.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Michael cut in. “Could we move the station through the rift created when we take out the planet? It would be a hell of a lot easier to take care of the evacuation to Earth that way.”

      “Yes, but Ted would have a conniption,” Plato stated.

      “Ted will be fine as soon as he learns what I’m giving him in exchange for the inconvenience I’m causing him,” Bethany Anne responded. “Michael, I like that idea. I will take care of the rift. You can take care of pushing the station through. Plato, you are in charge of telling Ted what’s about to go down.”

      “Sure, pick on the AI,” Plato grumbled.

      “Sucks to be you.” Bethany Anne cut the connection.

      Michael rubbed his hands together, a small smile appearing at the corners of his mouth. This should be fun.

      Fun. Destructive. Same thing at this point. Let’s fuck up a planet and save the day. Bethany Anne pulled on the Etheric and increased the density of the storm, sending thick clouds of black dust rolling into the staging post where the clones were preparing for the ingress to Earth. She increased the reach of the storm until it covered most of the continent, obscuring the clones’ vision and choking the rifts.

      Soon, all that remained of Hyrrheim would be the overspill that covered the Arcadian Valley.

      We need to get out of here before I do anything more.

      May I suggest the station? Michael offered. Seeing as we are about to destroy all the other ways back to Sol.

      Bethany Anne opened the Etheric to the outside of the station, and they landed on the hull by one of the mid-level airlocks. Bethany Anne faced the planet and pushed Etheric energy into its core.

      When she had described Hyrrheim as a dying planet to the Skrima leaders, she hadn’t been exaggerating. The planet had been strip-mined and all its resources funneled into creating prison cities for the Skrima.

      The ambient Etheric energy drawn by the magnetic output of the core was thin and weak, and the planet’s core was slowing down. What little life that remained after the Kurtherians’ systematic remolding would have gone extinct long before the atmosphere was lost. Without intervention, the Skrima would have had a few hundred thousand years before the effect was noticeable, but eventually, the heat generated by the core would have died.

      Bethany Anne concentrated on the sluggish core and opened a rift at its center, which she used as a window to funnel energy directly from the Etheric.

      The reaction was almost instantaneous. Huge cracks appeared in the crust as the rift’s energy bubbled to the surface, spreading and widening, severing the continents into a giant’s crazy paving.

      Inside the station, the Skrima huddled together, both anticipating and fearing the outcome of the imminent and irreversible destruction of their home planet.

      Bethany Anne maintained her connection to the mindspace and sent the Skrima calming thoughts. She took control of the Kurtherian-created rifts as the planet began to break apart. As the core’s magnetism began to dissipate, Hyrrheim’s gravity failed. She siphoned the escaping energy of the core to power the rift.

      Loose crust and magma choked the lower atmosphere, which was also venting with nothing to hold it in place. Michael had been biding his time, waiting for the right moment. He had Plato in his ear, the AI directing the station’s thrusters. Michael placed his hands on the cold metal of the station’s hull and poured energy into shielding the inhabitants from the maelstrom.

      Bethany Anne expanded the rift, connecting it to the rifts the Kurtherians had opened onto Earth. The planet shattered, rift energy and rapidly-cooling magma spewing from the center. She continued pouring energy into the rift until it had swallowed the planet and all the debris and was large enough for Nadezhda Station to get through.

      Now!

      Michael fed the command to Plato, and the station lurched toward the eye of the storm. The station bucked and strained, buffeted by crushing rift energy.

      “We’ve lost thrusters on Decks Fourteen through Twenty-nine,” Plato informed them.

      “I’m dealing with it!” Ted snapped.

      “I’m moving everyone to the core compartments,” Plato continued as though Ted hadn’t interrupted. “Diverting power to increase internal shields around the inner sections of the station. Life support will be withdrawn in the outer compartments to compensate.”

      The steady lurch continued. Bethany Anne gritted her teeth as the strain of holding back the explosion of energy burned her up from the inside.

      Whatever Ted did, it increased the speed of the station’s exit.

      Inch by painful inch, the station eased through the shrinking cataract. Michael dropped to his knees, his fists clenched as he fought to maintain the shields.

      Bethany Anne lowered herself to sit beside him and laced her fingers through his as pieces of the hull peeled away around them. Her grip on the rift was slipping as the buildup of energy became too volatile to contain. It was all she could do to direct the force back toward the Hyrrheim side.

      The rift energy exploded outward, dazzling Bethany Anne and Michael with its intensity.

      When her vision returned, Bethany Anne saw stars—familiar stars. We’re through! ADAM, we need some help.

      >>Don’t worry. They noticed.<<

      Proving ADAM’s point, five Gates opened about ten kilometers from the fizzling rift and four superdreadnoughts emerged, followed by the ArchAngel II.

      Bethany Anne reached out and was surprised when it was Bobcat who came on the line.

      “Hell of an entrance, BA,” Bobcat quipped.

      Bethany Anne choked on her laugh. “Well, I couldn’t let my return go unnoticed. Can we get some assistance for the people on board this station?”

      Once the Skrima had been moved to transport Pods provided by the superdreadnoughts, Bethany Anne and Michael led the way to Earth and Arcadia.

      The fighting was over.

      Bethany Anne had the Pods land outside the city. She and Michael breathed the free air, exhausted yet aware that their work wasn’t done.

      The Skrima debarked into the divide between the remains of the battleground ringing the city and the verdant valley, where the first rays of dawn filtering over the peaks of the Heights had encouraged the birds to break their silence.

      Bethany Anne had time to survey the destruction while the Skrima leaders organized their people for the walk to the city. All that remained of the Kurtherian clones were the corpses littering the dust-cloaked ground.

      The female Bethany Anne had spoken to on the other side of the rift approached her and Michael. “Your Majesty. This planet does not do the stories Lilith told during the revolution justice. Thank you for offering us a home here. We offer our condolences for those lost in the fight and our assistance in honoring their sacrifice.”

      Bethany Anne felt no shame for the tears she shed at the sight of so many of her people lying among the dead. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat and forced a smile. “What is your name? I didn’t get a chance to ask.”

      The Skrim pulled up her sleeve to show Bethany Anne the Kurtherian numbers tattooed on the soft flesh of her wrist. “Names will come in time. First, we must recover our identity as a people, one that is separate from the subservience the Kurtherians bred into us. We would like to meet with Lilith and Ezekiel again.”

      “That can be arranged,” Michael assured her. “They are in the city.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at the smoke rising from Arcadia into the orange-streaked sky, then at the corpses covering the ground between them and the city.

      “May we bring the fallen we encounter to the city?” the Skrim asked softly.

      Bethany Anne’s gaze shifted to the large group of Skrima waiting for permission to begin clearing a path for the rest. She nodded. “Yes. Michael and I will take care of clearing the way once my people have been removed from that pile of stinking clone meat.”

      Heads bowed in respect as they cradled the fallen, the Skrima slowly walked the half-kilometer to Arcadia’s main gate. Bethany Anne and Michael pushed the clones’ remains into the Etheric without ceremony.

      Michael touched Bethany Anne’s mind, sharing her grief as they walked through drifts of blood-clotted Hyrrheim dust on the approach to the battered and charred city gates, where the twins, Hannah, Parker, Ezekiel, Tabitha, and Peter were organizing retrieval parties for the fallen.

      “You’re back!” Tabitha extracted herself from the departing retrieval teams and ran over to embrace Bethany Anne. She smiled at the Skrima walking by. “We knew you’d done something big when all the rifts closed, but no one was expecting this.”

      “The Skrima will help. Let them show they are here to make themselves part of the effort to rebuild.” Bethany Anne touched her forehead to Tabitha’s. “It’s over, Tabitha. All that remains is to take care of the fallout. Keep doing the good work you’re doing here.”

      “What about you?” Tabitha asked, pushing a lock of hair out of Bethany Anne’s eyes. “You’re beat. I can feel your exhaustion.”

      “I’ll sleep when I’m done.” Bethany Anne wanted nothing more than to go home, wherever that was now that the Baba Yaga had been destroyed. “I’m not finished getting my hands dirty. There’s unresolved political bullshit to take care of before I can rest.”

      

      Federation Space, Red Rock

      Lance reopened the chambers at the Federal House of Arbitration and admitted the council for the first time since the Ryleahans had attempted their coup.

      The atmosphere was celebratory. It was a shame to pour water on the fire, but Lance had a duty to uphold—for now.

      He called for order, and the representatives took their time settling into their seats. Lance allowed them some leeway since no one present had known whether they would survive to attend sessions again.

      As quiet descended, Lance rose to his feet. “Thanks to cooperation on a scale that I admittedly never expected to see, the Kurtherian threat has been eliminated. Once we have confirmation that all Federation planets have been cleared of both clones and Ookens, we will enact the agreed-upon aid program to return those who were evacuated to their homes and release funds for rebuilding infrastructure.”

      He was interrupted by the cheering that broke out. Lance allowed the fleeting jubilation, although he did not smile. The room was filled with tension as the representatives caught onto his solemn demeanor.

      He spoke into the silence that ensued. “While we have much to celebrate, we also have some unfinished business to attend to. There is the matter of the planets that are currently in administration and the trials of the member states who attempted to subvert the Federation Charter.”

      The representative of Torporia requested permission to speak.

      “Go ahead,” Lance told the Ryleahan senator.

      “Surely our actions during the course of the Kurtherian invasion have exonerated us for past misdeeds? The trials should not go ahead.”

      Lance banged his gavel when a commotion broke out.

      Representatives from the other planets in administration were divided into those who supported the Ryleahan motion for clemency and those who insisted that due process be done and their status as full members be returned in accordance with the law.

      Lance banged his gavel again and waved in Security to separate the representatives before physical violence occurred. “Order! We will not devolve into schoolyard bickering. We’ve been through too much, and I won’t stand for it. Neither will the Charter be subverted further. The law is the law. The trials will go ahead.”

      A familiar voice filled the chambers, coming from nowhere and everywhere simultaneously.

      “My father is correct. Nothing we have overcome wipes out the debt owed to the Federation by those who attempted to destroy our way of life. Red Rock will travel to Earth, and the trials will take place before the ceremony to officially admit Earth to the Federation.”

      Lance did not repress his smile. “You heard the Queen. Those who require teams for their defense need to prepare. Make arrangements with your people. Red Rock will depart in one week.”
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      Sol, Earth

      Red Rock hung in the sky above Arcadia, a gravid red disk that outshone the full moon visible behind it in the early morning light.

      The asteroid had arrived forty-eight hours previously, and the representatives who were not preparing for the trial had been given permission to visit various cities on Earth.

      However, the many festivals celebrating the end of the war and the patriation of the Skrima to Earth’s population were drawing to a close. Since the Annex Gate had been officially opened, there had been a constant stream of traffic between Sol and the Federation. The media had arrived in droves to cover what they had dubbed “the Charter trial.”

      The representatives trickled back to Red Rock and entered the chambers ahead of the trial’s start time. Unusually, reporters had been allowed into chambers to give a real-time account of the proceedings. Those whose planets were scheduled to be tried voiced their disquiet. No one listened to their complaints.

      The chamber hummed with speculation about the outcome of the trials. No one had been selected for the panel that was usual in judgments such as this. Neither had the representatives been given any information about how long the trial would run. As a consequence, the atmosphere among the representatives was strained. After all, knowledge was power, and power was what politicians thrived on.

      The arbiter’s chair was empty. There was no sign of General Reynolds, nor were any of his staff present in chambers. The conversation died down, speculation drying up after they had waited for almost an hour past the scheduled start of the trial, and there was still no sign of the chief arbiter.

      Only when the room dropped into silence did they get their answers.

      Red light bloomed in the arbiter’s chair and the Queen appeared, dressed in black from head to toe.

      Bethany Anne picked up the gavel and tapped lightly for attention. It was unnecessary since every eye in the room was already on her.

      “We are here today to judge whether the planets placed into administration after the Ryleahan coup attempt will be reinstated or blacklisted.”

      Bethany Anne had a tap on every mind in the room. In the shadows, Michael, Barnabas, Alexis, and Akio monitored the room for any unexpected outbreaks of violence.

      The news that rejection by the Federation was on the table sent a ripple of shock through the representatives. Bethany Anne continued, “Those facing judgment will have the opportunity to present their case for remaining, as well as describe what they have done to make amends on behalf of the people whose lives they caused damage to. We will begin with the Torcellan government. Please step forward and present your case.”

      Bethany Anne was pleased to see that the Torcellan team was made up of both males and females. That showed promise for the undoing of the societal imbalance they had brought upon themselves by relegating their males to secondary positions.

      By the time Bethany Anne called a recess for lunch, she was satisfied that their government had made the changes she had decreed necessary.

      The second part of the day was taken up by another short presentation, this one from the Ryleahans who had remained on Soriel with the Ardaki. She winked at Xadia as the heiress-turned-senator took the stand to report the success both species had achieved in learning to live together.

      As the day’s proceedings drew to a close, Bethany Anne ended with praise for both planets. “I can only hope the rest of you have put in the work Torcellan and Soriel have to ensure you are back in line with Federation ideals. We’ll reconvene first thing tomorrow, when I will hear from Torporia.”

      A clerk approached the chair and whispered to Bethany Anne.

      The Queen’s pleasant expression hardened. “I have been informed that the senator for Torporia has declined to send representation.”

      The journalists in the upper gallery murmured in shock. The representatives, however, did not react with surprise.

      Bethany Anne raised her gavel and brought it down. “The Ryleahans’ absence speaks to their continued disrespect.” Her eyes shone red as she spoke. “Since they continue to shun the hand that feeds them, judgment will be passed whether they are here to hear it or not. From this moment on, Torporia is no longer part of the Federation. The Torporian Senate will be arrested and imprisoned for their crimes against a Federation member state. Torporia will lose all trade benefits and subsidies. Its citizens will no longer be granted the rights accorded to Federation citizens by the Charter. Travel to and from the planet will be subject to visa requirements, which will be determined at a later date.”

      She looked at the cameras in the gallery as she banged her gavel. “That concludes today’s proceedings.”

      

      Arcadian Valley, Reynolds Residence

      “How long do you figure until half the Ryleahans relocate from Torporia and reapply for Federation citizenship?” Bethany Anne asked Lance as they piled pulled pork coated with barbecue sauce onto their plates.

      Lance shrugged. “I’d guess they started packing the moment the news went out. Not my problem.”

      Patricia poured tea for Lance and Coke for Bethany Anne as they joined the rest of the family at the patio table. “It’s past time you got to enjoy life, dear.”

      Lance lifted his glass. “I’ll drink to that and to owning real estate on Earth again.”

      “This valley certainly is beautiful,” Patricia agreed, touching her wine glass to his.

      Barnabas and Stephen were deep in discussion over their abandoned chess game. Bethany Anne eavesdropped, a smile sneaking out when she heard both men waxing lyrical about their retirement prospects.

      “It’s rude to listen in on private conversations,” Alexis teased.

      “Busted,” Bethany Anne conceded. “I can’t help myself. Everyone is finally free to pursue the lives they gave up when they swore Ad Aeternitatem.”

      “You and Dad included,” Alexis pointed out.

      “Hmmm,” Bethany Anne replied.

      Alexis rolled her eyes. “Come on, Mom. Surely you’ve given out enough ass-kickings for three lifetimes? Don’t you want to kick back in a vineyard or laze around on a beach for a century? I might go stay with the druids for a while. I hear good things about their distilleries.”

      “Just avoid the mushroom wine,” Sarah Jennifer chipped in, leaning across the table to grab a pitcher of tea. “That is, unless conversing with God is your goal.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Could be an interesting experience. I wish Gabriel hadn’t rushed back to the Federation. He would have enjoyed this.”

      “He’ll be back,” Michael consoled her. “Did we hear from the Skrima about their choice for a settlement location?”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “They’re scouting the desert oases.”

      “Makes sense,” Hannah agreed as she slid into the chair next to Sarah Jennifer’s. “Environmentally, it’s the closest terrain we have to their homeworld.” She glanced at the solitary vampire brooding under the trees. “What’s his deal?”

      Bethany Anne followed her gaze. “Akio? Good question. I’ll be back.”

      Akio inclined his head as Bethany Anne approached

      “You’re quiet this evening.” Bethany Anne chuckled at his raised eyebrow. “Quieter than usual, I mean.”

      Akio smiled softly. “I’m reflecting. It is strange to me that this planet does not feel like my home anymore.”

      “You’re missing Waterworld?” Bethany Anne asked.

      Akio nodded. “As I said, strange.”

      She eased into a sitting position underneath the apple tree beside him. “It makes sense to me. Waterworld is the home you constructed from the ground up. Besides, you’ve spent a long time living with the Collective and building the Rangers back up to what they were. I take it you’re not going to stay here with everyone else who is choosing to resettle?”

      Akio shook his head. “No. I might return periodically, but Waterworld is my home, and it is where I belong.”

      Bethany Anne leaned back against the tree and enjoyed the silence of his company for a while. If she was honest, Earth was the home of her heart, but it was…smaller than she remembered.

      “I don’t think I’ll be staying, either,” she told Akio.

      Akio chuckled dryly. “I had a feeling it would not sit well with you to be contained to one planet. Do you and Michael have a plan?”

      Bethany Anne brushed her fingers through the grass. “We haven’t discussed it yet. There is still a fuck-ton of minor shit that needs to be taken care of before I can relax and think about myself. After that, who knows? It’s a big universe out there.”

      “Hai,” Akio agreed.

      Shouts of glee interrupted their quiet conversation as Nickie beat Kain at arm wrestling. Bethany Anne’s lips curved as the group of observers exchanged credit chips.

      “It’s all in the wrist,” Nickie boasted as she pushed her chair back. “Anyone else want to try their luck?” She noticed Bethany Anne’s scrutiny and lifted a finger to point at the Queen. “Not you. I don’t want to have to heal a broken wrist tonight.”

      Bethany Anne burst out laughing. “Fair enough.”

      The merry atmosphere continued late into the night. After the last of the food was eaten and everyone drifted off to their bedrooms, Bethany Anne found herself on the roof terrace with Michael.

      They leaned against the half-wall side by side. Bethany Anne rested her head on his shoulder as they looked at the stars.

      “You are not fooling me with this peaceful demeanor for one second,” Michael told her in a soft voice.

      Bethany Anne tilted her head to meet his eyes and grinned. “Well, fuck. There I was, thinking I had you convinced.”

      “Really?” Michael raised an eyebrow.

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Nope. If anyone is going to know how restless I’m feeling, it’s you. What do you think the kids are going to do?”

      Michael touched his forehead to hers. “Whatever they want to. They are adults and the masters of their own fates.”

      “Okay, then,” Bethany Anne pressed. “What are we going to do? Specifically, what do you want to do now the war is over?”

      Michael smiled. “As you said to Akio, it's a big universe out there.”
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        * * *

      

      The trials ended on the third day. Torporia was the only planet that failed Bethany Anne’s test. The others had all done enough to either earn release from the constraints of administration or be put on a schedule for release pending further work on their issues.

      Bethany Anne folded her hands on the table before her and leaned in as the journalists in the gallery finished taking still images of the end of the proceedings.

      “I want to say that I’m relieved for everyone who did right by their people and proud of those whose resolve never faltered,” Bethany Anne told the assembled representatives. “While the last century and a half have been difficult in terms of being expected to accept and support a war against an enemy you were unable to see, the events of the last few cycles have proven that the Federation is a success.

      “Together, we have created a solid foundation that protects and supports better lives for all our citizens. As rebuilding commences, we can look to the future with hope. With that in mind, I would like to announce my intention to withdraw as the representative of Earth, the Interdiction planets, and the former Empire.”

      She waved down the murmurs that arose at her announcement. “I’m not done. My final act is to inform the council that a new committee will be formed whose purpose is to restructure the Federation Charter. We are no longer at war. The Federation requires an amended constitution going forward. One that reflects the peacetime objectives of its members and is structured to promote investment in innovation and growth in areas including but not limited to technology, medicine, education, science, the arts, exploration, diplomacy, trade, and any other areas the committee passes. We will hear from the chief arbiter now.”

      Lance got to his feet and looked to his left, smiling at Bethany Anne sitting beside him. He turned his gaze to the assembled representatives. “I have headed this council for over two centuries. It has been my honor, if not always my pleasure, to captain this ship. However, the basis of my leadership was always to see us to the end of the Kurtherian war. Those who are familiar with the story of humanity’s beginnings on the galactic stage will be aware of the phrase, ‘Ad Aeternitatem.’ Eternity has arrived, and my duty to humanity and to the Federation is complete. I will be stepping down from all public roles, and elections will be held to select my replacements. I would like to thank you all, representatives past and present, and I wish the council luck in their future endeavors.”

      The assembled representatives reacted in astonishment. More than a few expressed sadness. Bethany Anne called a short recess to give them time to absorb the news away from the cameras, after which the council reconvened to wrap up the proceedings.

      When she opened the floor for final comments, the Yollin Potentate requested to speak on behalf of the entire council.

      The Yollin took the floor. “The council wishes to express its deep and belated appreciation and gratitude for the efforts of Queen Bethany Anne, General Lance Reynolds, and the many others who have worked since before the Federation was founded to free this universe from the religious dictatorship of the Ascensionist Kurtherians. Recent events have given us the opportunity to gain insight into the insidious nature of their intentions.”

      Bethany Anne’s jaw would have dropped had she not been steeling herself for pushback about stepping back from politics. Lance took her hand and squeezed.

      This is for you, Dad, she told him. Take every bit of it because you’ve earned it for wrangling the factions so long.

      It’s as much yours as it is mine, Lance contested. You spent the years I was sitting in that chair out there fighting.

      Their silent exchange went unnoticed by the onlookers. The Potentate continued, “In that light, the council also wishes to offer a blanket apology for…” The Yollin shuffled as she searched for the words. “Well, for every time we got in your way.”

      Bethany Anne’s composure slipped for a split second.

      About damn time you heard that, BA, John growled into the mindspace as another round of camera flashes went off.

      Bethany Anne pressed her lips together. Someone needs to make sure I’m not catching flies on the landing page of every news site in the Federation.

      >>On it,<< ADAM assured her.

      Thank you. Can you have Jean meet me at Dad and Patricia’s house when we’re done? Without waiting for a reply, she got to her feet and graced the room with her best smile. “I appreciate the sentiment. Thank you. What I want to hear is that this council won’t ever forget how close the Federation came to total subjugation.

      “My hope when I stepped down as Empress was that the Federation would become the example to those outside it for how to achieve peace and understanding, not despite the differences of the member states but because of them. The last time I left, I did so with a warning: fuck up, and I will come back to kick your asses into line. This time, I leave with a different message. My war is over, and I am reclaiming my life as a private citizen. I won’t be here for you to fall back on if you fail to reap the prosperity that comes from living right. So don’t fuck it up.”

      She lifted her hands and dazzling white light exploded from her body, momentarily rendering the cameras inoperable and forcing those present to shield their eyes.

      When they opened them again, every human in the room had vanished.
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      “Are you trying to fucking kill me?”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow at Jean, then stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it for effect. “Sorry, I thought I just heard you bitching about being given a chance to work with technology from outside this dimension.”

      “Outside this dimension,” Jean clearly enunciated, “is what’s going to kill me.” She shook her head as she skimmed the one-of-a-kind datapad ADAM had conceived with the ability to process interdimensional equations. “You want two Gate drives—”

      “Three,” Bethany Anne corrected. “Standard, Etheric, and Dimensional.”

      Jean glared at her. “One of which is purely theoretical. Where the fuck did you even get this math?”

      “It was a parting gift from TOM.” Bethany Anne smiled softly. “My question stands. I know the Etheric Gate drive is possible since Gödel had them. Can you give me interdimensional travel?”

      Jean dragged her eyes away from the datapad and met Bethany Anne’s stare. “I’ll need BMW, including Tina, and Anne, Ron, Ted, and Ankh.”

      “Done.” Bethany Anne didn’t tell her she’d already earmarked this project for Ted and his Crenellian friend. “What else?”

      “As much as I hate to disparage our home planet,” Jean admitted, “it has shit-all in the way of shipbuilding capabilities.”

      “That’s next on my agenda,” Bethany Anne agreed. “For now, Mars will work as a staging post. We’ll build the first shipyard there. Next?”

      Jean listed her issues on her fingers. “Materials. Budget. Manpower.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes twinkled. “Manufacture what you can’t buy. I don’t give a flying fuck what it costs. Hire as many people and AIs as you need to get it done within the timeframe I want.”

      Jean nodded in thought. “I was saving this for another time, but I might as well tell you that one of my R&D teams finally found a way around the degradation issue with synthesized Bl’kheth DNA.”

      “I want that team on the project.” Bethany Anne slipped her hand into a pocket and pulled out the inert hard light drive containing Izanami’s compressed matrix. “You’ll need this. Izanami has the final say on all aesthetic decisions. She knows my taste, and the final result will be her replacement body.”

      Jean held out her hand and accepted the marble-sized sphere. “Understood, but if she’s as much of a PITA as you are about these things, don’t be surprised if there are delays.”

      Bethany Anne raised an eyebrow. “There won’t be any delays. You have two years.”

      Jean shrugged. “If you say so. Last thing. What’s the codename for the project?”

      Bethany Anne’s lips curved. “Project Looking Glass.”

      She left Jean to get started and made her way out to the gardens, where she found Darryl on guard duty at the gate.

      Unusually, he did not react to her approach. Bethany Anne sneaked up beside him and put her hands over his eyes.

      “It’s a good thing I’m not a disgruntled mage.”

      Darryl shrugged her off. “Not much chance of that since everyone is feeling the love right now. I’m only here because I needed a break from everyone making plans for the future over breakfast.”

      Bethany Anne tilted her head and looked him in the eyes, seeing a deep sadness hidden beneath his smile. She picked out the thoughts bubbling on the surface of his mind and nodded. “I understand. You need some time alone. I can respect that.”

      She hugged him and left him to his introspection, then made her way back inside, curious about what had triggered his mood.

      She found Stephen, Barnabas, John, Scott, Eric, and a few others gathered in the dining room off the kitchen.

      As Darryl had said, the conversation centered around plans for the future. “Conversation” might have been the wrong way to describe it. Bethany Anne walked into an argument.

      “All I’m saying is there's nothing for us to do here once we’ve got everyone set up and the connections have been made between Earth and the Federation,” John stated. “We’re near as dammit immortal, and I don’t want to spend the next part of eternity sitting around with my thumb up my ass.”

      “That’s exactly the point!” Bobcat was almost yelling. “We've worked hard enough for long enough. I’m about done inventing new ways to kill assholes. I want to expand my reach—”

      “You want to reach for another beer,” Scott quipped.

      Tina spoke over him, her voice tight. “No one’s saying we want to just sit back on our asses and do nothing. But it’s time we switched our focus from fighting and killing to building things that are beneficial in other ways.”

      Barnabas’ eyes flicked between the verbal combatants. His hands were folded into the sleeves of his robe, and his serene smile was absent.

      Bethany Anne paused in the doorway and dropped her hands to her hips. “Everyone, stop fucking yelling over each other. Whatever we decide to do, whether that’s together or separately, everyone gets to live the life they left behind when they signed on for my fight.”

      Her tone left no room for protest. She walked over to the table and pulled out a chair. “The first thing I want to do is make sure this planet has Coke since I’m going to be here for a while. My continued lack of ability to caffeinate myself isn’t likely to work out well for anyone.”

      “There’s always kaffe,” Nickie offered with a snicker. She lifted her hands in supplication when Bethany Anne pinned her with an icy stare. “Okay, okay. I was joking.”

      “Has anyone seen Tabitha?” Bethany Anne asked.

      No one had. “Peter has been absent since the end of the battle as well,” Barnabas informed her.

      Bethany Anne reached out along her mental link but found no trace of Tabitha or Peter anywhere on Earth.

      She had a feeling she knew where Tabitha was and resolved to go help her once she had finished dealing with the shitshow breaking out between her nearest and dearest.

      “I don’t want to hear any of you giving anybody else shit about their decisions going forward,” Bethany Anne stated. “This is a time for new beginnings, and no one needs to feel like they are required to ignore their desires to please others. We’re going to want different things, and that’s okay.”

      She pulled the fruit bowl over and selected an orange. “So tell me, what do you all want most in the world? Bobcat, you can go first, seeing as you obviously know what you want.”

      Bobcat glanced at Marcus, William, and Tina with a huge smile splitting his face. “We’re thinking we’d like to open a resort for people visiting from the Federation. It would be open to Earth’s inhabitants as well. Something along the lines of ‘Come here to learn about Earth’s culture, past and present.’”

      “While getting pampered to within an inch of your life,” Tina interjected.

      “And enjoying the finest food and drink the planet has to offer,” William added. “I want to recreate some of my family’s recipes for the resort’s menu.”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I like it, and I know everyone here would give their right arm to get another taste of your mother’s food. Next. Akio, we know you’re going back to Waterworld. Are you planning to disband the Rangers?”

      Akio shook his head. “No. There will always be a need for Justice, especially now that we know you will be leaving to explore the wider universe.”

      Everyone in the room turned to look at Bethany Anne. She arched an eyebrow in Akio’s direction. “Thanks for outing me.”

      “Is that true, Boss?” John asked. “I know you’ve got Jean working on a secret project, but she’s being tight-lipped about it.”

      Bethany Anne had wanted to wait until the twins were both here before she made the announcement. However, it had always been true that there was no such thing as a secret in her inner circle. “Michael and I have decided we’re going to explore outside the Federation and expand the CEREBRO network.”

      “So, you're gonna need a crew, and engineers, and well, everything you had aboard the Baba Yaga,” John reasoned. His resolve settled over his face when she nodded to confirm. “Then I guess my decision is made. I’m going with you.”

      “Me too,” Scott stated.

      “Count me in,” Eric added. “Wherever you go, Gabrielle goes, and wherever you and Gabrielle go, that’s where I am.”

      Stephen and Barnabas were quiet. Bethany Anne graced them with a smile of understanding. “You two are staying here, right?”

      Both vampires nodded in unison. Stephen spoke first. “I love my life. I appreciate that some of you want to step down from your roles in public life, but I’m happy to continue as the administrator for High Tortuga. After my experiences of what it is to step back from life, I don't wish to find myself without purpose again.”

      “I was having far too much fun manipulating the underworld before the war broke out,” Barnabas admitted. “It gives me space to stretch my mind and keeps me occupied.”

      Bethany Anne nodded. “Nickie?”

      “You can pry my Ranger badge out of my cold, dead hands,” Nickie told her with a grin. “I have everything I ever wanted in life, and there’s no fucking way I’m giving it up.”

      “Besides,” Barnabas added, “there will be a great need for the stability we can provide as the movement of personnel between the Federation and Sol becomes a reality. We can keep the wheels greased while infrastructure is created to support the needs of the shifting population of Earth.”

      Sarah Jennifer had been silent until this moment. “I would like for there to be stronger ties between Earth and Mars. The population on Mars has increased to the point where it’s going to start putting pressure on our infrastructure within the next generation or so. Now that my duty is complete, I’m planning to hand off control of the Defense Force to Horst’s and Koda’s kids. It’s time my pack and I got to live without the pressure of running the planet as a defensive outpost.”

      “I want to have babies,” Hannah admitted shyly. “Lots and lots of babies. Little snot-nosed kids running around my feet, and absolutely no chance of otherworldly danger crashing in on my and Parker’s peaceful existence.”

      Everyone laughed when Parker choked on his kaffe.

      “Do I get a say in this?” he asked.

      “You get to make it happen,” Hannah retorted.

      “Then I guess you’d better make an honest man of me first,” Parker told her with a wink. “Always wanted to see you in a dress.”

      Bethany Anne picked at the fruit platter while she listened to everyone's hopes and dreams for the future. Her warming heart had nothing to do with the kaffe she choked down. This. This is what she had fought for. This was the end goal of her vow.

      Peace. Freedom to choose. An absence of danger. Life. Not just for her and her own, but for everyone on every planet who was having a similar conversation.

      Endgame.

      As the breakfast meeting broke up, Bethany Anne said her goodbyes to everyone and made her way to the temporary shipyard that had been set up outside the east wall. Alexis and Michael met her as she was leaving the city gates, and they arrived just as the Gemini came in to land.

      Gabriel and Jiya debarked with the twins in their Pod-cribs. Bethany Anne embraced her son and daughter-in-law before bending to look at her grandchildren.

      Jiya scanned the valley with wide eyes. “I’ve never seen so much greenery!”

      “Earth is kind of famous for it,” Alexis told her with a smile. “When you grow up on High Tortuga, it’s pretty different.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Right? I keep seeing plants I expect to be purple or blue.”

      “I grew up in a palace, then signed onto a superdreadnought,” Jiya reminded them. “I’ve never seen anything like this. It makes Devon look like a shithole.”

      Alexis shrugged. “To be fair, Devon has always been a shithole. It’s the people who make it worth living there.”

      “We need to get you fixed up with accommodations here.” Michael’s attention was on the sleeping babies as he spoke. “We arranged a house for Gabriel, Jiya, and the twins, but you have been markedly absent since the fighting ended.”

      “I’ve been staying with the druids,” Alexis informed him. “But I’m thinking of heading back to Mars with Sarah Jennifer when she leaves.”

      Bethany Anne glanced at her daughter speculatively. “Would this have anything to do with a certain handsome young Were?”

      Alexis blushed. “Mom! He’s, like, half my age.”

      “Age is subjective,” Michael pointed out. “If you can see yourself spending quiet evenings with young Gregov, then perhaps it's time you let go of your misgivings and explore the possibility of allowing yourself to be happy.”

      “Yeah, because calling him ‘young Gregov’ isn’t off-putting.” Alexis narrowed her eyes at her mother. “Did you tell Dad what we were talking about?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Your father and I have no secrets. Besides, I agree with him. If you can be happy, why not try? It’s the bravest thing to do.”

      As they returned to the city, Bethany Anne told Michael she needed to head to the scene of Achronyx’s sacrifice.

      “I’m coming with you,” he insisted.

      They accompanied the twins and Jiya to the temporary accommodation that had been set up for them in the city and helped them settle the babies in before leaving via the Etheric to find Tabitha.
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        * * *

      

      A fleet of bots scoured the debris field surrounding the Annex Gate. Under Tabitha’s control, they sifted the wreckage in search of the remains of the Achronyx’s Envy.

      Peter had kept Tabitha company, bringing her food and water to make sure she was taken care of since she hadn't moved from the command console of the borrowed ship since leaving Arcadia at the end of the battle.

      Tabitha’s jaw was clenched in concentration as she monitored each fragment the bots picked up. Somewhere out here was the AI core containing Achronyx, and she refused to leave until she recovered it.

      The Etheric opened behind them on the bridge, and Bethany Anne and Michael stepped out.

      Peter’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank fuck you two are here. She’s relentless, and she isn’t listening to sense.”

      “She is right here,” Tabitha growled, her eyes flashing red. “I’m not stopping until I find Achronyx’s core.”

      Bethany Anne knelt by Tabitha and drew her into an embrace. “Take a rest. We’re here now.”

      The light in Tabitha’s eyes faded, and her bottom lip trembled. “He was supposed to upload himself to the primary BYPS satellite before he did anything stupid.”

      Michael put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “He saved Nickie’s life.”

      “It shouldn’t have been an either-or situation!” Tabitha wailed.

      “If there’s any part of that core out there, we will find it,” Bethany Anne vowed. She got to her feet and activated her helmet.

      Michael activated his, and they stepped off the bridge and into the void.

      The debris field covered a significant area. Tens of kilometers of space surrounding the Annex Gate were littered with innumerable pieces of metal and plastic, most of them unidentifiable. However, Bethany Anne was able to sense the residual Etheric energy from Achronyx’s final use of his ESDs.

      Tabitha was going about this ass-backwards, Michael commented.

      Yeah, well, she’s grieving. Bethany Anne opened her HUD and had ADAM divide the debris field into a grid. We’ve got her.

      >>The bots can take the more populated grids,<< ADAM suggested.

      Do it, Bethany Anne instructed. But change the parameters so they are searching for residual Etheric energy and not just any random bit of metal floating in front of them.

      >>An intact AI core would have activated its homing beacon by now,<< ADAM told her.

      Not if it was fried, Bethany Anne reasoned.

      Is there anything you can do to activate the beacon if it’s intact? Michael asked.

      >>I’m not sure,<< ADAM admitted. >>The BYPS is still down, and I’m limited to what range I can get from the ships remaining in the area.<<

      Do what you can, Bethany Anne told him. We’ve done more with less.

      Hours passed as the monotonous task of searching the debris field continued. Bethany Anne and Michael worked meticulously to assess each false positive the bots came up with. Each time they picked up a piece of one of their ships, Bethany Anne instructed the bot to remove it to a holding area, where piece by piece, a scrap pile the size of a superdreadnought slowly accumulated.

      While they worked, Bethany Anne had ADAM connect to the primary BYPS satellite and recover the interrupted download Achronyx had initiated. It was her hope that in the event the core could not be located, ADAM could rebuild Achronyx’s personality, if not his memories.

      I’ve got something, Michael announced.

      Bethany Anne engaged the thrusters on her armored boots to maneuver and went over to Michael. He was surrounded by a cloud of fragmented metal and plastic, which Bethany Anne’s HUD read as being a mixture of the Achronyx’s Envy, the Penitent Granddaughter, an unknown Defense Force ship, and pieces of Kurtherian-made alloy.

      Michael turned from the bot whose payload he was examining and pointed out a fragmented motherboard. That looks kind of like one of the pieces of an AI core, right?

      Bethany Anne took a closer look and smiled. Yes. Yes, it does. Score one for the bots.

      They continued the search inside that grid and recovered several more pieces of the AI core. Bethany Anne tasked one of the bots with shuttling the fragments to Tabitha since her skill set was more appropriate to the reconstruction than either hers or Michael’s.

      Bethany Anne and Michael continued to search the debris field with ADAM’s assistance, and ADAM also worked with Tabitha to recover the data stored on the damaged core components as fast as they came in. As Earth completed its first full revolution since Bethany Anne and Michael had left to help, Tabitha’s mood improved as the warped AI core took shape on the workbench in front of her. She also had a fully functional core, which was hard-wired through her wrist-holo to each of the damaged components.

      Peter slept soundly on the bench on the unused side of the compartment, stirring slightly every time Tabitha’s murmured variations of, “Talk to me, you sarcastic asshole,” got above a whisper.

      She didn’t notice she was sporadically speaking aloud her desire to hear Achronyx’s voice. Her eyes glowed red as she worked via the Etheric to transfer the contents of the fragments into the undamaged core and merge them with what ADAM had retrieved from the primary BYPS satellite.

      Tabitha yelled suddenly, startling Peter awake. He tumbled off the bench and landed heavily on the floor. He recovered and scrambled to his feet, mumbling, “Where’s the danger?”

      He blinked in confusion as his adrenaline-fueled brain struggled to process the grin plastered on Tabitha’s face.

      “The only danger here is your furry ass making a dent in the floor,” Achronyx snarked from a speaker that was connected to the AI core.

      Peter’s confusion vanished, and his frown was replaced by a grin. “You did it?”

      Tabitha crossed the room in three steps and leapt into Peter’s arms, wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck as she squealed, “We did it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Arcadia (two months later)

      Koda paced nervously outside the east gate while Horst and Akio looked on in amusement.

      “She's going to wear a groove in the ground before the ship gets here,” Horst commented.

      Akio chuckled when Koda turned angry eyes upon her husband. “Koda, Eve, and Yuko were always very close.”

      “You've had them all to yourself for the past two hundred years,” Koda pointed out. “I’m not too proud to admit that I’m nervous about seeing my friends again after so long.”

      “Where are the children?” Akio inquired. “I would have thought they would be excited to see their honorary aunts.”

      Horst’s brow wrinkled. “Sarah Jennifer and Brutus called them to a meeting. There was nothing on the schedule to say what it was about.”

      Akio’s eyes twinkled with mischief. He had an idea why Sarah Jennifer had called the kids in, but it wasn’t his place to reveal Defense Force business if the major had chosen to keep her plans to herself. He was saved from the questioning look Horst shot his way when a ship broke the atmosphere and landed in the berth assigned by Parker, who had taken over the shipyard once it was established as a permanent landing site for visitors from the Federation.

      The Scamp Princess landed without ceremony, and there was a moment of tension from Koda before Eve preceded Yuko down the ramp.

      Akio hung back as the three exchanged tearful embraces. He expected the coming day to be made up of such exchanges. Weddings were emotional events.
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        * * *

      

      Kain’s nose wrinkled as he caught a note of something citrusy on Sarah Jennifer’s skin. She noticed his attention and shook her head minutely as Dieter, Tosha, Gregov, and Sasha arrived at the meeting room she had requisitioned in the northwest tower of the academy building.

      He let it go for the moment. However, he gave her a look that told her he would be asking why she was wearing perfume once the meeting concluded.

      Sarah Jennifer got to her feet and smiled as the younger Weres came in. “Please take a seat. I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve asked the four of you here today.”

      “You could say that,” Tosha answered with a bright smile that did nothing to disguise her undercurrent of nerves.

      “This isn’t a disciplinary matter,” Sarah Jennifer assured them as she resumed her seat behind the desk. She laced her fingers on the polished hardwood. The action reminded her of the many times she’d seen Bethany Anne do the same thing before making an announcement or making a decision that would affect people for years to come.

      She chuckled to herself and opened her hands, placing them flat on the table. “As you know, there have been a lot of changes in the last two months. Contact between Promessa and the various cities around Earth has increased greatly, and the need to keep the existence of Weres and the technology we have a secret from magic users is no longer an issue.”

      Dieter eyed her speculatively. “Permission to ask a question, Major?”

      Sarah Jennifer nodded. “This is an informal meeting. We are here to discuss the future of the Defense Force, and we’re going to approach this without the burden of rank getting in the way of what everyone needs to say.”

      Brutus almost fell out of his seat. Sarah Jennifer shot him a glare, and he shrugged. “What? You never gave us that kind of leeway. Don’t blame me if I’m shocked that you’re mellowing in your old age.”

      “I’m not so old that I can’t kick your ass for being disrespectful,” Sarah Jennifer reminded him archly. “Besides, I’m in the prime of my life, which brings me to the reason for this meeting.”

      She looked each of the bemused Schultz kids in the eye before continuing. “It’s time I retired from military life.”

      “Again,” Brutus murmured.

      Sarah Jennifer let his comment pass. “Again. This time for good. The majority of my original pack has also decided to step back from the Defense Force as part of the plan to reduce its size. I brought the four of you here to ask what you want from your futures. If civilian life is looking attractive to you, then you will be free to request discharges.”

      “And if we don’t?” Dieter still had that calculating look.

      “Then I’ll have no choice but to promote you to senior ranks and begin training you and the other teams who have earned it to take over from the pack.” Sarah Jennifer smiled at their shocked faces. “Take your time, and don’t rush into the decision. Speak to your parents. We’ll meet again in two weeks to discuss your decisions.”

      She got to her feet again and gestured at the door. “You are dismissed. Enjoy the celebrations today and your reunion with Yuko and Eve.”

      Brutus left with them, and Kain closed the door before turning to face Sarah Jennifer.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” he asked.

      Sarah Jennifer walked around the desk and took his hands. She kissed his knuckles, then placed both their hands on her stomach. “You know how you always wanted a reason to build a crib? Well, you’ve got around eight and a half months to fulfill your dream.”
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        * * *

      

      All of Arcadia had come out to celebrate the double weddings of their heroes.

      The streets were thronged with people dressed in their best. They filled the city with laughter and song, accompanying the many musical groups that had set up along the boulevards, adding another layer to the celebratory atmosphere, along with the decorations that lined the streets.

      In a private room in the upper levels of the Great Hall, Hannah fussed nervously with her dress while Lilith smiled, amused.

      “Why aren’t you a wreck?” Hannah flustered, adding another pin to her hair. “This is worse than any fight. In fact, I think I’d rather be getting ready for a fight.”

      Lilith smoothed the silk of her skirt and turned to gaze out the window at the festivities on the streets below. “That’s because you have been running from one fight to another for so long you are afraid to allow yourself to be happy. You are still so young, Hannah. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you will learn to trust your decisions.”

      Hannah moved away from the mirror and walked over to join Lilith at the window. “I trust my decisions. I just feel like a mannequin in this damned dress. You and Zeke are the real deal, huh? He said pretty much the same thing when I was freaking out yesterday.”

      Lilith’s smile was all the answer she needed. The Kurtherian took Hannah’s hand. “I suppose you are lucky to have found your true love so early in life and without suffering heartbreak. I feel I’m lucky to found mine so late and with the advantage of knowing what it is to be betrayed. I recognize the truth in Ezekiel’s heart. We’re both lucky.”

      Hannah’s eyes prickled with tears. “I still wish I could go back and punch that fucker in the face for trapping you in that machine. You deserve every bit of happiness you and Zeke are going to have together.”

      The door opened and admitted Bethany Anne, Laurel, Tabitha, Gabrielle, Abbey, Bodie, and Nickie.

      “Your bridal party has arrived!” Tabitha trilled as she swept in with two bottles of sparkling wine she’d swiped from the cellar beneath them. Bethany Anne’s arms were full with a crate of Cokes.

      “Pick your poison,” Tabitha enthused. “We’re going to take care of all the traditions.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Nickie agreed.

      Bethany Anne put her crate on a long table that was scattered with cosmetics. “I love weddings!”

      She scrutinized Hannah’s and Lilith’s very different wedding ensembles. “You both look so beautiful. Tradition time. Something old, new, borrowed, and blue.”

      Laurel slipped around Bethany Anne and held her hands out to the brides-to-be. “Me first!”

      She unfurled her fingers, and her eyes glowed green as she pushed magic into the seeds in her hands. They blossomed into braided crowns of baby’s breath and forget-me-nots.

      Laurel beamed as she handed one to Hannah and one to Lilith. “Something blue.”

      Hannah and Lilith sat at the table while Laurel fixed the flower crowns to their hair. Devon poked his squirrely head out of Laurel’s hood and chittered in approval before disappearing again. “See?” Laurel chuckled as she spoke. “The squirrel likes them.”

      “Me next.” Bethany Anne smiled and flourished a hand, and two ribbon-wrapped shoe boxes appeared on the table. “I went with something borrowed.”

      Lilith’s eyes widened. “You didn’t.”

      Bethany Anne grinned. “I did. Don’t ruin them.”

      Lilith and Hannah each opened a box and extracted the gifts inside. Hannah held up a six-inch-high heel with a red sole and looked at Bethany Anne in disbelief. “Not to sound ungrateful, but how am I supposed to walk in these?”

      Nickie snorted. “Like fighting and fucking, it’s all in the hip.”

      “Trust you to bring the tone down,” Gabrielle grumbled without malice.

      Nickie laughed. “It’s what I do.”

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes at her goddaughter. “It’s in the ankles, actually. Keep them steady and you’ll be fine, Hannah.”

      Lilith had already slipped hers on and gave a demonstration. “See? Nothing to it.”

      Abbey was next. “The Storm Warrior is in dry dock at the moment. She is being refitted with gravitic engines. When she gets out, her maiden voyage will be your honeymoon trip. You’re gonna see the world in style.”

      “Starting with a trip to America,” Bodie continued. “I’ve been working with the Salem witches, and we have prepared two beachfront houses in the Florida Archipelago for you to spend a month or two in paradise.”

      Tabitha produced a pair of inlaid wooden boxes, which she presented to Hannah and Lilith with a smile. “Something old. Since you are both Nacht, I have a feeling you’ll need these.”

      Hannah opened her box, her eyes widening when she saw the gleam of highly polished metal. “They’re beautiful!”

      “They are kukris,” Tabitha explained. “They were a gift to me that I’m passing on to you both as a reminder of our blood ties.” She gave Lilith a much smaller box. “This is to keep you connected.”

      Lilith smiled as she took the wrist-holo out of the box. “Thank you.”

      Nickie produced a beribboned box for each of them. “Something new. Don’t open these until your wedding nights,” she told them with a wink.

      Tabitha recognized the gleam in her niece’s eyes. “Whatever is in those boxes is going to be completely unsuitable,” she warned them.

      Gabrielle laughed. “I bet. I also chose ‘something new,’ but it was more appropriate to give them to Parker and Ezekiel.”

      Hannah had forgotten her nerves. She reached for a tissue to dab her eyes as tears of gratitude and love threatened to ruin her makeup. “You guys! This is too much, really.”

      Bethany Anne waved a hand and fixed Hannah’s makeup. “You’re both family. We look out for family, no matter how far away they are or how new they are to us.”

      A loud pop broke the emotional tension as Tabitha uncorked the wine.

      Bethany Anne took Lilith aside as the others gathered around Tabitha.

      “What is it, my Queen?” Lilith inquired curiously.

      Bethany Anne glanced around the room to make sure everyone else was occupied with getting their glasses filled. “Between you and me, I wanted to tell you how grateful I am for your service all these years. You protected New Romanov and were a huge part of fixing my fuckup with the nanocyte saturation. I have another gift for you: an invitation for you and Ezekiel to join me when I leave.”

      Lilith’s eyes widened. “My Queen, you are full of surprises today. That will take some consideration, and I’ll have to discuss your offer with Ezekiel.”

      “Of course,” Bethany Anne agreed. “It is not a decision to be made lightly.”

      A knock on the door put an end to the conversation. Alexis entered and announced that it was time to begin the ceremony.
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        * * *

      

      Ezekiel’s heart was in his mouth as the music changed and the doors at the top of the grand staircase opened. He barely noticed Parker standing beside him or Hannah entering the hall next to Lilith.

      Sarah Jennifer caught his eye and nodded, sending him a wave of calm over their mental link. Ezekiel’s heart still thundered.

      Lilith was resplendent in a simple white sheath with flowers in her hair. Ezekiel was already experiencing some overwhelm from his memories of the first time the hall was used for the purpose of celebrating a marriage.

      The woman walking down the stairs was a stranger until she was standing in front of him. He looked into Lilith’s eyes, and peace consumed him as his soul recognized hers.

      He held out his hands, and Lilith took them as Michael spoke.

      “We are gathered here today to celebrate the unions of Hannah and Parker and Lilith and Ezekiel.” Michael’s fatherly smile put both couples at ease. “True love is rare and rarer still when it is found during a time of war. Hannah and Parker, Ezekiel and Lilith, your bonds were formed under pressures that would break most relationships apart. You have endured and overcome your trials together and are stronger because of it.”

      Bethany Anne allowed her emotions free rein. It made a change for her not to be up there giving the speech. However, on this occasion, she was happy to be in the audience for once.

      Michael continued, “True love is not loud. It is not declarations and grand gestures, although those can be part of the expression. It is patient and kind. It is openness and honesty. It is truth, even when the truth is ugly. Love is shown in uncountable small actions. It is going above and beyond and putting each other first. It’s letting go of control and allowing the other person to see the vulnerabilities you don’t show to the rest of the world. Above all, it is trusting that no matter what life throws at you, you have each other to lean on.”

      Ezekiel and Lilith relived the horror of the first three months on Hyrrheim through one another’s memories as Michael’s words hit home.

      Hannah and Parker locked gazes. Parker had a wry smile, knowing that Hannah would always be the one to steer their ship.

      “Can we get the rings?” Michael asked.

      Karl stepped forward for Parker, weeping unashamedly as he handed over the ring box that had been Gabrielle’s gift.

      Brutus stepped forward for Ezekiel, handing him an identical box containing two delicately-worked wedding bands made by rearick smiths.

      Michael smiled. “I believe you have all prepared your own vows.”

      There wasn’t a dry eye in the house as the happy couples said their vows. Karl continued to weep silently as the rings were exchanged.

      When it was done, Michael lifted his hands and announced, “I now pronounce you husband and wife, and husband and wife. Gentlemen, you may kiss your brides.”
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        * * *

      

      Hannah managed to keep displaying her rearick-made wedding band as she mingled with everyone crowding the Great Hall for the feast.

      The day held a sense of unreality for her. Michael’s words echoed in her mind as she smiled and accepted congratulations from the Arcadians she’d known her whole life, along with druids, mystics, Weres, and the visitors from space.

      There was no fight to run to. No threat to divert. She caught Parker’s eye, and he winked and blew her a kiss. He was a dumbass, but he was her dumbass, and she wouldn’t trade him for all the amphoralds in the Heights.

      This man, who had been her best friend since they were kids, whose mother had fed and clothed her when she was a scrawny orphan girl, had always accepted her for exactly who she was. Who had dropped any chance of a normal life to stand by her side when magic took over her life. Who had followed her to the ends of the Earth and fought to bring her back from the brink of death.

      Part of her disbelief was in the knowledge that she got to wake up next to him every day for the rest of her life. He was hers, and she was his, and it was forever.

      She paused by Karl and bent to embrace the rearick. “I didn’t have you down as a crier.”

      Karl had recovered from his emotions during the ceremony and offered Hannah a crooked smile. “What can I say, lass? After everything we’ve been through, finally seeing ye and Parker gettin’ hitched brought out me sentimental side. Ya both deserve some happiness. It gives us all hope fer the future.”

      Hannah tilted her head. “There's got to be a woman out there for you.”

      Karl nodded solemnly. “That’s the trouble. There’s a woman fer me wherever I go. Besides, I’m too old an’ set in me ways to be settlin’ down.”

      Hannah rolled her eyes in amusement and moved on to the next guest. Ezekiel had located Sarah Jennifer in the crowd and brought her a flagon of her favorite mead.

      “There's something different about you.” Ezekiel scrutinized her curiously. “You’re…glowing?”

      Sarah Jennifer smiled, setting the mead down on the table without taking a sip. “I was going to wait to tell you, but I overheard you and Lilith talking about leaving with Bethany Anne.”

      “That’s not going to happen for a while,” Ezekiel assured her. “Even if we do decide to take her up on her offer. What’s your news?”

      “You know I’ve thought of you as my son since I found you in that cabin.” Sarah Jennifer’s eyes sparkled. “Well, you’re going to have a brother or a sister.”

      Ezekiel threw his arms around her. “That's amazing! How did Kain take it?”

      “He’s over the moon, of course,” she replied with a chuckle. “But this is your wedding day. We can talk about this later. Go enjoy your new wife.”

      Sarah Jennifer watched him dance with Lilith, her heart overflowing to see the joy they took in each other. A sudden urge for the company of a friend hit her, followed by a pang of regret that the person she most wanted to share her happiness with could only be there in spirit. She went in search of Bethany Anne but was unable to find her.

      She came across Alexis, Nickie, and John by the chocolate fountain set up by the bar. “Have any of you seen Bethany Anne?”

      “I think she went to take care of something,” Alexis told her. “You know my mom. She doesn’t tell us anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Darryl had extracted himself from the party. Without his duty to distract him, he found himself withdrawing more often to spend his time in contemplation.

      Unlike everyone else, he had no clear idea about what he was going to do with his life beyond going to the stars with Bethany Anne when she departed.

      It wasn’t enough. He had no concept of what life looked like without a fight on the horizon. The purpose he sought could not be found in his little black book.

      His brooding was interrupted by a shift in the Etheric, and Bethany Anne stepped out onto the balcony.

      “Come with me,” she told him before disappearing back through the open window she’d created.

      Darryl followed Bethany Anne without question. The opening in the Etheric led him to familiar surroundings.

      “What are we doing on ArchAngel II?” he asked Bethany Anne as she strode ahead of him.

      Bethany Anne held a finger up without slowing. “You’ll see.”

      Still wondering why she’d brought him here, he followed her down the corridor. He realized they were in crew quarters, and his confusion grew.

      Bethany Anne halted outside the door of the XO’s suite, where she vanished without a trace.

      Darryl stood there for a moment, scratching his head in confusion. Then the door to the suite opened, and Natalia was standing there with a smile meant only for him.

      Darryl was lost for words until he heard Bethany Anne’s voice in his head.

      Don’t just stand there. Talk to her.

      What do I say? We broke up a long time ago.

      I know you went through half the female population of the Federation, trying to get over her. I also know it didn’t work. Talk to her. That’s an order.

      Darryl cleared his throat nervously. “Hey, Nat. So, you’re back?”

      Natalia rolled her eyes. “Smooth as always, Darryl.” She reached for his shirt and pulled him toward her. “Get in here. We've got a lot of lost time to make up for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mars Orbit, Shipyard (two years later)

      Alexis hurried to finish her shift and make it to the transport ring in time to catch the last shuttle back to Promessa.

      By the time she arrived on the mountain plateau where the Schultz residence was located, she was parched from the high summer heat and in need of a shower and a change of clothes.

      Koda informed her that Gregov would be late as she welcomed her into the house. Alexis showered and changed, then went out to the back porch, where Sarah Jennifer and Kelly were sitting at the garden table drinking coffee with Koda. Their children played in the sandbox under the awning on the lawn.

      Alexis was grateful for the spritzers that replenished the moisture the sun sucked out of the air. She accepted a mug of coffee as she joined the three women at the table while she waited for Gregov to arrive.

      “Didn’t you two have tickets to Cirque de Tigre for tonight?” Kelly asked.

      Alexis nodded. “They weren’t easy to get, but Tosha and Lei hooked us up. Mom called Bobcat and got us a reservation at All Guns Blazing for dinner before the show. We’re meeting Gabriel and Jiya there in an hour.”

      “I haven’t seen Bethany Anne for a few weeks,” Sarah Jennifer told her. “The last time she visited, she contributed enough credits to the swear jar to put baby Esme through college.”

      Koda snorted. “And you wonder why she hasn’t been here in weeks.”

      “She’s been holed up with Jean.” Alexis shrugged. “We’re getting close to the scheduled departure date, and she’s driving everyone crazy.”

      Sarah Jennifer laughed. “Apropos of nothing, Dieter putting Gregov in charge of the transitions division is working well.”

      “You can’t keep your nose out of Defense Force business for two fuckin’ minutes,” Kelly teased. She shot a glance at Esme and Chuck and mouthed “Shit,” as she activated her wrist-holo to send five credits to the swear jar. “Worth it.”

      “That son of mine works too hard,” Koda grumbled good-naturedly.

      Alexis smiled. “His sense of duty and his understanding of mine is one of the things I like most about him. Retraining the discharged troops to fill roles in civilian life is taking a lot of his time. We’re going to miss dinner if he’s not here soon.”

      Sarah Jennifer smiled. “I hear you’re just as busy getting that crazy ship of your mother’s to make sense.”

      “How’s it comin’?” Kelly asked.

      Alexis sighed. “It should be impossible, but it’s working, mostly. We’re having issues with the intradimensional and interdimensional protocols canceling each other out. Ted threw me out three times today.”

      Sarah Jennifer chuckled. “Only three times? He must really like you.”

      “Sometimes, I wish he didn’t,” Alexis quipped. “I’m kidding. It’s been an experience, working with him and Ankh.”

      Gregov walked out the back door and came over to drop a kiss on Alexis’ forehead. “Solnishko, I’m so sorry I’m late. Did we miss our reservation?”

      Alexis shook her head. “Not if we hurry.” She looked his grease-stained uniform over and raised an eyebrow. “Scratch that. We’re going to miss dinner. You need to change.”

      Gregov laughed as he dashed back inside, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll be ready in ten minutes!”

      “That’s still not going to leave us enough time to get to Earth!” Alexis countered.

      

      Earth, Tokyo

      They arrived half an hour late. The transport Pod Gregov had requisitioned from the Defense Force base took off as Alexis and Gregov walked into the reception area at the Human Culture Experience.

      The resort that had been built on the foundations of the Palace had been open for almost eight months and was booked for a year in advance.

      Alexis slipped her arm through Gregov’s and leaned in to whisper, “So glad we made it. There’s no way we would have gotten a raincheck, and I’ve been craving AGB’s buffalo wings badly.”

      “They should think about starting a delivery service,” Gregov suggested.

      “Noted,” a disembodied voice answered from an overhead speaker.

      Alexis grinned. “Hey, Takumi.”

      “Hey, yourself,” the AI returned in a fond tone. “You two are late.”

      “Work held us both up,” Alexis told him. “Did my brother and Jiya get here before you gave our table away?”

      Takumi scoffed. “As if I would do such a thing. But yes, they are here. Marilyn will take you through to the VIP lounge.”

      Marilyn turned out to be a Noel-ni on exchange from the Meredith Reynolds. “This way, please,” she told them with a friendly smile.

      The atrium was filled with both humans and aliens, there to get a taste of Earth’s culture. Marilyn led them past the doors to the VR suites and galleries and down a short corridor culminating in the neon sign all AGB franchises adopted.

      Alexis’ stomach rumbled as she caught a whiff of cooking meat. Earth’s All Guns Blazing exclusively served Earth-based food from around the planet. As well as the homestyle Southern cooking they were renowned for, the bar menu featured various kinds of Asian food, barbecued everything, and many European dishes, including the haute cuisine that had resurfaced in France.

      They were shown to their table, where Gabriel and Jiya were nibbling on breadsticks dipped in garlic butter. Gabriel looked up as they approached. “It’s about time you two got here. We’re gonna have no room for our food, thanks to all the bread they kept bringing us while we were waiting.”

      “You mean, I’m going to have no room,” Jiya countered with a laugh. “You are a bottomless pit.”

      Gregov pulled out Alexis’ chair for her. “Well, from one bottomless pit to another, I hope we have time to eat before we go see my brother-in-law and his family perform.”

      “I’ve heard so much about the show. I can’t wait to see the weretigers in action,” Jiya enthused.

      “The stories don’t do it justice,” Gregov promised.

      The server brought the wine and menus. Alexis waved the menu away with a smile. “No need for that, thank you. I’ll have a double order of buffalo wings, animal fries, the garden salad, and the double chocolate torte to finish.”

      She shrugged at Gregov’s look of disbelief. “What? I told you I was hungry.”

      “You told me we were short on time,” he returned.

      “You order half a cow? We’re going to be late,” Alexis replied. “Otherwise, we’re good.”

      The others took a moment to browse the menu while the wine was poured, then gave their orders.

      “How is the terrible twosome?” Alexis asked while they were waiting for their food.

      “Terrible,” Gabriel admitted with a laugh. “Mom says it's karma for all the shit we got up to when we were small.”

      Jiya sipped her wine. “Jai translocated out of the house the other night. We found him almost a mile away at the petting zoo we’d visited the day before. He wanted to talk to the bears.”

      Gregov chuckled. “The little darlings know what they want already, just like their aunt and grandma.”

      Alexis pointed her fork at him. “Don’t be getting any ideas. Kids are a long way away for us.”

      Gregov paled. “You’re thinking about us having kids?”

      Alexis let him sweat. She turned the conversation to the construction company Gabriel and Jiya had started. “Did the bidding end on the Skrima project yet?”

      Gabriel and Jiya exchanged proud smiles. “They went for our printed modular housing systems over magic-built homes,” Gabriel told her.

      “Great news!” Gregov raised his glass. “A toast to providing technological solutions for Earth’s needs.”

      Jiya’s eyes shone. “We’ll be employing magic users in areas where it’s safer and more cost-effective to do so.”

      “Don’t forget environmentally sound,” Gabriel added. “We sold them on our commitment to using sustainably sourced printing materials combined with minimum-impact landscaping.”

      Alexis speared a forkful of her salad. “You got the idea from the MPPS archives, right?”

      Gabriel nodded. “ADAM sourced minutes from the planning meetings where Mom and everyone were throwing ideas around. Printing buildings from silicates was one of them, although since we’re building out in the desert, we won’t be shipping in sand from the Federation.”

      “We’re working with local terraforming specialists to ensure we’re in compliance with restructuring laws,” Jiya added. “Large-scale destruction of land is pre-WWDE behavior we don’t want to get back in the habit of committing.”

      Gregov smiled. “I heard Jim Johnson was headhunted by a construction company. Glad to hear it’s yours. He’s a good guy. Knows his shit on both the tech and the magic sides. You won’t end up with another Maine gorge with him running your sites.”

      “We still need to visit there,” Alexis told him. “I finally got time to read the Hawkins Histories, and I have to see with my own eyes what the witches in Salem did to protect their people.”

      “Perhaps we will go after the show,” Gregov agreed. “We have the Pod until tomorrow night. We can get there for sunrise, then head to Colorado to have lunch with Bodie, Abbey, and Dustin.”

      “I still can’t believe those two emigrated so far inland,” Jiya commented.

      “Why not?” Gabriel asked. “Their ship isn’t limited to the oceans.”

      Jiya shrugged. “I don’t know. Dustin’s magic is connected to the sea. I guess if they’re happy, then it’s not my business to question their decision. I just find it strange, is all.”

      “No stranger than swapping life on a warship for building houses in the desert,” Gabriel reasoned.

      Jiya clinked her glass against his. “I’ll drink to that.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel held Jiya close as they waited in line to be admitted to the pavilion that had been set up in Miyashita Park to accommodate the acrobatic troupe. He soaked up the carnival atmosphere, appreciating sharing the evening with Alexis and Gregov. A familiar mind brushed the mindspace, and he turned just as Bethany Anne and Michael stepped out of the Etheric.

      Alexis’ eyes widened in surprise. “Mom! Dad! I didn’t know you were coming!”

      Bethany Anne’s smile lit the night. “Thank Gregov for telling us you’d both be here.”

      “I’m happy you could take time from your schedule to fit this in,” Gabriel confessed. “I’ve missed you guys.”

      Bethany Anne’s eyebrows rose in amusement. “I’ve got a few hours. Then it’s back to the grindstone.”

      “How are things in New York?” Alexis inquired.

      “Going well,” Michael answered. “The renovation of the city is proceeding as planned, and we opened the Federation Consulate a few days ago.”

      “I saw the ceremony on the holonetwork,” Jiya told him.

      The line moved forward, and they scanned their wrist-holos at the entrance before going to find their seats.

      Horst, Koda, Dieter, and Tosha were already inside. Gabriel wasn’t surprised to find that the section they were sitting in had been roped off and a privacy screen provided for their family, seeing as the media were already showing interest in the arrival of Bethany Anne.

      As the show commenced, he put his arm around Jiya and luxuriated in the feeling of her snuggling into his shoulder.

      She tilted her head to look into his eyes. “Life is good.”

      Gabriel pressed a kiss to her forehead. “It is, and it’s only going to get better from here on out.”
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      Bethany Anne arrived at the Mars shipyard forty-eight hours before launch day. Jean met her as she entered the docking ring where her home for the foreseeable future was tethered to the station by a mesh of struts.

      “We’ve come a long way from bootstrapping cargo containers,” Bethany Anne murmured as she moved to stand at the viewing window.

      The Looking Glass was a third of the size of the Baba Yaga, her hull constructed from temperature-resistant polymer infused with nanocytes and replicated Bl’kheth DNA and coated with a refractive paint that gave her a mirror finish.

      “I’d say those were the days,” Jean replied, “but no, they weren’t. Don’t get me wrong; it was fun and all, but give me limitless resources and the need to unlearn everything I know over scrambling to cobble an escape together while every government and clandestine agency known to man is trying to steal what’s ours any day. What do you think of her?”

      Bethany Anne had no words for the emotions churning inside her. She just shook her head, eyes shining with unshed tears.

      Jean understood. She laid a hand on Bethany Anne’s shoulder, and they watched in silence as a swarm of bots took care of the final tasks before launch.

      Izanami joined them a short time later. Her hard light avatar phased as she altered its state to pass through the railing surrounding the viewing platform on her approach to the two women standing quietly in front of the window. “Enora has informed me that the first ships with our crew will be arriving at the inner docking ring within the hour.”

      Jean stepped away from the window. “Then I guess I’d better go deal with any last-minute issues the engineering crew found before I can give the go-ahead for supplies to be loaded.”

      Bethany Anne pulled Jean into a hug. “Thank you, and congratulations on building the first interdimensional ship.”

      Jean snorted. “Save the congratulations for when we know the ship won't blow up the second we activate the Dimensional Gate Drive. We’ll be starting the live test run at 1900 hours station time. Don’t be late.”

      She stalked off before Bethany Anne had a chance to retort that she had never been late in her life.

      Bethany Anne rolled her eyes as she switched her focus to Izanami. “Are you excited to get your core moved onto the Looking Glass?”

      Izanami’s sharp teeth did not detract from the beauty of her grin. “You bet your ass I am. Jean is stressing unnecessarily. Everything went without a hitch in the virtual testing phase.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” Bethany Anne warned her.

      Izanami tilted her head, scrutinizing Bethany Anne’s face. “You’re nervous! I never thought I’d see the day. Can you even get nervous?”

      Bethany Anne lifted a shoulder. “Apparently so. I’ve funneled a large chunk of my resources and effort into constructing this ship.”

      “Is that all that’s got you shitting bricks?” Izanami inquired.

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But if I’m honest, I'm on edge,” Bethany Anne admitted. “This is a huge step. I’m feeling a lot like I did when I left Earth for the first time. Stepping into an adventure unlike anything any human has experienced is thrilling.”

      “Literally?” Izanami smiled.

      Bethany Anne nodded. “There’s no reward without risk, but I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t acknowledge that the unknown awaiting us once we open that Gate tweaks my need to be in control of any given situation.”

      “Isn’t that the biggest adventure of all?” Izanami asked. “Letting go and accepting what comes?”

      Bethany Anne laughed. “The Looking Glass has significant weapons capability hidden beneath that shiny exterior. If anything we encounter out there isn’t acceptable, then it’s sure to be flammable.”

      “Wait until you see inside.” Izanami’s voice was laced with promise. “I had the construction crews get everything just the way you like it.”

      Bethany Anne had so far resisted the urge to take a tour of the interior, trusting that Izanami’s input would result in a viable balance between the practicalities and concessions to living aboard a starship.

      However, despite the AI’s assurances that the live test was merely a formality, there was still a tiny chance of a critical failure occurring when the Dimensional Gate Drive was engaged for the first time.

      “How about you and I do a walkthrough while we wait for Jean to get her shit together?” she suggested.

      Izanami’s grin returned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne ran her fingers along the textured nano-polymer wall as they walked through the engineering deck. “I’ve been so busy with facilitating the introduction of Federation tech to Earth I missed most of the development of this ship.”

      “I can say with certainty that Jean was grateful for that,” Izanami teased.

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Yeah. I figured. Beats the fuck out of me how Jean and Ted did all this without using metal.”

      “Almost without using metal,” Izanami clarified. “There’s around five percent metal, which is well below the tolerance for Etheric travel. Anne and Ron had a large part in developing and upscaling the processes used to make your armor. Add the advancements Ted and Ankh made to our knowledge by reverse-engineering the Etheric-capable ships we scored from the Kurtherians and the assistance of Promessa Corp. in providing mass-printing facilities, and, well…” She turned a circle as she walked, her hands raised to indicate the muted cream and soft gray of their surroundings.

      “We have a miracle ship,” Bethany Anne finished for her as they came to a bank of elevators. “Where are we headed next?”

      “Your choice.” Izanami called the elevator as she spoke. “Going up, the next two decks are assigned to residential quarters. Above that is ops and the primary armory, then the bridge. Going down, we have a double deck containing the hydroponics bays and biomatter production. Those are positioned centrally. Two-thirds of the deck is assigned to agricultural production and crew enrichment.”

      “The orchard and the park?” Bethany Anne inquired.

      Izanami nodded. “The test flight today will determine whether organic matter can be successfully folded. The training and recreational facilities and the secondary armory are on the deck below that, followed by the transport and docking bays. Lower decks are dedicated to printing and manufacturing, waste and water management, and recycling. There’s no concourse.”

      “That I know,” Bethany Anne told her. “Space is at a premium on this vessel. We need every square foot that isn’t necessary for living or operational purposes dedicated to food and water production. We don’t know where we’re going or whether the rest of the universe is as densely populated as our little corner. It could be light-years between opportunities to stop to make repairs and replenish our supplies.”

      “It is to be hoped the opportunity for shopping will also arise, at least on occasion,” Izanami countered.

      Bethany Anne shrugged. “Probably, but not on the scale we’re used to. Besides, that brings us back to the issue of storage limitations.”

      Izanami’s expression sobered. “I’m sorry you are leaving most of your shoe collection behind.”

      Bethany Anne grimaced. “Shhh. If I don’t talk about it, I don’t have to acknowledge it.” She stepped into the elevator. “I want to see what you did with my and Michael’s quarters.”

      “We’ll have to make it fast. The test flight is due to start in ninety minutes, and the ground crew wants us off the ship while they run systems checks.”
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        * * *

      

      Michael was waiting when Bethany Anne returned to the docking ring. “Do you want to join the party or watch from somewhere quieter?”

      “Who’s here?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “Pretty much everyone who is coming with us, and plenty who aren’t,” Michael told her. “Ezekiel and Lilith won’t be joining us until tomorrow. They’re spending their last night with Hannah.”

      “Did she go into labor?” Bethany Anne’s eyes lit with anticipation when Michael nodded. “Give me a minute.”

      She opened her HUD and sent a message to Hannah’s house EI for her to read when she got home with the baby. “This postwar baby boom just keeps rolling, right?” she commented when she was done.

      “Let me be the first to say I’m glad we are not participating in the expanding birth rate,” Michael confessed.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “Not a chance in hell. We’ve done that. The twins are here, right? We’ll join the party.”

      The viewing platform was packed with family and friends when they stepped off the elevator. Michael excused himself and headed for the table where Stephen, Barnabas, and Akio were sitting. Bethany Anne scanned the crowd for Alexis and Gabriel, wanting them close for the short time they had before departure.

      Before she had located them, Jai and Jodi squealed and ran toward Bethany Anne on chubby legs. She scooped them up and nuzzled their cheeks. “How are my favorite tiny terrors? Did you escape from your mom and dad again?”

      She listened to them babble about their latest interests as she carried them back to their parents.

      Gabriel sighed in relief when he saw that Bethany Anne had the twins with her. “You two need to stay where we can see you,” he told them in a stern yet gentle tone. “Wandering around the station by yourselves could be dangerous.”

      Jodi pouted. “We went to get Gramma!”

      Jiya held out her hands for the twins. “You’ll see her and Gramps tomorrow. It’s time for dinner and bath.”

      Jai’s bottom lip protruded. “They just got here.”

      Bethany Anne knelt to be on their level and produced a box from thin air. “I need someone who likes stars to test this super-cool projector while we do boring grown-up stuff. It’s got a special map loaded into it that will show you where Gramma and Grandpa’s ship is. Think you can figure it out for me?”

      The twins were quick to agree. Bethany Anne smiled. “That’s my angels. Thing is, you need to be all tucked up in bed before the map will work, which means you have to eat dinner and take your baths.”

      She winked at Jiya as the twins took her hands without further protest.

      “Mom, you can’t leave,” Gabriel groaned as Jiya led Jai and Jodi away. “You’re the only one they listen to.”

      Bethany Anne chuckled. “That’s because grandparents have the benefit of experience gained from raising children. I recall saying something similar to Patricia when you and Alexis were tiny. You’ll figure it out as they grow.”

      Michael and Alexis joined them as the lights dimmed and Jean announced the test flight was about to commence.

      No one knew what to expect. The concept of a ship that could travel beyond dimensional borders was past the understanding of everyone but the people who had built it. Even the engineers weren’t sure what was going to happen when the Looking Glass exited the third dimension.

      Jean climbed onto the bar and called for everyone’s attention. “All right, folks. We’re ready to begin. ADAM has temporary control of the AI systems. Over to you, ADAM.”

      ADAM’s voice came over the speakers. “Ready to commence in T-minus sixty seconds.”

      A murmur passed through the room as everyone placed their bets as to what was going to happen next. Bethany Anne was pleased to hear that no one gave in to a cynical frame of mind. The predictions she heard ranged from the absurd to the sublime, but no one put their credits on the outcome being a catastrophic failure.

      Good. She didn’t want to tempt fate.

      Neither did she contribute to the betting pool.

      Alexis ducked under Bethany Anne’s arm and wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist. “This is too much. I don’t know whether I want to jump for joy or throw up from anxiety. Maybe both.”

      “Do not throw up,” Gabriel told her. “You’ll miss the jump if you do.”

      “I didn’t mean literally,” Alexis retorted. “Wait, you’re trying to distract me.”

      “Is it working?” Gabriel grinned.

      “If by working you mean am I thinking about punching you instead of feeling nervous, yes,” Alexis replied.

      Bethany Anne reached for Michael’s hand. “It's okay to be nervous. Have faith in the ability of everyone who worked to make this happen, including yourself. ADAM, how’s it looking?”

      “Like it’s going to be a cakewalk,” ADAM stated with certainty.

      “Then put your credits where your mouth is…isn’t,” Bobcat dared him.

      “Check the pool. I already did,” ADAM snarked. “I have the camera drones in place.”

      “Then let’s get started,” Bethany Anne told him. “I’m done waiting.”

      Silence enveloped the viewing platform as the struts holding the Looking Glass in place retracted, leaving the ship free to make its way to a safe distance from the station under ADAM’s direction.

      “Engaging all systems. Activating enhanced life support. Taking the ship to gray alert. Priming the Etheric Gate drive.”

      As ADAM listed the actions he was taking, the space around the Looking Glass distorted as the Gate drive pulled power directly from the Etheric. “Initiating transfer to the Etheric.”

      A ripple of silver-gray light passed over the hull of the Looking Glass, and the ship vanished from view. There was a tense moment before the viewscreens on the walls of the viewing platform flickered to life and gave the observers the external camera views from the ship. The drone feeds came on a moment later.

      “Etheric transfer success,” ADAM announced. “Initiating the Dimensional Gate Drive.”

      The camera drones that accompanied the Looking Glass showed lightning dancing in waves along the hull of the ship as the Dimensional Gate Drive transformed the surrounding mists in preparation for tearing a window in reality.

      ADAM continued, “The Dimensional Gate Drive is primed and ready to engage on your command, Bethany Anne.”

      Jean hopped down from the bar. “It’s all on you, BA.”

      Bethany Anne held her breath for a moment, then gave the command. “Initiate the dimensional jump.”

      External ship cameras cut out, leaving only the camera drone’s view. The feeds flickered in and out as the energy buildup increased to the point where even the rugged drones were affected. However, they continued to operate as the Etheric twisted and sparked around the Looking Glass.

      Without warning, the ship morphed. Only the ultra-enhanced were capable of processing at a frame rate that allowed them to see the ship expanding as it flattened, then shrank as it folded in on itself. For everyone else, it was over in an instant. Onscreen, the Etheric whited out as the Gate drive transformed reality around the ship, and the Looking Glass vanished in a pinpoint of light.

      A murmur of concern came from everyone watching when the screens showing the ship’s external cameras went dark.

      “Don’t worry,” Alexis told Bethany Anne. “The cameras don't exist on a plane we can perceive right now.”

      Bethany Anne had been expecting that. “ADAM, give us a slow-motion replay of the folding while we wait, please.”

      ADAM did as she requested, and the screens showed the Looking Glass collapsing as it crunched into a package capable of slipping through the barrier to the higher dimensions.

      “Seeing that makes me glad Jiya and I decided to stay behind,” Gabriel stated, unease coloring his voice. “How long until it comes out?”

      “It should be there already.” Bethany Anne stood frozen in anticipation as she waited for the ship to unfold.

      Alexis squirmed in Bethany Anne’s one-armed embrace. “Mom, could you squeeze me a little less hard? I’d like to keep my shoulder in its socket, thank you.”

      Bethany Anne realized she was crushing Michael’s hand as well and released her grip on them both.

      ADAM, are you still in contact with the ship? What’s taking so long?

      >>It’s a more complex process than when you traveled this way,<< ADAM told her. >>We have to wait until the ship reaches the coordinates I programmed into the nav-con.<<

      How. Fucking. Long?

      >>Four-point-two-five light-years in under five minutes isn’t fast enough for you? The ship is due to emerge at Proxima Centauri in five, four, three, two, one.<<

      The screens switched to the view provided by CEREBRO network satellites at Proxima Centauri. Simultaneously, the area they were focused on distorted, and a pinpoint of light that matched their final view of the Looking Glass in the Etheric appeared in the darkness.

      The tiny light expanded rapidly, and those who could track it saw a confusion of impossible angles and planes unfold and expand as the ship returned to the third dimension.

      “The test flight was a success,” ADAM announced from the speakers.

      “We need an analysis of the organic life aboard the ship before you make declarations,” Jean hedged. “Did the plants and animals make it intact?”

      There was a short, tense wait while ADAM scanned the deck apportioned to agriculture and other food production. A collective sigh of relief went up when he announced, “Take a load off, everyone. Everything made it through exactly as it should.”

      The cheers were deafening. Bethany Anne joined the celebration, screaming her throat raw with relief and satisfaction.

      Alexis grabbed her hands and swung them around in a circle. “We did it, Mom! You can go anywhere in the universe!”

      All over the station, emotions ran high in the people who had built the ship. Those who had worked so hard to bring the Looking Glass into existence shed silent tears of wonder as ADAM announced he was bringing the ship back to Sol via the standard Gate drive.

      Even Michael’s usually stoic demeanor crumbled in the face of their incomprehensible achievement. He swept Bethany Anne up in his arms and spun in a circle, to raucous applause from everyone surrounding them.

      Bethany Anne took his face in her hands and pressed her forehead to his. “The future is waiting for us. All we have to do is take the first step.”

      Michael released her as calls for a speech started.

      Bethany Anne climbed up to the spot Jean had vacated on the bar and surveyed the faces raised toward her. “One moment.” She held up a finger and turned to accept the glass of Coke Bobcat had poured for her. “I love how I don’t even have to ask.”

      Bobcat grinned. “It’s not the lubrication I would choose, but you can’t make a speech with a dry throat.”

      Bethany Anne drained the glass in one gulp and handed it back to Bobcat with a smile. “Thank you.” She straightened and smiled. “Everyone always wants a damned speech. What would you all do for entertainment if I didn’t prepare anything?”

      “You saying you didn’t?” Tabitha called.

      Bethany Anne laughed. “No, I knew this was going to happen. This is too momentous an occasion to let it pass without saying a few words. Do we have this streaming station-wide?”

      “We do now,” ADAM confirmed, using the speakers. “Enora is feeding it to CEREBRO as well.”

      “Okay, then.” Bethany Anne had prepared a speech, but she rejected it and spoke from her heart instead. “The success of this project has opened up the entire universe. I would like to begin by thanking everyone who had a part in making it happen. Without their blood, sweat, tears, and countless hours over the last couple of years, without the continued collaboration on every level, without the belief everyone who has been part of this enormous endeavor had in what we were aiming to achieve, we would not be here today to close out this chapter in the history of the Federation and of humanity. No words can express the depth of my gratitude to everyone who got us to this point. Not just with Project Looking Glass. My gratitude extends to everyone who has been with us from the start. Once upon a time, I was one woman alone with the weight of an impending alien invasion on my shoulders. My loving husband might have freed me from a death sentence, but he left me with the fate of humanity to carry. But I wasn’t alone for long. You know who you are.”

      John, Darryl, Scott, and Eric shoved each other. Bethany Anne pointed them out, then smiled at Jean, Stephen, Barnabas, Tabitha, and Peter. Her gaze traveled over the gathered crowd, her eyes seeking those who had become more than friends. Kael-ven and Kiel, Admiral Thomas, Dan Bosse, Frank and Barb, Bobcat, Marcus, William, and so many others. They were her family, bonded by shared pain and triumph.

      “It hurts my heart to know I won’t be seeing many of you again for quite some time once we depart. You have all become my life, some in small ways, some irrevocably close. It's hard to imagine going through my days without you all in the back of my mind. However, that feeling of loss is balanced by joy. It is countered by the knowledge that I am free to pursue the expansion of humanity’s connection with other parts of the universe, knowing that everyone I’m leaving behind will be safe and have the ability and freedom to build their lives on a foundation of peace and security. Security we all sacrificed huge portions of our lives to provide.”

      She looked down as Bobcat nudged her leg and accepted the second glass of Coke he handed her. “Did you get psychic powers without telling me?”

      Bobcat laughed. “Sounded like you were leading up to a toast.”

      Bethany Anne held up her glass. “A toast is exactly what I was leading up to. To the future. To a society free of dictatorship, including mine.” She paused while everyone laughed. “To love, and laughter, and above all, to freedom and Justice.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany Anne took her time saying her final goodbyes to everyone who was staying behind as the loading phase commenced.

      The day of departure arrived after two frantic weeks of supply snafus, emotional farewells, last-minute adjustments to the enlisted crew, and concessions to the manifest.

      Izanami’s and Achronyx’s cores had been installed in the dedicated vault at the heart of the ship, along with the cores of the numerous EIs who had been created to assist her with the running of the ship.

      The Looking Glass had no captain but Bethany Anne.

      Izanami had her avatar working in the engine room. Bethany Anne stepped through the sliding doors to the bridge as the crew made their way to their stations in ops for the first official manned jump.

      The bridge was empty except for Michael.

      He turned from the secondary navigation console where he was examining the data for their initial jump and smiled at Bethany Anne, his eyes alight with anticipation. “Ready?”

      She nodded. “More than.”

      “No more nerves?” he asked with a hint of amusement in his voice.

      “None whatsoever,” Bethany Anne replied truthfully. The thrill of venturing into the unknown had become something to be savored as this day drew closer. She’d had to reconcile her need for control with the understanding that while she couldn’t anticipate what she was leading them into, she was the only one responsible for her reaction to a situation.

      “I’ve been looking through the ship’s specs while you were taking care of the media,” Michael told her. “We have a significant number of deterrents hidden beneath this ship’s innocuous exterior.”

      Bethany Anne’s answering smile lit the room as she walked over to join Michael by the side-by-side chairs facing the viewscreen. “You were around long before the Boy Scouts were founded, but you know their motto. We’re going out there with the intention of exploring, yes. However, if we come across anyone who wishes us harm or who is causing harm to those weaker than them? Well, those little bitches are going to find out what it is like to piss off the biggest bitch of all.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you,” he told her.

      Bethany Anne reached across the arm of her chair to take Michael’s hand as Izanami initiated the countdown to the first jump was initiated.

      No words were needed between them.

      As the AI completed the countdown, their hopes for the future and their love for each other were contained in the meeting of their eyes.
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        * * *

      

      When the Looking Glass emerged from the dimensional pocket, it was surrounded by strange stars.

      “Izanami, report,” Bethany Anne commanded. “Where the hell are we?”

      As Izanami rattled off the coordinates of their location, Bethany Anne got to her feet and stared at the planetary system on the viewscreen.

      Contrary to her earlier concerns about the scarcity of intelligent life so far from the inner galaxies, they had arrived at an inhabited location. Five planets showed as having not just sentient life but also interstellar capability, as evidenced by the space stations dotted around the system.

      “Can we listen in on their communications?” Bethany Anne asked.

      “We can. Give me a moment to run it through our translation software.” Izanami’s avatar rippled with a red-gold shimmer as she worked to give Bethany Anne a translation.

      “…out of nowhere, sir!”

      “Ships don’t just appear out of nowhere, Ensign.”

      “This one did, Admiral. There’s nothing on long-range scanners. No emissions or backtrail we can trace. No portal signature. It just…appeared!”

      Bethany Anne snickered. “Oops. I didn’t think about the effect Gating in so close would have on the locals. My bad, I guess.”

      “I’m picking up multiple energy readings similar to standard Gate technology around us,” Izanami informed them.

      “Battle stations!” Bethany Anne commanded as dozens of destroyer-class warships surrounded the Looking Glass. Her eyes blazed red as her temper flared. “Seriously? Does no one know how to say ‘hello,’ or ‘welcome to the neighborhood’ anymore?”

      Michael chuckled. “Is that how you would react on the other side of this situation?”

      The light in Bethany Anne’s eyes did not dim. “Well, no, but that’s beside the point. Izanami, get that admiral on the line.”

      A scaly-skinned, six-armed alien dressed in a gray uniform appeared onscreen. The alien recovered rapidly from the shock of their communications system being subverted and glared at Bethany Anne. “Who are you? State your identity and purpose.”

      Bethany Anne narrowed her eyes. “My name is Bethany Anne Nacht, and I came here in peace. I suggest you cease pointing your fucking guns at my ship before I change my mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth (fifteen years later)

      “In other news, rumors of a Queen Bethany Anne sighting are spreading through Las Vegas, Nevada following an incident at one of the larger casinos on the strip in the early hours of this morning. The Palace, which offers both in-person and VR facilities, was broken into by what is suspected to be the same crime ring that has been terrorizing banks and casinos across the United States.”

      The news anchor paused for effect. “The bodies of three people were left on the street outside the casino. More bodies were discovered inside the casino’s vault when staff entered at the start of the day. Sources close to the local PD have informed us that the CEREBRO network went down at around the time the alleged perpetrators were killed.”

      The anchor turned her head to look at the holoscreen projected over her right shoulder. “We head live to the scene now, where reporter Franarth D’Tzaa has been talking to locals who claim a ship belonging to the Queen was sighted, along with the Queen herself and four men wearing the Bitch patch on their uniforms.”

      “Thank you, Sandra.” Franarth D’Tzaa smiled at the camera. “Although we've been waiting for solid news of the Queen’s return for some time since expansions to the CEREBRO network many galaxies away from the Federation came online, this is the first time we’ve had multiple corroborating statements from civilians who claimed to have seen the queen with their own eyes.”

      Beside Franarth D’Tzaa, two shifty-looking men whose ashen appearances suggested they’d recently had a run-in with the devil stood patiently as the reporter made her introduction. She turned her microphone to the first man. “Tell us what you saw.”

      The man’s eyes bugged with fear. “They came out of nowhere, ma’am. One minute I was… Never mind. But it was, like, flashing white light, and the ship was there one second and gone the next. Then there was blood everywhere. Everywhere! One of them came crashing out of the upper floor window, looking like they were using the body of the dude he’d killed as a fucking surfboard or something, then bam! The dead guy was street pizza right in front of me.”

      “Apologies for the strong language to any of our viewers who are sensitive,” D’Tzaa added quickly with a disarming smile at the camera. “What about you, sir? What did you see?”

      The other man’s teeth chattered as he spoke in a halting voice. “The screaming, man! So much screaming. Like Jed said, blood was everywhere. I never seen so much blood in my life.”

      Franarth D’Tzaa fixed the two men with a knowing look. “You guys weren’t here to do anything good, were you?”

      The first man looked into the camera with an earnest expression. “We were here to cause problems until they arrived, but I’ve seen the light, I swear. Queen Bethany Anne, if you’re watching this, I swear on my life I’m gonna turn over a new leaf and live right from now on. Just don’t come after me, I beg you.”

      Franarth D’Tzaa pulled her microphone back and returned to looking directly into the camera. “I’ve been hearing similar stories from many of the more unsavory elements in the city. Businesses known to have connections to the city’s criminal underworld appear to have closed down if the hastily-written signs I’ve been seeing taped to drawn shutters are to be believed. The resurgence of the Queen Bitch and her Own appears to have inspired the criminal underworld to swear off their illegal activities.”

      The news anchor reacted with surprise. “What did Las Vegas PD have to say about this?”

      Franarth D’Tzaa shook her head. “The police department has been tight-lipped. No official statement has yet been issued. However, my source at the precinct has informed me that senior officers are shaken by the extreme violence that was committed in response to the gang attempting to rob the casino.”

      “Were you able to get any confirmation that this is the same gang that has been committing the violent crime spree that has citizens so scared?” the anchor inquired.

      Franarth D’Tzaa lifted a shoulder. “It’s unclear at this time whether the deceased assailants are in fact the same criminal ring who have evaded justice for armed robbery and murder in banks and casinos across the country. Only time will tell. Well, time and DNA tests, since there wasn't enough of them left to identify.”

      The anchor’s eyes widened, her gaze shifting to the space behind Franarth D’Tzaa’s left shoulder. The two men that had been standing with the reporter looked over their shoulders at the same time as Franarth D’Tzaa and screamed before running away.

      Franarth D’Tzaa jumped on the opportunity and extended her microphone as she turned to the woman in black leather with a dazzling smile. “Queen Bethany Anne. Welcome home! What a pleasure to see you. Would you care to give a statement about the events that occurred inside the Palace Casino in the early hours of this morning?”

      Bethany Anne’s eyes glowed red and her hair floated around her face, stirred by some unseen force. She looked directly into the camera and spoke.

      “We arrived in Vegas last night, looking for a place to get a decent steak and a beer and found those llama-fondling fuck-knuckles holding the graveyard shift workers hostage inside the casino. We healed two people who had been shot and freed the rest before dealing with the assailants, who I can confirm are the band of bastards who have been pulling this shit wherever they’ve been over the last year and a half.”

      “Again, I must apologize for the strong language,” Franarth D’Tzaa added after Bethany Anne finished. “Your Majesty, can you tell our viewers how the police reacted to your method of dealing with those criminals?”

      Bethany Anne smiled. “I guess I’ll find out when I meet with them later today. Since details are likely to be suppressed in the police report, let me make one thing clear. That kind of behavior has not been and will never be tolerated. If you are involved in any criminal enterprise, your life expectancy has dropped with my return. Smart assholes will do what those scumbags who just ran away did and abandon their criminal lives.”

      “What do you have to say to those who will use your return as a reason to be afraid?” Franarth D’Tzaa asked.

      Bethany Anne scrutinized the reporter for a moment before answering. “The only people who have a reason to fear me and mine are those who perpetrate harm on others. It has always been that way, and it will always be that way.”

      Franarth D’Tzaa turned back to the camera and smiled. “You heard it here first, folks. The Queen has returned, and she is taking no prisoners. Back to you in the studio, Sandra.”

      Franarth D’Tzaa tapped her wrist-holo to deactivate her camera drone and was surprised to see Bethany Anne still standing there. “If you don’t mind me saying, it’s good to have you back. I don’t suppose I have any chance of persuading you to agree to an exclusive interview with me in the studio? I would love to be there while you tell the world what you’ve been doing these last fifteen years.”

      Bethany Anne broke into a grin. “Funny you should ask. I was thinking a friendly reporter was exactly what I needed to help me tell my story. Not just of the last fifteen years. I’m ready to share the secrets of my whole life.”
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      Those who killed their partners will wish they had never been born.

      Pain is a burned ex-mercenary. Agony is a burned ex-cop.

      Together, they might just find out.

      The only problem? They can’t stand each other.

      Trust, it seems, doesn’t come easily between a black-ops mercenary and an ex-police detective.

      What could make it worse for her?

      He doesn’t like using guns.

      Will Pain and Agony be able to dodge the criminals trying to take them out and avoid killing each other in the process?

      Will the criminals be able to handle the two of them together?

      Read PAIN AND AGONY and enjoy the exploits of two people…who might become friends.

      
        
        Available now at Amazon and through Kindle Unlimited
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      Thank you for not only reading this book, but these author notes as well!

      She’s finally done it.

      Earth has their opportunity to see a new future without Kurtherian’s @#%@#% it up.

      Bethany Anne has her future… And already we find her (and her attitude) causing love and bunnies to happen across the Universe.

      BWAHAHAHAHAHA…. Yeah… That’s not true ;-)

      I never want to be in a position similar to actor Sean Connery when he said ‘Never’ would he play James Bond again. Of course, he did (with his wife being a part of the reason when she asked him ‘why not do it one more time?’

       So, he played James Bond again, and we get the title of the film ‘Never Say Never Again.’

      I don’t want to say we will NEVER do another Bethany Anne story. I purposely had the ending created this way to go back and do more Bethany Anne. I want us to see that no matter where she is, Bethany Anne is going to be out there, doing something, kicking ass, and righting wrongs.

      For better or worse, she is my first character and the one closest to who I was when I wrote those first stories.

      Now, like BA, I have grown, and I feel different. I’m older, and perhaps that has a lot to do with how I feel. Maybe I just need testosterone shots, and I’ll be back in the saddle. Who knows?

      What I suspect, though, is that eventually, we will have more Bethany Anne stories.

      A couple of weeks ago, I needed to go to New York City on an unexpected business trip. I forgot to prepare something to do, and I had a tablet with me that had (if you can believe this) a total of maybe 8 books downloaded on it.

      One of them was Book 06 of the Original TKG stories.

      Now, I haven’t gone back to read the originals in years, and over the next 9 days, every plane trip I had (and many evenings into ‘Oh Dark Thirty’), I was reading TKG. I ended up on book 17 before I was back here in Cabo and had to stop.

      I had many stories I was supposed to have been caught up on with collaborators and other projects that I had ignored… Because of Bethany Anne.

      Do you know how hard it is to explain to a collaborator that you are late getting feedback to them because you read your own stories? Right. Neither do I – I didn’t explain why I was late; I just read a lot to catch up.

      Hey, don’t tell me you haven’t done something like that and never told the truth that you are late because you were reading until 5:00 AM in the morning!

      I think all readers have a similar story. Come to think of it, why not share your stories about reading late with me? Just jump on the reviews for this story (or back on Book 01 of The Kurtherian Gambit) and review the book – but share with me the story about how a good book kept you from doing something you SHOULD have been doing. But didn’t.

      THANK YOU so very much for becoming a part of TKG and TKE. Reading all of these stories and their many offshoots, universes, other authors, and LMBPN in general. You have changed so many lives by supporting us and our books.

      Thank you from the deepest parts of my heart.

      Now, I think I’ll go ‘read another BA story’ … I have to at least go to Book 21 again. Give me another year or so, and I’ll work on The Kurtherian Endgame.

      Then… I suspect my inner BA will want to express itself.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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